
I N T E R N A T I O N A L  H I G H E R  E D U C A T I O N30

Pressure for Future Reforms
In	conclusion,	despite	a	challenging	political	and	socioeco-
nomic	environment,	some	important	steps	for	higher	edu-
cation	 reform	 have	 been	 taken.	 The	 Bologna	 process	 has	
become	an	important	reference	point,	as	Moldova	aims	to	
integrate	 further	 into	 the	 EHEA.	 The	 structural	 reforms	
that	 have	 been	 implemented	 have	 enhanced	 the	 interna-
tional	comparability	as	well	as	compatibility	of	the	Moldo-
van	higher	education	system	and	provided	a	foundation	to	
enhance	 internationalization.	 However,	 while	 formal	 and	
structural	changes	have	been	made,	challenges	remain.	

One	 of	 the	 most	 pressing	 issues	 for	 the	 Moldovan	
higher	 education	 system	 is	 undoubtedly	 the	 nation’s	 de-
mographic	development:	the	declining	student	population	
makes	it	clear	that	a	reorganization	of	the	large	higher	ed-
ucation	system	 is	 required	 in	order	 to	ensure	 its	 sustain-
ability.	Under	these	circumstances,	increasing	competition	
between	 HEIs	 appears	 likely.	 Investments	 into	 enhanced	
quality	 and	 relevance	 of	 higher	 education	 can	 strengthen	
the	 position	 of	 HEIs	 and	 thus	 their	 ability	 to	 survive	 the	
coming	changes.	However,	it	cannot	be	excluded	that	some	
HEIs	will	disappear	from	the	higher	education	landscape	in	
this	process.	
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Since	 Africa’s	 earliest	 modern	 public	 universities	 were	
established	on	the	continent	in	the	1940s,	these	institu-

tions	have	struggled	to	generate	adequate	and	sustainable	
funding.	They	depend	mainly	on	subventions	from	nation-
al	 governments,	 grants,	 donations	 from	 the	 international	
donor	community,	and	cooperation	with	 industry	 to	 fund	
their	learning,	teaching,	and	research	activities.	

The	new	missions	of	African	universities—coping	with	
massification,	becoming	research	 intensive,	and	attaining	
world-class	status—require	tremendous	amounts	of	fund-
ing.	Most	African	governments	have	 chosen	 to	give	 their	
public	universities	autonomy	to	secure	foreign	grants	from	
national	 governments,	 universities	 in	 developed	 coun-
tries,	 the	 international	 donor	 community	 (in	 particular,	
the	World	Bank),	and	philanthropic	organizations	(e.g.,	the	
Gates	and	Templeton	Foundations).	To	give	a	few	examples,	
in	2015–2016,	the	Office	of	Research	and	Development	at	
the	University	of	Ghana	received	US$32	million	from	nine	
international	 donor	 agencies.	 In	 2010,	 the	 website	 of	 the	
University	 of	 Ibadan	 in	 Nigeria	 revealed	 that	 the	 univer-
sity	had	106	grants	(101	from	international	donors),	for	an	
amount	 of	 over	 US$17	 million.	 At	 the	 University	 of	 Nai-

robi	in	Kenya,	only	one	of	the	16	donors	mentioned	on	the	
university’s	website	is	local.	In	2016–2017,	the	government	
of	South	Africa	earmarked	US$46	million	as	Teaching	De-
velopment	Grants	(TDG)	for	universities	to	 improve	their	
teaching,	 and	 US$14.8	 million	 as	 Research	 Development	
Grants	(RDG)	to	improve	their	research.	Most	recently,	the	
University	Capacity	Development	Grant	(2018–2020)	seeks	
to	address	the	issue	of	inequality	and	promote	the	recruit-
ment	of	black	academics	into	the	South	African	higher	edu-
cation	system.

Limited Capacity for Evaluation
While	 international	 donors	 have	 systems	 to	 evaluate	 the	
use	and	impact	of	their	grants,	the	internal	self-assessment	
mechanisms	of	African	universities	generally	do	not	moni-
tor	the	use	of	external	grants.	In	the	past	15	years,	many	of	
the	 continent’s	 universities	 have	 established	 grant	 offices	
whose	role	is	to	develop	strategies	and	attract	external	fund-
ing.	However,	in	most	cases,	these	offices	do	not	have	clear	
grant	policies	to	guide	their	operations	or	the	use	of	fund-
ing	received	by	the	institution.	This	lack	of	policies	prevents	
universities	 from	properly	 evaluating	 the	 impact	of	 exter-
nally	funded	programs,	which	in	turn	limits	their	ability	to	
determine	whether	 these	programs	are	actually	of	benefit	

Number 98:  Summer 2019

The new missions of African univer-

sities—coping with massification, 

becoming research intensive, and at-

taining world-class status—require tre-

mendous amounts of funding. 



