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Introduction and purpose 

Foundation (or ‘extended curriculum’) Programmes, generally aimed at widening access and success 

in Higher Education (Boughey 2007), are now a common aspect of most South African Higher 

Education institutions - both ‘traditional’ Universities and Universities of Technology. These 

programmes are often financially supported by government grants in order to help achieve the 

current social imperatives of equity, transformation, skills development and economic 

empowerment. An important question is whether, in fact, these programmes are achieving their 

objectives, particularly when viewed through the perspective of social justice, - which, I suggest, 

must be taken into account when assessing the effectiveness of Foundation Programmes. This is not 

to detract from the necessary ‘epistemological’ access (Morrow, 1994), but South Africa is still a 

country with extremely high inequalities. Currently, South Africa has the biggest gap between the 

rich and the poor - having ‘overtaken’ Brazil - in spite of 15 years of initiatives aimed at addressing 

inequities
6
. In this paper, I contextualize the goal of Foundation provision with a historical account 

of the social agenda that have previously informed interventions aimed at access and success in 

South African Higher Education. In my discussion, I expound on several aspects of social justice that 

Foundation Programmes should be considering.  

 

A historical view of ‘foundation’ provision  

Concerns about access and low throughput rates in South African Universities are not new, although 

the social agenda informing those concerns have changed since the 1990s. As far back as the 1930s, 

the Ministry of Education at the time commissioned a study to examine the throughput rates of 8,000 

white students admitted into South African Universities, there were similar studies in the 1950s and 

the 1960s (as reported in Akoojee and Nkomo, 2007). All of these studies pointed to undesirably low 

throughput rates. For example, a 1963 study showed that only 55% of students admitted into the 

eight South African residential Universities succeeded in obtaining a first degree (Malherbe, 1977). 

Furthermore, the fact that about 49% of those dropping out were (white) men was described as a 

“national disaster that needed to be addressed urgently, lest familiarity of the situation bred its 

acceptance” (Malherbe, 1977:487).  

 

Owing to the government social agenda at the time of the above studies, the official approach to 

stemming the low throughput rates was one of widening access to Universities, in order that the 

absolute number of successful graduates could be increased. In opposing other approaches such as 

the possibility of tightened  admission criteria, the then National Education Advisory Council 

submitted that by “putting up the standards, potentially good White university material might be 

excluded from university training and that thereby the much-needed trained manpower in the country 

might be limited” (Malherbe, 1977:495). In response to this, an ‘open admissions’ policy was 

implemented, and the result was an exponential growth in both the number of University students 

and real expenditure on Universities for white students (Fedderke et al., 2003). However, despite 

widened access and increased expenditure, the throughput rates still remained low, and there were 

various proposals to solve the problem of white attrition in Universities, including the establishment 

                                                       
6 http://www.businessday.co.za/articles/Content.aspx?id=83913# (Accessed October 2009) 



Beyond the university gates: Provision of Extended Curriculum Programmes in South Africa 
 

ねな 
 

of a ‘foundation’ or ‘basic’ year for all students. The aim of this was to enable the student to be “in a 

better position to decide in what direction his metier lies than under the present conditions where he 

is rather abruptly translated from school into a different and strange world of academic methods and 

objectives” (Malherbe, 1977:492).  

 

Although this proposal for a ‘foundation’ or ‘basic’ year was never implemented, it is comparable to 

the rationale for the current establishment of Foundation Programmes in the country, with the key 

difference being that the social agenda for the ‘foundation’ year proposed in the 1960s was the 

advancement of one section of the population, while today’s Foundation Programmes form part of a 

new social justice agenda – one that strongly came to the fore in many liberal Universities in the 

early 1990s, around the time of the legislative end of Apartheid. The history and format of these 

post-1990 programmes has been reviewed by Boughey (2005b). 

