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Setting the scene 

This session of the Post-School Access Community of Practice diverted from 2019’s theme of youth 

entrepreneurship to explore developments in higher education funding.  

Simon Trupp, Co-CEO of the Ikusasa Student Financial Aid Programme (ISFAP), shared ISFAP’s model which 

is designed to sustainably cater for the costs and broader needs of South Africa's 'missing middle' students. 

Formed in response to the 'fees must fall' movement, ISFAP aims to fast track development of skilled young 

people in areas critical to the country’s economy.  

Murray Hofmeyr of Study Trust and Lorraine Gumede of the Rural Education Access Programme (REAP) 

then took the CoP through key issues in bursary management and student support, and how these have 

changed, or are changing, in response to developments in the funding sector. 

Overview of Presentation 1  

The ISFAP model: funding and supporting South Africa’s “missing middle” students   

ISFAP was launched in January 2017 to assist academically able young people whose family income is above 

the NSFAS threshold, but not sufficient to cover the cost of a university education.  The programme is currently 

active in 11 universities where it is reaching 1700 students and achieving pass rates of over 90%.    

Simon attributes ISFAP’s progress within this short period to collaboration involving a range of public and 

private sector partners, and the leveraging of existing resources.  One such example is ISFAP’s partnership with 

SAICA. ISFAP was able to move swiftly from concept to pilot implementation using SAICA ’s Thuthuka bursary 

model (a progressive empowerment and skills development initiative to fast track transformation in the 

chartered accounting profession) as the basis for ISFAP’s 2-pronged model of full-cost-of-study funding 

coupled with wraparound psycho-social and tutorial support (see below).  

  

 

 

ISFAP’s approach to creating and delivering this value rests on 5 pillars:  

Professional Development –   

ISFAP funds students registered for courses that lead to occupations in high demand (OIHD), as identified by 

the Human Resource Development Council (HRDC). These are courses such as engineering, accountancy, 

actuarial science, medicine, pharmacy, nursing, occupational therapy and computer science. This selection of 

courses across the 11 universities reflects ISFAP’s commitment to strengthening the professions and 

promoting training in skills required for economic development. It also reflects the interests of funders, and 

requires a certain capacity at each university.  ISFAP intends to increase the number of courses and to roll out 

to all 26 public universities as funding becomes available.  

Highlights of Post-School Access Community of Practice Meeting 

Developments in Higher Education Funding and Support  

01 August 2019 

ISFAP’s aim is to provide needs-based support to poor and working class students that enables them to acquire “a 

broad set of knowledge, skills and character traits” that equips them to participate meaningfully in the economy 

and promotes “human development, leadership, ethical behaviour and broad citizenship”. 

 
Click here to view 

the presentation  

http://www.bridge.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/20190801-ISFAP-Presentation-for-Bridge-post-school-access-community-compressed.pdf
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Focussing on these courses, which typically have low pass and throughput rates, increases the challenges to 

the programme but is proving the worth of the model.  

Full Cost of Study – 

ISFAP provides non-capped 

funding to cover all necessities. 

Bursaries cover the full cost of 

study to the student: fees, 

learning materials, meals, 

accommodation and a monthly 

living allowance or stipend, to 

ensure that there are no 

financial reasons for students 

to drop out or fail.  

‘Full cost of study’ includes additional academic and non-academic support (see below). Most payments are 

made to the universities or third party providers. Only the monthly stipends are paid directly to students.  

Wraparound Support – 

Simon describes ISFAP as ‘extremely output-focussed’. To this end, ISFAP provides both academic and psycho-

social support to promote students’ well-being and help them ‘get through the system’, such as additional 

tutorials, life stills training and mentoring. 

Onsite programme managers meet regularly with students, monitor their progress and well-being, arrange 

interventions to support them in particular dimensions, or simply help them navigate their way through 

university. The ISFAP Wrap online platform (see below) is a key factor in the quality and effectiveness of the 

wraparound support. 

Technology Focus – 

ISFAP has a strong technology focus, leveraging integrated digital platforms to connect and interface with 

stakeholders and create efficiencies within its systems. At the same time, Simon emphasises that “it is the 

people that make ISFAP work: each person in the system has a part to play”. 

