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About the SAUT Collaborative Projects Sub-Programme

The South African University Teachers (SAUT) Collaborative Projects Sub-Programme is a nationally-
led initiative funded by the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) under the University
Capacity Development Programme (UCDP). It falls within the University-led Collaborative Projects
Sub-Programme strand of UCDP and was first implemented through the University of Witwatersrand
and is currently being implemented through Walter Sisulu University as the lead institution, in
partnership with the broader South African public university sector.

The Sub-Programme is aligned with the National Framework for Enhancing Academics as University
Teachers (NFfEAUT), which was signed by the Minister of Higher Education and Training in 2018. The
Framework identifies six imperatives for improving the quality and status of university teaching in
South Africa, and the SAUT Sub-Programme was designed to advance these imperatives through a set
of inter-institutional collaborative projects. Oversight of the Sub-Programme has been provided by
the National Coordinating Committee (NCC), comprising representatives from all 26 public
universities, DHET, the Council on Higher Education (CHE), Universities South Africa (USAf), and
HELTASA.

The first funding cycle ran from January 2021 to March 2025. During this period the Sub-Programme
supported five substantive projects and a central Secretariat. This synthesis document provides an
account of what was achieved across this first funding cycle, informed by the composite closeout
report submitted to DHET in May 2025.

Projects in the First Funding Cycle

The six projects supported under the first funding cycle were:

e Project 1: Continuous Professional Learning (CPL)

e Project 2: Blended and Online Learning (BOL)

¢ Project 3: Developing the Field of Academic Development as a Profession
* Project 4: University Teaching Leadership Development

e Project 5: The National University Teaching Awards (NUTA)

¢ Project 6: NCC Administration (Secretariat)

All six projects closed out at the end of March 2025. In the second funding cycle, which commenced
in April 2025, only the NUTA Project has been funded, with the Secretariat function absorbed into the
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NUTA project. The Secretariat has also transitioned from Wits University to Walter Sisulu University
as the new host institution.

Achievements Across the Sub-Programme

The first funding cycle of the SAUT Collaborative Projects Sub-Programme generated meaningful
contributions to university teaching and learning in South Africa. Implemented against the backdrop
of the COVID-19 pandemic, which affected the higher education sector globally, the Sub-Programme
nonetheless produced significant research, national frameworks, professional development activities,
and a new awards infrastructure across its five substantive projects.

PROJECT 1: CONTINUOUS PROFESSIONAL LEARNING

Project 1 set out to develop a nationally responsive CPL framework, policies and guidelines adaptable
by any of the 26 public universities, a database of CPL programmes, and professional learning
communities to support academics across career stages. The project made important strides in
advancing the national CPL agenda, culminating in the convening of a National CPL Think Tank event
in August 2024.

The Think Tank brought together 44 representatives from universities across all regions of South Africa
in a collaborative, sector-wide engagement. This national gathering produced a range of concrete
outputs:

e The collaborative establishment of guiding principles for a nationally responsive yet
institutionally adaptable CPL framework, centred on inclusivity, flexibility, and the integration
of theory with practice.

e Practical approaches for institutional recognition of CPL participation, including reward
structures and the establishment of Communities of Practice as sustainable knowledge-
exchange platforms.

¢ A mapping of existing CPL offerings — from formal qualifications to mentoring programmes —
against academic career development and leadership pathways.

e Evidence-based policy recommendations for inclusive CPL development, grounded in a critical
review of institutional experience across the sector.

e Research outputs from the workshop that are informing journal article development, with
publications planned for 2025 and beyond.

Prior to the Think Tank, the project completed a desktop analysis of CPL offerings across all 26 public
universities, establishing a national baseline for CPL framework development. A strategic partnership
with the HELTASA Professional Learning project was also established, creating important synergies for
implementation across the sector.

