International Journal of Social Science and Human Research

ISSN (print): 2644-0679, ISSN (online): 2644-0695
Volume 07 Issue 03 March 2024

DOI: 10.47191/ijsshr/v7-103-19, Impact factor- 7.876
Page No: 1645-1656

The Role and Impact of Private Higher Education Institutions on
South Africa's Educational Sector: A Comprehensive Analysis

Mixo Swetness Sithole, Ph.D
Student with university of South Africa (Unisa) address Preller St, Muckleneuk, Pretoria, 0002

ABSTRACT: This study presents a comprehensive analysis of the role and impact of private higher education institutions on South
Africa's educational sector. Private institutions have gained prominence in recent years, raising questions about their influence on the
overall educational landscape. To address this, a mixed method approach was employed, combining a quantitative analysis, and a
comparative analysis. Quantitative analysis examined student enrollment trends, graduation rates, and staffing in private higher
education institutions, comparing them with public institutions to assess the influence of private institutions on key educational
indicators. The comparative analysis on the other hand, compared the student employability and curricula in private institutions. The
literature review analyzed the differences in quality, diversity student support services, leadership, and challenges of PHIEs. This
comprehensive analysis contributes to understanding the complex dynamics of private institutions in South Africa's educational sector.
It sheds light on their influence on educational quality, student enrollment, accessibility, and the overall educational landscape. The
findings inform policymakers, educators, and stakeholders, facilitating evidence-based decision-making to further enhance the
educational sector in South Africa.
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Sector

INTRODUCTION

The higher education landscape of South Africa is continually evolving, with private higher education institutions (PHEIs) playing an
important role. According to Stander and Herman (2017), the increasing demand for higher education in the world due to globalization
and the emergence of the information economy has led to a rise in the number of private higher education institutions. Furthermore,
according to Tankou Epse Nukunah et al. (2019), the number of students enrolled in both public and private institutions has risen, with
no corresponding increase in the variety of resources available, resulting in a major impact on the physical infrastructure, student
standard of living and the caliber of teaching and learning provided in these institutions.

According to Singh and Trustin (2022), the number of students enrolled in higher education institutions increased from 983 703 to 1
143 245 between 2010 and 2016, indicating a rise in demand for higher education in South Africa. In 2021, the total number of students
increased to nearly 1.3 million with 232 915 students enrolled in the private higher education institutions (PHEIs) and the public sector
accounting for the majority of the enrollment with 1 068 046 (DHET, 2021). Additionally, according to the DHET (2021), the number
of higher education institutions were 342 in 2021, with 26 public higher education institutions, 124 private higher education institutions
(PHEISs), 50 Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVETs) colleges, 133 registered private colleges, and 9 Community
Education and Training (CET) colleges. Singh and Trustin (2021) asserted that the growing disparity between the number of students
eligible for postsecondary education and the number of spaces at public higher education institutions highlights the potential of the
private higher education (PHE) subsector in South Africa.

As a result, higher education institutions have emerged to meet the increase demand for higher education in South Africa and as
significant contributors to the country's educational sector, offering diverse academic programs and catering to a wide range of students.
According to Goel (2013), private higher education institutions were established for several reasons, including the desire to expand
access, provide competition to public institutions in order to enhance quality and position higher education as a key economic driver.
One advantage of private higher education institutions is that they offer wide access to higher education.
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However, the rise of private higher education has raised important questions about their role and impact within the broader education
system of South Africa. In other words, given that many PHEIs are essentially profit-seeking businesses, there has been a great deal of
criticism and concern about various aspects of the significant growth in PHE provision, including the physical conditions, the quality of
program offerings and lecturers, as well as the motivations of the institutions (Bezuidenhout et al., 2013).

This study seeks to undertake a comprehensive analysis of the role and impact of private higher education institutions on South Africa’s
educational sector. Through a mixed method approach comprising of a qualitative approach and a comparative analysis, the study aims
to provide a nuanced understanding of how higher education institutions shape the educational landscape and contribute to the attainment
of educational goals in the country.

