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higher education, namely that of the
physiotherapy profession, it should be
noted that access policies are central to
policies of equity and redress and are
linked to success and progression.
Transformation of higher education
therefore becomes one of the vehicles
for operationalizing the access policies.

In order to put the new government’s
higher education policies, to which
physiotherapy as a profession needs to
respond, into perspective it is important
to revisit the history of education that
necessitated these policies. This history
is both political as well as educational
because it was shaped by the politics 
of the country. The point of origin is
important in order to map the direction
towards a destination.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
Structure of the Universities
Until 1985 the universities were segre-
gated by statute (the Extension of
University Education Act of 1959);
blacks were prohibited from entering
historically white universities (HWUs)
without ministerial permission. Racially
and ethnically based universities were
established for Africans, Coloureds and
Indians under the provisions of the same
Act. The creation of separate black uni-
versities fulfilled three primary goals:
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INTRODUCTION
“The coming to power of the Govern-
ment of National Unity (GNU) in April
1994 heralded for many in South Africa
a break with the past associated with
racial discrimination and created a
heightened expectation of far-reaching
change in all spheres of life. Such expec-
tations included the sphere of higher
education which, since the 1970’s had
been the site of bitter struggle and con-
testation.” Rajani Naidoo, 1998

In response to these expectations, the
National Commission on Higher Edu-
cation was appointed to propose policies
that would transform higher education.
Policies for access to university educa-
tion were among the policies that were
proposed by the Commission.

Access policies in higher education
are developed to enhance the participa-
tion rates of social groups that are 
under represented in institutions of higher 
education, relative to the participation
rates of other more dominant groups
(Lingard et al 1994). In South Africa,
access policies have been targeted parti-
cularly at black students and, less fre-
quently and to a lesser degree at female
students. 

Although this article limits itself to a
focus on access to a specific sector of
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first to legitimate and solidify the idea 
of separate racial and ethnic groups 
promoted by the National Party govern-
ment; second, to provide personnel to
administer and support structures in the
newly created homelands (Gwala 1988;
Subotzky 1997); and third, to maintain
and reproduce the subordinate social and
economic position of blacks (Christie
and Collins 1984). Although the legal
barrier for access to higher education
was removed in the in the late 1980s,
continuing poor school provision for
black students and highly selective
admission policies on the part of the
HWUs limited opportunities for black
students to gain admittance to the high
status universities (Hunter 1986; File
1989; Jordan 1990; Cooper et al 1992).
Within the system as a whole, most
South African universities have remained
segregated along racial lines and the

JRNOCT 36 pages  23/9/04 8:35 am  Page 3



4 SA JOURNAL OF PHYSIOTHERAPY 2004 VOL 60 NO 4

imbalance between white and black 
students has remained constant (Naidoo
1998). It comes as no surprise that black
students have therefore put strong pres-
sure on university management struc-
tures and demanded access to university
education - such action has been seen as
affirmative action. There has also been 
a powerful appeal by the high status,
historically English speaking universi-
ties (expressing a view underpinned by a
liberal heritage) for the maintenance of
academic standards (Saunders 1987;
Mackenzie and Clayton 1994).  For this
reason, as well as for what might be 
considered to be ‘profession specific’
admission criteria, certain programmes
that are offered at universities have
remained under-represented by black
students. Physiotherapy being one of
these profession, is a point in case.

Structure of the schooling system
Under the apartheid system, the educa-
tion of black scholars was undertaken
under the auspices of the Department of
Education and Training whose provision
of education was of poor quality. As a
result, black scholars constantly under-
performed in the Standard 10 (Grade 12)
examination. In 1987, of more than 90 000
black scholars who sat for the exami-
nation, only 28 % (25 000) secured a
matriculation exemption of which less
than 800 scholars achieved a higher grade
pass in mathematics and science. Only
14 scholars achieved a ‘D’ aggregate 
for mathematics and only 8 for science
(Hofmeyer and Spence 1989). In the
Johannesburg area, only 41 out of 1558
scholars who wrote the examination
passed mathematics and only 24 of the
601 scholars who wrote the physical 
science higher grade examination passed
this. In 1991 in the whole country, of 
the total cohort of 253 623, less than ten
black students scored an ‘A’ aggregate in
their Standard 10 examinations (Pienaar
1991). These black scholars had endured
an impoverished school system for at
least ten years which severely compro-
mised the possibility of them being 
eligible for selection to or for the suc-
cessfully completion of tertiary education
at universities. 

