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Nozuko was stricken with polio when still a small child. She lived in a poor 
family in a rural and mountainous area of the Eastern Cape. But Nozuko 
was determined to study. Right through the years she hobbled to her school 
along mountain paths. One of her teachers was deeply impressed by the 

determination of this little girl who was always first at the school classroom door each 
morning. No matter how cold the day or how wet the fields, Nozuko was ready for 
school. She achieved an excellent matric.

Nozuko’s family knew that the girl had a great gift. They went to family friends and to 
the reigning, rural aristocracy, Bottle Store owners, and Funeral Undertakers, to beg for 
funds to continue her studies.

Finally, Nozuko came to the Church. There she received a bursary to begin her studies. 
Her university career has been a triumph. For the last number of years she has received 
bursaries from the university itself as a recognition of her outstanding ability and com-
mitment to study. Hopefully in the near future, she will be a Chartered Accountant.

It is for people like Nozuko that the Rural Education Access Programme was established. 
REAP is run by a group of very generous and committed staff. They are aided by volun-
teers around the country who select candidates for these opportunities. To such people 
I can only give these words form the Prophet Daniel: “The learned will shine as brightly 
as the vault of heaven and those who have instructed many in virtue, as bright as stars 
for all eternity” (Dan 12:3).

The REAP selection process is focused on finding young, committed rural students who 
have leadership potential and who are committed to work. 

During the recent teachers’ strike a young boy asked his father; ”But, Dad, do 
teachers get paid?” “Of course,” replied his father, “why do you ask?” “Because,” 
said the child, “we do all the work”.

The REAP team do all they can for students, but it is the students who do the 
work. Ours is not a hand-out mentality. Students are monitored along the years 
in University, problems are discussed with them, but we are forming leaders 
in whom we seek to find initiative and industry. During the break times from 
University we want to see them involved in their own communities, clinics, 
schools and businesses. Investing in a REAP student is investing in a community, 
in development and in the South Africa of the future.

The staff at REAP are of great importance to students at the very beginning of 
their entrance into university and technikon. High school is a very different place 
from University. Students are left to their own devices.  A young 1st year student 
said to me: “I found fellow students studying in the library and I asked them: ‘Why 
are you so busy?’ They said, ‘We are writing a test tomorrow!’ This was news to 
me. So I asked, ‘Who told you this?’ They said, ‘Nobody, we saw it on the campus 
Internet.’ Then I joined them in studying. Since that day I went to computer lab 
every day to check anything.”

I wish in a particular way to encourage the staff of REAP. They have carried a  
tremendous workload over the past years. A lot of work has gone into planning, 
funding, selecting and accompanying students through these exciting and  
demanding years in their lives. Our reward at REAP will be to see our gradu-
ates back in their communities, offering their people the vision of what can be 
achieved, and also offering them the possibilities to realise their dreams — like 
Nozuko.
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Within the past six and a half years, REAP has positioned itself as a 
small but important player in the field of supporting access to and 
progress in higher education for poor and marginalised students 
from the rural areas of South Africa. The truest measure of our 

success is the number of graduates we have supported in this period. 

Of the 774 young men and women who registered to study with REAP sup-
port from 2001 to 2006, at least 17,6% (136 people) have completed their 
undergraduate studies and entered professions such as education, business, 
accounting, paramedical services and engineering. A study of the 2002 REAP 
cohort shows that the throughput rate was 55%, compared with the national 
cohort rate of 41%. Over a five-year period, REAP students outperform the 
national cohort in terms of the number of students who graduate, the num-
bers who continue undergraduate studies and in a lower drop-out rate. This 

is cause for celebration and for renewed effort 
and REAP expects to increase its success rate as 
its selection process and support service is fine-
tuned. The drop-out rate is still too high. These 
numbers alone, however, do not provide the 
full picture. 

REAP has grown from a pilot programme with 
32 students from the Eastern Cape in 2001 to 
a national operation with students recruited 
in every province and studying at all 22 state 
higher education institutions. For the last three 
years, REAP has supported an average of 381 
students per year. An average of 142 new first 
year students have been taken on each year 
over the same period, and between 2001 and 
2006 a total of 774 young women and men 
have registered to study with REAP support. 

The first five years have been a rollercoaster 
ride: from a scary shortage of funds in early 
2003 to encouraging supports in 2004 and 

2005; from substantial Lottery grants one year to zero the next. Although the 
Programme has the endorsement of the Minister of Education and the support 
of the NSFAS, it has, disappointingly, not been able to access government or 
parastatal development funding. Nevertheless, REAP has increased its donor 
base, with over half of its grant income coming from South African donors, 
primarily corporate social investment programmes. It has built a small reserve 
and is establishing sound, transparent partnerships with funders. 

A partnership with the National Student Financial Aid Scheme has been sus-
tained. Loan finance administered has grown from R900 000 in 2002 to over 
R2,2 million in 2006. Payments to students have grown from R1,5 million in 
2002 to R2,9 million in 2005, and R2,4 million in 2006. Grant income has 
grown from R2,9 million in 2002 to R5,2 million in 2005, and R4,85 million in 
2006. Total expenditure in 2002 was R3 million, on 2005 it was R5,3 million, 
and in 2006 it was R4,7 million. 

Having celebrated our fifth anniversary in April 2006, during 2006/2007 we have taken the opportunity to 
reflect on our progress and think about our future. Two important pieces of research and a risk assessment com-
missioned by the REAP Board currently inform our ongoing strategic planning and ways of working. Benchmarks 
provided by national research are enabling REAP to measure its 
impact. 

The first studies — evaluations commissioned by two of our donors, 
Swiss South African Co-operation Initiative and Horizont 3000 — in 
2006, looked at our students’ academic progress in the dual contexts 
of the challenges they typically face, and REAP’s capacity to identify 
potential for and support students’ success. The second study, com-
missioned by REAP in 2007, financed by Irish Aid and conducted by 
Research and Academic Development (RAD) is intended to deepen 
our understanding of factors that influence retention and success (see 
Rebecca Freeth’s analysis on the evaluations on pages 16-17)

Focus on our students
REAP is about two groups of people: our students, and the people 
who support them. We begin with a review of our students, whose 
courage in facing the challenges of the new, often daunting world 
of higher education, gives us constant inspiration and motivation to 
continue our work.