The significance of this analysis lies in its potential to inform policymakers, educators, students, and other stakeholders about the
dynamics of private higher education and its implications for the broader educational sector. By examining various dimensions such as
enrollment trends, academic quality, accessibility, affordability, and regulatory frameworks, we aim to shed light on both the
opportunities and challenges presented by the growing presence of PHEIs in South Africa.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. History of higher education in South Africa

According to Mabizela (2002) private and public higher education have similar historical beginnings in South Africa. Before the
government intervention through financial subsidies, post-secondary education was provided by private institutions. This made it
possible for the state to take control of how institutions are administered. Private higher education dates back from the 19th century
when higher education was introduced in South Africa, however, the privately established institutions were not sustained as private
institutions but were taken over as public institutions due to lack of policy at the time. This was until the mid-20th century, when the
first legislation was introduced, known as the Correspondence Colleges Act No. 59 of 1965 (Mabizela, 2006). After 1994, the was a
growing pressure adhere to the principles of transformation, including the admission of black people in higher education institution,
especial on the historically white institutions.

Recently, according to Jingura et al. (2022), private higher education is expanding quickly worldwide, but Africa is lagging since many
African governments oppose private higher education. South Africa may be in worse shape than other African countries given that most
of South Africa’s private tertiary education providers are either little, profit organizations or religious organizations. However, according
to Jingura et al. (2022), there are a few large private higher education institutions registered in the Johannesburg Stock Exchange,
including Stadio and Advtech Ltd.

According to McKenzie (2023), private higher education institutions have emerged as a noteworthy alternative to their public
equivalents, and as a result of the increased need for high-quality education and skill development. Through customized programs,
workplace-integrated learning, and, most significantly, SBL, private institutions have grabbed the chance to offer creative, encouraging,
and adaptable learning experiences. Furthermore, according to McKenzie (2023), PHEI enrollments have increased, rising by an
astounding 59.9% between 2010 and 2015. This demand was further fueled by the Covid-19 epidemic underscoring the growing need
for PHEIs' innovative and flexible learning programs.

2.2. Regulation of private higher education institutions in South Africa

Jingura et ai (2022) asserted that there are several methods in which the government controls the private tertiary sector. To be authorized,
all private institutions must register with the DHET and re-register on a regular basis. Although this serves to shield students from
questionable providers, some contend that respectable providers aren't always treated equally. According to the DHET (2023), PHEIs
must first register as a private higher education institution with the Department of Higher Education and training (DHET) in order to
have the legal authority to offer higher education programs. The purpose of the registration is to ensure that private institutions offer
quality education and that the public will be protected against exploitive operators.

Furthermore, the registration will ensure that students receive qualifications that are aligned with the Higher Education Qualifications
Framework and registered on the NQF. Lastly, the registration will ensure that the education system meets the goals of transforming
South Africa in accordance with the government policy and legislation and ensure that private institutions comply with the Higher
Education Act, 101 of 1997. According to the DHET (2023), PHEISs offer the same National Qualifications Framework (NQF) levels as
public institutions, that is, NQF levels 5 to 10.

According to Ellis and Steyn (2014) private higher education institutions may offer higher education if they can demonstrate that it is
institutionally registered with the Department of Education, that its programs are registered with the South African Qualifications
Authority on the National Qualifications Framework, and that they have fulfilled their obligation to ensure the quality of higher education

IJSSHR, Volume 07 Issue 03 March 2024 www.ijsshr.in Page 1646


http://www.ijsshr.in/

The Role and Impact of Private Higher Education Institutions on South Africa's Educational Sector: A Comprehensive
Analysis

by obtaining institutional and program accreditation. In compliance with regulatory standards, private higher education institutions are
registered and classified as either NPC/not for profit or (Pty) Ltd/for-profit. These organizations include seminaries, colleges, schools,
training facilities, and professional associations that provide higher education through a combination of in-person and/or online learning
environments.

2.3. Private higher education pros and cons

According to Tankou Epse Nukunah et al. (2019), private higher education institutions are not only meeting the increased demand for
higher education by students that fail to go to public institutions, but they also offer a safer atmosphere and are more supportive that
government institutions. In addition, according to Tankou Epse Nukunah et al. (2019) other advantages of private institutions include
high student satisfaction, exceptional levels of student assistance, lower class sizes with greater student-lecturer engagement, and
creative and adaptable learning alternatives.