Although the new Government of
National Unity in 1995 set out to trans-
form the schooling system and intro-
duced one Education Department, condi-

tions in many schools are such that the
scholars will continue for some time to
have disadvantaged education at primary
and secondary level. The teachers from
most of these schools were educated
under the previous disadvantaged sys-
tem of schooling and therefore are under
prepared as teachers, lacking the skills
and educational experience needed to
facilitate adequate academic develop-
ment in scholars. Thus the provision of
poor education continues to influence
the participation of black students in
higher education because these scholars
are expected to compete for selection
into programmes with peers who have
received education of a higher quality
enabling the latter to reach a higher level
of their academic potential.

Admission into physiotherapy
When physiotherapy training was
offered in South Africa, it was offered 
at the traditionally white universities.
Physiotherapy was not known previously
in the black communities due to the lack
of contact with physiotherapy services
and the absence of role models with
whom the students could identify. As 
a result mainly white students applied
for entry into physiotherapy. The entry
requirements were high, with a high mark
in mathematics and physical science
being required. As the schooling of the
white students had been adequate, those
students with the academic potential
were able to obtain marks high enough
to gain entrance into physiotherapy.

Limited exposure of black communi-
ties to the profession is due to the fact
that physiotherapy services are sparsely
distributed in the disadvantaged urban
communities and even more so in rural
areas (Lewis 1996). Yet, the majority of
the black students that seek access into
physiotherapy programmes come from
the townships as well as from rural
areas. Cohen (1994) rightly suggested
that people are drawn to a health care
profession by a significant personal
experience that inspires them to think 
of a career in health care. In 1998
Tomlinson observed that by virtue of
living in poor areas most of the ethnic
men and women, who happened to be in
the minority in the UK, are habitually
exposed to higher rates of unemploy-
ment, reduced social class and poorly
performing schools.  These schools had

been intended for the working classes
and were never intended to prepare 
students for a higher level of academic
work.  This observation holds true for
South Africa given the history of social,
economic and educational segregation.
However, in the UK this group of people
belong to minority groups, whereas in
South Africa, the group referred to com-
prises the majority of the population. 

In 1979 training of black students as
physiotherapists was commenced at 
the Medical School of Southern Africa
(MEDUNSA) at Diploma level and
required lower matriculation results,
especially in mathematics and science.
Later, when a degree was offered in all
the universities, the black students saw 
a wide choice of training facilities.
However, both the laws of the country at
the time and their inability to meet the
stringent entry requirements, prevented
black students from studying at the white
universities. In all of the university
degrees for health professions physio-
therapy remains one of the most difficult
programmes to access for all students in
general and black students in particular.
This, in part, has thus led to the black
population being severely underrepre-
sented in this profession. 

Low numbers of black students con-
tinue to apply for entry into the physio-
therapy course at traditionally white 
universities. One reason might be that
three out of the eight universities that
offer physiotherapy training, mainly use
Afrikaans as the medium of instruction.
Afrikaans is a third language for most
black people who were not keen to learn
it because it was associated with the
oppressive policies enforced by the 
previous government. This resistance
culminated in the 1976 uprising by high
school students protesting the enforced
change from English as medium of
instruction for black students’ schools to
mandatory Afrikaans. This turned out to
be one of the turning points in the history
of education and politics in general. The
other reason for low numbers of applicants
might be the perceived high drop-out rate
of black students from white universities.

