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In the midst of massification, targeted funding has been used in various countries to address inefficiencies 
in teaching and learning. In South Africa, arguments have been made for significant investments to be 
made and the University Capacity Development Grant (UCDG) in particular is being used as a driver for 
improved outputs. Prior to its implementation in 2018, the UCDG comprised the Research Development 
Grant and the Teaching Development Grant. The Teaching Development Grant was intended to address 
low retention and throughput rates and ZAR5.5 billion was spent to this end over a 12-year period. The 
analysis presented here of all Teaching Development Grant budget plans and progress reports from 2007 
to 2015 shows that the undifferentiated implementation of the Teaching Development Grant within a 
differentiated sector limited its potential for system-wide gains. Institutions without adequate resources 
tended to divert Teaching Development Grant funds to attend to backlogs rather than to address teaching 
and learning practices and such universities lost much of their allocation through the withholding of 
unspent funds. This blanket practice addressed the symptoms of underspending but not the structural, 
cultural and agential mechanisms that led to such under-expenditure. Uneven access to the limited 
teaching development expertise also impacted on the use of the grant. This call for a context-based 
approach to funding has been identified as a key success factor in grant interventions in both African and 
European universities. We recommend a sector-wide response in the form of a national body or plan for 
the benefit of all universities and investment in financial management enhancement.

Significance: 
•	 The study contributes to a better understanding of how government funding interventions can achieve 

intended goals. The study calls for a more contextualised approach to funding and to greater collaboration 
across the sector to maximise limited capacity. 

Introduction
With increasingly constrained funding available for higher education, performance-based funding regimes have 
been championed worldwide as a tool to steer universities towards improved quality and efficiency.1-3 The 
University Capacity Development Programme, introduced in South Africa in 2018, was developed to promote 
staff development, curriculum development and student success in the system.4 This programme includes the 
University Capacity Development Grant (UCDG) which is allocated to all public universities. The UCDG continues 
and extends the bold goals of the Teaching Development Grant (TDG) and the Research Development Grant (RDG) 
which have been in place, with variations in formula, since 2004. The collapsing of the RDG and TDG into the UCDG 
emerged in part in response to limited capacity for grant management at national and institutional levels and also 
as an attempt to steer the system into an integrated approach to institutional planning of research and teaching and 
learning activities, development and resource allocation.5 

The RDG was introduced to build staff research capacity at all South African public universities and the TDG to 
support the enhancement of teaching and learning. The introduction of the TDG followed the publication of cohort 
studies of all first-time entering students conducted by the then Department of Education.6 A subsequent in-
depth analysis of cohort data was commissioned by the Council on Higher Education.7 Such studies6,8 indicated 
serious inefficiencies in the system, whereby only 33.9% of students studying in 3-year programmes were able 
to successfully complete their programmes within 4 years. The studies also looked at a longer period of 6 years, 
where only 47.1% of the studied cohort had graduated. Of further concern was that student performance was 
racially skewed, with African students, despite having the highest enrolment increases since the end of apartheid, 
being the poorest performers, with only 21.6% graduating in a 4-year period; 27.5% of mixed-race students 
graduated during this time, 32.1% of Indian students and 46.2% of white students.6,9,10 A recent study10 has shown 
a slight improvement in these output indicators but they remain low and racially skewed.

This social justice crisis is exacerbated by the low participation rate in higher education of youth 18 to 23 years of 
age, which in 2016 was around 19.1%.11 Closer scrutiny shows that there are also significant discrepancies within 
participation rates with mixed-race and African students at 16.3% and 15.6%, respectively, and those for Indian 
and white students at 49.3% and 52.8%, respectively.10,12,13 The call to address persisting inequities in access has 
been made by numerous stakeholders14-17 and was also particularly observed in the 2015 and 2016 student-led 
protests which emerged in the form of the #feesmustfall and #rhodesmustfall movements17,18. These institutional 
protests called for an end to exclusionary cultures and structures at South African universities.17,18 The protests 
highlighted that the university system was not serving South Africa’s diverse society equally – be it through the 
fee structures, institutional traditions, curricula, or pedagogical approaches. Emerging from these protests was the 
‘assertion of the importance of concrete transformation and decolonisation in South African universities’17. The 
TDG thus became even more critical to achieve the transformation agenda.
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The TDG was introduced in 2004 as part of the annual block grant that the 
South African Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) pays 
to institutions and then as an earmarked grant from 2006. Earmarked 
grants are implemented to achieve particular policy goals and for which 
reporting on the use of such funds is required. Using earmarked funding 
to drive specific agendas is common around the world, and is variably 
known as project funding, set-asides, targeted funding or reserved 
funding.19-21 The introduction of the TDG can be seen as an ambitious 
project that put teaching development at the forefront of the sector’s 
conversation. TDG allocations to universities were differentiated in that 
amounts were based on the throughputs achieved by each university. 
This differentiated approach allowed universities achieving relatively low 
throughputs to be allocated larger amounts of TDG funding than those 
with higher throughputs.