Student profile

Of the 354 students being supported in 2007, 114 
new students were accepted into the programme, a 
slightly smaller cohort than in the previous few years. 
This decision was made to enable REAP to focus 
energy on developing its capacity for effective service 
and sustainable growth in the future. Figure 2 shows 
the evolving intake of new and returning students 
since 2001.

While female students outnumbered males in the 
early years. Since 2004 REAP has sustained an equi-
table gender balance. The 2007 student body has an 
even gender composition and of the new intake, 47% 
are women and 53% are men. 

Forty percent of students are registered for diploma 
programmes at universities of technology and 60% 
are reading for degrees at universities. Although 
REAP favours applicants for science and commerce, 
students study in a wide range of programmes and disciplines. Nonetheless, in 2007, 69% of students are regis-
tered for courses that fall within a broad definition of the  
preferred fields of commerce and science.

Students are drawn from across the country and are studying in five hubs. In the new intake, the largest num-
ber of new students is based in Gauteng (32, or 28%), closely followed by the Western Cape (30, or 26%) and 
KwaZulu-Natal (23, or 20%), which together constitute 74% of the current group of first years.

Taking stock: 
REAP in 2007

GLENDA GLOVER, LYNETTE HARDING and KATHY LEWIS 

review the past year and analyse where REAP is today.

New and Continuing Students

Male and Female Students, 2002 - 2007

First published in the Sunday Times,  
21 October 2007
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Monitoring the academic performance of students while on the Programme is a 
developing focus. Both students and student advisors need to gain a more accurate 
understanding of measuring progress for successful completion of studies. The big 
question is, at what point does REAP withdraw support? REAP’s approach to exclud-
ing students whose performance is below par is evolving. Although technically 
students should pass all courses to remain on the programme, in practice this has 
proved to be too high a challenge for many. Historically, we required students to 
pass at least 50% of their courses. Statistics demonstrate our students’ performance 
and show that the numbers who attain the maximum pass rate are still rather low. 

One of the biggest challenges REAP faces is tracking its students, particularly those 
who leave the programme and continue their studies with other 
sources of funding. A questionnaire sent in 2004 to all students who 
left REAP in 2001 and 2002 confirmed financial difficulties as a major 
contributor to drop-out and confirmed REAP’s decision to continue 
support. The task of lobbying institutions to provide comprehensive 
support to decrease drop-out rates remains.  

In 2005 REAP focused on tracking the 2002 cohort of students. This 
study revealed that potentially 66% of students could graduate, 
albeit with extended periods of study. REAP students’ performance is 
commendable compared with national data released by the Minister 
of Education in 2006 showing a graduation rate of less than 40% 
over 4 years. 

While REAP has floundered a bit in the process of tracking, each exer-
cise has provided lessons. An evaluation of REAP’s support to a cohort 
of university of technology students undertaken in 2006 added to 
emerging information for programme performance and improve-
ment. The current research in partnership with RAD will enhance our 
understanding of this issue, which is central to our effectiveness.

Students’ Community Service

REAP requires students on the programme to undertake at least three days of com-
munity service during their vacations. Ninety percent of students undertook com-
munity service in 2006, of whom 85% produced reports on their work. Typical areas 
of service are conducting information sessions on higher education studies for learn-
ers at rural high schools, assisting at community based organisations and grassroots 
projects. These include orphanages and food gardens, volunteering at community 
legal and advice centres or community health clinics.

Student support

In addition to providing financial assistance, REAP supports its students in a variety 
of ways: student advisors provide face-to-face individual and group sessions and tel-
ephonic counselling. 

Financial assistance

REAP partners with the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) to channel 
financial assistance to students on the programme. NSFAS is the state study loan 
scheme for academically able, needy students. These loans mainly cover tuition 
costs; the interest rate is subsidised and up to 40% of the loan may be converted to 
a bursary each year, if all courses are passed. Students only start repayment when 
they begin working and register as tax payers. NSFAS makes an annual loan alloca-
tion for primarily first year REAP students. The initial 2006 allocation to REAP was 
R2,2 million and, for the first time, REAP exceeded this allocation by agreement with 
NSFAS. REAP processed 101 loans for first years and 31 top up loans for continuing 
students. The total amount allocated was just over R2,25 million. 

Loans for continuing students are usually processed by the higher education institu-
tions. REAP’s success in creating access to higher education for the most disadvan-

New student recruitment

The 114 new students were selected from a shortlist of the 382 applica-
tions, derived from a total of 807 received. There were thus seven applica-
tions for each place granted on the programme this year. A remarkable 
96% of short-listed candidates were interviewed; the small balance did 
not turn up. Unlike previous years, when REAP staff travelled the country 
to conduct selection interviews, in 2006 regional committees were respon-
sible for interviewing. What started as a cost-saving measure proved to be 
a sound approach for two reasons: it demonstrated confidence in the vol-
unteer regional committees’ capacity and reduced pressure on Cape Town 
staff at a time when staff numbers had reduced (we comment on this in 
the section on the organisation). 

The 2007 recruitment process revealed room for improvement in help-
ing representatives complete the assessment forms and in clarifying the 
objective rating criteria. The national meeting of regional representatives 
described in the section on organisational matters was an important 
forum for capacity building.

Student performance

Fifty-six students became eligible to graduate during 2006 and REAP’s pass rate remains high, although there is room 
for improvement in the number of students who pass all their courses. In particular, our focus on improving the selec-
tion process is designed to improve the first year pass rate, which will naturally impact pass rates in successive years.

Students by field of study

Students per institutional hubProvince of Origin

REAP regional 
representatives 
and members of 
the Cape Town-
based staff at 
Hout Bay. The 
regional repre-
sentatives were 
in Cape Town 
for a national 
meeting at 
which they 
discussed their 
experiences and 
challenges (see 
also page 11). 

Eastern Cape: 20
Western Cape: 8

North West: 9 

Mpumalanga 3

Limpopo: 14

KwaZulu-Natal: 22

Gauteng: 2

Free State: 14

Northern Cape: 8
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taged students extends beyond the students it supports directly: there is a growing trend of students 
receiving full or partial bursaries from other funding sources after they have registered and started 
their courses as a result of REAP’s support. Students who receive partial bursaries remain on the pro-
gramme with tailored support. Students who receive full bursaries are invited to participate in the 
support programme activities, if they wish. 