The poor matriculation results, espe-
cially in mathematics, of the black stu-
dents continue not to meet the standard
for acceptance into physiotherapy. How-
ever, according to Price (2004) there is
no obvious correlation between matri-
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culation marks and fine motor coordina-
tion and handling skills which are
required in physiotherapy. There is also
no evidence in South Africa or inter-
nationally, that students with high aca-
demic marks make good doctors or any
other health professionals.

Mackenzie and Clayton (1994) argue
that in an attempt to alleviate the plight
of black students in gaining access to
higher education, no one dares to men-
tion a lowering of standards. This is
partly because academics, by virtue of
their academic heritage, perceive a 
lowering of standards as a diminution of
the concept of higher learning, a reversal
of the expected progress towards excel-
lence and truth. One might question
whether academic achievement in terms
of marks awarded, is equated with the
concept of an academic standard. 

Moulder (1992) has argued the case
for a lowering of academic level: Are
our universities trying to operate at too
high a level? I believe that they are and
they will have to lower this level without
ceasing to strive after excellence. The
University of Zimbabwe has already
come to terms with this change. The
level at which it strives to be excellent 
is straight forward and realistic: it hopes
that the top 2% of its graduates will be
able to pass an Oxbridge entrance exami-
nation and go on to take an Oxbridge
degree. Most (South African) universities
are not as sensible: they try to operate
at an Oxbridge level without having
Oxbridge students or Oxbridge resources;
and therefore many of the students
whom they admit, fail to graduate. The
disquietingly weak academic perfor-
mance of many black students at English-
medium universities is well documented
(Hawarden 1985; Badenhorst et al 1990).

In 2002 Mason and Sparkes suggested
that if having conquered the adversity
which all students face on their journey
to higher education, it seems even more
damaging if the open door to higher edu-
cation turns into a revolving door for
students who are unable to cope and
before long find themselves back out-
side again. They further suggest that the
sense of frustration and discrimination,
which accompanies the inability to enter
higher education, is multiplied many
times, if after gaining entry, higher 
education does not deliver to the black
students what it promised. They also

argue that minority students in the
United Kingdom, with differing needs,
are expected to conform to the tradi-
tional educational framework, which was
designed and has worked for the 18-year-
old middle-class able-bodied white
undergraduates, for the primary numerical
goal of complying with government
policies of equity.

What Moulder is advocating is a 
lowering of degree standard and main-
tenance of academic rigour within the
revised parameters of that standard
(Mackenzie and Clayton 1994). This
could be the task given to the physio-
therapy Standards Generating Body. 
In the meantime, the physiotherapy 
department of MEDUNSA has already
attempted to lower the entry require-
ments (not the standard) into the degree,
but has made sure that once admitted,
the students strive for excellence and
maintain the academic rigor. The result
has been the production of most of the
black physiotherapy academics, some of
which are teaching in historically white
universities, and prominent physiothe-
rapists within the profession. Most of
the black physiotherapists who have
obtained postgraduate degrees from 
the historically white universities are
MEDUNSA graduates.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Predictors of success
A number of South African studies on
selection and admission to higher educa-
tion (Skuy et al 1996; Badenhorst et al
1990; Schochet 1985) support the find-
ings by Stoker et al (1986) that the
strongest single predictor of success at
university was the aggregate score on
the school leaving examination. These
studies fail to examine either gender or
race (Dawes et al 1999). In addition
these studies focus on specific university
courses, and are therefore unsuitable for
making any generalization. In the few
cases (Badenhorst et al 1990; Schochet
1985) where race was examined, the
number of other than white students in
the sample was extremely small. Where
the number of black students is signifi-
cant (Badsha et al 1986) however, the
results point to a complex relationship
between school-leaving examination
and success at university.