In 2008, a review of the TDG was published, which argued for more 
focused use of the funds and recommended strengthened oversight on 
the part of government and better accountability by universities. Until 
the end of 2012, however, reporting on the use of funds remained 
through unaudited progress reports and accountability and monitoring 
structures were weak.13,22 Despite the 2008 report and other calls in 
the literature for more focused interventions23, it was not until 2013 that 
a policy to more explicitly guide and monitor usage was put in place. 
The delay can be attributed to capacity constraints at a national level9,22 
and to the restructuring of the DHET during that period. Calls for greater 
accountability regarding the use of state funds are an international 
phenomenon24, and with ZAR5.5 billion spent on the TDG25 over a 12-
year period, and ongoing funds committed through the UCDG, it is 
imperative that we identify and address constraints on its potential to 
bring about improvements in teaching across the sector. 

Methodological approach
It cannot be taken for granted that significant financial investments in 
education will lead to improved teaching and learning.3,24,26,27 It is thus 
essential to make sense of how the TDG has been utilised and whether 
its implementation has resulted in system-wide gains. Here we draw 
from multiple data sources.28 The 2008 TDG review report and TDG 
policy documents, such as the grant implementation criteria, were 
analysed alongside 343 documents relating to every public university 
in South Africa from 2004 to 2015 in the form of TDG budget plans, 
which detail how each university planned to use its allocated TDG funds 
and annual TDG progress reports, which contain financial reporting and 
narratives of TDG utilisation at each university.

Institutional and individual identities have been concealed. Institutional 
data references include mention of history, that is, historically 
disadvantaged institutions (HDIs) and historically advantaged institutions 
(HAIs) and merged institutions. Under apartheid, HAIs were designated 
for people of European descent and HDIs were designated for other 
population groups. Resource allocation and institutional autonomy were 
significantly skewed in favour of the HAI and apartheid legacies remain 
in evidence. The ‘merged institutions’ are those for which a merger 
process resulted in institutions that cannot be readily characterised as 
either HAI or HDI. Similar observations of resource differentiation have 
been made across sub-Saharan African higher education systems 
plagued by colonial legacies.24

Making sense of a phenomenon such as the TDG requires an analytical 
framework that allows for the investigation of complex social events.27 
Archer29,30 posits that events and experiences in society emerge from 
the complex interplay of structural, cultural and agential mechanisms. 
She describes structures as social arrangements, resources or 
relations amongst social positions, as well as institutional and national 
arrangements, whilst culture refers to accepted, ingrained practices. 
Agency refers to the human ability to take action31 and it is understood 
that the ability of agents to pursue their projects and interests will be 
enabled or constrained by pre-existing cultures and structures in which 
they find themselves. An understanding of these interactions provides 
explanatory power of how practices have emerged and persisted or been 
transformed in the sector. In order to understand events in the social 
world, Archer29,30 argues that we need to enact analytical dualism so 

that, for the purposes of analysis, we separate out structure, culture and 
agency and identify the workings of each. In this study, we identified 
structures, such as resources, policies and offices that either enabled 
or constrained TDG implementation, certain cultures in the form of 
institutional practices that shaped TDG implementation and agential 
action that shaped TDG activities.

In the remainder of this article, we present three key issues that emerged 
in the data as constraints on the implementation of the TDG: these 
are financial constraints in the system, withdrawing of funds, and the 
uneven distribution of expertise both to lead and to implement teaching 
development initiatives. 

