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THE UNIVERSITY CURRICULUM AS 
INSTITUTIONAL TRANSFORMATION

Driekie Hay & Nalize Marais

INTRODUCTION
The university curriculum, like institutional systems and procedures, continuously 
responds to external and internal forces which eventually reflect the identity, aspirations, 
world view and educational philosophies of a university. Curriculum development as 
mirrored in an institution’s qualifications, academic programme offerings and research 
profile can therefore not be detached from societal and cultural transformation, or 
from evolving trends that drive global and national change in the workplace as well 
as in societies. 

The university curriculum determines students’ entire intellectual experience. Although 
it is ‘concrete’ in that it illustrates an academic plan reflecting a designed progression 
of coursework framing a student’s higher learning experience from first to final year, it 
transcends disciplinary boundaries and holds discursive patterns, acting as a shaping 
force in the lives of those who teach, learn, administer, manage and lead within the 
institution (Terwel & Walker 2004). Therefore it facilitates the development of extra-
curricular knowledge, as it prepares graduates not only to fulfil their responsibilities 
in the labour market but also to become responsible citizens, contributing to overall 
human capital endeavours. It also addresses the social, economic, educational and 
political issues of the day. Contemporary perspectives on the curriculum in higher 
education see the necessity of such academic plans as being representative of both 
the educational and social experience, as a way of being part of, understanding, and 
assessing a constantly changing world. 

Universities that are highly valued and known for best practices in higher education, 
facilitate students’ teaching and development via outstanding and innovative curricula, 
subsequently attracting world-class students. Students compete for placement at such 
universities, because these institutions are known for creating a culture of intellectual 
engagement and rigour, and for nurturing an intensive research culture. They are 
also known for a knowledge transfer culture that permeates all teaching and learning 
activities within a vibrant and embracing social and globalised context. 
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An adaptive curriculum that continually evolves with social, political and professional 
demands ensures constant institutional transformation. In such institutions graduates 
are produced who have acquired the essential attributes and competencies to sustain 
themselves in the national and global world of work. In contrast, institutions applying 
a static curriculum cannot evolve with national and global changes and trends and 
therefore sustain a predominant ideology and institutional culture. Such institutions 
deliver graduates that are not familiar with current social and professional demands. 
The transformative power of a university curriculum is apparent: if well-designed, a 
university curriculum could become a vehicle for institutional change as it exposes 
students to knowledge and experiences that restructure the status quo within the 
institution. It also has the power to change societies over time and is often referred to 
as the epitome of institutional restructuring. 

The overarching purpose of this chapter is to discuss how a curriculum can not only 
transform a national higher education but also be used to change an institutional 
culture known for its conservatism to one embracing societal changes as well as 
national and global imperatives. Yet, as the notion of transformation is often a loaded 
one, it is appropriate first of all to provide a brief exposition of transformation and 
to contextualise it in terms of this chapter. This chapter also discusses the concept 
of institutional transformation and locates it within a broader societal transition by 
reflecting on changes in the political, social, economic, cultural and educational 
structures of a society and in particular that of South Africa. 

CONCEPTUALISING TRANSFORMATION 
In an organisational context, transformation refers to a process of profound and 
radical change that orients an organisation in a new direction and takes it to an 
entirely different level of effectiveness. Unlike the terms ‘turnaround’ or ‘reformation’ 
(which implies incremental progress on the same plane) transformation implies a basic 
change of character and little or no resemblance to the past configuration or structure. 
Transformation in the context of this chapter reflects deep change and restructuring, 
enabling institutions of higher education to address challenging needs and demands 
posed by the a changing environment. 

