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ABSTRACT 

This study examined the staff profile, as well as teaching, assessment and research activities of 

17 Economics Departments in recent years by consulting information from various sources. The 

results showed there has been an improvement in the staff qualifications such as a higher 

proportion of staff with a Doctorate degree and a higher number of departments with at least one 

staff getting the National Research Foundation rating. As far as the courses offered are concerned, 

at undergraduate level, along with Microeconomics and Macroeconomics, other commonly offered 

modules included Econometrics, Mathematical Economics, Development Economics, Labour 

Economics, Public Economics and International Economics. At Honours level, only five 

departments offered the Research Methods module, whereas Development Economics, 

Mathematical Economics, Public Economics, Monetary Economics and Labour Economics were 

offered by many departments. Furthermore, the results of the primary survey questionnaire on 

first-year Economics teaching and assessment practices showed that pre-recorded videos were 

used to complement face-to-face contact, while many departments had tutorials as one of the 

continuous assessment tasks. Lastly, upon examining five departments with 5-year (2016-2020) 

accredited journal article publications information available, it was found that collaboration 

amongst staff and/or with students represented the biggest proportion of these publications. 
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 INTRODUCTION 
The Fourth Industrial Revolution and COVID-19-driven lockdown have gradually changed the 

way people work, and it is no exception in academia. Whilst the core work duties of an academic 

remain the same (learning and teaching, research, postgraduate supervision, community 

engagement and professional leadership, amongst others), many work tasks may now be 

performed differently, and the “new normal” could be the “permanent normal”. 

With regards to teaching, learning and assessment (TLA), academics no longer teach in 

the same conventional way as they did before 2020 (i.e. face-to-face lectures by teaching all the 

prescribed content) as more flexibility is allowed. The introduction of pre-recorded videos and 

live lecture streaming (along with other learning materials tools such as study guides and 

podcast), as well as more frequent use of online consultation tools such as discussion forums 

and chat rooms to supplement face-to-face classes is a shift from the conventional learning and 

teaching pedagogy. This systematic blend of different pedagogical approaches, teaching 

methodologies and digital technologies combined with face-to-face interaction is referred to as 

blended learning. It can be seen as a broad understanding of contemporary TLA (Hrastinski, 

2019), which can inform, enrich or mediate the curriculum design process for face-to-face, 

hybrid learning and fully online learning. Additionally, blended learning can also influence the 

place (in the classroom or an electronic space) and the medium of instruction (i.e. whether the 

technology used will be internet dependent or internet supported) (Czerniewicz and Carvalho, 

2022). This blended learning and teaching approach enables deeper engagement with students 

in the face-to-face context with other activities (academics might not have sufficient time to do 

so before 2020) taking place, such as providing detailed feedback on continuous assessments 

and having regular in-class practicals or quizzes. In this way, the notion of blended learning is 

expanded with a focus on enhancing the learning experience both in physical and digital spaces. 

Similarly, assessment methodology has been adjusted in response to the above-mentioned 

changes in TLA. Even though the more frequent use and even abuse of artificial intelligence 

tools (e.g. Chat GPT) may have led the lecturers to opt to revert back to sit-down format in tests 

and examinations, it is still undeniable that sit-down format is no longer the status quo, as 

alternative assessments such as take-home practical projects, essays, online tests and even e-

portfolios take place more regularly.  

When it comes to research, it is now possible to participate in virtual research conferences 

without necessarily needing to attend local or international flights. It is also possible to consult 

students in postgraduate supervision by means of online meetings (with the aid of Zoom, 

Google Meet or Microsoft Teams). Therefore, the saved time can be spent constructively to 

improve our TLA practice as well as postgraduate supervision and research output. 
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It is a well-known fact that academics either “publish or perish”. However, academics 

differ a lot in their characteristics, such as age, highest qualification, years of work experience 

in academia, whether they have received guidance from the more experienced colleagues. In 

fact, there is no guarantee that one person publishes all the time while another person is inactive 

continuously. Thus, academics may transition between the “publish and “perish” states. In 

addition, there has been more focus from the tertiary institutions on internalisation of research 

as well as involvement of various stakeholders in the community in research activities (Hart, 

Daniels and September-Brown, 2023). Thus, it is important to examine the nature of 

collaboration in the publications. 

Whilst lone-authored publications could prove the academics’ ability to conduct research 

independently, collaboration has become more prevalent. Van Rijnsoever and Hessels (2021) 

suggested the existence of four types of research collaboration relationships: independent 

research (the lone researcher has complete autonomy); contract research (two parties agree on 

a research question before the researcher conducts research), joint research (both parties 

conduct the research) and consulting (one party has a question that can be addressed without 

any original research). Amundsen, Ballam and Cosgriff (2019) mentioned five types of research 

collaboration: between scholars, disciplines, institutions, sectors and countries. Shagrir (2017) 

also asserted that there are three means of research collaboration: carry out an academic 

research project, write academic publications and present at conferences. 

Collaboration helps promote new ideas, create new knowledge, improve access to research 

funds and assets, make broader impact and greater coverage in the media, increment wealth in 

terms of patents and new technology, reduce competitiveness, advance professional 

development and even promote the profession (Abramo et al., 2009; Bozeman, Fay and Slade, 

2013; Shagrir, 2017; Van Rijnsoever and Hessels, 2021). Nonetheless, transaction costs may 

be involved as the collaborators have different identities and missions. Communications, 

meetings and co-ordinations incur additional costs as well. 