In other countries a number of studies
have been conducted in the physiothe-

rapy profession regarding correlation
between entry grades and academic per-
formance at university level. According
to Mason and Sparkes (2002) in British
physiotherapy courses only two studies
into how well admission qualifications
predict success have been published
(Hill 1985; Kerr 1985). The American
studies (Balogun 1988; Roehrig 1988;
Templeton et al 1994) demonstrated low
to moderate correlation between entry
grades and academic performance during
physiotherapy training. Similar results
were obtained in Australia by Rickard-
Bell, Marshall and Chekaluk (1991).
Studies in Canada by Peat, Woodbury
and Donner (1982), Pickles (1977) and
Olney (1977) found low but significant
correlations between entry grades and
clinical performance. An interesting
finding from the studies by Peat et al
(1982) and Pickles (1977) was that 
predictive strength for academic perfor-
mance was strongest in the first year of
physiotherapy education and weakened
progressively in later years (Morris and
Farmer 1998)

In terms of what has become known
as the late blooming hypothesis (Wilson
1980), the poor university performance
of students from historically black high
schools is believed to improve as the
academic semesters and years accumu-
late. In the South African context, the
late blooming hypothesis implies that as
students from historically black high
schools adjust to the demands of univer-
sity life; are exposed to suitably qualified
university lecturers with presumably a
better command of English language;
avail themselves of academic support
services; and cultivate more effective
study methods, their performance will
increasingly overlap with that of stu-
dents from historically white high
schools (Huysamen 2000). According to
the distinction described by Moos
(1976) between physical and psycho-
sociological environments, black first
year students have to adjust not only to a
new physical campus environment, but
also to a different set of cultural and
social customs, beliefs and values and
some of them from a rural to an urban
lifestyle. Some cultural customs and
mindsets may inhibit the independent
thought and enquiring mind that are
required for success at university level.
Even if these considerations do not

JRNOCT 36 pages  23/9/04 8:35 am  Page 5



6 SA JOURNAL OF PHYSIOTHERAPY 2004 VOL 60 NO 4

apply, black students’ academic progress
is still impeded by a lack of funds to
cover the most basic expenses such as
books, stationery and transport - not to
mention their tuition and accommoda-
tion fees. In view of the above, it comes
as no surprise that students from educa-
tionally disadvantaged backgrounds 
find it more difficult to adapt to tertiary
academic study (Ferreira 1992, 1995).
As a result, the average first-year perfor-
mance of black students compares
unfavourably with that of their counter-
parts (Huyseman 2000).

Widening participation in physiotherapy
In the United Kingdom, widening par-
ticipation in higher education was
offered by the government as strategy to
address inequality in both further and
higher education (Mason and Sparkes
2002). This concept is concerned with
bringing more students from under-
represented and disadvantaged groups
into education and training; ensuring that
these students stay in their programmes;
extending the ways through which they
can earn and achieve; and ensuring that
they progress to suitable destinations
(Further Education Funding Council
1997). Some of the strategies that were
aimed at recruitment and progression
were implemented and these included
recruitment of mature students through
part-time degree programmes, accre-
dited work-based learning initiatives and
targeted further education and higher
education marketing such as positive
action for ethnic minority groups. These
strategies could well be implemented in
the South African context by:
• utilizing the SAQA Recognition of

Prior Learning to open access for
mature students and for students 
who do not have matriculation with
exemption or did not study the sub-
jects that seem to be considered for
entry into physiotherapy.

• recruiting mature students from the
Physiotherapy Assistant pool and offer-
ing part-time programmes in a similar
way that part-time programmes are
offered for post-graduate students.

• exploring and considering the option
of a post-graduate degree (as is the
case in America where the Doctor of
Physical Therapy programme is in
place) for students who already have
a bachelor’s degree.

• utilizing the accredited work-based
initiative (Learnerships) which is
already legislated in the form of Skills
Development Act (No. 97 of 1998) 

However, in the UK physiotherapy is yet
to benefit fully from the widening par-
ticipation agenda, as its historical roots
continue to influence both delivery of
the degree programme and admissions
criteria. Widening participation has only
been recently considered within physio-
therapy and is therefore in its infancy
(Mason and Sparkes 2002). This raises 
a question of whether the problem of
access should be attributed to govern-
ment and institutional policies or to the
physiotherapy profession. 