Financial constraints in the system
South African universities operate in an environment profoundly 
affected by the socio-economic and politico-geographical realities 
of apartheid.14,32 HDIs in particular struggle with shortages in areas 
such as basic operational funds, library resources, computer systems, 
accommodation for students, lecture venues and laboratories.9,33-35 A 
grant specifically earmarked to address historical structural inefficiencies, 
the HDI Development Grant, was only effectively implemented in 2016. 

The data show that this context significantly impacted on TDG imple
mentation, with funds often being spent on infrastructure instead of on 
teaching development initiatives:

The TDG plays an important role for the capital 
acquisition plan and teaching equipment 
maintenance. (Merged Institution 15) 

In the absence of … laboratory facilities … we 
are obliged to outsource the teaching of some of 
the undergraduate courses to [nearby historically 
advantaged university]. The university thus requests 
funding for the enhancement of University-wide 
Teaching & Learning infrastructure. (HDI 19)

[Merged institution] relies to a large extent on the 
annual earmarked funds from DHET to acquire 
and maintain capital equipment and educational 
technology. (Merged Institution 17)

The TDG funds, particularly in the early years of implementation, were 
seen by many institutions to be for the purpose of upgrading and 
maintaining basic infrastructure. 

… [there is an] unequal T&L [teaching and learning] 
infrastructure and unequal service provision on the 
different sites. In order to address this challenge 
the TDG was utilised mainly for providing equity 
on all learning sites in terms of computers in 
laboratories, laboratory equipment, audio visual 
technology, minimum standard in classrooms. 
(Merged Institution 17)

It is estimated that an amount of R1.5 million 
would be required to bring equipment in lecture 
theatres on all campuses to an acceptable standard 
... In our view, teaching development funds in 
2007 could legitimately be applied to this purpose. 
(Merged Institution 8)

Chronic historical under-resourcing meant that the funds were used very 
loosely, and often in ways that had only tenuous links to the grant’s 
purpose of improving teaching. Such approaches generally left teaching 
development untouched.23 These practices were mainly evident in HDIs 
and on HDI campuses that had merged or been incorporated with HAIs.

Infrastructure is a necessary precondition for good teaching, so it is 
difficult to argue against the use of funds on such items. However, 
infrastructural requirements are not a sufficient condition for good 
teaching, nor are they the purpose of the grant as set out in the 
TDG documentation.

https://doi.org/10.17159/sajs.2021/7807
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Some universities, in particular HAIs, had structural enablements to 
generate revenue from investments and third-stream income14,15,36, 
which allowed them to augment the TDG funding and undertake larger-
scale and more sustainable projects. 

…[the project] would suffer a huge setback in 
their efforts at improving student retention and 
graduations, if the systems were abandoned 
as a result of diminished funding. In response, 
the university executive approved a special 
appropriation from the university’s Main Fund to 
complement the DHET Grant... (HAI 8)

While the data reveal financial augmentation of TDG projects at a 
number of HAIs, they also show that other institutions, mainly rural-
based HDIs, were dependent on government funding with limited access 
to other sources of funding. This had particular implications given the 
misalignment of the government’s financial year (from April to March) 
to that of universities’ academic year (from January to December). 
Universities were required to submit progress reports at the end of 
April in each financial year to report on the utilisation of funds from 
1 April of one year to 31 March of the next year. In reality, the stringent 
administration process necessary for the release of the funds, such as 
the assessments of progress reports (which took months), often meant 
that funds were not released until the third or even fourth quarter of the 
year. This had dire consequences for many institutions which were often 
then unable to implement their teaching development plans.

Sourcing experts to run workshops on particular 
areas of need … delayed due to late confirmation 
from DHET. (HDI 5)

funds arrive in the 3rd month, when half of 
semester one has already been completed. 
(Merged Institution 4)

Where there was financial capacity to advance the funds using internal 
monies, plans could be implemented from the beginning of the year 
while other institutions had only 4–6 months in which to do so. That 
the TDG implementation processes did not acknowledge these structural 
differences meant the potential gains of the TDG were limited at 
some universities. 