We argue that the process of institutional change cannot be viewed as a single 
event, but rather as a multifaceted progression involving complex personal, political, 
organisational and pedagogical relationships across deep chasms of difference. 
Transforming higher education implies fundamental, intensive, and far-reaching 
restructuring, involving strategic modifications in core elements of the institution that 
significantly affect ways of thinking and consequently influence customs, norms and 
rules (Smart 2008). This requires a willingness to re-evaluate structures of knowledge 
and the shaping thereof, influencing patterns of relationships and organising principles 
of institutional life within times of staggering economic, political and societal change.
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In the latter context Makgoba (1997:3) distinguishes transformation from reform by 
referring to “blueprint change”. This requires that universities do not need reformation 
or restructuring only, but also a radical transformation, altering the core functions 
of institutions, implying changes in leadership, student influx and the typology of 
universities, affecting the types of academic programmes offered. After 1994, for 
example, South African universities were challenged by volatile social and political 
circumstances that demanded profound change in the predominant patterns of 
institutional leadership, operations and strategies. Yet these changes are still taking 
place in terms of equity targets, funding arrangements, allocation of research grants and 
earmarked funding. The transformation of South African higher education institutions 
was thus a deliberate attempt to address the segregated educational practice left by 
the apartheid dispensation that is currently superseded by institutional imperatives that 
appreciate a diverse social and political space (Jansen 2009; Terwel & Walker 2004). 
An emancipated curriculum, on the other hand, is free from segregated knowledge and 
racist practices. Profound change within an institution should be accompanied by an 
authentic, deliberate step towards creating a socially and politically accommodating 
campus culture.

Transforming a university’s curricula represents a radical change in the core of the 
institution’s identity, as the curriculum underpins the fundamental functions within the 
institution, reflecting leadership, research, teaching, typology and related academic 
programmes (Hannan, Baron & Hsu 2006; Isern & Pung 2007). Such radical 
change involves the redirection of an institution’s existing orientation and the entire 
transformation of organising principles and structures, even its vision and mission 
statements (Greenwood & Hinings 1996). The emphasis on the radical transformation 
of the institution’s core functions is therefore not restricted to apparent or physical 
transformation, but also represents cognitive transcendence, implying an epistemic 
redress that fundamentally changes the way that academics think about content and 
curriculum. Cognitive transcendence implies that the institution adapt the theory and 
thought underpinning curricula to reflect not only a renovation of academic content, 
but also an understanding of changed societal and political beliefs. Changes in higher 
education since 1994 perfectly illustrates how curriculum restructuring supported 
national goals of transforming an entire society; in an attempt to redress societal issues 
concerning race, ethnicity, gender and diversity in different policies and strategies. 

CURRICULUM TRANSFORMATION IN SOUTH AFRICAN HIGHER EDUCATION
The history of curriculum in the South African higher education system changed radically 
after 1994. Education White Paper 3: A Programme for the Transformation of Higher 
Education initiated several change initiatives implicating the restructuring of curricula. 
The National Plan for Higher Education (NPHE) was implemented during 2001 to 
enact the vision portrayed in White Paper 3. It aimed towards equity, diversity and 
redress of past imbalances, as well as the production of graduates that enhance social 
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and economic development in South Africa. The National Qualifications Framework 
(NQF) complemented the vision of the NPHE as it described that an academic 
programme should be educationally transformative. The underlying premise of the 
NQF is that curricula should be coherent, integrative and designed to address gender, 
language and race issues, driving socioeconomic development in the country. The 
Higher Education Qualifications Framework (HEQF – 2007), which replaced the NQF, 
was designed to enhance articulation among programmes and provide opportunities 
for widened access and subsequent higher participation rates. 

Aligning curricula with the HEQF poses new challenges to universities as it involves 
changed processes of programme approval and accreditation, novel quality assurance 
procedures and possible changes to an institution’s programme and qualifications mix 
(PQM). The HEQF strongly emphasises the design of academic qualifications that 
provide graduates with intellectual capabilities and skills that may empower graduates, 
enrich society and enhance the economic and social development of the country (RSA 
DoE 2007). As part of transforming the broader society, graduate qualities should 
be developed through opportunities for service learning, integration of indigenous 
knowledge and the development of critical intellectuals.