This discussion on collaboration contributes to a new conceptual understanding by 

highlighting the diverse forms and benefits of collaborative research. Moving beyond the 

traditional view of lone-authored work as a mark of independent academic capability, the 

various types of collaboration—ranging from independent research to joint efforts across 

disciplines, institutions, and sectors—demonstrate how collaboration fosters innovation, access 

to resources, and professional development. This broader understanding positions collaboration 

not just as a strategic partnership, but as a critical avenue for creating new knowledge, making 

a greater societal impact, and advancing the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning. 
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It has been seven years since a study was conducted to examine the research activities of 

the South African Economics Departments. This study, unlike Luiz (2004 & 2009) and Yu, 

Kasongo and Moses (2017) which focused primarily on ranking these departments by 

examining the quantity and quality of accredited publications, rather adopts a different approach 

by placing primary focus on the nature of collaboration of the publications (to be explained 

later), as well as TLA activities, with more emphasis on undergraduate first-year level, which 

is the foundational level where students develop their interests to pursue further economics 

studies. 

The specific research objectives of the study are as follows: (1) examine the staff profile 

(job rank and highest qualifications); (2) investigate the undergraduate and postgraduate 

courses offered by each department; (3) find out the TLA practices in undergraduate first-year 

economics modules; (4) distinguish different types of accredited publications. 

Building on these objectives, the primary research question is: How do the staff profile, 

course offerings, (TLA) practices, and types of accredited publications vary across Economics 

Departments in South African universities, and what new TLA practices have emerged since 

the Covid-19 lockdown? We refer to TLA in an integrated manner. Let us briefly explain. 

Teaching, learning, and assessment (TLA) are interconnected processes aimed at 

providing students with the best opportunities to learn. Rather than focusing solely on teaching 

content, teaching academics should design environments that facilitate student-driven learning 

(Barr and Tagg, 1995). Learning is understood as a social, collaborative process grounded in 

constructivist theory, where students actively contribute to their own education. Assessment, as 

an integral part of this process, systematically evaluates student achievements based on 

predefined criteria and serves as a continuous learning tool, enhancing student outcomes 

throughout the educational journey. 

 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMING 
We employ Activity Theory (AT) as a theoretical lens. AT is a way of thinking that connects 

imagined, planned, and real-life situations. It emphasizes how people interact with objects and 

other people in ways that are shaped by future goals or plans (Nussbaumer, 2012). In the case 

of this study, it would be to try and understand new transformational TLA practices that have 

emerged in South African universities’ Economics Departments post-Covid, illustrating how 

teaching academics interact with Economics curricula in their TLA. 

The key components of Activity Theory include several interconnected elements. The 

subject refers to the individual or group involved in the activity, such as the faculty, Economics 
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Department and students. The object is the goal or motive driving the activity, such as 

improving teaching quality, conducting research, or enhancing student learning outcomes. The 

tools are the mediating artifacts or instruments used to achieve these objectives, which can 

include teaching materials, online TLA tools, research funding, pre-recorded videos and 

tutorials. The community encompasses the broader context or group involved, such as the 

university, other departments, the National Research Foundation (NRF) and academic peers. 

The division of labour describes how roles and responsibilities are distributed among 

participants, such as faculty members engaged in TLA, and research activities. Finally, rules 

refer to the norms, guidelines, or regulations that shape the activity, including curriculum 

standards, accreditation requirements and institutional research priorities. 

Applied to this study, the primary subjects are the faculty members in the Economics 

Departments, with specific reference to their TLA practices, bearing in mind the main objective,  

which is to improve student learning outcomes and advance knowledge in the field of 

Economics. Different tools are used to mediate the TLA process. The adoption of these tools, 

particularly in the post-pandemic context where blended learning has become more common, 

has significantly impacted the TLA processes. The community includes not only the Economics 

Departments but also the broader university structure, students and external stakeholders like 

accreditation bodies such as the NRF. These broader academic and research communities 

influence and support the TLA activities within the departments. The division of labour refers 

to how tasks and responsibilities are distributed, with faculty members balancing teaching, 

research, and administrative duties. Some may take on leadership roles, while others focus on 

undergraduate TLA. Additionally, research collaborations between different role players could 

reveal patterns of division of labour in knowledge creation. The rules governing these TLA 

activities include both explicit and implicit norms, such as academic policies, accreditation 

standards, and national research frameworks, which shape decisions around curriculum design, 

research agendas, and publication practices. For instance, National Research Foundation ratings 

may influence the focus of research within departments. 

 

  

LITERATURE REVIEW 
There is an abundance of studies on research publications. In some studies, publications in local 

journals are distinguished clearly from those in international journals, with greater weight being 

allocated to the latter. For example, both the 2004 and 2009 Luiz studies on Economics 

publications adopted a 1:3 weighting in favour of accredited international journal publications. 

Both studies found that the University of Cape Town (UCT) and University of Pretoria (UP) 
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were the top performing Economics Departments. Some other studies even took citations 

statistics and impact factor into consideration by assigning different “journal quality weights” 

to each journal, such as Laband (1985), Tschirhart (1989), Miller, Tien and Peebler. (1996) and 

Yu et al. (2017). In particular, the latter study found that UP, UCT and Rhodes University (RU) 

were the top-three performing South African Economics Departments. 

Three international studies primarily focused on publications arising from student 

dissertations. First, Santos, Willett and Wood (1998) found that 66 out of 137 students who 

completed their Masters by full thesis and Doctorate studies at a university in UK in 1968-1996 

took part in a survey, and a total of 393 publications were produced from their theses. Anwar 

(2004) specifically examined the publication output of 54 USA Doctorate graduates who 

graduated in 1995, during the 1991‒1995 research-in-progress period and 1996‒2000 post-

doctoral period. The author found that only half (27) of the graduated published articles out of 

their dissertations. Also, the mean number of publications derived from their dissertations was 

0.85 for all 54 graduates but 1.7 items per dissertation if only the above-mentioned 27 

publishing graduates were included. The study also found that 17 out of 27 (63%) publishing 

graduates produced only one publication each from their respective dissertation. Evans et al. 

(2018) examined 910 peer-reviewed publications arising from Doctorate Psychology 

dissertations in the USA, and the empirical findings showed that only 25.6 per cent of 

dissertations were published within 0‒7 years following completion of studies, with significant 

variations across sub-fields. 