The advancing of funds was impossible for some institutions with very 
limited internal reserves. Advancing of funds can also be seen to be an 
issue of how risk averse the financial management culture was within 
the university: while some universities were willing and able to advance 
internal funds for TDG projects, others that potentially had funds that 
could temporarily have been diverted to the projects were not willing 
to do so. 

With the implementation of the UCDG in 2018, universities now receive 
funds at the beginning of the academic year. Despite this positive change 
in the national management of the earmarked grant, universities are still 
struggling to spend their approved budgets. At the end of the 2018/2019 
financial year, about ZAR120 million of UCDG funds remained unspent. 
This suggests that underlying mechanisms shaping the inability of 
institutions to spend earmarked funds remain unaddressed.

Financial constraints were not only in relation to infrastructure and inability 
to augment or advance TDG monies, but also pertained to the expertise 
required to manage the funds. Problems related to the administration 
of the grant were often tied to the ways in which the institution was 
managed, providing what Archer29,30 would term a structural constraint. 
There were ample examples in the data of institutions finding it difficult to 
track TDG expenditure or to ensure its use on approved items. 

About R35 million was apparently utilised for 
other organisational business. The university 
management has promised to reverse this situation 
and also ensure the proper utilisation of earmarked 
funding. (HDI 20)

At the moment, we are unable to provide a 
complete picture of how the above allocations 

have been expended by the various Departments 
... we request permission to submit the actual 
financials at the end of May. (HDI 10)

There are delays in filling … positions due to very 
slow administration processes … (HDI 20)

Overly bureaucratic administrative systems were reported in much of the 
data as a major constraint on the use of funding. Institutions with weak 
administrative systems were severely constrained in the implementation 
of the TDG. The failure of universities to utilise funds and to submit 
project plans and annual review processes on time suggests an 
institutional ethos that had been, at times, in crisis management mode.37 
In such cases, universities had no clear distinction in the roles of the 
governing body (Council) and leadership and management led by the 
Vice-Chancellor and Senate.37,38 

Not much consideration was given to how the TDG could act as a 
mechanism to address issues of pedagogy and curriculum development 
at an institution-wide level. Many of the reports hinted at fairly ad-hoc 
project implementation and many proposals comprised multiple small 
projects to be run by individuals without an overarching institutional plan. 

The institutional structures and cultures then curtailed the agency of 
those expected to manage and implement TDG projects.39

The University acknowledged that interventions 
introduced in the past had not been sufficiently 
effective because of a lack of ownership by the 
Faculties. The University has introduced the 
position of Executive Deans in the four Faculties 
with, amongst others, responsibility for all teaching 
and research management of the Faculty. (HDI 23)

… our Departments were not fully aware 
that the grant existed and what it was for. … 
Implementation was … somewhat delayed and 
monitoring has not really taken place sufficiently. 
(Merged Institution 4)

The combination of only being able to implement the planned TDG 
initiatives once the funding was received and having weak financial 
management systems with onerous bureaucratic requirements 
resulted in significant portions of the money remaining unspent and 
being withdrawn.

Withdrawing of unspent funds and resultant 
fluctuations in budgets
The process of withdrawing unspent TDG funds was introduced in 2013 
and is a practice that has continued with the implementation of the UCDG. 
Given the loose ways in which the funds were used before 2013, it was 
indeed necessary to improve the DHET’s oversight function.40,41 This 
translated into the withdrawing of unspent funds through the withholding 
of the equivalent amount from the next year’s grant. 

This approach meant that while amounts had been specified for each 
university, the actual grant was largely dependent on successful 
expenditure in preceding years. In some cases, funds were withdrawn 
due to misuse, but much more common was that the initiatives for which 
the funds were intended were not implemented, leaving substantial funds 
unspent. The table below shows the funds that were withheld in 2014 
and 2015 after the implementation of the 2013 TDG policy.