Another significant change in the restructuring of South African higher education was 
the introduction of a changed typology for universities. This was done by introducing 
universities of technology which replaced technikons and comprehensive universities 
which were formed by merging and/or amalgamating traditional universities with 
technikons and/or teacher’s colleges. Consequently, comprehensive universities 
provide instruction in a wide array of industrial arts and applied sciences. The rationale 
was that a changed typology would facilitate inter-organisational mobility, enabling 
opportunities for articulation, therefore influencing access and admission requirements 
for the various kinds of institutions. Articulation among cognate qualifications in 
different types of institutions implies that students can articulate from a Technikon 
diploma to a university qualification. Such inter-organisational mobility is enacted by 
means of effective curriculum design, ensuring that each institution offers a curriculum 
that develops graduates who show unique attributes, in line with the typology and 
identity of each institution. Yet whether these typologies will have the desired outcome 
is debatable as there still seems to be an overlap and duplication in programme 
offerings and qualification structure as particular universities of technology are still 
struggling to claim their niches in the education market. It therefore seems that 
substantive long-term change is more likely when transformation is strategically linked 
to curricula, reflecting the academic content, learning activities and extra-curricular 
knowledge and competencies. 

As already implied in this chapter, a well-designed curriculum, based on sound 
pedagogical principles and theories, enhanced by effective teaching and learning 
practices, controls what knowledge students obtain. Stemming from this assumption, 
the curriculum can rightfully be regarded as a strategic institutional change agent as 
curriculum decisions are normally based on the purpose and goals of higher education.
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In the South African context, as in many other countries, higher education is often 
driven by an institutional understanding and interpretation of transformation concepts, 
how and what institutions perceive for example as social justice, discrimination, social 
cohesion and the burning societal and research imperatives of the time. Once that 
has been agreed upon, curricular changes are needed (CHE 2009), featuring as an 
institutional force that fosters intellectual progression and social development as it 
grants opportunities for critical inquiry and debate in social issues, while reducing and 
even preventing social conflict. The curriculum can rightfully be described as a system 
based on an institution’s ideological purposes (Smith 2006), implying that institutional 
imperatives, embedded in the curriculum, could foster pluralism as it nurtures social 
cohesion by challenging societal complexities.

A key argument in this chapter relates to the fact that transformation in higher 
education institutions is not generally prioritised per se. Institutional planners and 
practitioners often find it difficult to conceptualise academic programmes that are 
aligned with national and global change initiatives as falling within or adding value 
to institutional imperatives as governments come and go. If no deeper fundamental 
changes take place within the institution, curriculum changes will stay superficial – 
only trying to comply with political and social demands. Yet, fundamental curriculum 
changes will lead to a critical review of the content, practices and theories conveyed in 
the curriculum. These changes are associated with changed pedagogies, new modes 
of delivery and contemporary instruction methods. The aforementioned fundamental 
changes enable institutions to manage diversity, referring to racial, socioeconomic and 
contextual differences among the student population. 

In responding to the needs of a diverse student population, South African higher 
education introduced a number of initiatives to deal with the varying needs of learners 
– all of these affecting the curriculum and the teaching thereof. Accordingly, in view of 
the demand to widen access, universities are increasingly required to accommodate 
students from differing schools, implying that there will be unprepared students with 
inadequate admission points. Given that higher education addresses the historical 
imbalances in the country and promotes socioeconomic development by providing 
education to a larger percentage of the population, institutions have had to adapt their 
admission policies. They have also had to introduce extended curriculum programmes, 
academic development programmes and academic staff development programmes 
to address the educational needs of students from disadvantaged education and 
economic backgrounds. This situation has assisted in changing the face of universities 
in South Africa as at least most South African universities are no longer elitist institutions. 
This is evident in the latest enrolment figures as published by the Department of Higher 
Education and Training and indicating that black students constitute almost 70% of 
the enrolments in higher education. Curriculum transformation has also occurred at 
a systemic level, redressing amongst other things, the under-representation of black 
and female staff members and setting targets for the enrolment of black students in 
science, engineering, technology, accounting and health-related programmes. These 
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imperatives are still reflected in the allocation of national research funds and funding 
from the department of science and technology, for example.