Only one study explicitly examined why research collaboration took place; Melin (2000) 

interviewed 195 academics, and found that “co-author has special competence” was the top 

reason for collaboration. Moreover, the survey participants indicated that two main benefits 

arising for collaboration were “increased knowledge” and “higher scientific quality”. Moving 

on to studies that investigated if collaboration led to improved productivity, Lee and Bozeman 

(2005) analysed data on a sample of 443 academics, and found the mean number of 

collaborators equalled 13.8 while only 16 per cent of research time was spent working alone. 

The authors proceeded to find that when publishing productivity was measured by “normal 

count” (i.e. the academic’s total number of publications), collaboration was found to be a strong 

predictor of publishing productivity. However, when such productivity was rather measured by 

“fractional count” (dividing credit by the number of co-authors), collaboration and publishing 

productivity were not significantly related. 

Moving to other studies relating to publishing productivity, Ductor (2015) investigated 

Economics publications in USA in 1970‒2011, and found that the effect of collaboration on 

individual performance was positive, even after discounting by the number of authors who 
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worked on an article. This finding was in contrast with the above-reviewed Lee and Bozeman 

(2005) study. In fact, Ductor (2015) found that authors whose first publication’s productivity 

was above the 75th percentile could exploit the positive externalities obtained from 

collaboration to a relatively greater extent, as it was possible that they successfully collaborated 

with authors of a similar type. Next, Abramo et al. (2017) investigated the relationship between 

collaboration and research productivity at numerous Italian universities. The authors found that 

only collaboration at intra-university and domestic levels had a significantly positive impact on 

research productivity, whereas collaboration at international level had a negative but 

insignificant impact on research productivity. 

For the remaining past empirical studies relating to research collaboration, Van Rijnsoever 

and Hessels (2021) used a sample of 3 100 researchers from North America and Western 

Europe, and found that for most researchers, the expected publication in scientific journals 

deriving from a research project was the most decisive factor to drive their collaboration 

choices. It was also found that common collaboration partners included fellow academics, 

governments, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and commercial enterprises.  

Abramo, D’Angelo, Di Costa and Solazzi (2011) investigated research collaboration 

between universities and private sector, and found that out of 68 Italian universities with 

research staff, 10 did not collaborate with private sector at all. Also, the number of 

collaborations was strongly and positively correlated to the staff size of the university. On the 

other hand, Rørstad, Aksnes and Piro (2021) examined the relationship between age and 

international research collaboration. Using the data for 5 600 Norwegian researchers and their 

publication output (44 000 total) in 2015‒2017, it was found that international collaboration 

probability declined with increasing age. 

To the author’s knowledge, only three local studies examined economics TLA activities. 

First, Yu et al. (2017) found that Development Economics and Mathematical Economics were 

popular electives at second-year level whereas International Economics, Labour Economics 

and Monetary Economics were common electives at third year level. Also, many departments 

did not offer a research methods course work module in their Honours programs.  

Dos Reis et al. (2022) analysed undergraduate first-year modules’ final examination 

papers of departments (including economics) from the Commerce Faculty of a university, 

before deriving a revised Bloom’s taxonomy level of difficulty index. The findings indicated 

that these assessment papers mainly asked questions at levels two (understand) and three 

(apply) of the taxonomy. Moreover, the authors did not find a significant correlation between 

the level of difficulty index and pass rates. Lastly, Yu et al. (2023) considered eight indicators 

(e.g. number of continuous assessments, number of weeks these assessments took place during 
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the semester, length of assessments in terms of total marks) to derive a multidimensional 

assessment index for all undergraduate economics modules at a university, and found a 

moderately strong and negative correlation between this index and pass rates. That is, the higher 

the index, the greater the assessment loads and the lower the pass rate of the module concerned. 

Upon reviewing the past empirical studies, numerous research gaps are identified. First, 

none of them conducted a detailed breakdown of publications by distinguishing lone authored 

articles from the co-authored articles. The identity of collaborators was also not investigated in 

great detail. Lastly, there was a serious shortage of empirical studies on TLA activities in the 

South African Economics Departments, especially at undergraduate first-year level. Hence, the 

study aims to fill the above-mentioned research gaps by comparing the TLA and research 

activities of the Economics Departments. 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 
To guide the analysis of TLA and research activities across South African Economics 

Departments, we used the Activity Theory lens. The activity theory approach enables us to 

capture the dynamic interactions between individual faculty members, their departments, and 

the broader educational environment, offering a nuanced understanding of how Economics 

Departments function to achieve their academic and research goals. 

The TLA and research activities of 17 Economics Departments in recent years are 

examined. These departments come from either traditional (or theoretically-oriented) or 

comprehensive (both theoretically- and vocational-oriented) universities. That is, universities 

of technology are excluded from the analysis.  

Data on courses offered at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels in 2022 was 

obtained from the commerce (or economic and management sciences) faculty prospectus of 

each university or the websites of the departments. In addition, information on the 2023 first-

year economics TLA practices was obtained by contacting the relevant lecturing staff directly 

with the aid of a survey questionnaire. Ethics clearance was obtained from the Human Social 

Sciences Research Ethics Committee of the author’s institution of affiliation. 

This study would focus on the 2016‒20201 journal articles accredited by the Department 

of Higher Education and Training (DHET), by classifying them into six groups:  

• [A]: Lone authored; 

• [B]: Co-authored with colleagues and/or students from the Economics Department;  

 
1 It will be discussed later that for many departments, it was not possible to obtain the information of all five years. 
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• [C]: Co-authored with colleagues from other academic units of the university;  

• [D]: Co-authored with people from other tertiary educational institutions in South 

Africa;  

• [E]: Co-authored with people from other sectors (e.g. public, private, NGOs) in South 

Africa;  

• [F]: Co-authored with people from other countries. 