 

General scope of social justice 

The scope of social justice is broad, but it generally revolves around the application of the concept of 

justice on a social scale, and seeks to ensure that everyone has equal rights and opportunities (Miller, 

1999). In South Africa, the policy of apartheid actively entrenched inequalities, and the advent of 

democracy provided a platform for the achievement of social justice. To that end, political justice is 

generally considered to have been achieved and, in terms of other aspects of social justice, the 

country’s constitution has enshrined everyone’s right to human dignity, equity, and freedom to 

participate in all of the political, socio-economic and cultural spheres of society. However, these 

constitutional provisions remain largely unmet for the poor and for many of those who had been 

marginalised by apartheid
7
. The motivation behind Foundation Programmes in Higher Education 

(HE) is that they are meant to play an important role in advancing access, equity, and success in HE. 

In order to more effectively contribute to this facet of social justice, a number of considerations, 

which Foundation Programmes must take into account, are outlined below.  

 
Equal opportunity 

A key question for many Foundation Programmes is: who deserves to be offered a place in these 

programmes – is it the ‘economically disadvantaged’, the ‘educationally disadvantaged’, the 

‘educationally under-prepared’, or should all school leavers be treated equally? Since, by its very 

nature, social justice is redistributive, and redistribution is necessary only if there is a shortage of the 

resources in question, the question really is: who has the right to access the limited resources 

available for Foundation Programmes?  

In answering the above question, it is necessary to consider what the intended objective of providing 

‘just’ access to limited educational resources is. Generally, justice can be measured by equality of 

outcomes – in other words, just outcomes according to Miller’s (1999) redistributive justice theory. 

However, in considering human agency in achieving those outcomes, as outlined in the Capability 

approach to social justice (Sen, 1990), it becomes clear that the initial conditions under which people 

find themselves, and how those conditions constrain the ability to achieve just outcomes needs to be 

taken into account. Young (1990:16) argues that “social justice that recognizes human agency, and 

so gives primacy to doing rather than to having, must start with an account of social injustice.... [and] 

the concept of domination and oppression, rather than simply the concept of distribution, should be 

the starting point for a conception of social justice”.  

 

Given South Africa’s Apartheid history, oppression (in its traditional usage) has been a feature of the 

social landscape for many years. However, a more modern understanding of oppression also refers to 

                                                       
7 http://www.blacksash.org.za/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=848&Itemid=36 
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systemic constraints on groups. This could be caused through any of five faces: exploitation, 

marginalization, powerlessness, cultural imperialism and violence (Young, 1990) – all of which 

impede people’s capacity for agency. I consider two of these faces (marginalisation and 

powerlessness), which are salient in present-day South Africa, and which should be considered in the 

design and implementation of Foundation Programmes.  

 

Marginalization 
Marginalisation generally refers to people or groups that the labour market will not (or cannot) use. 

Such people lack the skills or education needed for employment, and the material deprivation that 

accompanies marginalization often means that the people do not have the capacity to move out of 

their situation, and are therefore trapped in a cycle of marginalization.   In the South African Higher 

Education context, ‘marginalized’ groups would include those who are disadvantaged by the school 

education available to them: schooling of such poor quality that it precludes the students from 

achieving the performance normally required for entry into Higher Education.  

 

The current practice of many Foundation Programmes aiming to address educational ‘disadvantage’ 

is to focus on socio-economic status (rather than on race, as was almost exclusively the case in the 

1990s [Boughey, 2005b]) for admission. That notwithstanding, the reality of South Africa is that any 

definition of disadvantage correlates well with race. In this regard, it is instructive that, whereas 

participation rates in Higher Education (total enrolment as percentage of the 20-24 age-group) is 

16% for South Africa, the rate is 5 times higher for the white sector of the population (60%) than for 

the Black and Coloured sectors (both 12%), as indicated in Table 1. Therefore, the current situation 

is one in which the historically underprivileged sector of the population is still marginalized in 

Higher Education. If Foundation Programmes are to contribute meaningfully to the agenda of social 

justice, they must have mechanisms for helping ‘marginalised’ groups. Such mechanisms do not 

necessarily have to be based on race (for example, an index of school disadvantage, such as that 

developed by the KwaZulu-Natal Provincial Education Department, can be used is already and 

widely used in countries such as New Zealand can be used as a guide for admission, but they will 

still contribute to the achievement of racial equity in Higher Education. Having no mechanism for 

addressing such inequalities (in Higher Education) risks excluding people who are already 

marginalized, and hence the entrenchment of social injustice. 