The HDIs were most affected by the more stringent monitoring processes 
given their incapacity to spend. The withheld funds were reinvested 
in collaborative projects which all universities could then access. In 
2015, a portion of 7%, and in 2016 a portion of 10%, was top-sliced 
from each grant to contribute to the national collaborative funds.40,41 In 
addition to these funds, the collaborative project pot was topped up with 
withheld funds. Institutions that were not able to spend their funds thus 
contributed more to the collaborative projects than those that had the 
capacity to spend their own funds.

https://doi.org/10.17159/sajs.2021/7807
www.sajs.co.za


4 Volume 117| Number 1/2 
January/February 2021

Research Article
https://doi.org/10.17159/sajs.2021/7807

	 Constraints on improving teaching and learning
	 Page 4 of 7

Table 1:	 Funds withheld from universities in 2014 and 2015

2014 Amount unspent and withheld in following year 

6 out of 7* HDIs ZAR65 221 600

0 out of 10** HAIs 0

2 out of 5 Merged 
Institutions

ZAR29 619 200

2015 Amount unspent and withheld in following year

7 out of 7 (All) HDIs ZAR39 852 342

4 out of 10 HAIs ZAR18 968 268

3 out of 5 Merged 
Institutions

ZAR30 938 746

*In 2014 and 2015 there were a total of seven institutions designated as historically 
disadvantaged institutions (HDI). An eighth HDI was added in 2016 when one HDI was 
split into two universities in 2015.

**There are arguably 10 historically advantaged institutions (HAIs). These include 
institutions that had HDI campuses incorporated into them or were merged with 
former HDI campuses.

This approach better served institutions that had the capacity to spend 
as they first benefitted from their institution’s TDG funds, and then 
from the collaborative projects. The structural inequalities were thus 
unintentionally reproduced through this process with the net distribution 
effect of the grant potentially being regressive and having the potential 
of widening the system’s resource inequality gap. Similar observations 
have also been made in European university systems whereby ‘those 
who perform well receive more money and thus have a relatively better 
position to perform in the next period, while those who performed 
less well receive less money and are thus in a weaker position for the 
future’42. This can lead to entrenchment of divisions.

While the amount allocated to each university was based on throughput 
statistics, the actual monies received were determined largely by 
institutional ability to manage budgets and implement projects. In some 
cases, the unspent funds constituted as much as 80% of the allocations. 

Table 2:	 Institutions that had >80% of the 2014/2015 Teaching 
Development Grant allocations unspent and withdrawn

Institution Amount unspent and withdrawn

HDI 20 ZAR26 676 800

Merged Institution 18 ZAR16 104 800

Merged Institution 1 ZAR15 610 400

HDI 23 ZAR11 151 200

HDI 9 ZAR8 519 200

HDI 19 ZAR7 124 000

HDI 5 ZAR5 961 600

HDI 10 ZAR5 788 800

Under apartheid, HDIs were allocated a prescribed annual budget which 
had to be spent within the calendar year. Such universities were neither 
permitted to invest funds nor to roll funding over to the next year. This 
historical practice of withdrawing unspent funds from HDIs constrained 
these universities from building financial management capacity and 
often led to a rush of spending towards the end of the year.14,15 The 
withholding of TDG funds to ensure efficient spending now had the 
unintended consequence of echoing past practice. 

The withdrawal of unspent funds does not address the underlying 
mechanisms constraining institutions’ abilities to spend. Experience 
elsewhere in Africa has shown that the withholding of unspent funds 
encouraged unintended practices such as ‘over-spending [in non-
beneficial areas] and the misspending of funds’26(p.46) by highly 
centralised administrative systems.

In something of a vicious cycle, the risk in going ahead with planned 
projects prior to funding being received was much greater for HDIs 
which may not actually receive their full funds due to underspending 
in the previous years; but by not going ahead, the chances of funds 
being withheld increased. Those universities that could advance funds 
and were willing to take the risks associated with doing so were the 
same institutions that could spend their full funds and were thus unlikely 
to experience fluctuations.

The withholding of funds limited agential decisions as to how far 
universities could implement projects and this further shaped the 
type of projects that emerged. Sadly, this constraint was experienced 
particularly at those universities that largely depended on the TDG. The 
unpredictability of annual allocations posed challenges with regards 
to the continuity and full implementation of systematic longer-term 
interventions and, in some cases, this led to the suspension of such 
initiatives altogether. In as much as some23,43 have argued for increased 
education investments for targeted interventions, this research highlights 
the constraints existing in the system that prevent universities from using 
the allocated funds appropriately. Money alone is not sufficient to bring 
about teaching development.