 

Data on [A] suggests the presence of independent research, [B] indicates whether internal 

collaboration amongst economics staff and/or students happened, while [C] suggests the 

presence of interdisciplinary collaboration across academic units at a university. Data on 

external collaboration is broken down into categories [D], [E] and [F] to better identify the 

Economics Departments’ engagement with numerous external research networks, such as 

academics from other universities, public sector and private sector.2 

There are numerous limitations in this study. First, the author assumes the information on 

the department websites and departmental/faculty prospectus are accurate and up to date. 

Secondly, whilst the contributions of visiting, emeritus and extraordinary academics cannot be 

overlooked, it would be time-consuming to compile the information which is not available in 

the websites and prospectus of many departments under study. Hence, these academics are 

excluded in the forthcoming “staff profile” table (Table 1), but their contributions on research 

would still be counted (as long as the cover page of the journal article clearly shows they are 

affiliated with the Economics Department of the relevant universities). Thirdly, results of 

Tables 3 and 4 on undergraduate and Honours modules offered should be interpreted with some 

caution, as some modules are compulsory whilst others are optional, but for the latter group of 

modules, it is not possible to know from the websites and prospectus if these electives are 

“active” on paper but were not offered in the year of investigation (2022) or are only offered 

every two or three years. In fact, some of the modules in question may not been offered at all 

for the period under consideration – if not longer. 

Moreover, the information compiled on Table 5 involves the use of a primary survey 

questionnaire which was sent out to the relevant first-year lecturing staff. A total of 18 responses 

was received from 11 departments, thus the results may not fully reflect what has been 

happening in each department (for example, it is possible that for department X, response was 

 
2 If more than one type of collaboration is involved, equal weights are assigned to each type. For example, if a 
journal article involves co-authorship of person X who works at the Department of Economics, person Y who 
works at the Department of Management of the same university and person Z who works at the Western Cape 
Provincial Government, 0.5 unit is allocated to group [C] and the other 0.5 unit is allocate to group [E]. 
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received from the Microeconomics staff but not from the Macroeconomics staff). Next, this 

study would not examine workload model, workload allocation and “trade off” between 

teaching and research, as the study is not about each staff’s assigned workload and work output. 

We are also mindful workload models can be a confidential, human resources related document 

that was approved at the university’s higher-level committee(s), so it is not publicly available. 

Furthermore, the various models may be of a divergent nature, making comparisons ineffective. 

Lastly, the author was only able to obtain the 5-year accredited research output of five 

departments (but only too short 2- or 3-year information on another four departments). In 

particular, the author noted that the annual research reports of some institutions no longer 

explicitly listed the accredited publication details of each academic department. Thus, in the 

forthcoming Table 6, only the five departments with the full 5-year publication information will 

be looked at, with primary focus on the nature of collaboration instead of per capita output or 

even ranking of each department (these calculations or ranking exercises were already done 

comprehensively in three past local studies, even though these exercises could be repeated in 

future research to see how the landscape has changed over time or not). 

 

 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
Staff profile 
Table 1 shows the data relating to the lecturing staff in 2022, putting aside the unfilled vacancies 

(if any – but it is not possible to obtain such information), as well as Emeritus, extraordinary 

and visiting academics. The lecturing staff size was as low as eight at the University of Fort 

Hare (UFH) and University of Zululand (UniZulu) but as high as 44 at the University of 

Johannesburg (UJ).  

In addition, comparing the findings of this table with the results derived by Yu et al. 

(2017), two noticeable improvements have been made. First, the number of departments with 

at least 75 per cent of lecturing staff having a Doctorate qualification increased from only two 

in 2014 to five in 2022 (note that the sixth ranked department – Stellenbosch University (SUN) 

– attained 74.2 per cent, which is very close to the 75 per cent threshold). This finding means 

that progress has been made by the departments to achieve the “75 per cent lecturing staff with 

Doctorate qualification” international benchmark. In fact, upon focusing on the 16 departments 

with staff’s highest qualification information available in both Yu et al. (2017) and this study, 

the “mean” proportion of staff with Doctorate qualification increased from 47.1 per cent to 57.0 

per cent. 
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Secondly, more than 40 per cent of lecturing staff were employed as Professors, namely 

UCT, North-West University (NWU), and UP. Next, the number of departments with at least 

one staff being NRF rated researcher increased from nine to 13, as UFH, University of 

KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN), RU and University of the Western Cape (UWC) also had NRF-rated 

lecturing staff in 2022. 
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Table 1: Rank and qualification lecturing staff members in each department, 2022 
University Staff 

size 
Qualification Rank NRF  

Rating 
Research 

Units Doctorate Professor Associate 
Professor 

Senior Lecturer Lecturer Assistant / 
Associate / 

Junior Lecturer 
Number % Number % Number % Number % Number % Number % Number % Number 

UCT 39 34 87.2 16 41.0 9 23.1 8 20.5 2 5.1 4 10.3 9 23.1 6 
UFH 8 2 25.0 1 12.5 0 0.0 1 12.5 6 75.0 0 0.0 1 12.5 0 
UFS1 18 14 77.8 1 5.6 1 5.6 7 38.9 9 50.0 0 0.0 1 5.6 0 
UJ 44 31 70.5 7 15.9 7 15.9 11 25.0 16 36.4 3 6.8 7 15.9 3 
UKZN 24 13 54.2 1 4.2 4 16.7 7 29.2 12 50.0 0 0.0 1 4.2 1 
UL 12 3 25.0 0 0.0 3 25.0 0 0.0 9 75.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 
NMU 15 7 46.7 1 6.7 3 20.0 1 6.7 9 60.0 1 6.7 1 6.7 0 
NWU2 19 15 78.9 8 42.1 5 26.3 2 10.5 3 15.8 1 5.3 2 10.5 0 
UP 21 19 90.5 9 42.9 4 19.0 4 19.0 4 19.0 0 0.0 6 28.6 2 
RU 16 8 50.0 3 18.8 3 18.8 2 12.5 8 50.0 0 0.0 1 6.3 0 
SUN 31 23 74.2 6 19.4 6 19.4 5 16.1 13 41.9 1 3.2 11 35.5 3 
UNISA 34 18 52.9 5 14.7 6 17.6 11 32.4 11 32.4 1 2.9 4 11.8 0 
Univen 10 4 40.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 3 30.0 4 40.0 3 30.0 0 0.0 0 
WSU 10 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 2 20.0 8 80.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 
UWC 11 6 54.5 2 18.2 1 9.1 2 18.2 6 54.5 0 0.0 1 9.1 0 
Wits3 33 28 84.8 4 12.1 8 24.2 10 30.3 11 33.3 0 0.0 6 18.2 3 
UniZulu 8 2 25.0 2 25.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 6 75.0 0 0.0  0 0.0 0 