The mission of the Professional
Board of Physiotherapy under the Health
Professions Council of South Africa
(HPCSA) is to ensure that training is in
line with the needs of the country and
relevant to international standards. The
strategic objectives include:
• Significantly enhancing capacity to

serve the South African population
better;

• Improving accessibility and afford-
ability;  and

• Formulating policy framework for
equity.

The mission and the objectives seem to
take cognisance of the SAQA Act but
there is no evidence of operationaliza-
tion of the objectives. Year after year,
physiotherapy departments are required
to submit statistics of their students
where it is quite clear that accessibility
of black students remains a problem.
Yet, there is no feedback that is commu-
nicated to the universities regarding the
low numbers of black students that are
admitted into the profession. Even in the
accreditation reports of the departments
submitted by the professional board, the
issue of low numbers of black students
is only mentioned with no directive
from the board, which is supposed to
improve accessibility. Recognition of
Prior Learning, as a vehicle for access
into higher education, has been on the
national agenda since 1995 but physio-
therapy as a profession has not started to
debate this as an option for selection.

The origin of physiotherapy in South
Africa is from the United Kingdom and
therefore its delivery and admissions

criteria are bound to be influenced by
that history. Physiotherapy as a health
profession in South Africa needs to break
away from the British influence if it is 
to contribute to the development of
human resources for health delivery in
this country.  It is refreshing though to
note that even in the United Kingdom, it
has been recognised that the profession
needs to widen the access to all popula-
tion groups.

Transformation in physiotherapy education
Transitional change is defined by
Kirsten (1994) as the structural transfor-
mation of a society in all its dimensions
- the political, social, economic, cultural,
educational - resulting in a complete
change of the existing relations of power.
Transition therefore is an all-inclusive
process and affects every institution and
organization in the society. The trans-
formation of higher education insti-
tutions is therefore a direct result of 
the transition from apartheid to a more 
equitable dispensation.

In 2000, van der Merwe explored the
concept of transformation viewed from
the perspective of higher education. In
exploring the forms of manifestation of
transformation he suggested that the task
of transformation involved much more
than mere reconstruction of social struc-
tures and institutions (van der Merwe
2000). He offers three requirements for
transformation:
• Fundamental changes in respect of

attitudes and relationships
• Fundamentally different strategy with

regard to the way in which resources
are used with a view to achieving the
society’s objectives (RSA DNE 1996)

• A paradigm shift, the abandoning of
old ways of knowing and doing 
and the adoption of a new, broader
definition of reality

The requirements identified by van der
Merwe (2000) are true for the physio-
therapy profession and training if access
is to be increased for black students.
Attitudes that admitting poorly educa-
tionally prepared students will lower
academic standards, need to change.
Resources have to be redistributed and
be redirected towards supporting the
academic development of black students,
if their access and throughput is to
improve and the old ways of doing, par-
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ticularly of admission into the profession,
have to be abandoned. Khotseng (1992)
believes that instead of nurturing cultural
privileges and keeping the university as
a purely elitist institution focusing only
on full-time students with accepted
entrance requirements, it is essential that
the nature of the university be changed
in order to open doors to all students
who can benefit from it. At present, most
people are willing to change not because
they see the light, but because they feel
the heat (McFarlane 1996). However,
transformation is only genuine if it leads
to the development of meaning at the
level of the individual (Agar 1994).

In the light of universal demand for
social equality and inclusion, higher
education acts as a direct agent for 
transformation (van der Merwe 2000).
Higher education plays an important
role in the process of eventually rectify-
ing social imbalances (Gourley 1995). 
If institutions of higher education there-
fore have a social obligation to trans-
form societies then one can assume that
the physiotherapy profession has the
same obligation. The principle of public
accountability implies that institutions
are answerable for their actions and
decisions not only to their own governing
bodies and the institutional community
but also to the broader society. Firstly it
requires that institutions receiving 
public funds should be able to report
how, and how well money has been
spent. Secondly, it requires that institu-
tions should demonstrate the results they
achieve with the resources at their 
disposal. Thirdly, it requires that institu-
tions demonstrate how they have met
national policy goals and priorities (White
Paper 3 on Higher Education).