REAP supplements the academic loan with a modest grant, referred to as an “access package”. This 
grant is tailored to student needs and facilitates registration, the purchase of books and technical 
equipment, travel, and a small monthly subsistence allowance for meals and/or accommodation. The 
biggest portion of access payments is spent on food — human beings cannot learn on empty stom-
achs! The maximum monthly meals allowance provided by REAP is R400. The students are required 
to request this allowance, which ensures continuous communication with the student advisors. 
Minor medical expenses may also be covered. A total of R2 375 000 was paid out in direct student 
payments in 2006.

  

Workshops and individual counselling

Student visits have increased from two to three per year 
over the past five years. In 2007, the academic year started 
with orientation and contracting sessions in the hubs, mostly 
focusing on loan applications, REAP student agreements and 
guidance in fulfilling the requirements of the REAP perfor-
mance self-monitoring process.

Site visits in May focused on how students were adapting to 
their new environments, explored their difficulties and moti-
vated them for the mid-year examinations. These visits were 
also used to refer struggling students for additional help, for 
example study skill development. We saw 244 students out-
side the Western Cape during this period. Traditionally, Western Cape students were seen at the REAP 
office. Recently, Cape students have been seen on site. Student advisors also met with financial aid 
and student counselling staff in the various institutions to build relationships that support students on 
the REAP programme.

An average of 213 telephone calls between advisors and students were recorded per month in the 
first five months of 2007. This figure does not reflect the full picture because students do speak to 
their advisors without making appointments and email is becoming an increasingly effective means 
of communication.

Workshops are offered across the country by student counsellors from the institutions and external 
service providers. Life skills sessions cover topics such as HIV/AIDS, team building, tolerance, sub-
stance abuse and orientation to the world of work. In the first half of 2007, workshops were mostly 
orientated to the needs of first year students, but the teambuilding workshop in KwaZulu-Natal 
brought together students from different cohorts and senior students participated in the task of 
orientation new students. Study skills workshops covered topics such as time management, plan-
ning and goal setting, CV writing and exam preparation. REAP has found an increasing willingness 
among institutional student counselling staff to offer workshops for students on the Programme. At 
the Central University of Technology students explored relationships in a facilitated session as part of 
REAP’s approach to addressing the prevention of HIV. In the Eastern Cape the student advisor held 
mini workshops at the various institutions to identify students’ current challenges around adaptation 
and academic work and to plan for the June examinations. 

Student Challenges

Disadvantaged students face many hurdles:

l First years can find the pressure of university daunting in comparison to their school expe-
rience, with much heavier works loads, full time tables and little time to revise and do 
preparation, especially closer to the examination period. 

lStudents go hungry because money is in short supply and the quality of meals is some-
times poor.

lThey have to share limited resources in libraries, such as study guides.

lLecturing methods and styles are difficult to follow, and many lecturers do not offer much 
help. At one institution there were reports of lecturers sometimes failing to arrive for lec-
tures.

lPerceived racism and lack of integration on some campuses. 

l Inadequate computer access.

lNoisy residences and peer pressure to socialise, which makes studying challenging.

lThe administration and allocation of financial aid at a number of institutions presents dif-
ficulties. Loan approvals can be delayed and loans provided can be significantly short of the 
amounts required, leaving students with outstanding balances they have no way of paying.

REAP student advisors have observed several development needs, including time manage-
ment and study method training as students struggle with a tendency to procrastinate and 

find that study methods acquired at school, such as rote learning, are no longer via-
ble. This no doubt contributes to heightened distress and anxiety around examina-
tion time, with students requiring longer sessions with advisors. Inadequate career 
information and institutional application procedures lead students into courses not 
suited to their interests and abilities. Some lack the confidence to approach institu-
tional staff with their concerns, and even though there is an abundance of facilities 
and support services offered at many institutions, students often fail to take advan-
tage of them. 

Students are very conscious of their rural backgrounds and how they are viewed in 
the broader student environment. First year students express reluctance to be on 
foundation and extended programmes as they feel stigmatised — and yet these 
initiatives are clearly beneficial for students. Advisors observe that students develop 
differently depending on the level of support offered at the institutions where they 
study. For example, in the Eastern Cape the student advisor found first year stu-
dents at well-resourced institutions very articulate and focused on attaining their 

goals. In contrast, students at the under-resourced, previously disadvantaged institutions 
were withdrawn about their studies and did not ask questions when they did not understand 
information or instructions. Based on these insights, REAP is exploring reducing the institu-
tions we work with while retaining a national spread in order to offer a better and more cost 
effective-service.

HIV and AIDS

HIV and AIDS is a significant problem among all students in South Africa, and REAP deals 
with it on a frequent basis. Wendy, REAP’s student advisor for KZN, reports: “In probing 
about each individual student’s home situation I discovered that the students carry a lot of 
emotional baggage. Most students are dealing with the illness of a parent or sibling (mostly 
due to HIV and AIDS), and this has an impact on them. Some students have recently lost 
parents or close family members, and they carry unresolved pain and in some cases anger. 
One female student was angry and emotional because her father deserted the family and he 
was the only income earner in the family.” 

As part of the HORIZONT3000-sponsored evaluation of REAP, a workshop was held with 
students at Walter Sisulu University in the Eastern Cape to explore self perceptions, adjust-
ment challenges, sexuality and risky behaviour. Awareness of disadvantage and privilege was 
prominent. Peer pressure to drink alcohol and have unprotected sex clearly emerged, as did 
very different responses from men and women regarding unsafe sex. Students are afraid of 
HIV-infection, but it is unclear whether this leads to consistent safer sexual practices. 

REALITY CHECK REALITY CHECK

Distribution of access payments

Loan administration
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Two male students at the workshop had this to say: 

 “I'm a student from a rural area who is in his second year in university. My problem is that 
I can’t shake off the feeling of being too responsible about how I live my life here in varsity. For 

instance, I want to go out with girls, but I feel like this will take away my concentration 
from my studies and I’m really scared of the fact that should I be infected with HIV/
AIDS, I will not just be letting myself down but the whole of my family since I’m the 
only hope on escaping poverty.”

