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Frequently Asked Questions on the Higher Education Qualifications 

Framework (HEQF) 
Joint FAQs by DoE, SAQA and CHE 

 
 

 
The Higher Education Qualifications Framework (HEQF) was published on 5 October 

2007 by the Minister of Education (Government Gazette, Volume 508, No 30353). 
 

As an initial communiqué preceding the announcement of transitional arrangements by 
the Minister of Education, the DoE, SAQA and the CHE/HEQC have put together FAQs 

on the HEQF to enable institutions to initiate discussion and planning towards HEQF-
alignment of your institution’s qualifications. Detailed guidelines from all the relevant 

regulatory bodies will be made available in 2008. 
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Q: What is the aim of the HEQF? 
 
A: The HEQF aims to determine the qualification types, characteristics and purposes of 

all higher education qualifications in South Africa. 
 
Q: How does the HEQF relate to the NQF? 
 
A: The HEQF is an integral part of the NQF. The HEQF defines how higher education 

qualifications fit within the NQF and also allocates the responsibility for standards 
generation and setting for higher education qualifications to the Council on Higher 
Education.  

 
Q: When is the implementation date of the HEQF?  
 
A: The implementation date of the HEQF is 1 January 2009. The policy applies to both 

private and public institutions. It is the minimum admission requirements for entry 
into new programmes as set out in the Gazette Notice Number 27961 of August 2005 
which will take effect. Transitional arrangements will be made for existing 
programmes.   

 
Q: What should institutions do between now and the 1 January 2009 with regard to 

their existing programmes and qualifications? 
 
A: New programmes and qualifications to be offered in 2009 should be aligned as closely 

as possible with the HEQF. Timelines for the re-structuring of existing programmes 
will be provided by the DoE, CHE and SAQA by 31st July 2008. Details of the 
implementation of the HEQF will be made available to ensure that institutions have 
sufficient time to make transitional arrangements in relation to existing programmes. 

 
Q: How will the HEQF influence the planning and development of new 

programmes? 
 
A: New higher education qualifications that are submitted for registration on the NQF 

and accreditation by the HEQC must conform to the requirements of the HEQF from 
the date of implementation, 1 January 2009. The rule will be applicable for PQM 
approvals for public institutions and registration of qualifications by the DoE for 
private providers. New programmes scheduled to begin in 2009 should broadly meet 
the requirements of the HEQF. Conditions may be set that will have to be complied 
with by 2009. 

 
 



 3

Q: Must existing programmes and qualifications be aligned to the HEQF by 1 
January 2009? 

 
A: There will be a transitional period to ensure full compliance with the HEQF policy. 

The Minister of Education will determine the date of full compliance by notice in the 
Government Gazette. Details of transitional arrangements will be made available to 
institutions in the course of 2008. 

 
Q: Are the minimum admission requirements for a higher education qualification 

going to change?  
 
A: The decision to admit students to higher education studies is the responsibility of 

higher education institutions. Admissions policies must be consistent with the Higher 
Education Act, 101 of 1997 and the NQF.    

 
     The minimum admission requirement to new programmes from 1 January 2009 is the 

National Senior Certificate as published in the Government Gazette, Volume 481, No 
27819, July 2005.  

 
The minimum admission requirements for Higher Certificate, Diploma and 
Bachelor’s Degree Programmes requiring a National Senior Certificate (Government 
Gazette, Volume 482, No 27961, August 2005 must be used for admission. The date 
for full compliance with the HEQF will be determined by the Minister by notice in the 
Government Gazette.  

 
Q: How does the HEQF affect the work of Professional Bodies?  
 
A: Professional Bodies will continue to determine whether a particular qualification 

offered by a particular higher education institution meets the requirements for 
registration, membership or licensing of graduates. Professional bodies will continue 
to work in co-operation with the HEQC and other ETQAs. Qualifications must still 
comply with the qualification-type requirements of the HEQF.  

 
Q: How does the DoE plan to engage with statutory and/or Professional Bodies 

around the HEQF and its implementation in terms of processes and date of 
implementation? 

 
A: The DoE has initiated work with the CHE and SAQA on the implementation of the 

HEQF. It will also talk to HESA. The purpose of the meetings will be to address all 
aspects of implementation and the implications of compliance by institutions. The 
DoE will address as many role-players on the HEQF as possible, through various 
forms of media.  
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Q: What are the new responsibilities allocated to the different regulatory bodies in 
terms of the HEQF? 

 
A: The Ministry of Education has overall responsibility for norms and standards for 

higher education, including the qualifications structure for the higher education 
system.  

 
The HEQF recognises the role of the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) 
to be that of registering standards and qualifications in terms of the SAQA Act, 1995 
(Act No 58 of 1995).  
 
The Higher Education Quality Committee (HEQC) of the Council on Higher 
Education (CHE) has the responsibility for quality assurance in higher education in 
terms of the Higher Education Act, 1997 (Act No 101 of 1997).  
 