The ISFAP Wrap online platform (described by Simon as “the main platform to increase graduation”) connects 

the student, the programme manager and the university. It is used to track academic progress and monitor 

interventions. It facilitates communication and manages interactions between students and programme 

manager (e.g. check-ins, requests, tasks, referrals), and also acts as a mechanism for control and feedback, if 

students are not fulfilling their side of the agreement.  

Capacity Building – 

This involves assisting HEIs to optimise curricula and resources to suit local contexts and student needs. ISFAP 

works with a wide range of students across a mix of universities and universities of technology, regions, 

development phases and course types. The institutions have differing strengths and capabilities, so ISFAP 

tailors its response to each according to need, either giving more funding to capacitate, or leveraging off what 

is already in place (for e.g. many students need access to psychologists – while some universities already 

provide this, others will need to be equipped to bring psychologists in).  
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ISFAP’s approach is to share information between the universities, so all are able to grow and move forward. 

It is also focussed on institutionalising everything it does, by integrating its programmes within the university 

systems (for e.g. the ISFAP programme managers are employed by the universities). While this approach brings 

its own challenges, it is expected to result in more substantive and robust programme structures.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Strategic partners 

ISFAP works closely with government, in particular the DHET, DTI and National Treasury, and reports to 

Cabinet. One consequence of this interaction has been the DTI’s revision of B-BBEE Code 300 (see below). 

Another area receiving attention is the feasibility of setting up of public-private partnership structures to 

enable leveraging of certain services.  

Simon notes that ISFAP’s ‘true strength’ lies in its relationship with organised business. To strengthen these 

connections, ISFAP is working on setting up a permanent collaboration platform and communications web to 

share ideas and promote a focussed approach to student funding at this level. 

Funding  

ISFAP is currently funded by both public and public sector entities, with the private sector making a significant 

contribution (e.g. R150 million raised over six weeks in early 2017 to launch ISFAP). In 2019 ISFAP disbursed 

an estimated R248.5 million in student funding. After initially working with whatever funding came its way, 

ISFAP is now successfully obtaining funding for the full duration of study.  

Simon notes that in terms of scale, “there is still a long way to go, in order to truly make a difference across 

South Africa”. To fund the approximately 220 000 students falling within ISFAP’s R350 000 - R600 000 

household income bracket would require R26 billion annually. [Another R42 billion would be needed each year 

to fund the approximately 365 000 students falling within NSFAS’s R0 - R350 000 bracket.]  

Application and selection criteria and processes  

To be eligible, students must: 

 be South African citizens 

 be doing a course that ISFAP is supporting (focus on occupations in high demand) at an institution that ISFAP 
has partnered with (currently CUT, NMU, TUT, SU, UCT, UJ, UKZN, UP, UV, Wits, WSU)   

 qualify financially – true household means calculations are obtained by running applicable IDs through all 
banking system accounts (combined annual household income must not exceed R600 000) 

 secure a university place and complete the registration process  

Selection includes: 

 using matric results to rank students within particular areas (potentially also the NBT going forward) 

 the need to work within funder constraints  

Applications are online, but the link to ISFAP is through the universities, i.e. ISFAP uses university communications 
mechanisms to reach students who approach the universities regarding courses that ISFAP funds. 

Students apply during August - October. ID checks and means tests are conducted during November. Initial offers are 
made in December, conditional on students’ achieving their expected marks and being registered (ISFAP covers the 
registration fees). Contracts are finalised and confirmations are issued in March.  

ISFAP does not yet have a pre-university footprint but intends to develop this (following SAICA’s successful model) as 
it recognises the importance of impacting learners’ subject choices.  
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Some avenues for sourcing funding: 

ISFAP is looking at several different areas that have the potential to fund missing middle students across the 

country, provided they can be leveraged correctly. 