 “One Saturday I was drunk with my friends and ended up getting a girlfriend. I 
slept with her without using protection and after a month she came to me and said 
she is pregnant. Now I don’t know what to do because I’m not ready to be a father 
and I am worried about my status and my future.”

A female student wrote:

 “I am 19 years old and I have a boyfriend of four years. Throughout this…relation-
ship, we’ve been using a condom every time we have sex, but last week he insisted 
that we don’t use a condom. I’m very worried that I could be pregnant. Is it possible 
that I could fall pregnant on the very first time I don’t use a condom? If so, then what 
are the steps I can take to know for sure if I am indeed pregnant and what are the 

chances that I could have contracted HIV/AIDS or any other STIs? If I find out that I’m HIV-positive, 
how long will I live?”

Organisational Matters
Financial resources

REAP has established reasonable financial stability. As a result of the withdrawal of 
National Lottery support, REAP spent 11% less in 2006 than in 2005, but in the 
end grant income was only down 7% on 2005.

Income from South African sources, corporate CSI programmes, trusts and indi-
viduals, has steadily increased. At mid 2007, sixty four percent (64%) of REAP’s 
income was from South African sources, a shift from the first years of the pro-
gramme that were supported predominantly by foreign aid funding. A number 
of effective ongoing partnerships have been established with donors concerned 
about educating South African youth at a tertiary level.  A small sustainability 
fund of R 1 million has been built since 2003 and the Board has recently estab-
lished a Resource Committee to drive sustainability initiatives. An enormous 
amount of time and energy goes into donor relations.  

Human resources

REAP has experienced increasing human capacity challenges since the last quarter of 2006 with the loss 
of three experienced student advisors and the financial manager from the ten-person team in Cape Town. 
The additional absence of Lynette Harding, the long-time programme coordinator (who had a heart 
attack and by-pass surgery), has put the management and student advisor team under further strain. 
Nonetheless, all the vacancies have been filled and there is optimism, energy, commitment and a positive 
attitude to working together, fed by the special courage of the students on the programme.

At the October 2006 board meeting it was agreed that plans should be made to expand REAP’s human 
capacity while maintaining or even reducing student numbers. It was acknowledged that heavy case and 
work loads were not sustainable or conducive to programme improvements.

At the April meeting it was agreed to expand experienced capacity at management level as well as 
increase the number of student advisors to six for a ration of approximately one advisor to 60 students.

REAP has faced the vulnerability of a small organisation to rapid staff changes. Retaining sound pracrice 
while bringing new capacity on board has been our constant challenge in 2007.

Regional representatives 

Voluntary work is not easy to do or to manage, and it takes special people to perform these two tasks. 
One of REAP’s strengths is the rural network of volunteer teams spread throughout 24 regions in South 

Africa. The Catholic Church underpins this network, but both non-Catholics and Catholics volunteer 
their services for the recruitment and selection of students and provide some guidance on study 
choices and application processes to young rural people. By 2006 many volunteers were able and 
willing to conduct final selection interviews, thus adding to the cost effectiveness of the programme. 

In May 2007, forty-two volunteer representatives joined the REAP staff and representatives from rural 
community-based youth organisations for a three-day national workshop. The theme, derived from 
Thomas Hardy’s famous line of poetry, “Full many a flower is born to blush unseen / And waste its 
scent upon the desert air”, was “Being flower pickers for REAP”. The workshop was designed to build 
relationships, discuss challenges and learn from one another’s experience, to share best practices in 
recruitment and selection in order to improve the quality of selection decisions, to share information 
on new developments and to plan for the 2008 recruitment and selection process. 

Participants acknowledged and shared their difficulties and affirmed their passion for the work. 
Considerable attention was paid to the challenging task of assessing potential and making objec-
tive decisions to choose young people who have the best potential to graduate with REAP’s support. 
Collectively the group constructed a profile of the academic and behavioural/attitudinal competen-
cies of the ideal REAP student, in which internal drive and initiative emerged as core qualities. 

Participants grappled with the implications of the new matric curriculum for selection, how much 
weight to give to language proficiency, how to evaluate evidence of interests when so many students 
have few opportunities to actively pursue their interests and how to manage inconsistencies across a 
range of interviewers. They worked on developing effective and transparent interviewing techniques 
through role-play and reflection. The penultimate day included discussion of career advice for appli-
cants to reduce the incidence of failure because students register for courses of study for which they 
are not suited. The meeting culminated in the election to the REAP Board of Dr Morokolo Sathekge, 
a regional representative from Polokwane.

The Board and employees of REAP are extremely grateful to regional committee members for their 
commitment and support of the Programme through the giving of their time and sharing of their 
knowledge and insight in the communities they serve. 

Looking to the Future: Building a  
Sustainable, Developmental Organisation
Building on its established track record, REAP plans to play an increasingly significant role in its niche 
by sustaining an annual intake of 100-120 new students each year and supporting a total of between 
350–400 students. In the near future this will cost approximately R6,5 million per annum, excluding 
loan finance.

Despite the Programme team’s growth from two student advisors in 2002 to a staff complement of 
ten in 2006, REAP staff have been overextended from the beginning. Recent management and exec-
utive committee discussions have recognised that this is neither sustainable nor developmental. Plans 
are underway to increase the number of student advisors, clarify their role and build their capacity 
to improve student support. Leadership and management capacity will be strengthened to allow 
for organisational and programme development, based on recommendations in the Horizont 3000 
report and our own experiences.

Experience has shown that the basics of the Programme are sound. They will remain the same, but 
rationalisation and improvement to enhance results and efficiency will continue. A vibrant strategic 
thinking session in October 2006 began REAP’s process of reviewing higher education institutions 
to identify where students will get the best support both from the institution and REAP. Distant and 
satellite campuses are difficult to serve, generally poorly resourced and sometimes poorly managed. 
Covering long distances to support small groups of students is not cost-effective. While mergers con-
fuse these decisions, the possibility of providing enhanced support in partnership with fewer institu-
tions makes sense. Rationalising will enable REAP to build better partnerships with selected institutions. 

The outcome of the RAD research project, which explores the support loan students need to make 
success possible, will be particularly relevant given the general concerns over low retention and 
graduation rates in the Higher Education sector and, in addition to informing REAP’s practice, will 
contribute to the debate on transforming higher education in South Africa.