Social and political redress has mandated curricular redress, specifically in terms of 
participation rates and access to higher education. The following paragraphs explain 
how the widening of access affects curriculum and programme offerings in South 
African universities. 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE WIDENING OF ACCESS FOR CURRICULUM TRANSFORMATION 
IN SOUTH AFRICAN HIGHER EDUCATION 
The widening of access in South African higher education has been one of the key 
decisions influencing education reform since 1994. Underpinned by racial prejudice, 
a segregated education system excluded many South Africans from higher education 
in the past. The subsequent restructuring of the South African higher education 
system introduced changed policies that, among other things, focused on increased 
participation by creating opportunities for widened access. Consistent with the 
principle of widening access to higher education, institutions are required to revisit their 
admission policies and accordingly create additional opportunities for students to enter 
the higher education system. As stated in the HEQF, the South African Qualifications 
Authority (SAQA) highlighted the importance of qualifications that might be achieved in 
whole or in part through recognition of prior learning (RPL) (SAQA 2002). Universities 
may therefore provide access to potential learners whose qualifications for study 
are not formal, by recognising and accrediting prior learning and experience. RPL 
supports transformation as it addresses barriers to learning by expanding access to 
higher education, while facilitating mobility and progression within this sphere, thus 
accelerating the redress of past unfair discrimination in education and training.

Several South African universities offer extended degree programmes to support students 
who are unable to meet the requirements for direct entry into the degree programmes. 
The extended degree spreads out the curriculum of the first year over a period of two 
years and enables students to adapt to the higher education environment, while they 
are supported by tutors, additional contact time and developmental programmes that 
aim to enhance language proficiency and academic literacy. In addition to extended 
courses, institutions offer bridging programmes or career preparation courses, 
providing students with additional opportunities to obtain access to higher education. 
This confirms the necessity of well-designed preparatory and/or extended academic 
programmes as such programmes enable institutions to address issues of equity by 
providing access to previously disadvantaged groups.

Widened access concurs with increased participation, because it implies that more 
students are admitted to the system. Students from diverse schools, backgrounds, 
ethnicity and socioeconomic status are granted opportunities to access the systems, 
increasing diversity on higher education campuses. Although South African universities 
have largely moved beyond racial and social prejudice by adopting policies that 
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reflect widened access, inclusion and increased participation, the increasingly diverse 
student populations are still associated with conflict and subtle forms of segregation on 
campuses. Curriculum content, the teaching thereof and the language of instruction 
could either assist or hamper the social transformation of university communities and 
that of the broader society in which they are located. 

Historically, South African universities were known as ‘Afrikaans’ or ‘English’ institutions, 
referring to the language of teaching and learning. In contrast to historically English 
universities, the historically Afrikaans universities have a legacy of homogeneity, implying 
that students from these universities conform to similar social and political practices. 
South African universities have a moral and social duty to foster social cohesion on 
campuses, but the transformation process has often resulted in segregation among 
groups of students, sometimes leading to forms of racism and conflict. While several 
campuses provide instruction in one language, such as English, others offer either 
dual- or parallel-medium teaching. Parallel-medium education implies that classes 
are presented in both Afrikaans and English. In our experience the majority of black 
students opt for English as their medium of instruction in parallel-medium universities 
and are therefore largely excluded from the Afrikaans (and primarily white) classes. 
Although parallel-medium instruction appears to be a solution to accommodate 
diverse languages, it still seems to isolate groups of students.

THE ROLE OF COMMUNITY-SENSITIVE LEARNING PROGRAMMES
It is possible, through a well-designed academic programme, to engage isolated groups 
in community-centred learning activities. The curriculum encompasses a student’s 
learning experience, supported by several modules that provide credits towards the 
attainment of a qualification. However, this description presents a rather rigid view of 
the curriculum and only refers to content modules that are covered during the course 
of study. Very often, practitioners fail to recognise the normative and social value 
of extra-curricular activities such as awareness campaigns, community engagement 
initiatives, work-integrated learning and service learning. These initiatives have the 
potential to drive networking and collaboration among students, thereby enhancing 
social cohesion and cultivating a sense of responsibility for the development of society. 
Exposing students to community issues nurtures mutual respect and cultivates normative 
values as they develop an understanding of ‘otherness’ while learning with and from 
those whom they initially disagreed with or disliked.