 The DTI’s revision of the B-BBEE codes has increased the focus on education and ring-fenced a portion 

for the development of black students (2.5% of payroll). This has opened up significant opportunities 

to raise funds from private sector companies looking to maximise their skills development scores. DTI 

is also looking to channel a portion of ‘equity equivalence’ contributions from international companies 

towards bursaries for black students. 

 Various financial instruments (such as social impact bonds) could be used to leverage financial 

markets. Tapping into commercial markets would require a shift in focus from input to output.  Instead 

of paying for accessibility, this would be swopped around, with funders borrowing from commercial 

markets to fund study processes, and government paying for graduates equipped to take their place 

in the economy. The risk would shift from government to provider, but the provision of wraparound 

support would significantly increase efficiencies and throughput.  An output focus has the potential to 

greatly increase the scale of funding.  

ISFAP is also looking at additional ways to assist students and deliver value:  

 Opening the ISFAP platform to 3rd party bursary management, bringing efficiencies to this sector  

 Supporting post graduates and research – this is ‘truly needed’ in order to make a significant 

difference and provide equivalent opportunities for all  

 Supporting the training of academics. 

 

 

Questions for clarification 

Q: Does ISFAP limit funding strictly to students in the R350 000 - R600 000 income bracket? 

ISFAP focusses on the missing middle because of the huge need and lack of support in this category. Some 

students in the NSFAS bracket have chosen to go with ISFAP because of the support we provide, and we will 

continue to offer that choice. “Imagine if NSFAS were to engage ISFAP to provide wraparound support and 

improve efficiencies and throughput for NSFAS students … this is within the overall model ISFAP has 

presented to Cabinet.”  

Q: What is ISFAP doing to equip students for post qualification employment? 

ISFAP is still refining this aspect. Besides leveraging what the universities are doing, we have partnered with 

Harambee, whose core skill is equipping people for work, to assist students. We have also started 

conversations with our corporate connections to provide access to internships and vacation work. 

Q: How does ISFAP treat students who fail? 

ISFAP covers only the set number of years for a course. Some reasons for this are:  

 Focussing on the outcome changes the conversations – even if subtly – with all stakeholders 

focussed on getting the student through 

“If we are to really do this – to fund and support South Africa’s missing middle students so they can contribute to the 

country’s development  – many organisations will be needed to help and to take this forward.  ISFAP is working to get as 

many partners in as possible to assist with this model, and especially to bring the private sector in, in very strong ways, 

using a collaboration approach.”  (Simon Trupp, ISFAP Co-CEO) 

 



5 
 

 From a financial perspective, a fixed end-point enables one to create leverage for providers (as in the 

outcome funders model outlined above) 

 Extending beyond the minimum number of years brings significantly more costs into the system.   

Students failing a major in the first semester continue to receive funding for the rest of that year. This keeps 

the door open and allows ISFAP to work with the universities on how the students can move forward. 

Q: Can students apply to ISFAP in their second year?   

ISFAP’s focus is on getting students through, and the first year is critical for this. The model builds cohorts of 

students and works to give them support within their cohorts.  

Q: Is ISFAP looking at longer term sustainability through graduates giving back to the fund?  

Currently funding is all grant-based, but the model provides for various types of circular structures. As from 

this year ISFAP will be engaging with alumni – firstly to make sure they are employed, but also to get a give-

back process going. Initially this will involve help in kind, but could later include money flowing back.   

Facilitated discussions 

Murray Hofmeyr – Study Trust  

Murray opened this part of the discussion by describing some of the key principles 

and processes that guide Study Trust’s work in student support and bursary 

management.  

Study Trust’s work centres on connecting young people ‘with potential and 

determination’ to study opportunities, through bursaries and scholarships, giving 

them the kinds of support they need to thrive in their studies and preparing them 

for meaningful employment in areas that will contribute to  the economy.  

Murray uses the metaphor of ‘a hero’s journey’ to describe the thinking 

behind Study Trust’s approach to student support:   

Talented young people making their way through life are confronted with numerous obstacles in their path. 

Just as they overcome one set of barriers and attain a new normality, the process starts all over again with 

the next transition. Entering tertiary education (normally as the first in their families to so so) is one such 

transition, and entering the workplace is another.  