Much has been achieved, and much remains to be done. Much has been learned, and 
there is much room for improvement. Given South Africa’s skills needs, the unsatisfactory 
through–put rate in higher education and the government’s intention to provide oppor-
tunities to disadvantaged youth and build the skills for a growing economy, a programme 
like REAP makes enormous sense. 

With attention and diligence REAP must succeed. 



REALITY CHECK REALITY CHECK

AS a country, South Africa has come a long way in improving 
access to higher education for the poor and marginalised in 
our society.  

The “typical” university student is now likely to be black and 
female, a far cry from the apartheid past. One of the main barri-
ers to access has been, and in some measure continues to be the 
availability of financial aid for those who cannot afford to fund 
their studies.

The growth of the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) 
has been phenomenal and is one of the Government’s major suc-
cesses in redressing past inequalities. The NSFAS will disburse 
the order of R1,7 billion in bursaries and loans in 2007 alone, 
compared to R70 million in 1994. To date, the NSFAS has made a 
total of close on 1,2 million awards and almost 500 000 students 
have benefited from the Scheme. The loan recovery record of the 
NSFAS is commendable. In 2007, for example, R341 million in 
recovered money is being re-injected into the Scheme.   

Despite these advances, we continue to face numerous challenges, 
some of which I will explore here.  

While access and related issues of student financial aid must 
remain high on our agendas, our attention has increasingly turned 
to creating the conditions for improved student success. Clearly, 
many factors contribute to academic success, including levels 
of preparedness for higher education studies, access to learning 
resources, and appropriate placement and choice of study fields. 

In this regard, I look forward to the out-
comes of the study that has been com-
missioned by REAP on the factors that 
facilitate success for disadvantaged stu-
dents in higher education.

The Government’s direct financial con-
tribution towards academic development 

and foundation level work in the universi-
ties is an intervention designed to assist 
universities to improve the through-put 
of students from educationally disadvan-
taged backgrounds.  

The experience of initiatives such as REAP 
also point to the importance of support 

for students, especially first generation 

students and those from rural communities, to better manage the academic 
and social transition to university life. This ongoing support and counselling 
contributes significantly to building the confidence and life-skills of students, 
enabling them to better cope with academic demands. In ideal circumstances, 
the level of support received by students on the REAP programme should be 
the same for all students from rural backgrounds and more generally for stu-
dents receiving NSFAS awards. Statistics already point towards better success 
rates for students who are on NSFAS than those of the general student body. 
The provision of stronger support systems can only improve student through-
put.

This is borne out by the experience of initiatives such as the Carnegie South 
Africa Undergraduate Women’s Scholarship Programme, which recruited, fund-
ed and supported three cohorts of talented women students to pursue studies 
in science, engineering and technology. A key component of the Programme 
was a set of special support interventions for scholarship recipients and ongo-
ing engagement with the students. Early indications point to good success 
rates and, importantly, the progression of students into postgraduate studies. 
The Carnegie Programme is also undertaking research to monitor the progress 
of scholarship recipients and to assess the quality of the students’ experience 
in the classroom and beyond. 

Student financial aid is also an important vehicle to stimulate enrolments in 
key areas of study such as teacher education and social work. The demand for 
teachers, especially in the areas of mathematics, science and technology, is 
considerable, and not being met by the current output from our universities. 
Teaching was no longer being seen as a career of choice and enrolments in 
education faculties had declined. 

In response, the Department of Education has introduced generous bursaries 
through its Fundza Lushaka initiative to teacher education students. In return, 
the students will have to work in public schools for a period equivalent to the 
number of years of support that they receive. The Fundza Lushaka bursaries 
have been fully taken up in 2007, the first year of the scheme, in which R120 
million has been committed for 3 000 student teachers. The Programme gives 
preference to students from rural areas and those who wish to train in areas 
where there are particular teacher shortages, such as maths, science, technol-
ogy and indigenous languages. 

A similar programme has also been introduced by the Department of Social 
Development to support social work students. Both programmes are managed 
by the NSFAS.

An area of ongoing concern is the acceleration in student tuition fee levels 
that we have seen over the past few years. These increases, if not more care-
fully managed, have the potential to erode the gains that we have made in 
expanding and widening access to higher education.  

The Minister of Education, Naledi Pandor, indicated 
in her recent budget speech, the need to “create 
diverse and flexible mechanisms” in response to 
the aspirations of increasing numbers of people 
who wish to enter higher education. REAP 
stands out as an excellent example of one such 
mechanism.

I would like to take this opportunity to 
salute the work of REAP. Your contribu-
tions no doubt make a difference to the 
life chances of many talented young 
women and men from the poorest parts of 
our country. May you go from strength to 
strength.  

The great fee 
challenge

Nasima Badsha looks at how much has been 
accomplished in providing access to higher  
education for the poor and marginalised
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• Nasima Badsha is CEO of the Cape Higher 
Education Consortium and advisor to the 
Minister of Education.   
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Nearly R 1 million of the accumulated funds is in the Fr Noel Stanton Memorial Fund, a fund for the 
sustainability of REAP.



Recently I had the opportunity to explore, with 
REAP, the progress of the organisation and the stu-
dents it supports. Two successive evaluations were 
funded by the Swiss South African Cooperation 

Initiative and HORIZONT3000. The reflections that follow 
are drawn from these evaluations.

The environment in which REAP operates is extremely 
complicated. Professor Duma Malaza — in an article 
titled “Universities aim for both access and success” in 
the Mail & Guardian education supplement in January 
2007 — put it like this: “Situated between schooling 
and the world of work, higher education has a limited 
window of opportunity in which simultaneously to 
address the challenges of access in a developing country 
such as South Africa, and to prepare the kinds of gradu-
ates needed by a knowledge-driven economy” (my 
emphasis).

The limited window of opportunity Malaza refers to is 
under enormous pressure from a school system that, 
despite major investments by the current government, 
reproduces historical disadvantage. Just 11,4% of African 
students attending former Department of Education and 
Training (DET) schools gained matric endorsement in 
2003, compared with 51,7% of their white counterparts. 
And even those talented and committed students who 
manage to access and progress through tertiary educa-
tion find themselves entering a national economy that 
has yet to translate growth into significant job opportuni-
ties for graduates.  