By transforming higher education curricula to address segregation and conflict, 
universities are preparing a new generation of South African citizens. However, the onus 
is on academics to develop an open-minded, unbiased scholarly approach to teaching, 
enabling higher education institutions to transcend continuous societal and political 
change by engaging students in rigorous academic discourse and critical thinking.

In 2003, the Joint Education Trust (JET) made a considerable investment towards 
introducing and implementing service learning in South African higher education 

Blitzer E, Botha N (eds) 2011.Curriculum Inquiry. Stellenbosch: SUN PRESS

DOI: 10.18820/9781920338671/11 © 2017 AFRICAN SUN MeDIA



236

PART TWO  •  CHALLENGES IN RECONCEPTUALISING UNDERGRADUATE AND POSTGRADUATE EDUCATION

institutions, all of these with a shared vision to bring students to the heart of communities, 
reflecting on curriculum – its contents, relevance and application possibilities. Initial 
reports indicate that this intervention yielded positive results as reflected in students’ 
and academic staff’s experiences.

THE ROLE OF CURRICULUM IN ENHANCING CRITICAL THINKING SKILLS AND 
ACADEMIC DISCOURSE
Responsible and productive citizenship is the outcome of excellent university education. 
The bedrock of responsible citizenship is the ability to think critically and debate issues. 
This implies that education must provide students with opportunities to engage in 
intellectual discourse. A lack of academic rigour among students underlines an inability 
to accept that others’ points of view are as worthy as their own. Stimulating intellectual 
debate among groups is therefore an intentional attempt towards preparing graduates 
for their role in society and represents a political response to a dire need to skill the 
working population of a country.

Students’ engagement in academic discourse and critical thinking relies on a curriculum 
that stretches beyond a specific set of knowledge and competencies cognate to a single 
qualification. In contrast to the traditional curricular understanding, the contemporary 
higher education curriculum is accompanied by a theoretical understanding of campus 
discourse as constituent of knowledge. Accordingly, a curriculum guides students to 
immerse themselves in the discursive priorities of a community composed of present 
social relations, cultural assumptions and political circumstances. This aims to effect a 
gradual internalisation of diverse communities’ practices, juxtaposing cultures, beliefs 
and practices and challenging the ‘otherness’ among groups of students on campuses, 
teaching people to co-exist. The university campus becomes a deliberative space 
where the sharing of different people’s commonalities is based on the understanding 
that people need to learn to live with the ‘otherness’ of people whose ways of being 
may be perceived as being threatening to one’s own (Waghid 2009). 

The curriculum, although representing a specific programme or qualification, consists 
of unacknowledged but highly consistent messages transmitted to students. These 
hidden messages are a powerful means of reproducing educated citizens that fulfil 
a critical and responsible role in society. Beyond the debate revolving around the 
research-teaching nexus, universities have a historical mission of service to society. 
The only means of influencing society is by designing a curriculum with a multiple 
focus, referring to disciplinary knowledge as well as to the extra-curricular, generic and 
hidden messages conveyed to students. 

THE CURRICULUM AS INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE AGENT
Higher learning reflects comprehensive education as opposed to compartmentalised 
learning programmes based on superficial components that separate the curriculum 
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from extra-curricular knowledge. Specialist training focused within particular disciplines 
and careers is therefore complemented by a generic knowledge base to ensure that 
universities develop undergraduates to become critical thinkers, competent citizens and 
compassionate human beings who can manage themselves in diverse and globalised 
communities. Although each qualification is focused on a specific field of knowledge, 
constituting specialisations for future career opportunities, undergraduate curricula 
facilitate broad and generic areas of study, aligning with institutional objectives 
and ideologies. 