While help and support must be given, the aim is to 

develop young people’s own agency, so that they will 

be ready and able to take the next steps on their 

own, and to tackle the next set of obstacles when it 

arises.  

Some ways in which Study Trust supports students:  

An important new initiative is the piloting of a mentoring app, in partnership with Mentoring 4 Success. This 

aims to support a shift in student  learning from content to context,  by bringing students into contact with 

people from industry who can answer questions and provide context to enhance student understanding of 

where and how their learning ‘fits in’ the real world.  [See Slide 12 for an engaging visual representation of 

the shift from content to context in learning.]   

“The role of the mentors and all the support we put in 

place is crucial, but this journey is simultaneously an 

individuation, and must be travelled independently. It is 

all about students becoming efficacious – doing it for 

themselves, taking it further, being ready for the next 

challenge.”  (Murray Hofmeyr, Study Trust) 

 

Murray Hofmeyr of Study Trust  

Click here to view 

the presentation  

http://www.bridge.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/StudyTrust-Principles-and-Processes-15-May-2019-1.pdf
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Helping students understand why their emotions are so intense, and introducing them to ‘self-

conversations’ as a way of addressing these emotions [based on David Rock’s SCARF Model of the domains 

that influence our behaviour in social situations: status, certainty, autonomy, relatedness and fairness]. 

Over the years Study Trust has identified 5 critical factors for success in higher education, which it addresses 

in mentoring programmes:  

 in order to ‘survive’, students need to learn to combat alienation and deal with intellectual pressure 

 in order to ‘thrive’, they need to develop resilience and personal leadership, and to be driven by a 

sense of purpose. 

Study Trust provides three levels of support. All students receive generic support, which is intensified in 

response to need by means of:  

 targeted interventions for all first years and students failing some subjects 

(e.g. monitored study groups and peer mentor groups) 

 individual interventions for significantly at-risk students (e.g. one-on-one 

counselling). 

The publication Grad: Your guide to university success is designed to help students 

adjust to the demands and challenges of independent university life. Distributed free 

to first year students, this guide is made available by Readers Unite, Study Trust and 

Capitec Bank in partnership with Van Schaik Publishers. It can be downloaded from 

https://www.myvsp.co.za/GRAD.html  

 

Bursary Management 

Bursary organisations are grappling with what their role is, now that there is ‘free tertiary education’. 

Murray’s message on providing funding and support is: 

 NSFAS administration of DHET bursaries has become much more efficient and turn-around times are 

much shorter. For students from households with an annual income of up to R350 000, NSFAS 

funding is the best deal available. If these young people succeed in obtaining admission to public 

universities (to study for an undergraduate whole qualification i.e. a degree, diploma or higher 

certificate programme), they will be funded. 

 It is too early to stop direct funding to students in the NSFAS category – they still need this support, 

e.g. in the form of top-up food allowances.  However, this need is likely to disappear as NSFAS is 

constantly revising its provision to cover what is really needed.  

 Instead of funders withdrawing their support, they need to scale it.  Technology offers innovative 

ways of reaching greater numbers of students.  In addition to academic monitoring and support, 

there is a huge need for holistic support that addresses psycho-social needs. 

Murray urged funders ‘not to abandon 

poor students’, but to continue their 

support for DHET bursaries and bursary 

holders, alongside contributing to 

initiatives such as ISFAP.  

 

 

“How can we make sure that the billions annually invested in 

education bursaries do not go to waste?  Currently only 30% of 

NSFAS funded university entrants graduate - and that is over a 

long period which can be up to 6 - 7 years for a 3-year degree.  

That waste must be stemmed.”  (Murray Hofmeyr, Study Trust) 

.”  (Murray Hofmeyr, Study Trust) 

 

https://www.myvsp.co.za/GRAD.html
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Lorraine Gumede – Rural Education Access Programme (REAP)  

REAP assists students from disadvantaged rural areas to obtain a tertiary/post-school level education; this is 

aimed at eradicating poverty and empowering young people to improve the quality of their lives. 

REAP’s response to the changes in higher education funding has been to refocus its 

attention from access to retention and throughput.  