The uneven distribution of expertise in the 
higher education system
The unequal distribution of academic development expertise was a 
constraint on the successful implementation of teaching development 
programmes.6 Jacob et al.44 point out that shortage of expertise is 
arguably the greatest challenge facing African higher education systems. 
There is a need for a cadre of strong academic development structures 
and a critical mass of agents who can drive teaching development 
across the sector. However, the data indicate that some institutions 
experienced acute problems with attracting staff to implement TDG 
projects.45 The ability to attract and retain staff is linked in part to 
apartheid differentiation16,46 whereby HAIs are in urban settings while 
HDIs are in rural locations9,47. (The exceptions to this are the University 
of the Western Cape which is an HDI in an urban area and Rhodes 
University which is an HAI in a rural area). 

The literature points to a number of problems in how teaching develop
ment work is undertaken. Quinn and Vorster48 show that many attempts 
rely on problematic common-sense approaches which do not take 
theorised work on teaching and learning into account. An analysis of 
academic development centres at eight South African universities 
concluded that contextual features had a significant effect on the quality 
and uptake of professional development.34 

The problems identified in the literature were evident in the data and 
were exacerbated by the nature of employment being offered. Generally, 
staff employed to drive TDG initiatives were employed on short-term 
contracts. The kind of expertise required to develop teaching is unlikely 
to be available under such conditions. Some universities were willing to 
take the financial risk of hiring people on 2- or 3-year contracts, secure 
in the knowledge that they would receive their full TDG allocation in 
those years. Other institutions were unable or unwilling to take such a 
financial risk and so hired people only as the annual TDG funding came 
in for what remained of that year. In many cases, such people, who 
would be responsible for working with academics on initiatives such 
as enhancing epistemological access by developing student writing or 
assisting academics in re-curriculation, were hired in administrative 
posts rather than as academics. This negatively impacted on who 
applied for such positions and what the minimum requirements were, 
limiting the credibility and the capacity of the incumbents.

https://doi.org/10.17159/sajs.2021/7807
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Six universities reported in much detail on their inability to fill crucial 
posts, which prevented them from implementing most of their TDG 
projects. The inability of universities to fill vacant posts, be it due to the 
way the posts were structured, bureaucratic recruitment processes, or 
the inability to retain staff, jeopardised project implementation.

The thin distribution and stalled development of academic development 
expertise was evident in this study as those who were appointed were 
often not experts in the field having no structures to draw from in the 
implementation of teaching development strategic decisions.49This 
constrained them from ‘articulating shared interests, organising 
for collective action, generating social movements and exercising 
corporate influence in decision-making as an empowered corporate 
agent would’29(p.269).

The individuals driving TDG projects within universities would, according 
to Archer29,30, need to see this work as complimentary to their academic 
identities and capabilities. But even where this may have been the 
case, agency alone is insufficient. The exercise of agency to drive the 
TDG projects was conditioned by the nature of structures and cultures 
shaping the environment.29,30 Many South African universities have 
managerial cultures with centralised power structures14,34,45,50 which 
constrained the agency of those who might lead development projects. 

The TDG task team report argued that given the uneven distribution of 
expertise across the system, a national initiative should be established 
to provide support for universities. Such a national initiative, the report 
advised, ‘should be focused on training and developing staff at identified 
institutions in T&L enhancement, together with regular monitoring of the 
impact of such interventions’.6,30 Shay43 and Boughey23 make arguments 
for focused system-level investments and interventions that look at 
curriculum structures and pedagogy to address sector-wide teaching 
output inefficiencies. While a national body has not been established to 
provide a base of such skills, the DHET did in 2015 launch the national 
collaborative programme, and although this programme is still in its 
infancy, it has already borne a number of inter-institutional projects. 

Alongside the uneven teaching development expertise, the instability of 
management personnel to lead the TDG implementation also emerged in 
the data as a key constraint across the higher education system:

Due to challenges experienced in the finance 
department following the suspension and finally 
resignation by the then Director of Finance, the 
process of utilisation of the TDG was delayed. 
(HDI 19)

Leibowitz et al.34 indicate that strong leadership that contributes to cultures 
of professionalism is needed for teaching and learning enhancement. 
Corporate agents, agents with significant institutional power29, are key 
to the success of teaching development work, thus the high turnover 
of such agents destabilised potentially enabling structures such as 
systems, processes and procedures of operations at universities.17,51,52 
Five universities have been placed under administration in the past 
10 years28,37, and two of these universities have been placed under 
administration more than once. This instability greatly constrained the 
use of the TDG for strengthening teaching in these institutions.