REAP has come through its first five-year cycle of 
experimentation, hard work and achievement, and the 
Programme has grown up alongside the students it has 
supported. When REAP first piloted the rural support work 
in 2001, it was primarily occupied with issues of entry 
to higher education. In 2004, REAP indicated a growing 
interest in student achievement by initiating a tracking 
project. In 2006, the question of whether graduates were 
entering the job market in meaningful numbers took cen-
tre stage. 

Measures of success

One of the most stark and reliable measures of the qual-
ity of REAP’s work is derived from comparing the success 
of the students it supports to the general success rate of 
students in tertiary education in South Africa. Success is 
determined by a through-put rate; the proportion of stu-
dents entering tertiary education who succeed in gradu-
ating. The relatively higher throughput rates for REAP-
supported students is commendable, given that they are 
among the most financially and educationally disadvan-
taged students entering tertiary education. 

Thus far, 208 students recruited to the Programme from 
2002 and 2004 have been tracked. The statistics that fol-
low are not representative of all the students supported 
by REAP during this time, but among those funder-
cohorts that were tracked, 103 graduates have been 
produced. This is a graduation rate of 50%, with women 
graduating at a rate of 52%. Twenty nine of the 208 stu-
dents are still engaged in their studies in 2007 (see table 
below). 

Students tracked five years after they first registered (i.e. 
the 2002 intake) produced a graduation rate of 55%, 
which compares favourably with the (unofficial) national 
rate of 41% after five years. Achievement among African 
students in higher education is a matter of grave concern 
currently, with one observer suggesting that the gradu-
ation rate among African undergraduates at one leading 
university may be as low as 15%. Of the students sup-
ported by SSACI and HORIZONT3000, 92% were African, 
and the rest Coloured. 

Just 28 of the 111 students supported by the two funders 
withdrew before completing their studies, most of them 
during their first year. This 25% drop-out rate is con-
siderably less than the national rate of nearly 50%, but 
remains cause for concern.

The first evaluation drew REAP’s attention to the problem 
of graduate unemployment, a high priority issue for gov-
ernment and universities. Follow-up with a group of 58 
students indicated that three years after first registering,  

19 had graduated and 11 were employed. Tracked again 
six months later, these figures had risen to 27 graduates 
and 21 job holders. Thirteen of the remaining students 
were still studying or completing their in-service training. 
Is it sufficient that a student graduates, or should “success” 
be premised on whether the student is able to launch a 
career — and where does REAP’s responsibility to a stu-
dent end? These questions led to a process of fruitful, and 
ongoing engagement within the organisation and beyond 
regarding REAP’s role in promoting graduate recruitment.

This generally favourable comparison of the success of 
REAP’s students is a testimony to the strengths of the 
programme design and to the quality of the interven-
tions it provides in supporting students during their 
studies. There is clearly room for growth and improve-
ment too, both in the higher education sector, and in the 
programmes that REAP offers to students going through 
higher education. A current research project initiated by 
REAP into factors that facilitate student success should 
cast some light on how to continue improving the gradu-
ation rate.

The evaluations did not only mea-
sure quantitative indicators, they 
also explored some of the key 
moments and processes in REAP’s 
work — of selection, of financial, 
academic and psycho-social sup-
port, and of exit.

Strategic issues

REAP supports students at most 
of the 23 higher education 
institutions across South Africa. 
Sustaining effective relationships 
with literally hundreds of depart-
ments, administrators, academic 
support programmes and finan-
cial aid offices time is consuming 
and difficult. This undermines 
the possibility of meaningful and 
focused support to students at 
each institution. It is recommend-
ed that REAP focus its energies on 
clusters of institutions that offer 
the kind of environment in which 
REAP’s target group is most likely 
to flourish, and from which they 
will mostly likely emerge as com-

petitive job seekers. This will also enable REAP to place 
the onus back on the institutions to provide remedial aca-
demic support, advocating for this where there are gaps, 
and networking more effectively with academic support 
staff so as to provide a seamless service to students.

On a more macro level, there is clearly room for REAP to 
explore a higher visibility role in evidence based policy 
and programme development through further monitoring 
of its own students, and in promoting its models of sup-
port to government, researchers, funders, and other aca-
demic support programmes and the universities of South 
Africa. There are great opportunities for REAP to engage 
in widened partnerships and networks, and to play a 
stronger advocacy role, something that would require the 
development of a stronger middle management layer in 

the organisation. However, it is important that this does 
not distract REAP from its core work, that of direct stu-
dent support.

Operational issues

There is no magic formula to student selection, particu-
larly where the tough circumstances of students have 
obstructed opportunities to demonstrate their potential 
while at school. Student selection and academic support 
and monitoring thus came under the spotlight in the 
second evaluation, drawing 67 participants to two work-
shops in May 2007. These workshops suggested possible 
improvements in REAP’s capacity to choose students most 
likely to succeed, and to best support their endeavours to 
do so. 

Among these were improved application forms, interview-
ing processes and skills by selection panels that will most 
accurately predict a student’s potential to succeed, and 
matching their assessed needs with what REAP offers. 
Similarly, the current academic monitoring system ought 
to be reviewed so that it is simpler to administer and is 
more conducive to decision-making about whether to 
continue support. 

Given that the greatest proportion of those who abandon 
their studies do so in their first year, it will be productive 
for REAP to explore ways to tailor support to first year stu-
dents in anticipation of the academic and non-academic 
adjustment challenges they will face on campus. Related 
to this issue of challenges for rural students on university 
campuses is recent research that shows that transactional 
sex is a survival strategy amongst a significant proportion 
of young women in tertiary education. 

Conclusion 

The evaluations recognised that students leave their stud-
ies for many reasons, some of which are beyond REAP’s 
control, and echoes the views expressed below by a 
REAP graduate interviewed during the second evaluation: 
“Hard working and really concentrating in your studies 
really helps [to succeed] because REAP can provide meals, 
money, books and other stuff but if you as a student do 
not study hard, then all that is meaningless.”

Students, like the rest of us, are unpredictable. While 
there is room for REAP to attune its services more accu-
rately to the needs of its target group, there will always 
be unexceptional students who suddenly find what they 
are good at and shine, and students of whom much is 
expected but who fail or lose interest.  
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ANALYSIS

Learning from 
two evaluations

Two evaluation reports have 
explored where REAP is right now. 
REBECCA FREETH of StrategyWorks  
analyses the reports’ findings.