Curricular coherence addresses the extent to which programmes articulate a common 
set of knowledge and skills associated with educational goals and institutional 
imperatives. Coherence in the curriculum is powered by unifying and competing 
tensions in higher education, referring to centripetal (unifying) and centrifugal 
(stratifying) forces. Coherent curricula reflect a significant centripetal force, as it 
connects pieces of knowledge and representations of meaning into understandable 
disciplinary relationships (Johnson & Ratcliff 2004). In addition, an alternative form 
of coherence refers to the centrifugal curricular forces that address the diversification 
of societal and student needs by serving the social, political and economic needs 
of society.

Centrifugal curricular forces integrate generic knowledge into the undergraduate 
curriculum that equips students for local and global challenges, ensuring that 
undergraduates experience a coherent and progressive learning opportunity that 
could be incorporated as a core curriculum, featuring as part of the undergraduate 
curriculum. Such a core intellectual experience gives students a chance to build an array 
of thinking and communication skills, while acquiring a broad base of knowledge from 
diverse disciplines and cultures. It promotes active learning and engagement through 
scholarship and application of knowledge and fosters critical thinking, creativity, 
integrity and flexibility. 

In some cases, a university’s history, culture and traditions instinctively ensure that 
students are exposed to a uniform intellectual base. In contrast, deliberate innovative 
curricular practice is often required. In the USA, the term ‘liberal arts’ is used in higher 
education to denote a curriculum that imparts general knowledge and develops 
students’ rational thought and intellectual capabilities. The liberal arts therefore do 
not focus on professional or vocational curricula emphasising areas of specialisation. 
Another intentional intervention is the implementation of a core curriculum. The value 
of a core curriculum that is integrated into undergraduate programmes lies in the 
transformative nature thereof, as it assumes that there is a uniform body of knowledge 
that all students should acquire. A uniform body of generic knowledge is incorporated 
by means of specific compulsory modules underpinned by mandatory core content, 
creating the opportunity for all students to develop a common set of knowledge and 
competencies, extra-curricular to their disciplinary study.
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HOW A UNIVERSITY UTILISES THE CURRICULUM FOR INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE:  
A CASE STUDY 
Regardless of radical policy and demographic changes as outlined in this chapter, 
from time to time South African campuses still experience tension that is congruent with 
a culture of segregation and subjugation of certain groups. Unfortunate incidences 
such as the Reitz incident (February 2008), the establishing of a racist Facebook 
group and discrimination against gay and lesbian couples is evidence of a pervasive 
intolerance towards ‘otherness’ and promotes segregation and colonialism on 
university and college campuses. The subsequent Soudien report rightfully stated that 
“the real difficulty we have in this country is imagining ourselves outside of our history” 
(University World News 2010:1).

The University of the Free State (UFS) is currently experiencing a radically changing 
context. The negative impact of the unfortunate Reitz incident and the conflict that 
followed emphasised the dire need for redress not only on this campus, but in South 
African higher education as a whole. Three years after the Reitz incident, this university 
finds itself in a different situation: the institution is being guided by new visionary leaders, 
has introduced an academic turnaround strategy and has established a research focus 
on a human capital project. The success of these initiatives relies on a deep-rooted 
epistemological change that affects the entire institution. Within this changed context, 
the UFS also intends to implement a deliberate intervention to create uniformity among 
a diverse student body that represents socially responsible intellectuals who show an 
understanding for complexity and the interrelatedness of global and national issues. In 
addition to developing students’ critical thinking skills a module has been introduced 
in an attempt to deal with the segregation of students caused by the current medium 
of instruction which divides students into Afrikaans (white) and English (primarily black 
but also a small group of white English-speaking students). 

IMPLEMENTING A CORE CURRICULUM
In this particular case, the core curriculum represents a compulsory extra-curricular 
module that will be facilitated during the first year of undergraduate study. Regardless 
of the qualification, each undergraduate qualification therefore incorporates a 
compulsory core module in the curriculum that is presented during the first year of 
study. This module, representing the core curriculum, is designed to enable students 
to achieve the following:

�� Understand and engage in complex local and global challenges from multiple 
perspectives.

�� Practise critical thinking and apply it in a systematic way.