It should not be suggested that TDG implementation was without 
challenges in institutions where enabling mechanisms were in place. 
Despite some universities having implemented academic development 
work for more than 30 years, the uptake of this work was uneven. At 
times, individuals within institutions with less hierarchical cultures used 
notions of academic freedom to resist change and the institutional 
culture entailed engagement with teaching development on a voluntary 
basis, whereby those who dismissed the notion of teaching development 
could simply ignore such initiatives.53

Programme is moving ahead smoothly. Challenges 
to get buy in from all lecturers. (HAI 2)

Faculties are [only] now beginning to be suppor
tive of the integration of writing support into 
mainstream curricula. (HAI 22)

Conclusion
We have distinguished between the differentiated distribution of 
the TDG, which was based on institutional throughput rates, and the 
undifferentiated implementation of this grant, through which universities 
were expected to use, manage and report on their funds in a uniform 
process. We highlight that, as much as some43 have argued that 
increased investments are needed for improved teaching and learning, 
an increase in funding is not sufficient because structural and cultural 
constraints for appropriate implementation persist. Environmental factors 
shape institutional contexts and affect the possibilities of educational 
investments resulting in intended benefits. We argue that uniform 
implementation has constrained the potential to result in system-wide 
gains. The blanket implementation translated into some universities 
being better able to achieve gains from the TDG than others. 

The practice of withdrawing unspent funds addressed the symptoms of 
underspending and not the structural, cultural and agential mechanisms 
that led to such under-expenditure. The blanket approach ignored the 
starkly differentiated nature of the system. This process did little to 
strengthen the positions of institutions that face large-scale inequities 
and constraints in their institutional structures. The HDIs which serve 
the most disadvantaged students arguably needed these funds the 
most given their historically based constraints for teaching and learning 
support, but they were also the most likely to have unspent funds 
withheld.14,15 While a national academic development structure may 
bring problems in the provision of contextualised initiatives, it would 
seem that this might be a necessary process to more widely distribute 
the gains the TDG offers. Increased emphasis on collaborative grants that 
bring institutions together would also seem to be a useful mechanism to 
address constraints within specific universities. As a single public higher 
education system, the health of any one university relies heavily on the 
health of the sector as a whole. 

Our study also shows the urgent need for improved grant management 
and financial processes in many universities. It would, however, be a 
mistake to interpret this as a need for more compliance structures. 
Instead, the data suggest this is a cultural issue, in Archer’s29,30 terms, 
requiring shared ownership of the teaching development project 
within the university. Management, administrative and academic staff 
need to have a commitment to reducing bureaucracy and efficiently 
implementing projects directed towards the development of teaching, 
and ultimately the improvement in student retention and throughput. This 
requires funding focused on ensuring improved financial management 
capacity with a concomitant reflection on institutional ethos.

The findings of this study that point to the problematic undifferentiated 
implementation of the TDG in a differentiated higher education sector are 
also applicable to other state interventions such as the Clinical Training 
Grant, Infrastructure and Efficiency Grant, the Foundation Provisioning 
Grant, the HDI-DG and the Veterinary Sciences Grant. 

This article focuses on the constraints in the use of TDG funding and calls 
for them to be addressed, but this should not be read as a dismissal of 
the many successful interventions that have been implemented over the 
last dozen years. The history of the TDG traces numerous improvements 
in the management and use of the grant at both sector and institutional 
levels over time, and we argue that the recommendations from this study 
can ensure even better gains.

As the world moves into an uncertain financial future due to the 
economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, which is expected to 
impact universities’ budgets as they restructure their operations to 
combat the spread and impact of the pandemic, so careful consideration 
of some of these findings is needed. It is possible that earmarked funds 
may be used to cover the many unexpected costs now arising. We would 
argue, however, that teaching development is now more urgent than ever 
and that national collaborations will be key to our response.
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