PROJECT 2: BLENDED AND ONLINE LEARNING
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Project 2 was designed to address the sector's need for capacity development in blended and online
learning — a need that became particularly acute during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. The
project explored collaborative approaches to developing Communities of Practice and shared
resources for academics navigating the blended and online teaching environment. While the project
did not reach full implementation, the work it initiated contributed to the sector’s broader reflection
on the support structures needed for academics as blended and online teachers, and the resources
developed during the planning phases informed related work within the Sub-Programme.

PROJECT 3: DEVELOPING THE FIELD OF ACADEMIC DEVELOPMENT AS A PROFESSION

Project 3 aimed to enhance academic development (AD) as a recognised profession in South African
higher education. The project generated new knowledge about the state of the AD field in South Africa
through an empirical research programme that gathered data from practitioners across the public
university sector.

Activities and outputs across the project period included:

¢ Thedesign and administration of two national surveys of the AD field, gathering 126 responses
from AD practitioners across South African public universities, making it one of the more
comprehensive empirical accounts of the field to date.

¢ Findings about the factors that support AD practitioners in their work: educational discourse
foundations, discipline-specific capabilities, supportive leadership, and job security emerged
as enabling conditions, while frequent leadership changes and managerial accountability
pressures were associated with lower morale and agency.

e Recommendations for the sector, including the formalisation of AD practitioner development
pathways and more contextualised approaches to evaluating the impact of academic
development work.

e A national workshop convened jointly with HELTASA to share research findings with the
broader AD community and gather further sector input.

e Awriting retreatin June 2024 at which the project team worked on journal article manuscripts
drawing on the survey findings and workshop data.

e Presentation of findings at the ISSOTL 2023 international conference and at the University of
Johannesburg Learning and Teaching Symposium in August 2024.

e AHELTASA webinar focused on AD field findings, reaching practitioners beyond the immediate
project team.

e The conceptualisation of two follow-up research projects, with in-depth interviews with key
field members already underway at the close of the cycle.
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PROJECT 4: UNIVERSITY TEACHING LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

Project 4 aimed to develop a national and institutional cohort of senior and middle-level managers
capable of leading teaching and learning in South African higher education. The project focused on
building a research foundation for understanding the landscape of teaching and learning leadership
across the sector.

Activities and outputs included:

e The completion of desktop research analysing teaching and learning development and
support activities across all South African public higher education institutions, resulting in a
research report that provides a sector-wide account of existing practices and structures.

¢ The initiation of a research study examining the enabling and constraining conditions for
middle-managers who support teaching and learning development, generating insights into
the dynamics of teaching leadership in different institutional contexts.

¢ The development of “Third Space” theory as a conceptual framework for understanding the
positioning of Teaching and Learning Centre Directors, who move between teaching
development leadership, academic work, institutional advocacy, and other roles. This
framework provides a basis for future leadership development work in the sector.

The research conducted during this cycle laid groundwork for a second phase focused on leadership
coaching for Directors of Teaching and Learning Centres, with the first cycle’s empirical work providing
an evidence base for that work.

PROJECT 5: THE NATIONAL UNIVERSITY TEACHING AWARDS (NUTA)

The NUTA project established a new national infrastructure for recognising university teaching in
South Africa.

Activities and outputs across the project period included:

¢ The development and launch of the NUTA website, providing a publicly accessible information
and communications platform for the awards.

e The design and finalisation of the NUTA brand identity, including a logo and supporting visual
materials.

e The development and publication of the NUTA Procedures and Framework Document,
providing a governance structure, criteria, and process for nominations and adjudication.

e The convening of a national NUTA Adjudication Panel and the provision of training through
dedicated workshops, establishing consistent assessment standards for evaluating teaching
portfolios.

e The delivery of five regional online workshops in 2024, providing information, support and
mentoring to academics and Teaching and Learning specialists from universities across
Gauteng, the North-West, the Free State, the Northern Cape, Limpopo, Mpumalanga, the
Eastern Cape, and KwaZulu-Natal.
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e The launch of the inaugural national call for NUTA nominations, with academics from all 26
public higher education institutions invited to submit teaching portfolios.

e The receipt of 63 teaching portfolio submissions in the inaugural cycle, from which 22
candidates were shortlisted, 12 were interviewed, and 2 award winners and 3 commendation
recipients were selected.