 

 

Population group Gross participation rates: Total 
enrolment 

in 2005 as percentage of 20-24 age-group 
Overall 16% 

White 60% 

Indian 51% 

Coloured 12% 

Black 12% 

 
Table 1: Gross participation rates in Higher Education in South Africa (Source: Scott et al., 2007). 

 

Powerlessness 
In her description of powerlessness, Young (1990:57) contrasts the lives of working professionals 

with those of non-professionals, and argues that powerlessness is the lack of the “authority, status, 

and sense of self that professionals tend to have”. Given that most professionals need to acquire 

specialized knowledge, usually with a Higher Education qualification, the majority of South African 

youth could be said to be in a relatively powerless state, given the low participation rates in Higher 
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Education (Table 1). Furthermore, those young South Africans who get into Higher Education fare 

generally poorly, with a majority leaving without any qualification. This is typified by results 

showing that 40% of all students joining South African Universities drop out in their first year (Scott 

et al., 2007), and that typically only 30% of the cohorts registered for 3-year programmes in 

Universities of Technology graduate within 5 years (Table 2). It is noteworthy that the overall 

graduation rates are at about same the level as they were in the 1950s and 60s (indicated above), 

which implies that the country’s Higher Education system still faces a decades-long challenge of not 

being easily navigable by the youth. Significant, too, is the finding that the graduation rate for Black 

students was less than half of that for White students for all fields of study (Scott et al., 2007).  These 

data indicate that the current HE system works well for only a small portion of the youth, with the 

situation being worse for poorer sectors,, and that maintenance of the status quo will perpetuate 

powerlessness of the majority of youth. Thus, Foundation Programmes must be designed to address 

low HE participation rates and low throughput rates, if they are to help address the injustice of the 

current HE system.  

 

CESM category Black White Ratio w/b 
04: Business Management 31% 44% 1.4 

06: Computer Science 33% 43% 1.3 

08: Engineering 16% 28% 1.8 

21: Social Services/ Public 

Administration 

29% 23% 0.8 

Table 2: Graduation rates of students admitted to South African Universities of Technology (previously Technikons) in the year 2000, 

after 5 years of study. The regulation time for the qualifications is 3 years (Source: Scott et al., 2007). 

 

 
The notion of Capability and exclusion 
Although the South African constitution upholds many rights for everyone in the country, these 

rights are not necessarily accessible to all. This is particularly clear when separating the so-called 

‘aggregated’ rights (for example, the right of everyone to basic education) and the individual’s 
capability to access those rights. This so-called Capability approach to social justice (Sen, 1990) 

provides a further tool to gauge the contribution of Foundation programmes to social justice. In this 

regard, even though a key aspect of social justice in Education (and a cornerstone for many 

Foundation Programmes), is inclusivity, it is quite possible that the ‘normal’ practices in Higher 

Education institutions or Foundation programmes, are in themselves excluding, because they hinder 

the capability of individual students to access HE. 

 

While taking into account the fact that Foundation Programmes in universities are not autonomous 

but function within the processes, procedures and governance of the universities, it is worth 

highlighting some ‘institutional’ practices that impact on the effectiveness of Foundation 

programmes.  The granting, disbursement and administration of financial assistance (from the 

National Student Financial Aid Scheme, NSFAS) constitute such an example.  Personal experience 

has shown that there are many deserving students who are unable to join Foundation Programmes 

because they cannot afford the fees required to ‘accept’ a place at University (R500 in some cases,), 

or cannot pay the up-front registration fees required (R2 500 in some cases) before they can even 

apply for Financial Aid (only registered students may apply for Financial Aid). Furthermore, when 

applying for Financial Aid, the students are required by many institutions to furnish, within a very 

short period, original copies of documents such as payslips and affidavits from their parents or 

guardians. Yet, students who join city Universities from distant rural areas have no chance of 

obtaining these documents in time for the application for Financial Aid. In addition, some students 

may come from cultures where the definition of ‘family’ and relationships therein, do not fit the 
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dominant understanding (generally Western) of the requirements for the award of Financial Aid. 