However, there are some identified challenges in the private higher education institutions. According to Teixeria et al (2012) private
institutions tend to concentrate on a small number of disciplines and have fewer specialties overall. In addition, according to Texeira et
al. (2012), private institutions are associated with higher cost and poor quality. Tankou Epse Nukunah et al. (2019) further argued that
the increase in competition in the private education sector due to the rise in a number of entrants in the market causes a lot of people to
doubt the legitimacy of these institutions.

2.4. Empirical review

Teixeira and Amaral (2001), analyzed the effects of privatization on diversity in higher education in Europe, Latin America, and
Southeast Asia. The study also provided a detailed examination of the private higher education in the selected regions to determine how
far privatization of higher education stimulated diversity. The study results indicated that the private sub sector has promoted limited
and partial diversification in each case. Furthermore, the study though the private institutions were established to satisfy the increasing
demand for higher education, they have focused on teaching, they undertook little to no research and appeared to be of lower quality
than the old institutions.

The study by De Cohen (2003) explored the dimensions and impact of private education expansion in Argentina. The study placed the
study findings in a comparative and theoretical framework. The study found that despite the growth in the number of private higher
education institutions, the public sector remained the dominant provider of university education. according to the study results, private
institutions do not account for a larger share of university enrollment, even though they are increasing in number and are training a
number of students. However, according to the study, private institutions have developed specific areas, including graduate level training
and in urban areas. Additionally, PHEIs offer elite alternatives to prestigious public institutions.

Zain et al. (2013) analyzed the factors influencing student’s decision in choosing private institutions of higher education in Malaysia.
The study used a sample of 373 students comprising of students from secondary schools and questionnaire with 46 statements was
distributed randomly to the respondents. Factor analysis was performed to decide on the number of factors underlying the influence on
student choices and the Structural Equation Modelling was then used to examine the variables and the fitness of the model. The study
results showed a positive effect of perception and promotion on student’s choice of private higher education. The results also showed a
significant positive effect of perception on influence and promotion on influence.

Yirdaw (2016) examined the quality of education in private higher education institutions in Ethiopia and identified factors of leadership
and governance in private institutions that may contribute to a decline in the quality of education. The study used a qualitative case study
methodology where administrators in six PHEIs in Ethiopia were interviewed and their perspectives were compared with other publicly
available information. The study results showed that the selected private institutions were continuously challenged to balance
government requirements and stakeholder demands in an environment with underfunding, scarcity of qualified instructors, poor
infrastructure, poorly qualified students, and a biased regulatory environment. In addition, the study revealed that most educational
leaders believed that educational quality may be improved when addressing more effective governance.

The study by Dirkse et al. (2013) studied the impact of leadership practices on service quality in private higher education in South
Africa. The study used a quantitative methodology and a cross-sectional survey research design on five campuses of a prominent PHE
provider across South Africa. The study literature suggested that leadership positively impacts quality, specifically, service quality.
According to the study, principals at private higher education institutions have an influence on the quality of service offered to students.
Furthermore, the study findings indicated a strong positive linear correlation between leadership practices of principals and the service
quality at these institutions. the empirical results of the study therefore, complemented the existing literature by emphasizing on the
positive impact of leadership on service quality in PHEIs.
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Stander and Herman (2017) studied the barriers and challenges that private higher education institutions face in managing quality
assurance in South Africa using a qualitative method. The study identified three main categories of the challenges that private higher
education institutions face when managing quality assurance. The first challenge was resources, such as financial and physical resources.
Capacity development in terms of roles and responsibilities, academic leadership and development and research was the second
identified obstacle. The last obstacle identified was program design including the curriculum design.

Kruss (2002) aimed to understand the private higher education landscape in South Africa by examining qualitative data from 15 private
higher education institutions in South Africa and used theories from the 1980s research of the private sector in developing countries.
The study argued that most private providers cater to the need for different education which includes specialized intermediate-level
vocational higher training in specialized fields, aiming at increasing access to employment prospects in South Africa.