The CHE is assigned the responsibility for the generation and setting of standards for 
all higher education qualifications and for ensuring that such qualifications meet 
SAQA’s criteria for registration on the NQF. This responsibility is in terms of the 
HEQF, No 508, No 30353 October 2007.  

 
Q: How is the number of credits needed for a qualification calculated? 
 
A: Credits are the measurement of the volume of learning required for a specific 

qualification. Credits are based on the number of hours of study. Ten notional study 
hours equal one credit. See pages 8-9 of the HEQF.  

 
Q: What is the motivation behind the maximum of 96 credits on Level 5 of a 

Bachelor’s Degree?  
 
A: This is to increase the cognitive demand of Bachelor’s Degrees in line with the 

growing need for more skilled graduates. 
 
Q: Does it mean that there should be some Level 6 modules in the first year already 

or is the idea that a student should only do 96 credits in the first year?  
 
A: Yes, the distribution of academic credits across the academic years should be 

appropriate for the qualification.   
 
Q: How should the first year of a Bachelor’s Degree be arranged?  
 
A: The programmatic arrangement is the responsibility of the institution – subject to the 

accreditation by the HEQC.  
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Q: How is the credit accumulation and transfer (CAT) system going work? 
 
A: Any or all credits for an incomplete qualification may be recognised as meeting part 

of the requirements for a different qualification in the same or different institution. 
Credits for a completed qualification may, within limits, also be transferred as part of 
another qualification. A maximum of 50% of credits from a completed qualification 
may be transferred to another qualification where appropriate, but these may not 
constitute more that 50% of the credits required for the other qualification. The 
Ministry of Education will develop the CAT scheme in collaboration with SAQA and 
CHE but these guidelines must be used in the interim. It remains the responsibility of 
the higher education institution to ensure that all students have the required 
competences at the level of entry. 

 
Q: Is there a standardised CAT scheme that institutions can use as a guide? 
 
A: No. the Ministry of Education intends to undertake systematic work on the 

development of a national higher education CAT scheme in collaboration with the 
higher education community, the CHE and SAQA. 

 
In the interim, a maximum of 50% credits of a completed qualification may be 
transferred to another qualification, provided also that no more than 50% of the credits 
required for another qualification are credits that have been used for a completed 
qualification. 

 
Q: What are implications of the HEQF on the FET and HE link at level 5? 
 
A: The HEQF determines the Higher Certificate as the only higher education 

qualification at level 5. All institutions intending to offer qualifications, including FET 
Colleges, will need to ensure that any level 5 certificate is consistent with the 
requirements of a Higher Certificate. 

 
Q: Does the HEQF provide for the awarding of, for instance, lower exit 

qualifications, should a candidate fail to complete the qualification in which he 
or she is enrolled for? 

 
A: The HEQF states that qualifications are awarded for achievement and not as a 

compensation for failure. In this regard, the HEQF does not allow that candidates be 
awarded an exit qualification should they not be able to complete the qualification that 
they enrolled for. The awarding of a qualification is or should only be on the basis of 
successful completion of a programme 

 
Q: What are the implications of the HEQF for the B Tech and other qualifications? 
 
A: There are a number of qualification types, including the B Tech, currently being 

offered that do not currently appear in the HEQF. In this regard, these qualification 
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types will be phased out of the system. All higher education institutions may offer any 
qualification type in the HEQF. 

 
Q: How will the HEQF affect HEMIS Reporting? 
 
A: During the course of 2006 Institutions were notified of the new fields that would be 

required for reporting in HEMIS upon promulgation the HEQF. The specifications 
were sent to all public higher education institutions in the form of file details and the 
data element dictionary.  This information is also included in the menu item 
“Help/Collection documentation” of the Valpac2 software distributed to all public 
higher education institutions during 2007.  The new elements are to be reported on the 
qualification (QUAL) file and course (CRSE) file.  Institutions will therefore start 
reporting on these new elements as programmes are approved and accredited under the 
HEQF.    

 
The calculation of credit values for subsidy purposes for qualifications approved under 
the old academic policies, Report 116 and Report 150, is and will still be based on the 
approved minimum formal time for a qualification.   

 
For qualifications approved under the HEQF there will be an approved Total subsidy 
unit (element 090 in the 2007 file specifications). A Total subsidy unit will be 
determined for each qualification type and also taking cognisance of the two types of 
Bachelor’s degrees.  The calculation of the credit values for subsidy purposes will be 
based on the approved Total subsidy unit and examples for the method of calculation 
will be included into the HEMIS documentation. 

 
A legacy indicator (element 084 in the 2007 file specifications) has also been included 
in the reporting requirements.  Institutions will therefore be required to identify 
whether a programme has been approved under the old academic policies or the 
HEQF.    

 
Q: What implications does the HEQF have on institutional PQMs? 
 
A: Institutions will continue to apply to the Department of Education to offer new 

programmes using the standard application forms. Once notification has been received 
that the programmes have been accredited the institutional PQMs will be updated 
accordingly. 

 
 
 