Thus, for example, a family of two siblings and six live-in cousins is effectively a family of eight 

siblings in the understanding of many students’ cultures, but the ‘extra’ six children in the family are 

not taken into consideration during the ‘means’ assessment for Financial Aid. Deserving students can 

therefore possibly fail to get Financial Aid because their situation precludes them from exercising 

capability to access this aid. In what may be considered rather extreme, the regulations of some 

Universities do not even allow Foundation students to receive Financial Aid – effectively denying 

entry to many Foundation students, who are otherwise ‘welcome’ at the universities. Yet, it is worth 

noting that South African universities returned R40 million, unspent, to the National Student 

Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) in the 2008 Financial Year (Government Communication and 

Information System, 2009)! 

 

This illustrates how normal, standard practices in universities can, in fact, be argued to run against 

the grain of social justice, and therefore it may be worth while for Foundation Programmes to 

consider measures that can alleviate the difficulties presented by the ‘normal’ university procedures. 

For example, as a short-term solution to the Financial Aid problem outlined above, Foundation 

Programmes could have initiatives in which prospective Foundation students are expeditiously 

assessed for financial need, and if the students qualify for Financial Aid but are unable to raise the 

funds required for registration, the Foundation Programmes could pay for the students’ registration 

(or, if necessary, get the registration fees refunded once the Financial Aid funds are paid to the 

students’ fee accounts at the university). Such an intervention would require prior fund-raising by the 

Foundation Programmes, but is feasible and has been successfully applied (see Kioko, 2009).  In the 

long term, however, Foundation Programmes should be advocating for adjustments in those 

institutional practices that hamper accessibility to individual students.  

 

Although some impediments to individual student access to HE are located in the parent universities 

of Foundation Programmes, there are those which lie within the Programmes themselves, and can 

therefore be addressed more readily in the design of the Programme curricula. Key among such 

Programme-level issues is epistemological access, which is described by Jansen (2001:1) as “access 

to knowledge – its various forms, how it is organised, its value bases, it politics and its power”. Thus, 

it is necessary to interrogate what is prized as ‘knowledge’ and whether this acknowledges and 

affirms the individual and social realities of the students admitted into Foundation Programmes. 

Furthermore, since the South African society is unequal in many respects (for example, in terms of 

access to resources and opportunities), the use of classroom practices which are based on the 

hierarchical transmission of knowledge from the teacher to the student, and in which learner inquiry 

and construction of meaning are not valued, gives students no opportunity to challenge the unequal 

status quo, and is therefore epistemologically oppressive (Povey, 2002).  

 

Strategies that can be used to enhance epistemological access include a constructivist approach to 

teaching (see, for example, Tsai, 2000; Povey, 2002; Yerrick et al., 1998), and making overt the 

‘rules and conventions’ of what counts as knowledge in the various subjects (Boughey, 2002; 

Morrow, 1993). In this regard, the value of generic ‘skills’ courses in Foundation Programmes is 

questionable, as the nature of knowledge for a particular subjects is best explored using the actual 

academic content of the subject (Boughey, 2005a).  On the other hand, if the content is too heavy, the 

students have no chance to truly engage with it, as heavy workload have been positively correlated to 

‘surface’ learning approaches (Kember, 2004) and to student stress (Kember and Leung, 1998).  