Studies focusing on customer satisfaction in private higher education institutions in South Africa includes the study by Bezuidenhout
and Jager (2014). The study analyzed customer satisfaction at private higher education institutions in South Africa using a quantitative
survey of 600 full-time students at three private higher education institutions. The study applied an important-performance analysis (IP)
of 45 qualities and created a comparison IP matrix. The IP analysis found a negative gap between performance and importance related
to the qualities. The study also highlighted important areas for strategic consideration for each of the three selected PHEIs aiming at
assisting management to enhance the services they provide.

The study by Schwartzman 2002 provided a comparative perspective on public and private higher education in Latin America and South
Africa. The study examined the impact of private sector on access, equity, extension work, research, and the provision of educated
manpower for the new economy. The study also analyzed the issues of regulation and convergence. The study concluded that the private
sector plays a useful role, however, it cannot replace public institutions. The study further confirmed that there is some convergence
between the public and the private sector, however, they will continue to co-exist and perform different functions.

3. METHODOLOGY

The study employs a mixed method approach which comprises of a quantitative analysis, specifically using a correlation approach to
compare the enrollment trends, graduation rates and employment and staffing of private higher education with the public institutions in
South Africa. According to Winston-Salem State University (n.d), correlation methodology makes use of statistical data to assess the
strength of a relationship between two or more variables. Relationships between and among various facts are sought after and interpreted
in this kind of design. While this kind of study will identify trends and patterns in the data, it does not analyze the data in a way that
demonstrates the reasons for the patterns it has seen. This kind of observational research is not based on cause and effect. Furthermore,
according to WSSU (n.d), the variables, their relationships, and their distributions are only detected and examined in their natural
environment, they are not altered in any way.

In addition to the quantitative methodology, the study also conducts a comparative analysis on student employability and the curricula
of private institutions, compared with public institutions. According to Shahrokh and Miri (2019) in comparative studies, researchers
compare cases to each other, construct quantitative comparisons using statistical methods, and evaluate covariation by comparing the
values of the cases on relevant variables to average values.

4. STUDY RESULTS

4.1. Enrollment trends

The enrollment trends in both the public and private higher education institutions in South Africa are provided and discussed in the
following tables and figures.
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Figure 4.1: Number of students enrolled in public and private HEIs 2010-2021
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Source: Department of Higher Education and Training, 2023

The figure above shows the number of students that enrolled in both private and public higher education institutions between 2010 to
2021 in South Africa with the public institutions accounting for the highest enrollment rates over the years. However, the data shows a
significant increase in enrollments in private higher education institutions between 2020-2021, whilst there was a decline in public
institutions.

More specifically, the tables below show the enrollment trends in PHEIs by gender and by qualification type.

Table 4.1: Number students enrolled in PHEIs by Gender 2011-2021
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Source: Department of Higher Education and Training, 2023

The table above shows the number of enrollments by gender in PHEIs of South Africa. The data above shows that more female students
prefer the PHEIs than the male students. In other words, the number of female students in PHEIs are more than the number of male
students throughout the years between 2011 and 2021.
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Table 4.2: Number of students enrolled in PHEIs by qualification type 2018-2021
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The table above shows the number of enrollments in PHEIs by qualification types, from higher certificates (NQF level 5) to Doctorate
Degrees (NQF level 10). The data on the table shows that PHEIs enroll higher certificates students than any other qualifications. In

addition, there are very few numbers of students enrolled for NQF level 10 qualifications in PHEISs.

Figure 4.2: Headcount enrollments at public universities by gender
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The figure indicates enrolment in public institutions by gender between 2016 to 2021. Similar to the private higher education institutions,
public institutions have higher female student enrollments than male. This shows that both the public and the private sector have more
female students enrolling for their higher education studies than male students over the years.
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Figure 4.3: Proportion of students enrolled in public HEIs by qualification types, 2021.
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The figure above shows the proportion of students enrolled in public universities by qualification types. From the figure above, it is
evident that public universities have more enrollments for undergraduates’ qualifications (NQF level 7) than PHEIs. In other words,
more students enroll for NQF level 7 qualifications in public universities than in private institutions, moreover, private institutions have
higher enrollments for NQF level 5 qualifications than public universities (DHET, 2023).

4.2. Foreign student enrollments
The tables below will provide data on the enrollments of foreign students in both the private and public institutions in South Africa.