�� Demonstrate basic reflective academic reading, writing and argumentation skills. 

�� Reflect on how higher education empowers students to engage with the challenges 
facing the 21st century world locally and globally.
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The core curriculum is aimed at addressing eight critical questions (see Table 11.1), 
facilitated as an extra-curricular year module. In addition to promoting critical thinking 
and engagement with peers, the questions aim at addressing political and societal 
issues, endemic to diverse campus communities. Weekly mega-class sessions will 
be presented by well-established scholars and role models from the national and 
international arena. Apart from weekly classes and tutorials, students are required 
to reflect on their personal learning process via online journals, and are required 
to participate in online group discussions, tutorials and forums. As part of the core 
intellectual experience, students are exposed to key readings and engage in debates 
relating to the eight topics listed in Table 11.1.

The implementation of a core curriculum complements the application of the recently 
implemented Higher Education Qualifications Framework (HEQF) that aims to guide 
institutions of higher learning in designing programmes and qualifications that provide 
graduates with intellectual capabilities and skills that impact on social development 
(Pandor 2007, cited in RSA DoE 2007). Strategic changes in a university’s curriculum may 
influence the learning and social environment of a campus by providing opportunities 
for critical and rationalist thinking, as well as enhanced academic discourse and in 
return prepare students to become responsible citizens in a pluralistic society. 

The core curriculum requires innovative curriculum design and strategic programme 
planning that challenges authoritarian and often inhibiting pedagogies by introducing a 
humane and democratic knowledge framework (Mahomed 2004). The implementation 
of the core curriculum ensures that students are exposed to life-changing intellectual 
experiences and in effect challenges the social dynamics and structures on campus. 
However, the possibility of additional credits within each undergraduate degree 
might affect students’ academic performance as additional notional learning hours 
are implicated. Curriculum designers can account for this possible risk factor by 
prioritising the effective application of modularisation. Modularisation provides a 
means of structuring and delivering the curriculum – it refers to the description of 
modules in terms of outcomes that can then be matched and exchanged as part of a 
process of accumulating credit towards academic qualifications (certificates, diplomas 
and degrees) (Ensor 2004). It is our contention that a well-designed modular system, 
striving towards academic integrity, merits attention as it creates flexible pathways of 
ordering knowledge, while it challenges the traditional notion of what it means to 
acquire disciplinary knowledge.
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TABLE 11.1	 Topics addressed by the Core Curriculum

The Core Curriculum

Is Google making us stupid?

Students are required to position themselves in a global world and to reflect on their role in 
addressing global and societal problems. They will:

�� Assess the negative effects of technology
�� Discover how technology can be an aid to address challenges facing the world
�� Apply critical management skills as part of an undergraduate research project

How do we deal with our violent past?

South African history persistently recurs as a sensitive societal issue among South Africans. This 
section deals with the problem by looking into the following question:

�� Do we forget everything about the past in the interest of moving forward, or do we deal with the 
past to ensure it never comes back?

What does it mean to be fair?

The Soobramooney case is an excellent example to facilitate a discussing on ‘what is fair’ in 
society. This topic exposes students to legal reasoning and judges on the matters of fairness.

How do we become South Africans?

This topic demonstrates how national identities are formed and discusses how these identities are 
contested settled communities where native status remains a contentious issue.

Are we alone?

Exposure to the nature of the universe and how scientists measure and make sense of the worlds 
around us will be addressed by discussing the following questions:

�� What are the conditions necessary for other life forms to exist elsewhere?
�� How do we know that such life forms exist elsewhere?
�� How do we know that such life forms exist, or not?
�� What counts as evidence in making these judgements in the field of science?
�� How close are we to making definitive conclusions about life on earth?

How small is small?

This theme discusses the implications of nanoscience, arguing whether it will be the next industrial 
revolution. Students are required to debate around topics, e.g. what does nanoscience teach us 
about ourselves and the world?

Did God really say?

Students are exposed to classic sets of passages from the Old Testament in the Bible relating to 
good and evil, raising questions on the transmission of knowledge, the authority of text and the 
meanings that ordinary people assign to divine communication.

