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The promise of Bigger Data

Images are excerpts from Intel Big Data 101: How Big Data Makes Big Impacts www.youtube.com/watch?v=D4ZQxBPtyHg



The new Institutional Researcher

Images are excerpts from Intel Big Data 101: How Big Data Makes Big Impacts www.youtube.com/watch?v=D4ZQxBPtyHg



We are LEARNING ANALYTICS



We don’t always need to know the 

cause of the phenomenon; rather, 

we can let data speak for itself” 

(Mayer-Schönberger & Cukier, 2013, p. 14). 

Learning analytics is about what, not why



Diagnosis vs Informed Intervention

We need the why for informed intervention

Headache?

Take two aspirin 

and call me in the 
morning!



Case study: International Student Profile

• Approached by top management

• Provide an international student profile

• 9% of students International students



catnip for 

senior 

managers

catnip for 

senior 

managers

Photo (CC)-BY Dylan Ashe https://www.flickr.com/photos/ackook/3929957511/



Student Enrolment by Nationality, 2013



Student Enrolment by Nationality and College, 2013



Unisa students residing out of South Africa 

2012-2013

Country of Residence

2012 2013

N N

Other SADC countries 12 281 12 518

Other African Countries 1 915 1 905

Rest of the World 2 479 2 215

Grand Total 16 675 16 638



Data Galore



Context

• White Paper for Post School Education and Training

(2013)

– Unisa ≠ sole dedicated open distance learning institution in SA

• Unisa’s social justice mandate

• Enrolment planning

– Currently 9% (76% SADC) move to 8%

• Public critique

– Student services and exam security



The real question..

• Academic

• Administrative

• Legal

• Financial

Lenses:

How do we rationalise international student 

numbers in a planned informed manner?

Lenses:



Research Approach and Process

• Semi-structured face-to-face interviews

• Sampling – purposeful, key 

stakeholders 

• Academic planner

• Department of Student Assessment and 

Administration

• Finance

• Legal Services

• Thematic analysis



Academic

• Qualifications:
– General formative

– General academic

– Vocational

– Professional

• Legal obligation for practical placement
– Education or Medical and Allied fields

• Professional qualifications
– Accredited by local professional body

• Scarce skills areas
– E.g. Social work

– Historically 16 000 at Unisa

– Suggested cap 10 000



Administration 

• Exam venues (October 

2013)
– 550 Total, 70 rest of Africa, 140 in 

rest of world

– 125 catered for five or less 

students

– Invigilation and test security

• Licensee arrangements

– Process of rationalisation

– Impact on exam venue 

arrangements



Legally 

• No statutory requirement for Unisa to check visas

• Students not required to have a student visa

• Problems

– Student visas for visiting students

– Students using Unisa as a reason for acquiring student

visas



Finance 

• Additional costs for exam-based modules
– High proportion thesis and dissertation based

• The Higher Education Act 101 of 1997
– Different fee structure for international

– Unisa pricing strategy under revision

– Simplified (no levies)

– Increase margin



Recommendation

• Focus for rationalisation
– Undergraduate modules and courses

– Modules/Qualifications with venue based 

examination 

– Qualifications with work integrated learning or 

practical components 

– Professional Qualifications  

– Examination venues catering for low numbers of 

students

– Courses in scarce skill areas, prioritise SA 

students



Achieving extinction



Data Galore



Finding the signal in the noise

Data ≠ Evidence-based decision support



Questions