 

An additional consideration when designing a Foundation curriculum that facilitates epistemological 

access is that one’s view of knowledge often influences one’s learning styles (Tsai, 2000) and 

pedagogical practices (Povey, 2002). Because of the diversity of students and teaching staff in terms 
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of their views of knowledge – ranging from the positivist and empiricist to those with constructivist 

epistemologies – designing of appropriate curricula has to be necessarily responsive and well-led. 

Currently, however, many Foundation Programmes are handicapped in the provision of dynamic 

curricula because the Foundation teaching staff in many Universities are employed on an ad hoc 
basis, without the support or expectation of long-term career security or development. Moreover, in 

many instances, the Foundation staff members are themselves novices in the subjects they are 

employed to teach and may simply not be equipped to design curricula or teach in ways that 

epistemologically empower students. To counter this, Foundation Programmes should, in fact, be 

taught by some of the best and most experienced staff members in the discipline.  

 
 
Internal exclusion 
Foundation Programmes generally aim to increase access to Higher Education for school-leavers in 

the country, and there is abundant political and legislative support for such increased access - with 

the demise of policies for ‘external’ exclusion and the dawn of a liberal constitutional democracy in 

the country. However, the communities from which many Foundation students come may still 

remain ‘marginalized’, silenced, or ignored by the “dominant terms of discourse and privileged 

styles of action and expression” (Pendlebury and Enslin, 2004:37) found in many Universities. While 

internal exclusion is undesirable educationally, it also thwarts the development of other 

characteristics such as openness and reciprocity, which are socially desirable and crucial for 

democratic participation (Enslin et al., 2001).  

 

An important consideration for Foundation Programmes, is whether the students feel internally 

excluded or stigmatized on the basis of the prevalent University culture, language, race, religion, and 

so on. In instances where Foundation Programmes are reserved for Black students, there may be a 

tacit implication that Black students are, by nature, deficient in their ability to succeed at University, 

and therefore in need of special measures to ‘right’ them. This easily creates a feeling of otherness 

and inadequacy in Foundation students. 

 

University students not admitted into the Foundation Programmes are referred to as ‘mainstream’. In 

itself, this labelling may have the effect of implying that there is a deficiency in Foundation students 

– they are not ‘mainstream’. Being not mainstream has attendant social constructs, which tend to 

ignore the experiences, values and cultures of differently-situated people. I have personally 

experienced the concerns raised by Foundation students being disregarded by some ‘mainstream’ 

staff in various Universities, with comments such as: “such [Foundation] students are weak anyway, 
and therefore will find any excuse to justify their weakness”, and “what is the point of giving 
someone a leg-up when they have no legs at all?”.  These comments were made in the context of 

discussions regarding pass rates, and whether the pass rates attained by Foundation students cannot 

be improved by the lecturers’ own adjustment and responsiveness to the learning needs of different 

students.  

 

Internal exclusion in Foundation Programmes might not be restricted to students since, as mentioned 

above, Foundation staff in many Universities are employed on a temporary basis, and possibly 

considered as not part of the ‘core’ or ‘mainstream’ staff. Such staff would suffer the same internal 

exclusion as students. 

 

To each according to his or her Needs 

Even when every Foundation student has the capability to access the programmes offered and feels 

no internal exclusion, a further necessary consideration of social justice is need. Although different 

students will have different needs that compete with each other, according to Miller (1999), it is 
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‘intrinsic needs’ (what is minimally necessary to prevent harm to a person) which are important in 

social justice. In this respect, biological harm is most easily discerned and addressed, but the needs 
advanced by Miller include the “full range of resources for each person in a community to live a 

normal human life” Miller (1999:210). For students, this should include being able to participate in 

the University public space without shame or disgrace, so that participation in ‘normal’ University 

activities (including recreation and politics) is not impeded.  Such impediment can lead to internal 

exclusion, as was demonstrated in a study into why parents in a poor neighbourhood in Freedom 

Park, in Rustenburg, did not take their children to school (Pendelbury and Enslin, 2004). According 

to the parents, “our poverty is our shame.... we cannot disgrace our children by sending them [to 

school] without school fees and uniforms” (Pendelbury and Enslin, 2004:35.  