Table 4.3: Number of students enrolled in public HEIs by country, attendance, mode and qualification, 2021.
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Source: Department of Higher Education and Training, 2023

In 2021, there were 47 306 foreign national students enrolled in public higher education institutions, accounting for 4.4% of all enrolment
(1 068 046). Zimbabwe accounted for 37.2% or 17 585 of the foreign national students, while Kenya (2.1% or 992), Botswana (2.2%
or 1 038), and Ghana (2.3% or 1 084) had the lowest percentage of students (DHET,2023).
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Table 4.4: Number of foreign students enrolled in PHEIs by country and qualification type, 2021.
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According to DHET (2023) there were 14,404 foreign national students enrolled in PHEIs in 2021, that is, 6.2% of all students enrolled
at PHEIs. Namibia accounted for 28.1% (or 4 044) of the student body, with Zimbabwe (21.6% or 3 118) and Eswatini (8.1% or 1 160)
following. The United States of America accounted for the least percentage of pupils (0.6% or 88).

From the information above, public institutions account for more enrollments of foreign students in South Africa, with more students
from Zimbabwe. However, the PHEIs account for more Namibian students with Zimbabwean students being the second highest.
Additionally, PHEIs also accounts for about 0,6% of students from United States of America, with none at the public institutions.

4.3. Graduate rates
The tables and figures below provide data on graduations rates from public versus private higher education institutions.

Table 3.5: Number of graduates in public HEIs by gender, field of study and qualification type, 2021
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Source: Department of Higher Education and Training, 2023

The table above shows the graduation rates in public institutions by qualification type in 2021. According to DHET (2023),36.2% (84
367) of the graduates were men, while over two thirds (63.8% or 148 841) were women. The biggest gender differences were shown in
undergraduate degrees (27 903) and undergraduate certificates and diplomas (20 556). However, there were 287 more male PhD
graduates than female graduates.

IJSSHR, Volume 07 Issue 03 March 2024 www.ijsshr.in Page 1652


http://www.ijsshr.in/

The Role and Impact of Private Higher Education Institutions on South Africa's Educational Sector: A Comprehensive
Analysis

Figure 4.4: Average graduation rates in public HEIs by qualification type 2021
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From the figure above, Doctorate degrees had the lowest graduation rate (14.5%) and postgraduate degrees below master’s level had the
highest (46.0%). The University of Venda (75.2%), Rhodes University (75.4%), and University of Mpumalanga (84.1%) all had high
graduation rates for postgraduate studies below the master’s level (DHET, 2023).

Table 4.6: Number of graduates from PHEIs, by qualification type, 2018-2021
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From the table above, there were 54 551 PHEI graduates in 2021, a 15.9% rise or 7 466 more than the 47 085 graduates in 2020
(DHET,2023). According to DHET (20223), The highest percentage of graduates from these programs held a bachelor’s degree with
360 credits (27.2% or 14 845) and was followed by a Higher Certificate (26.0% or 14 161), a Diploma with 360 credits (15.4% or 8
394), a Postgraduate Diploma (8.4% or 4 607), an honors degree (4.4% or 2 406), and a Postgraduate Certificate (3.7% or 2 035).
Doctorates were earned by the fewest graduates (0.1% or 43).The statistics from the graduation rates between public institutions and
private institutions show that PHEIs had higher graduations in undergrad qualifications (NQF level 5-7) with less graduates in
postgraduate studies. The public institution had the largest number of graduates from postgrad qualifications in 2021. This data supports
the enrollment rates previously, which showed less enrolments in postgraduate studies in PHEIs than in public institutions.
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4.4. Employment rates and types
Table 4.7: Number of staff in PHEIs by employment period and personnel categories, 2021

e g T T I R
1197 1012 5 109 10318
4 361 a7 BBl 3538
ol 8758 1109 5990 15857

Source: Department of Higher Education and Training, 2023

According to Table 3.7, there were 15, 857 full- and part-time employees working in PHEIs in 2021. Of this total, 34.9%, or 5 539, were
appointed on a part-time basis, while 65.1%, or 10 318, were full-time employees. Of the workers, 8 588 (or 55.2%) worked in academics
and research, while 5 990 (or 37.8%) were employed in support roles (DHET,2023).

Private higher education institutions contribute to the employment of South Africa, with up to 15 857 people employed in PHEIs as both
full time and parttime and in support and academic positions. This leads to a decline in the unemployment rate of the country.