Where it previously recruited in rural areas through a network of volunteers, it now 

recruits directly from universities, targeting students from low-income rural 

backgrounds who have already registered and received NSFAS bursaries. Another 

significant change, aimed at streamlining and maximising the support it offers, has 

been to concentrate its resources on 6 HEIs: CUT, NMU, UFS, UJ, UKZN and UWC.  

Lorraine emphasises that while financial barriers to access have been removed, first 

generation students from rural, disadvantaged households still have to contend with 

an array of significant challenges.   

To address these and maximize their prospects for graduating, REAP provides a holistic combination of 

psycho-social and academic support, development programmes, peer mentorship and monitoring. REAP 

also supplies each student with a lap-top and supplements the DHET bursary with a modest stipend (which 

can be withheld if students do not fully comply with programme expectations).  

Support comprises a mix of individual and group interventions:  

 Student development advisors (the majority of whom are professionally qualified social workers, 

with some registered psychologists), connect with students on a monthly basis using a combination 

of face-to-face and telephonic meetings to check up on their psycho-social well-being and reflect on 

their academic performance. The student development advisors also serve as role models and 

sounding boards, and not least, “show students there are people who care, who believe they can do 

better, and this gives them the courage to prosper”. 

 To help new entrants adapt, REAP holds workshops on transitioning from school to university. 

These workshops cover study skills, note taking, exam preparation, time management, relationships, 

diversity and communication.  First years are linked with senior peer buddies who help them 

navigate the university environment and guide them on the expectations of direct support.  

 On the academic front, REAP works in collaboration with faculties, monitoring academic progress 

rather than providing specific academic support. For at-risk students, student development advisors 

liaise with faculty and ensure that these students tap into the interventions and resources that their 

faculties provide.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lorraine observed that direct support is as important as financial support.  

 “The transition to university is not easy, and we have to lessen the effect of the culture shock. A major problem is 

that students come with good matric grades, only to find that they fail in the first few months at university.  Most 

students are seriously under-prepared for tertiary level learning. In matric they are taught to answer problems in 

CAPS, hence they acquire higher marks – but when they get to university, that is not enough; they also have to be 

able to work in groups, to be continuously curious, to think critically, to ask questions, and to solve various kinds of 

problems.”   

 

Lorraine Gumede of REAP 
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CoP comments and questions  

This section highlights some examples to give a sense of the depth and range of the discussion.  

How do we motivate donors to provide for the various kinds of support needed – particularly as it is quite 

costly, and some of the needs are fairly fluid?   

This is the key issue. We have to develop ways for donors to do a spend that is for support alone.  

 CSI money can go to support, but this source is drying up. Skills development money is growing, but 

must be used for very specific registered support programmes – unlike the kind of support that is 

really needed like regular mentoring. 

 The currently untapped area of supplier and enterprise development might provide a route, in terms 

of developing people into (individual) enterprises in terms of participation in the economy. 

 DTI could be approached to allow a percentage of bursary spend to be used for support. 

 The possibility of partnering with NSFAS, using NSFAS 

money directly to provide support to students, so as 

to get better value from the money NSFAS spends on 

bursaries.  

Do students regard the support programmes as being valuable? 

Students do tend to feel they are being stigmatised by being required to attend supplementary 

interventions.  To make sure that students do attend, REAP monitors and ‘enforces’ attendance by having 

students submit registers and report on the interventions, as well as reflect in their mentoring sessions on 

how they benefitted. It is also important for support programmes to be interesting and engaging, so that any 

stigma is offset by positive experiences.  

How do students from rural areas coming in to universities cope with technology?  

This is a very big gap, but it is amazing how quickly the students close it. REAP issues new arrivals with 

laptops and links them up with senior peer buddies. This is all it takes – peer learning is extremely effective 

and is an important untapped resource. 

What support is provided to students who graduate, in terms of getting work?  

 Study Trust keeps students in their programme for an additional year after they graduate, to help 

them find work and once they have work, to adjust to working and the workplace.  Their support 

programmes also develop the kinds of people skills that enhance employability.  