I N T E R N A T I O N A L  H I G H E R  E D U C A T I O N 31

to	the	institution.
A	strong	program	evaluation	mechanism	would	review	

activities	outlined	by	the	terms	of	each	grant;	deliverables;	
performance	indicators;	and	outcomes	achieved.	Currently,	
most	universities	simply	measure	the	success	of	programs	
in	terms	of	proper	financial	auditing	and	the	achievement	
of	expected	outputs	and	outcomes	according	to	indicators	
set	by	the	donors.	For	instance,	in	the	first	cycle	of	South	Af-
rica’s	TDG	and	RDG,	the	department	of	higher	education	
and	teaching	(DHET)	did	not	request	any	narrative	report	
from	institutions	that	had	received	funding	from	the	pro-
grams.	Nor	did	recipient	universities	conduct	any	post-pro-
gram	evaluations.	This	absence	of	data	makes	it	extremely	
difficult	to	assess	the	impact	of	these	two	grant	programs	
on	the	operations	of	the	recipient	universities.

Benefits and Challenges of a Framework to Evaluate 
Institutional Grants

A	 basic	 program	 evaluation	 framework	 is	 a	 detailed	 tool	
used	 to	 organize	 and	 link	 together	 evaluation	 questions,	
outcomes	 or	 outputs,	 indicators,	 data	 sources,	 and	 data	
collection	methods	for	any	given	project	or	program.	Such	
a	framework	at	the	institutional	level	should	focus	on	im-
proving	policy	and	practice	 in	 the	utilization	of	all	grants	
awarded	 to	 the	 university.	 The	 design	 of	 the	 framework	
should	 include	 a	 detailed	 definition	 of	 activities,	 inputs,	
performance	indicators,	deliverables,	means	of	verification,	
and	outcomes/outputs/results	expected	from	the	use	of	the	
grants.	Most	importantly,	the	framework	should	be	aligned	
with	the	broader	vision	and	core	mission	of	the	respective	

universities	in	terms	of	teaching,	research,	and	community	
engagement;	 their	 mid-	 to	 long-term	 strategic	 plans;	 and	
the	expectations	of	the	universities’	regional	councils.

Establishing	 such	 a	 formal	 grants	 evaluation	 frame-
work	 at	 the	 institutional	 level	 would	 benefit	 African	 uni-
versities	in	several	ways.	It	would	ensure	that	donor	grants	
are	properly	used.	It	would	 improve	accountability	within	
universities	 and	 restore	 trust	 among	 university	 staff	 and	
donors.	It	would	also	provide	impact	pathways	for	organi-
zational	learning	and	prepare	the	ground	for	future	impact	
studies	 and	 grants	 assessments.	 Some	 efforts	 are	 already	
being	 made	 to	 address	 this	 issue.	 For	 instance,	 through	
DHET,	the	Centre	for	Research	Evaluation	on	Science	and	
Technology	 (CREST)	 at	 Stellenbosch	 University	 in	 South	
Africa	is	assisting	the	country’s	universities	to	monitor	ac-
tivities	related	to	government	grants	by	helping	them	set	up	
logical	frameworks	to	guide	their	program	implementation.	

However,	 universities	 may	 face	 several	 challenges	 in	
their	efforts	to	establish	such	a	framework.	These	include	
the	 lack	 of	 a	 critical	 mass	 of	 higher	 education	 experts	 in	
monitoring	and	evaluation	or	with	a	background	in	man-
aging	institutional	operations.	The	lack	of	an	appropriately	
standardized	methodology	for	institutional	evaluation	will	
also	be	an	obstacle	at	most	universities.	However,	an	insti-
tutional	commitment	from	universities	to	properly	evaluate	
the	results,	outcomes,	and	wider	impact	of	the	use	of	their	
grants	 will	 be	 a	 first	 step	 toward	 ensuring	 that	 externally	
funded	grants	truly	benefit	African	universities.	
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