4.5. Student employability and curricula

According to Somerville (2020), the importance of a job in enabling a better future has driven increased demand for higher education,
fueled by high expectations of the potential of a qualification to realize students’ aspirations. However, when graduates reach the labor
market, they face impediments anchored on variables beyond the control of higher education. Rapidly evolving technology is
transforming and impacting on all industries. Higher education plays an instrumental role in producing graduates as human capital whose
value lies in increasing productivity for economic gain. In addition, according to Somerville (2020), graduates believe the relevant and
useful programs offered by private universities sufficiently equipped them to work. PHEIs provide their graduates skills, expertise, and
easy access to business networks.

McKenzie (2023) asserts that conventional teaching approaches, which are used in the majority of public universities, frequently place
an emphasis on content and emphasize learning through teacher-led lectures. While information is unquestionably vital, some contend
that students' development of practical and adaptive abilities is even more crucial. Conventional educational approaches frequently
immerse students in theory without providing them with the tools necessary to apply that information in a variety of settings, such as
the job. This brings forth the essence of Skills based learning offered by PHEIs. Through practical application and participatory, student-
led learning develops skills. This method is crucial for equipping students to successfully navigate various settings and solve difficulties
since it differs from traditional, knowledge-centric strategies.

Sigh and Trustin (2019) also argued that majority from their study agreed that private higher education institutions are more creative in
their product design and curriculum than public universities, and they are also more successful at bridging the gap between school and
higher education. according to Tankou Epse Nukunah et al. (2019), PHEIs have also expanded their teaching strategies to meet the
demands of government institutions, like the Bankseta, in order to increase their competitive edge.

5. SUMMARY OF RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

The study used a mixed comparative method to analyze the impact of private higher education institutions in South Africa by analyzing
the enrollment trends, graduations rates, staffing in private higher education and the student employability in comparison to the public
institutions. The study results are discussed as follows:

Enrollment Trends- the study results show that, even though public higher education institutions have higher enrollment rates, more
students increasingly show preference to the private institutions. this has led to more students enrolling with PHEIs in South Africa, up
to 232 915 by 2021. According to the SAPHE (2023), private higher education institutions recently account for about 18% of total
student enrollment in South Africa. Furthermore, there has been an increase in enrollments for foreign students in South Africa in both
the public and private institutions from countries like Zimbabwe, Democratic Republic of Congo, and Namibia. Public institutions do
account for the majority of the foreign students, especially students from Zimbabwe, however, there are other foreign students found in
PHEIs with Namibian students being the higher number.

Graduation Rates- the data shows an increase in the number of graduates in South Africa annually from both public and private
institutions. The public institutions have the highest number of students graduating postgraduate studies while more students graduate
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with higher certificate qualifications from private higher education institutions with less students graduating postgraduate qualifications
in private institutions.

Staffing in PHEIs- private higher education institutions contribute to the reduction of unemployment in South Africa, employing up to
15 857 people employed in the private institutions.

Student employability and curricula- study results show that private higher education offer a more skills-based learning that allows
students to gain workplace skills and training that the traditional and theoretical learning offered in public institutions. Private higher
education institutions provide the students with skills expertise as well as ease access to the business markets, thus allowing them an
opportunity to gain work experience while in school.

6. CONCLUSIONS

Private higher education institutions continue to play a vital role in South Africa’s education sector. By providing innovative education
and increased access to higher education, private institutions continue to fill the existing gap in the higher education sector and to meet
the increasing demand for higher education in the country. These institutions offer skills-based learning that equips students with
expertise and skills that prepare them for the world of work and offer accessibility and flexibility in higher education. However, there is
still a big concern in literature on the contribution of private higher education in the overall education sector. This includes concerns on
the quality of education offered in PHEIs. Other concerns are their contributions to academic research. More especially, according to
SAPHE (2023), it is reasonable to assume that the current state of research at PHEIs in South Africa is still rather limited, even though
there are no recent figures available detailing the research outputs of PHEIs. However, the PHEISs sector can greatly increase its future
contribution to national research as it grows and matures, especially as PHEIs are recognized for their relevance and strong industry
linkages.
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