The relatively 
higher through-
put rates for REAP  
students is  
commendable, 
given that they 
are among the 
most financially 
and educationally 
disadvantaged 
students entering 
tertiary 
education.

ANALYSIS 
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PEOPLE VOICES

Meet the REAP team
In June 2007, Belgian volunteer Marijke asked the staff members of REAP to  

introduce themselves and to tell us what advice they would give to students.

REAP students speak
REAP students are required to perform community 
work during their vacations. Two students tell of 
their experiences:
Second year Law student at NMMU: “I joined a group of women 
who decided to rework a piece of land and turn it into a com-
munity vegetable garden in an attempt to deal with the social 
problems in the community and do their part to address poverty 
and hunger in their community. The soil was worked through, the 
seeds planted and the group is now anxiously awaiting the results 
of their labour.

“I have learnt that one does not need to have money to be 
employed, or to depend on others for food, but that one should 
use the resources available to make a living for one. Just by taking 
time to think, you might save your life and make an impact in the 
lives of others less fortunate than yourself.”

Final year Social Work student at the University of Limpopo: 
“I  opted do my community service with the Resident Committee 
on the campus. I gained skills at various levels, from basic cleaning 
of the bathrooms to administrative skills that will be used in my 
career as a social worker.

“I acted as a secretary for the resident committee where I learnt 
the skills of taking minutes, computer literacy skills, techniques of 
meeting procedure, organisational and planning skills, time man-
agement, social skills such as working in a team with different per-
sonalities, and engaging with others. In my role as the secretary, I 
developed skills in consultation, listening to others, and negotiat-
ing on behalf of the students. In my capacity as secretary, I also 
fulfilled the peer counsellor portfolio and was able to counsel my 
peer students.

“I will be able to implement all of these skills when I become a 
social worker as I will be able to be an effective, efficient counsellor 
who will be of service to the community.”

In the first semester of 2007,  
REAP asked students to complete 
a questionnaire in preparation of 
our research project on factors that 
enhance successful study. This is 
what some had to say:

“I think REAP selected me because of my per-
formance art high school and my participa-
tion in my community as a young volunteer.” 

“I hope that REAP will be very impressed to 
support me as I wish to excel at university.”

“I think I might need the most help in socialis-
ing with the new environment, especially in 
residence life, because it is my first time to live 
far away from my parents and I have never 
lived with people who are not my relatives.”

“I hope to pass all my modules so that I 
may be able to complete my degree. My 
greatest fear is not qualifying for my  
Honors degree.”

“I think REAP can help me by introducing me 
to senior students who are in the same field 
as myself to help me with certain subjects or 
specific areas in the subject.”

“I was selected after first being turned 
down the year before. I think the re-appli-
cation form showed the REAP staff that I 
was passionate about my studies.”

“I think I was lucky to be selected by REAP. I 
think the REAP representative saw that I have 
the potential to make it as a student and be 
able to become a successful lawyer.”

“I really need REAP’s encouragement since 
I’m under a lot of pressure.”

“REAP can help us by buying computers for 
those who really need them, like myself. They 
should be for those students whose courses 
are mostly base on computers.”

A letter from a former REAP student:
“I am a former REAP student from the Howard 
campus of UKZN. I am sending this email in 
order to keep in touch with the Programme. 
I graduated at the beginning of this year and 

without the assistance I got from REAP I am not 
sure what could have happened. I am now doing 
a Masters in Social Policy. So far everything is fine 

and I am really looking forward to completing 
it next year. Thank you very much to REAP for 

all that you have done for me and for the other 
students. You have really empowered me and I 

appreciate the opportunity you gave me.”



TRAVEL

A fundraising 
experience

Former REAP student AMANDA PETER was  
our ambassador on a fundraising excursion  
to the Netherlands and Austria in 2006. She writes 
about her experiences abroad.

I  am humbled to have been an ambassador in Holland and 
Austria for the Rural Education Access Programme. During the 
expedition I was enthused by the opportunity of meeting the 
people behind the story of my success. Likewise, I was most 

encouraged by the role I played in raising funds for the sole pur-
pose of supporting rural students in South Africa, who — like me 
— will be beneficiaries of REAP. 

The opportunity of travelling out of my country was a first for me, 
and I took pleasure in every minute of it. I had no difficulty, for I 
had the sweetest programme coordinator to journey with, Lynette 
Harding. This experience is now forever etched in my mind.  

One of the most memorable times in our trip, which began in 
Amsterdam, is the hospitality and generosity of the Hart family. The 
Harts welcomed us with amazing warmth and kept us entertained 
during our stay, which I appreciate with all my heart. 

There is a lot to tell about our journey in the Netherlands, but I 
will keep things brief for the purpose of this report. I must say from 
the onset that the highlight was a fundraising ceremony, which 
was a great success. For this occasion, invitations were extended to 

the people whose encouraging response inspired me even 
more.

The purpose was to enlighten the public about the 
mission, vision and the purpose of establishing the 
Stichting Tania Ruth Leon Studiefonds, which sup-
ports black South African women through REAP. 

Funds were raised and the public joined the group 
in donating more money. What stroked me 
was the fact that even students were donating 
to help fellow South African students. This is 
a “good habit” which I think we can adopt as 
well.

On an explorative note, there was a lot of sightseeing. Briefly 
put, I find Holland an adorable country with a rich history it can 
pride itself on.

Our second destination was Vienna in Austria. Like in the 
Netherlands, we met with people who had a keen interest to 
make donations. As a living testimony to REAP’s work, I had an 
opportunity to explain what we are about. I imagine that my 
physical presence as a proud REAP product may have added in 
convincing them that we were not talking about “a cat in the 
bag”, but were real.  

On a lighter note, although rubbing shoulders and dining with 
my sponsors was quite intimidating, I was honored by the privi-
lege, believe me. 

Not only were people interested in the purpose of our journey 
but they also wanted to know more about life in South Africa, 
which they were impressed with.  

From there, we went to see beautiful historical buildings which  
I had only read about and which I never thought really existed. 
And so I put my feet on monumental structures like Schönbrunn 
Palace.