Sources: UCT (2022c); UFH (2022); UFS (2022a); UJ (2022c); UKZN (2022b); UL (2022c); NMU (2022); NWU (2022a); RU (2022); SUN (2022a); UNISA (2022); 

Univen (2022a); UniZulu (2022); UP (2022a); UWC (2022b); Wits (2022a); WSU (2022d). 
1 Staff members from the Bloemfontein, Qwaqwa and South campuses were all included. 
2 Staff members from the Mahikeng, Potchefstroom and Vanderbijlpark campuses were all included. Moreover, only staff members from the Economics portion of 

the School of Economic Sciences as listed on the website at the time were included (that is, staff members from Risk Management, International Trade and 

Agricultural Economics portions were excluded). 
3 Only staff members from the Economics division of the School of Economic and Business Sciences were included.

https://dx.doi.org/10.20853/40-1-6539
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Lastly, whilst it was not thoroughly investigated by Yu et al. (2017), Table 1 shows that in 

2022, six Economics Departments had affiliated research units, with UCT leading with the 

presence of six research units.3 

 

 

Courses and curriculum 
Table 2 presents the information about the postgraduate programs offered by all 17 departments 

under study in 2022. For the Honours program, the number of modules (including the long 

research essay module) ranged between six and nine. Moreover, it is encouraging that eight 

departments offered at least two streams (i.e. general stream and at least one specialised stream). 

All these departments except the UFH that offered at least two Honours streams had relatively 

larger lecturing staff size of at least 18 (UFH was the only exception with only eight lecturing 

staff). 

As far as the Masters studies are concerned, all but one department offered the full thesis 

program while nine departments also offered the course work program (with five of them 

offering at least two streams). All departments offered the Doctorate dissertation program, 

while UCT remained the only university that offered the Doctorate by course work program. 

Lastly, only UCT and Nelson Mandela University (NMU) offered the Postgraduate Diploma in 

Economics program. 

Moving on to the courses offered at each undergraduate level (only courses that were 

offered by at least two departments are shown), Table 3 shows that all 17 departments offered 

both Microeconomics and Macroeconomics at Level I. However, NMU also offered Economic 

History. At Level II, all 17 departments offered Microeconomics and Macroeconomics.  

 
3 The names of research units per department are: (1) UCT: Development Policy Research Unit, Environmental 
Policy Research Unit, Policy Research in International Services and Manufacturing, Research on the Economics 
of Excisable Products, Research Unit in Behavioural Economics and Neuroeconomics, Southern Africa Labour 
and Development Research Unit; (2): UJ: Centre for Competition, Regulation and Economic Development, Centre 
for Local Economic Development, Research Centre for Public and Environmental Economics; (3): UKZN: 
Macroeconomics Research Unit; (4) UP: African Tax Institute, Research in Energy and Environmental Economics 
and Modelling, Research into Health, Households and Behaviours; (5): SUN: Bureau for Economic Research, 
Centre for Competition Law and Economics, Laboratory for the Economics of Africa’s Past, Research on 
Socioeconomic Policy; (6): University of Witwatersrand (Wits): African Microeconomic Research Umbrella, 
Institutions and Political Economy Group, Macro-Finance Analysis Group. 
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Table 2: Postgraduate programs offered by each department, 2022 
University Honours program Masters program Doctorate program Postgraduate Diploma 

Number 
of 

streams 
Number of modules 

(including essay) Full thesis Coursework 

Number 
of 

streams Dissertation Coursework Coursework 
UCT 2 9 Yes Yes 4 Yes Yes Yes 
UFH 3 7 Yes No  Yes No No 
UFS 2 7 Yes Yes 2 Yes No No 
UJ 2 9 Yes Yes 5 Yes No No 
UKZN 1 7 Yes Yes 1 Yes No No 
UL 1 8 Yes No  Yes No No 
NMU 1 8 Yes Yes 1 Yes No Yes 
NWU 3 8 Yes No  Yes No No 
UP 2 7 Yes Yes 2 Yes No No 
RU 1 9 Yes Yes 1 Yes No No 
SUN 3 9 Yes Yes 1 Yes No No 
UNISA 1 6 Yes No  Yes No No 
Univen 1 8 Yes No  Yes No No 
WSU 1 7 Yes No  Yes No No 
UWC 1 7 Yes No  Yes No No 
Wits 2 7 No Yes 4 Yes No No 
UniZulu 1 8 Yes No  Yes No No 

Honours streams: 
- UCT:  (1): Economics; (2): Economic Analysis of Financial Markets 
- UFH:  (1): General Economics; (2): Financial Markets; (3): Transport Economics 
- UFS:  (1): Economics; (2): Financial Economics and Investment Management 
- UJ: (1): Economics; (2): Econometrics 
- NWU:  (1): Economics; (2): Risk Management; (3): International Trade 
- UP:  (1): Economics; (2): Econometrics 
- SUN:  (1): Economics; (2): Financial Economics; (3): Economics and Mathematical Statistics 
- Wits:  (1): Economics; (2): Applied Development Economics 