 

In the design and execution of Foundation Programmes, it is important to consider to what extent the 

students’ needs can be met – from biological needs (a study at the University of KwaZulu-Natal that 

showed that Foundation students were more vulnerable to food insecurity than were ‘mainstream’ 

students [Munro, 2008] is a case in point), to other needs that affect the students’ full participation in 

University life.   

 

Foundation provision is everyone’s business 

In the sections above, I have provided just a number of ways in which students may be (or may feel) 

excluded by their experiences in Foundation Programmes, especially if the design of the programmes 

has not taken sufficient regard of social justice principles. Since education can serve as a means of 

achieving social justice in other spheres, exclusion from education is associated with exclusion from 

other areas of social development. This association can be starkly illustrated by the link between 

participation and success rates in Higher Education on one hand, and contribution to the scientific 

knowledge economy (as indicated by productivity of publications) on the other. A comparison of 

Table 1 (above) and Figure 1 (below), shows that the population segment with the lowest 

participation in Higher Education in South Africa (Black), makes a grossly disproportionately small 

contribution to the scientific output, while the White population (less than 10% of the country’s 

population) accounts for 70% of the scientific output. Clearly, this situation cannot make for a 

sustainable, progressive nation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Production of Scientific publications by different population groups in South Africa (Source: Research and Developoment 

Survey, Department of Science and Technology, 2003/4). 
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While universities in general, and Foundation Programmes in particular, continue to facilitate the 

achievement of equity of access to HE, it is concerning that recent studies have shown that, despite 

improved access to HE since 1994, race now plays a steeply increased role in the returns to 
education (i.e. the extent to which higher education translates to increased wages) and it (race) 

accounts for 40% of the wage differential between White (higher wages) and Black (lower wages) 

South Africans (Keswell, 2004). Low returns to education constrain individual agency in acquiring 

Higher Education, and this might lead to an incentive structure facing ‘marginalised’ South Africans 

that is at odds with the further acquisition of schooling. This would impact negatively on the 

advances made in towards achieving equity of access to HE, and is a demonstration that there are 

‘downstream’ societal factors (such as whether it ‘pays’ to acquire HE), that impact on the 

effectiveness of Foundation Programmes. 

 

Foundation Programmes undoubtedly facilitate the success of students who may otherwise not have 

succeeded (Colborn, 2009, Kioko et al., 2009), but it has been suggested that the problems 

experienced by many students, and which lead to academic exclusion, can be attributed to the 

Universities and curricula themselves (Scott et al., 2007). Therefore, if Foundation Programmes 

focus only on the students, rather than the educational structure itself, they will merely provide the 

student access to the dominant cultural capital (see, for example, Carrim, 1994) and will only serve 

to preserve the status quo. Mehl (1988:17) puts it thus: 

 

“The questions which are being addressed have changed from how the ‘underdeveloped’ are 

‘developed’, to examining the basic underpinning of the institutions themselves. In the process 

it is becoming clearer that in relation to the realities of present-day South Africa it is not simply 

a case of students carrying various educational deficits onto the campus with then because of 

the socio-economic and political dispensation, but rather a case of the universities themselves, 

as represented by academic and administrative staff, being deficient, if the vision of a non-

racial, democratic South Africa is to be realized”. 

 

In conclusion, many social gains have been achieved in post-apartheid South Africa, and these 

include well-documented efforts to widen access to University education to previously marginalized 

sectors of the population. However, the South African society remains unequal in many aspects, and 

social justice remains an important social aspiration. In the HE sector, Foundation Programmes can 

make an important contribution towards social justice within both the HE sector and, as a corollary, 

the wiser society; but for that to happen, the design and operation of these Programmes must 

purposefully address issues of social justice. On their own, though, Foundation Programmes will 

inevitably have less impact than can be achieved, and the parent universities must therefore embrace 

the issues addressed by Foundation Programmes and treat them as institutional issues. Foundation 

provision is everyone’s business. 
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