 REAP addresses this need while students are still studying by partnering with Harambee to provide 

appropriate skills, inviting professionals to share their experiences and involving their alumni.  

 

 

 

The unpreparedness of students coming from rural and township schools largely reflects a lack of critical 

thinking skills – is any specific support provided to develop critical thinking skills to bridge that gap?   

Universities are already doing a lot to help in this respect, so students are referred to these programmes 

(e.g. generic modules on critical thinking skills run by the engineering faculties).    

“The very fact that we are even discussing this 

– that we now have a full bursary as legitimate 

spend – is already an amazing development.”  

(Murray Hofmeyr, Study Trust) 

 

The Post-school Access CoP of 15 February 2018 engaged with the issue of work readiness in relation to the Demand-

Driven Training Toolkit, a resource aimed at assisting employers and others working toward helping young people 

become work ready.  Click here to view the meeting highlights from this session. 

 

http://www.bridge.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/PSA-CoP-Meeting-Highlights-15-02-2018.pdf
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The real issue is that when the majority of our students enter university, their level of conceptual functioning 

is low. While Bloom’s taxonomy places ‘retention with understanding’ on the lowest level, many of our 

students only have ‘retention without understanding’ (for e.g. matriculants who manage to achieve an A for 

physical science, without ever have seen experiments being performed ). Study Trust believes it is crucial for 

students to understand the context for the knowledge that they acquire, to enable real understanding and 

real life problem solving to take place. [In this regard, Murray noted the work being done by the Ukuqonda 

Institute in ‘switching students on’ by providing learning that promotes sense making and conceptual 

understanding.] 

How can rural students, i.e. those who need it most, get access to this information on funding and 

support? They don’t know what is available, let alone how to get involved.  

REAP is very intentional about having its students do community service in their own rural areas during the 

mid-year vacation. They focus on providing information about tertiary education and how to apply to HEIs, 

for funding and for REAP support.  This is required for confirmation of funding for the following year.  

Most Study Trust supported students are studying in scarce skills, the majority in STEM degrees. They tend 

to come from schools that have connections to organisations that work directly with the schools to make 

sure they are well-informed about available opportunities and able to advise their learners.   

Post-school access is not only about tertiary education – to what extent is there support for technical and 

vocational education and training?  

This depends on the sponsors who provide the bursaries. Previously many donors were heavily invested in 

TVET, but pulled out because of poor quality in this sector.  If quality outcomes could be assured, they would 

return. For this to happen, industry would also have to become closely involved to make sure that high 

standards are achieved and maintained. 

REAP is currently piloting support to TVET colleges in the Free State, but is encountering numerous 

challenges. Some relate to difficulties with performance tracking and structuring interventions to fit within 

the shorter TVET programmes, and to TVET students being older than REAP’s student development advisors.  

Several comments highlighted the importance of supporting the TVET sector: 

 The country needs more artisans and people with technical skills. We need to encourage a focus on 

the good TVET colleges – and to work/partner with them, eventually extending the support to 

community colleges.  In this way we could change the landscape. We need to cater for everyone.  

 The model used by the (private) Sparrow FET College includes soft skills as well as technical skills, 

features internships and vacation work, and results in 100% placement.  RMB and the First Rand 

Foundation are currently partnering with the Gert Sibande TVET College to pilot the implementation 

of this model in a public TVET institution.  

 The DHET is partnering with five TVET colleges to pilot the dual system of artisan training. These 

colleges are displaying phenomenal integrity in getting the apprentices to develop high quality skills 

that can boost the economy, in partnership with industry which provides the workplace learning 

component. Lots of effort is going into this initiative to uplift the colleges – so investing in bursaries 

to uplift the TVET skills development component would have a huge impact. 

 AI will be very challenging and it will take ‘clever people’ to work with it (e.g. in manufacturing). This 

will change the status of technical training, artisans and apprenticeships. 
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Facilitator’s summing up 

In closing, facilitator Nalinee Soobramoney noted the value of sharing views in a community such as the CoP, 

and the importance of the soft skills that bursary support programmes are helping young people to acquire. 
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