Masters streams: 
- UCT:  (1): Economics; (2): Applied Economics; (3): Economic Science; (4): Economic Development 
- UFS:  (1): Economics; (2): Financial Markets and Investment Management 
- UJ:  (1): Economics; (2): Local Economic Development; (3) Industrial Policy; (4) Competition and Regulation; (5): Development Economics 
- UP:  (1): Economics; (2) Econometrics 
- Wits: (1): Economics; (2): Applied Development Economics; (3): Environmental and Energy Economics; (4): Inequality Studies  

Sources: UCT (2022a); UFH (2022); UFS (2022b); UJ (2022a); UKZN (2022a); UL (2022a); NMU (2022); NWU (2022b); RU (2022); SUN (2022b); UNISA (2022); 
Univen (2022b); UniZulu (2022); UP (2022b); UWC (2022a); Wits (2022b); WSU (2022b & 2022c).  
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Table 3: Courses offered at undergraduate level by each Economics Department in 2022 

Level Course UFH UFS UJ UKZN UL NMU NWU UP RU UCT SUN UNISA Univen 
WS
U UWC Wits UniZulu 

Total 
(17) 

I Microeconomics               16 17  17 
Macroeconomics                17  17 
Economic History                  1 

II Microeconomics        7   9       17 
Macroeconomics        8   9       17 
Mathematical Economics 3    5           18  8 
Development Economics           10       5 
Econometrics                  4 
Economic History           10 14      3 
Labour Economics                  2 
Economic Indicators                  2 

III Microeconomics 4     6    1    15  19  6 
Macroeconomics 4     6    1 11   15  19  7 
Econometrics     5     2 11     19 21 15 
Public Economics           12      22 13 
Development Economics                20  8 
International Economics                19 23 8 
Labour Economics           13      23 7 
Mathematical Economics          2      19  7 
Monetary Economics                 22 6 
International Trade                  6 
Economic Policy                  4 
Environmental Economics           12       3 
International Finance                  3 
Financial Economics                  2 
History of Economic 
Thought                  2 
Industrial Economics                  2 
South African Economy                  2 

Note: Only courses that were offered by at least two departments at levels II and III are shown in this table. Also, since UFS and NMU are multi-campus institutions, 
it is possible that some modules were not offered in both campuses.  
1 They were offered as one module called “Advanced Macro and Microeconomics”. 
2 They were offered as one module called “Quantitative Methods in Economics”. 
3 Two different Mathematical Economics modules were offered at this level, namely “Mathematical Economics 2A” and “Mathematical Economics 2B”. 
4 They were offered as one module called “Micro and Macro Economic Theory”. 
5 In each of these courses, two different modules were offered (e.g. Mathematical Economics I and Mathematical Economics II). 
6 They were offered as one module called “Micro and Macro Economic Theory and Policy”. 
7 Two different Microeconomics modules were offered at this level, namely “Economics 224” and “Economics 244”. 
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8 Two different Macroeconomics modules were offered at this level, namely “Economics 214” and “Economics 234”. 
9 They were offered as one module called “Economics 214”. 
10 They were offered as one module called “Economics 281”. 
11 Macroeconomics, Econometrics and Game Theory were offered as one module called “Economics 318”. 
12 Public Economics, Environmental Economic and Institutional Economics were offered as one module called “Economics 381”. 
13 Labour Economics and Data Science were offered as one module called “Economics 388”. 
14 Two different modules were offered, namely “Economics of South Africa” and “Economics of the World”. 
15 They were offered as one module called “Economic Theory”. 
16 The module consists of Microeconomics (two-thirds of the course content) and Basic Mathematical Economics (one-third), despite the official module name 
being called “Microeconomics”. 
17 They were offered as one module called “Economics IIA”. 
18 International Economics as well as Mathematics and Statistics for Economists were offered as one module called “Economics IIB”. 
19 The module “Economics Science III” covered Macroeconomics, Microeconomics, Mathematical Economics, Econometrics and International Economics, while 
the module “Economic Theory” covered topics in Macroeconomics, Microeconomics, Mathematical Economics and Econometrics. 
20 The module was “Applied Development Economics” which examined the history of South African economic development so strictly speaking it is an Economic 
History related module. 
21  Econometrics and Economic Research were offered as one module called “Economic Research and Econometrics”. 
22 They were offered as one module called “Public and Monetary Economics”. 
23 They were offered as one module called “Labour and International Economics”. 
Sources: UCT (2022b); UFH (2022); UFS (2022b); UJ (2022b); UKZN (2022a); UL (2022b); NMU (2022); NWU (2022c); RU (2022); SUN (2022b); UNISA (2022); 
Univen (2022b); UniZulu (2022); UP (2022b); UWC (2022b); Wits (2022b); WSU (2022a).
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Some interesting findings are also observed at this level; first, the number of departments 

offering Mathematical Economics increased from five to eight whereas the number of 

departments offering Econometrics increased from three to four, after comparing Table 3 with 

what was found by Yu et al. (2017). These two findings are not surprising because Economics 

as a discipline has evolved to become more quantitative. Also, Development Economics was 

offered by many departments. 

At Level III, just like what was founded by Yu et al. (2017), the number of departments 

that offered Microeconomics and Macroeconomics remained low (six and seven respectively). 

However, some departments offered other modules that are strongly related to Microeconomics 

and Macroeconomics. For example, UP offered two Microeconomics and two Macroeconomics 

at Level II, while the microeconomic-intensive Game Theory module was offered at SUN 

(despite not shown in the table). Also, almost all departments offered Public Economics and 

Econometrics, while other commonly offered modules included Development Economics, 

International Economics, Labour Economics and Mathematical Economics. 

Table 4 examines what happened at Honours level in 2022. Again, only courses that were 

offered by at least two departments are shown in the table, and information on University of 

Limpopo (UL) is not available. The results show that all 16 departments under study offered 

the Microeconomics, Macroeconomics, Econometrics and Research Report/Paper modules, 

while Development Economics, Mathematical Economics, Public Economics, Monetary 

Economics and Labour Economics were offered by at least eight departments.  