¢ The development and publication of a 15-dimension framework of criteria for award-worthy
university teaching, covering dimensions including student-centred learning, assessment and
feedback, integration of research and teaching, use of technology, community engagement,
mentorship, language and cultural sensitivity, and reflective practice.

e The development of an online submission platform for the secure, standardised submission
and management of teaching portfolios.

By the close of the first funding cycle, the NUTA was operational as a national recognition system for
university teaching in South Africa, with participation drawn from all provincial regions and
institutional types. The inaugural NUTA Awards Ceremony, at which the 2024 cohort of winners will be
celebrated alongside the 2025 winners, is scheduled for November 2025.

A notable development during the project’s implementation was the decision, reached through
stakeholder consultation within the NCC, to remove the word “Excellence” from the awards title. This
reflected a broader understanding of good university teaching — one that recognises practice across
diverse institutional contexts, disciplines, and career stages rather than a single standard of
excellence.

PROJECT 6: NCC ADMINISTRATION (SECRETARIAT)

Project 6 provided the administrative function for the Sub-Programme, hosted at Wits University
throughout the first funding cycle. The Secretariat coordinated implementation across all five
substantive projects and provided support to the governance structures of the NCC and EMC.

Activities and outputs of the Secretariat included:
e Administrative support to the NCC Chairperson, the Executive Management Committee
(EMC), and all five Project Leaders across the four-year period.

¢ The convening and coordination of NCC and EMC meetings, maintaining governance oversight
and alignment across the Sub-Programme.

¢ The development and maintenance of the SAUT website, providing a digital presence for the
Sub-Programme including project resources, newsletters, and web analytics.

e Logistical support for project activities, including travel, accommodation, venue bookings, and
event management for workshops and national events.

e Liaison between service providers, the NUTA Awards Team, adjudicators, and award
recipients to support the implementation of project activities.

¢ Financial monitoring and reporting, including the compilation of annual progress reports to
DHET.
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e The recruitment and management of an M&E Specialist to monitor and evaluate all projects
and support reporting to the funder.

Looking Ahead

The first funding cycle of the SAUT Collaborative Projects Sub-Programme was implemented during a
period of disruption to the higher education sector, as the COVID-19 pandemic affected the conditions
for teaching, learning, and collaborative work across all 26 public universities. The Sub-Programme
produced a new national teaching awards infrastructure, an empirical account of the academic
development field, foundational research on teaching leadership, a national CPL think tank, and a
sectoral governance structure through the NCC and EMC. This was the work of the academics,
researchers, and administrators who participated in the Sub-Programme across its four-year period.

The first cycle also generated insights about what supports large-scale, multi-institutional
collaborative projects. Among the lessons for future cycles:

¢ Dedicated administrative capacity at the centre of a multi-project sub-programme supports
implementation across all projects. The Secretariat model provides a template for future
iterations.

e Cross-project collaboration — as demonstrated by the joint CPL and Academic Development
workshop and inter-project data sharing — adds to the collective reach of the Sub-Programme.

e Hybrid engagement modalities, combining face-to-face and online delivery, enable broader
participation and adapt well to external disruptions.

¢ Inclusive governance, as demonstrated by the NCC model with representation from all 26
universities, keeps the Sub-Programme connected to the diversity of the sector it serves.

The second funding cycle commenced in April 2025, with the NUTA Project as the sole funded project
and the Secretariat function incorporated within it. The Secretariat moved from Wits to Walter Sisulu
University as the new host institution. The NUTA entered its second cycle with an established brand,
an adjudication process, a published framework of teaching award criteria, and a national community
of participating institutions and academics.

SAUT remains committed to its purpose of ensuring that university teaching in South Africa is valued,
developed, recognised, and rewarded as a professional practice — and that academics across the sector
have the development opportunities and recognition they deserve in their role as university teachers.
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