The South African government made
provisions for all institutions of higher
learning, including those training physio-
therapists, to create learning opportu-
nities for all citizens of the country. To
that effect, in September 1995 the presi-
dent of South Africa assented the South
African Qualifications Authority Act,
which was to provide for the develop-
ment and implementation of a National
Qualifications Framework (NQF). The
objectives of the NQF are to:
1. Create an integrated national frame-

work for learning achievements;
2. Facilitate access to and mobility and

progression within education, training

and career paths;
3. Enhance quality of education and

training;
4. Accelerate the redress of past unfair

discrimination in education, training
and employment opportunities; and
thereby

5. Contribute to the full personal devel-
opment of each learner and the social
and economic development of the
nation at large.

Nine years after SAQA act was legislated,
physiotherapy as a profession has been
ineffective in obtaining these objectives.
According to the HPCSA records of 
2003 there was an intake of 327 first
year physiotherapy students of whom 51
(16%) were black students. Thirty-one
(61%) of these black students were
admitted at the Medical University of
Southern Africa, which is a traditionally
black university. This means that the other
seven universities shared amongst them
only 20 (39%) black students. It needs to
be understood though that the physio-
therapy departments operate within the
broader context of their universities and
therefore within the rules and regulations
of the universities hence the professional
bodies need to assist them.

WAY FORWARD
It is clear that the vast majority of black
students underachieve in their grade 12
examinations in comparison with their
white counterparts. Scott (1991) rightly
insisted that if it is assumed that intelli-
gence is evenly spread, the best student
out of one social group must have the
same fundamental potential even if one
child achieves an A-aggregate and the
other manages only a C-aggregate. On
this basis therefore, not only are top 
academic black students under-perform-
ing in final secondary and undergraduate
examinations, but a considerable body
of deserving but disadvantaged, black
students do not enter university studies
at all (Mackenzie and Clayton 1994).
The most desirable solution to univer-
sities’ uncomfortable predicament of
widening access would be an enhance-
ment of the calibre of schooling avail-
able to black students. This can be a
long-term aim because by 1990 only
9.9% of black secondary school teachers
were graduates, and about 30% of black
primary teachers did not have a Standard

10 certificate (Webb and Erwee 1990) in
van der Merwe (2000).

The traditional selection criteria by
matriculation results and questionnaires
or interviews have clearly not worked in
increasing access of black students into
the profession. At present, access of
black students into the profession is 
primarily at the Medical University of
Southern Africa, which was created as a
‘black’ university but this is clearly
insufficient because of the lack of phy-
sical resources. 

The following questions need to be
answered by both the physiotherapy
educators and clinicians and probably by
the consumers of physiotherapy services:
What attributes are graduates expected
to have at the end of the programme?
What characteristics and skills do they
need to have to attain those attributes?
How do we identify these skills and
characteristics in order to utilize them as
additional criteria for selection? What
are the predictors of success? 

If the profession is still not known in
the black communities then the physio-
therapists and students who are already
training should market the profession
using appropriate and effective strategies.
If the students are not applying to certain
universities, the real reasons need to be
established. 

CONCLUSION
This article has argued that the history 
of education in South Africa, both the
schooling and higher education, has had
an influence in the access of black stu-
dents into higher education in general
and into physiotherapy in particular. 
The schooling has poorly prepared the
students for higher education and the
higher education entry requirements, act
as an unsurpassable barrier in many
cases to black students. Physiotherapy
departments, because they operate under
the rules and regulations of their univer-
sities, have been bound by these high
expectations of matriculation results.

For the physiotherapy profession to
contribute to the social development of
the majority of the people of South Africa,
to report how, and how well public
funds have been spent, to demonstrate
the results they have achieved with the
resources at their disposal and to demon-
strate how they have met national policy
goals and priorities, the issue of widen-
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