The following themes are addressed:

�� Rivalry among various fundamentalisms, e.g. Christian, Islamic, Jewish, etc.
�� Making meaning of divine texts
�� On whose authority do we act?
�� The relationship between secular and religious authority

Why is the economic crisis described as global?

Globalisation influences our understanding of economics, education, culture and politics. 
Transactions take place on planetary scale, fundamentally altering social and economic relations 
around the world. This theme provides discussions on how an economic crisis in one country 
triggers global collapse of interconnected financial systems:

�� How do economists explain this phenomenon?
�� How could so many smart people have been wrong?
�� What are the limits of economics as explanatory framework?
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A modular curriculum is based on two sets of assumptions related to the divisibility of 
knowledge and the underlying ‘power-sharing’ among producers and consumers of the 
curriculum. A modular curriculum is therefore polycentric in nature, as it focuses on the 
transmission of knowledge and skills, while adhering to coherence, academic integrity 
and flexibility within the system. Incorporating the core curriculum in this particular 
case complements the polycentric nature of a modular curriculum as it firstly focuses 
on the transmission of fundamental transformative knowledge and competencies to 
a diverse student population. In addition, curriculum design keeps to the principle of 
widened access to higher education via enhanced flexibility of entry and exit points in 
the system. Lastly, although the core curriculum remains extra-curricular to the specific 
discipline, the integrity of knowledge as a guiding structure is sustained. 

CONCLUSION
This chapter drafts the university curriculum as a reflection of a student’s core intellectual 
journey. In this case, curriculum transformation is institutionally prioritised, demonstrating 
a proactive intervention towards addressing societal, political and economic issues. 
Although it comprises designed progression of coursework, the curriculum encompasses 
both extra-curricular knowledge and hidden agendas as it includes courses that 
transcend the boundaries of academic knowledge. This particular core curriculum 
creates opportunities for social and intellectual engagement with peers and the wider 
society, nurturing a culture of understanding and openness towards diversity.

We have emphasised that a curriculum is exposed to continuous transformation in 
attempt to accommodate national and global development in higher education. The 
curriculum can subsequently not be regarded as a static entity, but rather as a powerful 
vehicle that continually adapts and guides learning in response to environmental and 
global demands. Stagnant curricula that do not transform with societal and global 
demands produce unskilled graduates and consequently jeopardise the world of work. If 
graduates are ill prepared, employees will not be capable of meeting the demands of the 
job market. Such a situation will result in underdeveloped human resource capabilities, 
enhanced unemployment and consequently in economic detriment. It  will also fail 
national and global research demands by not preparing students for postgraduate 
study and subsequently not contributing to the national or global knowledge economy.

In addition, we maintain that curricula ought to be restructured in such a way that 
it reflects the identity and ethos of an institution. A university striving for excellence 
should produce graduates who are regarded as global citizens, intellectuals and 
critical thinkers. This emphasises the role of the university curriculum at both under- and 
postgraduate level, as it guides students’ intellectual journey and accordingly aligns 
graduate competencies and attributes with the vision, mission, identity and ethos of the 
institution. The curriculum is therefore a critical shaping force and strategic vehicle that 
is linked to the fundamental functions of a university. Curriculum design can therefore 
be regarded as a decisive function that guides change within the institution.
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PART TWO  •  CHALLENGES IN RECONCEPTUALISING UNDERGRADUATE AND POSTGRADUATE EDUCATION

In conclusion, we contend that a strategically well-designed curriculum acknowledges 
the academic as well as the socially and personally transformative effect of a student’s 
learning experience. Such a curriculum can be regarded as a deliberative step 
towards the development of a socially just and equal society. This chapter exemplifies 
the strategic and transformative value of the university curriculum in implementing a 
core curriculum via one extra-curricular module. It addresses historical, social and 
intellectual demands and therefore denotes the curriculum as an effective change 
agent that can imbue students with the ability to transcend their current historically and 
demographically shaped identities.
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