One concerning finding is that only five departments offered the Research Methods 

module (the same result was derived by Yu et al. (2017)). It is not known if some departments 

offered some unofficial, zero-credit intensive research methods “block teaching” classes or ad-

hoc writing workshops during the academic year to help students learn the long research essay 

writing skills, which are highly important for students to cope with the more demanding Masters 

and even Doctorate thesis research.
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Table 4: Courses offered at Honours level in the general program by each Economics Department in 2022 

Course UCT UFH UFS UJ UKZN NMU NWU UP RU SUN UNISA Univen WSU UWC Wits UniZulu 
Total 
(16) 

Research Report/Paper                 16 
Research Methods                 5 
Microeconomics        3         16 
Macroeconomics        4         16 
Econometrics        5         16 
Development Economics               8  13 
Mathematical Economics                 11 
Public Economics       1          11 
Monetary Economics       1    7      10 
Labour Economics                 9 
Environmental Economics       2  6        7 
Industrial Economics/Organisation                 7 
International Trade                 6 
Financial Economics                 6 
International Economics                 5 
International Finance                 5 
Behavioural/Experimental Economics                 3 
Economic History                 3 
Energy/Resource Economics       2  6        3 
Financial Markets           7      3 
Growth and Technology                 2 
Health Economics                 2 
History of Economic Thought                 2 
Policy Analysis                 2 

Note: Only courses that were offered by at least two departments are shown in this table. Also, since UFS and NMU are multi-campus institutions, it is possible that some modules were not offered in both 
campuses.  
1 They were offered as one module called “Monetary and Fiscal Policy”. 
2 They were offered as one module called “Energy and Environmental Economics”. 
3 Two different Microeconomics modules were offered. 
4 Two different Macroeconomics modules were offered. 
5 Two different Econometrics modules were offered. 
6 They were offered as one module called “Environmental and Resource Economics”. 
7 They were offered as one module called “Money, Banking and Financial Markets”. 
8 Three modules relate to Economic Development to some extent, namely ECON4043A Development Economics, ECON4052A Economic Change and Comparative Development, and ECON4054A 
Trade and Finance in Economic Development. 
Sources: UCT (2022a); UFH (2022); UFS (2022b); UJ (2022a); UKZN (2022a); NMU (2022); NWU (2022b); RU (2022); SUN (2022b); UNISA (2022); Univen (2022b); UniZulu (2022); UP (2022b); UWC 
(2022a); Wits (2022b); WSU (2022b). 

https://dx.doi.org/10.20853/40-1-6539


 
South African Journal of Higher Education     https://dx.doi.org/10.20853/40-1-6539  
Volume 40 | Number 1 | March 2026 | pages 321-347                                                                                           eISSN1753-5913  

339 
 

First-year TLA practices 
Table 5 presents what happened to the first-year first-semester Economics modules’ TLA 

practices in 2023 across the Economics Departments upon contacting them directly with the aid 

of a primary survey questionnaire and responses were received from a total of 11 departments. 

The results show that the student class size was the greatest at UP (2 700); some departments 

used local textbooks whereas others rather used international textbooks. Next, the majority of 

departments uploaded pre-recorded lecture videos on the e-teaching site while a few 

departments had live streaming of face-to-face lectures. This finding suggests that the 

academics took advantage of technological advancement to provide additional and more 

efficient academic support to students to facilitate their learning, for example, in case some 

students were unable to attend face-to-face lectures due to financial reasons as well as unreliable 

or non-available transport mode, the pre-recorded videos would be helpful to them. 

Furthermore, the number of continuous assessments during the semester – before the final 

examination took place – was as low as three at SUN but as high as 17 at UP.  

Next, while module tests featured as an assessment in all departments that took part in the 

survey, tutorials and assignments (or exercises) were the other two popular types of assessments 

before final examination. Some departments even had other assessments such as assignments, 

in-class exercises (they were known as quizzes or whiteboard sessions in some departments), 

essays and online multiple-choice question tests as additional opportunities for students to 

improve their marks during the semester. Lastly, with regard to the percentage of the prescribed 

chapters being included as scope of the final examination, it was as low as 67% in SUN and 

UWC but as high as 100% in many other departments such as the University of Free State 

(UFS), UCT and NWU. 

 

 
Publications on accredited journals 
To conclude the empirical analysis, Figure 1 shows a detailed breakdown on the nature of the 

2016‒2020 accredited journal articles. Information was collected from the following sources: 

(1) Annual research reports (RU); (2) Research output list on the department’s website (UFS, 

SUN and UWC); (3) Direct contact with the department (NWU and SUN). Refer to the earlier 

discussion in the limitations section on why only information of five departments was analysed.  
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Table 5: TLA practices in the first-year Economics modules of 2023 – results compiled from the primary survey questionnaire 
University Course Total 

number 
of 

students 

Learning and Teaching Assessment 
Prescribed 
textbook 

Lectures Number of 
continuous 

assessments 

Weighting of the 
biggest-weighted 

continuous  
assessment 

Type of continuous assessments Exam 
scope Live 

streaming 
Pre-recorded  

video 
Module  

test 
Tutorial Assignment 

/ Exercise 
Other (e.g. 