Leaving Austria, we returned to Holland, where we visited 
one member of Studiefonds committee, Diet Grosheide from 
Kampen. She is married to a very sweet philosopher who is lec-
turing at a local university. One thing outstanding about him is 
his height, especially when standing between Lynette and me, 
vertically challenged as we were.  

Diet had been unfortunate to tear her achilles tendon on our 
arrival. But hey, there was a physiotherapist from South Africa: 
myself, who had to teach Diet a thing or two. 

Throughout this journey I learnt many things which I would 
have loved to mention here, but I must keep this short. One 
that is worth mentioning is the paradigm-shift I experienced in 
me. I always thought that ubuntu applies to Africans, and South 
Africans to be precise. Thinking this way turned out to have 
been very ignorant of me. The experience of our journey proved 
me wrong; in fact I now think that we are people of the same 
kind but in different places.  

Surprisingly, when I was told about this trip, I never thought 
about the prospects of “empowerment” at all. But during and 
after the trip I felt empowered in many ways. And for this I am 
indebted to REAP and he Tania Ruth Leon Studiefonds. 

I am grateful to REAP for giving me this opportunity to go and 
experience other people’s culture and for believing in a “small 
girl” from some rural place to be a REAP ambassador and to 
represent my fellow South African students abroad.  

Thank you REAP it was a great pleasure.

• Amanda, 24, is now a qualified physiotherapist whose tertiary  
education at the University of the Wstern Cape from 2002 to 
2005 was sponsored by REAP. She grew up in a small village called 
Cofimvaba in the Eastern Cape. 

Amanda and Lynette (front) with the  
Hart family in Holland.

REAP
Annual Report 

2006/0720

REAP

Annual Report 
2006/07

21

Amanda and Lynette with a convalescent  
Diet Grosheide in the Netherlands.

The REAP ambassadors at  
Schönbrunn Palace in Vienna.
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v Access to a National Student Financial Aid 
Scheme loan. REAP is in partnership with 
NSFAS to enable rural students access to 
higher education. Successful study can  
convert up to 40% of the loan to a bursary. 
The interest rate is subsidised.

v A grant to assist with study costs such as:  
registration, books, living expenses, technical 
equipment, spectacles and health care.

v A support programme consisting of:

	 •	Dedicated	student	advisors

	 •	A	toll	free	line	for	student	counselling		
	 		 and	advice

	 •	3	face	to	face	individual	student		
	 		 consultations	each	year

	 •	Performance	monitoring

	 •	A	developmental	approach	encouraging		
	 			students	to	solve	their	own	problems	

	 •	Semester	workshop	programmes	for	the		
	 		 development	of	social	and	academic	skills	

	 •	Information	and	support	for	HIV	and	AIDS

	 •	Work	preparation	workshops	for		
	 		 senior	students

	 •		Liaison	with	institutional		student	services

	 •		Introductions	to	additional	service		 	
	 				providers

	 •		Peer	group	organisation

	 •		Payback	through	community	service

v A network of rural volunteers (REAP regional 
representatives) who reach out to poor rural 
learners and assist with application and selec-
tion processes as well as supporting  
students during vacation time.

The components of the REAP programme

ABOUT US REAP’s Mission Statement
REAP	is	a	unique	organisation	
that	will	provide	an	effective	and	
accountable	education	access		
programme.	We	will	endeavour	to		
facilitate	access	to	other	funds	for	
Higher	Education	and	to	develop	
and	empower	skilled	graduates.	By	
working	with	these	students	we	will	
have	an	impact	on	the	demographic	
inequality	in	South	Africa.	We	will	
endeavour	to	give	the	disadvan-
taged,	isolated	and	marginalised	
rural	youth	the	opportunity	to		
overcome	inherent	academic	and	
social	hurdles	in	order	to	realise	their	
potential.	REAP	will	carry	out	these	
actions	to	give	our	graduates	skills	
which	will	contribute	towards		
alleviation	of	poverty	and	
help	bring	about		
economic	and	social	
well	being	for	all	South	
Africans.

REAP’s Vision
Our	vision	is	to	create	an	organisation	rooted	

in	the	Catholic	ethos	which	provides	inter-faith	
access	to	education	opportunities	for	the		

marginalised	rural	youths.

We	strive	to	alleviate	poverty	through	facilitating	
access	to	tertiary	education.	It	is	our	belief	that	it	

is	crucial	to	securing	peace,	socio-economic	
	justice,	freedom	and	the	dignity	of		

the	individual	and	community.

We	embrace	the	call	of	community	serving	
humanity	through	the	holistic	education		
development	of	rural	youth	who	will	be		

empowered	to	make	a	positive	contribution	in	the	
community	and	in	civil	society	in	South	Africa.

ABOUT US

To enable in a holistic way  
prospective rural students without 
financial resources to participate in 
education by providing access and 
support to students residing in rural 
areas;

to	redress,	through	its	services,	the		
existing	inequalities	in	access	to		
institutions	of	higher	learning;

to encourage students to undertake 
studies that are commensurate with 
the needs of their own communities;

students	of	all	faiths	shall	be	selected	
through	a	process	that	is	structured	to	
exclude	bias;

to enable rural students to successful-
ly apply for funds from the state loan 
fund, the National Student Financial 
Aid Scheme (NSFAS);

be	committed	to	supporting	students	on	
the	Programme	for	the	whole	duration	
of	their	studies;

be committed to developing effective 
support methods and the understand-
ing of surrounding problems, to stimu-
late and secure public participation in 
these issues, to disseminate informa-
tion relative to these issues and to the 
prevention of educational problems;

to	encourage	and	strive	for		
co-ordination	and	co-operation	among	
organisations	with	similar	aims	to	REAP	
so	as	to	bring	about	an	inter-disciplinary	
approach	to	matters	pertaining	to	lack	
of	access	to	tertiary	institutions,	student	
support	and	allied	matters.
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THE REAP BOARD: Rt Revd Bishop William Slattery OFM (Chairperson), Prof Mary Nassimbeni (Vice-chairperson);  
Ms Janice Seland (Treasurer), Ms Zoliswa Mashinini, Ms Natalie Leon, Ms Beva Runciman, Sr Hermenegild Makoro,  
Prof Jonathan Jansen, Mr Mfezeko Mantangayi, Mr George Augustine (till October 2007/Dr Morokolo Sathekge (from 
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