Essay) 

UCT Microeconomics 1 044 International No Yes 5 27% Yes No Yes Yes 100% 

UFS1 Microeconomics 1 200 Local No Yes 3 N/A Yes Yes No No 100% 
Macroeconomics 1 200 Local No Yes 3 N/A Yes Yes No No 100% 

UJ Economics2 546 Local No Yes 5 20% Yes Yes Yes No 80-89% 
Economics3 2 123 Local No Yes 5 35% Yes Yes Yes No 100% 

NMU Microeconomics 1 250 International No Yes 6 45% Yes Yes No No 70-79% 
Macroeconomics 1 250 International No Yes 6 45% Yes Yes No No 70-79% 

NWU4 Macroeconomics 1 470 Local No Yes 9 30% Yes No Yes Yes 100% 

UP Microeconomics 2 700 Local No No 17 25% Yes Yes Yes Yes 100% 
Macroeconomics 2 700 Local No No 17 25% Yes Yes Yes Yes 100% 

RU Microeconomics 425 International No Yes 13 40% Yes Yes No Yes 100% 

SUN Microeconomics 2 164 International No Yes 3 60% Yes Yes No No 70-79% 
Macroeconomics 2 220 International No No 3 40% Yes Yes No No 67% 

UWC Microeconomics 1 049 Local No Yes 8 30% Yes Yes No Yes 67% 
Macroeconomics 1 175 Local No Yes 8 20% Yes Yes Yes No 67% 

Wits Microeconomics 1 740 International No Yes 4 42% Yes Yes No No 100% 

UniZulu Microeconomics 1 100 Local Yes Yes 6 50% Yes Yes No No 100% 
Macroeconomics 1 100 Local Yes Yes 6 50% Yes Yes No No 100% 

Source: Author’s compilation of results from the survey questionnaire. 
1 The results relate to what happened at the Bloemfontein campus. 
2 The results relate to the first-year year-long Economics module offered to the Bachelor of Accounting students. 
3 The results relate to the first-year year-long Economics module offered to students who enrolled programs other than Bachelor of Accounting. 
4 The results relate to what happened at the Potchefstroom campus. 
N/A: Information is not available. 
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The results showed that in general, internal collaboration amongst staff and with students 

represented the majority of the accredited journal article publications in all departments except 

UFS (lone authored publications rather accounted for the greatest share). In addition, more than 

20% of publications at both NWU and UFS involved collaboration amongst academics across 

different tertiary institutions, RU had a relatively high proportion of publications (10.9%) 

involving collaboration with non-academic sectors in the country (that is, evidence of 

collaboration with various external stakeholders in the community), while SUN was the 

strongest in internationalisation of research (31.6% share). 

 
Figure 1: Research – Nature of collaboration of accredited journal articles in five Economics 

Departments (%), 2016-2020 

 
Sources: Author’s own calculations using NWU (2023), RU (2023), SUN (2023a & 2023b), UFS (2023) 

and UWC (2023). 

[A]: Lone authored; 

[B]: Co-authored with colleagues and/or students from the Economics Department;  

[C]: Co-authored with colleagues from other academic units of the university;  

[D]: Co-authored with people from other tertiary educational institutions in South Africa;  

[E]: Co-authored with people from other sectors (e.g. public, private, NGOs) in South Africa;  

[F]: Co-authored with people from other countries. 
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Last but not least, whilst not shown in Figure 1, if the short-term information on accredited 

journal publications of the other four departments are taken into consideration (NMU: 2019‒

2020; UKZN: 2018‒2020; UNISA: 2018‒2020; UP: 2016‒2017), the “collaboration amongst 

staff and students from the same department” share remained most dominant (despite dropping 

slightly from 38.5% in Figure 1 to 33.4%), while the “international collaboration” share 

increased from 16.5% to 28.8%. The latter increase was primarily driven by UP and UNISA. 

 

 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This study investigated the TLA and research activities of the South African Economics 

Departments, with greater emphasis being place on the first area compared with the past studies. 

The findings showed there was an improvement in the proportion of staff with Doctorate 

qualifications and number of departments with at least one NRF-rated staff. While there were 

no significant changes in the undergraduate and Honours courses offered as well as the type of 

programs offered at all three postgraduate levels, there were changes in TLA practices, as 

technology was taken advantage of (e.g. pre-recorded lecture videos were uploaded on the e-

teaching site).  

In addition, this study did not focus on ranking the departments by means of per-capita 

research output, but rather adopted a new approach by breaking down the accredited journal 

articles by nature of collaboration, and it was found that, in general, internal collaboration 

amongst staff and/or with students represented the greatest proportion of publications. 

As the COVID-19 lockdown may have unintentionally sped up the way academics change 

their practice to do research, as well as teach, assess and supervise students, it is important to 

conduct this type of study regularly to better understand what has been happening to the TLA, 

research and supervision practices in the Economics Departments, so they can learn from one 

another and better identify gaps for further improvement. To conclude the study, there are three 

areas that can be examined in future. First, postgraduate supervision, but it is extremely difficult 

to obtain the data from the departments. Secondly, the proportion of Masters theses and 

Doctorate dissertations that were eventually converted into accredited publications, as it would 

be interesting to find out if a high proportion of these theses and dissertations only ended up as 

e-thesis files in the university library website as the “final product” but failed to turn out to be 

accredited journal articles or book chapters. Again, it is quite challenging to obtain the required 

data from the Economics Departments. 
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Thirdly, since COVID was being controlled and the remaining lockdown restrictions were 

fully abolished, there is a possibility that some universities no longer uses live streaming but 

has returned to 100% face-to-face contact since the aforementioned primary survey was sent 

out in 2023. In a few years’ time, especially from 2027 when the Council on Higher Education’s 

extension of the concession on remote online and/or blended modes of provisioning of 

accredited contact-mode programmes will come to an end (CHE, 2024), it would be important 

to conduct a follow-up study to investigate whether the hybrid or blended modes of TLA would 

still be in place. 

This study is significant as it contributes to knowledge by filling the empirical gap in 

understanding the TLA practices, and research activities within South African Economics 

Departments. By providing a comprehensive analysis of staff profiles, course offerings and 

TLA strategies across multiple institutions, it offers valuable insights into the current state of 

Economics education in the country. The findings have practical implications for future 

curriculum design and the enhancement of TLA practices, particularly in light of recent shifts 

towards blended learning. Additionally, the study’s insights into research collaboration patterns 

can guide efforts to foster stronger inter-institutional and international partnerships, ultimately 

contributing to the development of the Economics discipline in South Africa. 
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