Information Pack for the Postgraduate Capacitation Campaign
(PCC)
“You are invited to share my dream…..
I wish to make my Toolkit available to every postgraduate student in South Africa and
on the African continent
-enabling, empowering and enriching Higher Education goals to accelerate the
production of PhDs”
-Dr Layla Cassim, 7 May 2016
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1. Introduction and Background: From the Project Manager: Ms Kudsiya Cassim
The Renaissance Network, in association with Layla Cassim ERS Consultants CC, is excited to
initiate this national Postgraduate Capacitation Campaign (PCC) in the transforming field of South
African higher education.
Dr Layla Cassim, a thirty-two year old social entrepreneur, designed and developed the Postgraduate
Toolkit on CD, which was launched in November 2011 in Johannesburg. This is a pioneering initiative
to assist postgraduate students across disciplines to complete their degrees. The founding Patron of
this initiative is Ms Wendy Luhabe, a leading businesswoman in South Africa and the former
Chancellor of the University of Johannesburg. The Toolkit has been endorsed by a number of
academics and researchers, whose written testimony of its merit and benefits for postgraduate
students features in the Toolkit. The Toolkit is a holistic resource that covers the entire research
process, from how to write a research proposal, to how to apply for funding, key concepts in research
design and methodology, how to write a thesis, publishing an academic paper, poster and oral
presentations on the research project, project management principles in research, the studentsupervisor-university-workplace relationship and the role of the supervisor as a mentor.
From its inception, in the past four and a half years, over two thousand students at many universities
in South Africa and internationally, especially in the SADC region, have used the Postgraduate Toolkit
as a resource to aid them in their studies at all three higher education levels, namely honours,
masters and the doctoral levels. Distance students, who are not based on campus and may thus find
it difficult to access support services at their universities, have found the Toolkit particularly useful, as
have visually impaired students, since the Toolkit is in electronic format and can be accessed with
appropriate software. The 2nd edition of the Toolkit includes voice recordings as well, which further
enhances accessibility.
Institutions such as Stellenbosch University and Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University have
obtained a licence from Layla to make some of the content of the Toolkit available to their
postgraduate students on their intranet. Layla has also presented the Toolkit at the National
Research Foundation’s annual conferences. She also conducts specialist training workshops
nationally on key themes from the Toolkit, such as Research Proposal Writing, Research Design and
Methodology and Thesis Writing, to academics, researchers and students who are embarking on or
busy with postgraduate studies. These workshops are facilitated in-house at various universities, and
Layla also conducts public workshops, which anyone is welcome to attend.
The Postgraduate Toolkit was revised by Layla with extensive updates, based on useful feedback
she has received from users in the past four years and her own observations of the specific learning
needs of students in her workshops, and the 2nd edition, which also includes voice-over recordings of
Layla delivering PowerPoint presentations on certain key topics, in order to make the Toolkit more
interactive, was released in August 2015. It has been very well received by users. This initiative
remains a dynamic work-in-progress.
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Layla now has a dream. It is a dream of outreach and accessibility. It is a dream to enable the
dreams of others to be fulfilled. It is a dream to enable every postgraduate student to attain a
postgraduate degree, with the support of an enabling toolkit.
She wishes to make her Toolkit available to every single registered postgraduate student in South
Africa. Although she has kept the selling price of the Toolkit as low as possible, at R400-00 per
Toolkit for three years in a row with an increase to R500-00 early this year, many students are still
struggling to afford this fee. This reality has given birth to our Postgraduate Capacitation Campaign
(PCC) to enable every postgraduate student in this country to own this tool, as a resource to enhance
their studies and achieve their dream of a postgraduate qualification.
South Africa needs to significantly increase its PhD production with urgency. This can only be
accelerated through the collective commitment of key stakeholders, both in the public and private
sectors. Public and private partnerships have the potential to expedite the increase in PhD production
to contribute to meeting our social and economic needs as a maturing democracy.
In August 2015, the Department of Higher Education in South Africa introduced the Staffing SA
Universities Framework (SSAUF), which aims to train a new generation of younger academics, and to
address the current shortage of Black academics, specifically Black female academics. The
Department outlined its goal of increasing the PhD output in South Africa to 7000 PhDs annually by
2019. The National Research Foundation, meanwhile, supports the National Development Plan’s
goals of South Africa producing more than 100 doctoral graduates per million by 2030 (the figure is
currently 36 per million) and increasing the percentage of academic staff with PhDs from the current
43% to 75%. The 2010 ASSAf report on the state of the PhD in South Africa, however, has revealed
systemic problems at universities, which create blockages to increased PhD output. These problems
include inadequate support for postgraduate students and insufficient formal training for supervisors.
Against this background, and in order to achieve the abovementioned goals, there needs to be a
concerted attempt made to provide postgraduate students at all levels with the support and expertise
necessary to complete their degrees, and to assist supervisors in providing optimal supervision to
their students. One of the avenues to contribute to the realisation of such developmental goals is
value-adding public/private partnerships that are forged to further the overall aim. The Postgraduate
Toolkit makes an important contribution in this regard.
How may various stakeholders support our Postgrad Capacitation Campaign?
How can you share Layla’s dream in achieving her goal?
Partners from various key stakeholder groupings are invited to enable Layla to achieve her goal of
providing every postgrad student with his/her own copy of her Postgraduate Toolkit. This invitation
goes out to all higher institutions of learning, their respective Councils, alumni and SRCs, organised
labour, suppliers to the higher education institutions, Sector Education and Training Authorities
(SETAs), professional associations and bodies, the media, private-sector organisations with
Corporate Social Investment funding, government departments at all three tiers, state-owned entities,
political parties and their Youth Wings, non-governmental and community-based organisations,
external donor agencies and any interested party who wishes to invest in postgraduate development
in South Africa.
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There are many important benefits to funders to being involved in this Campaign, including the
following: funding postgraduate development can provide a pool of future researchers for the
organisation; these researchers can be better equipped to undertake specific research projects that
are of strategic importance to the organisation; the Toolkit can assist the Human Resources
Department of the organisation in providing better support to employees who are studying for a
postgraduate degree; and contributing towards realising government’s goal of increased PhD output
in South Africa. The Toolkit plays a key role in the enhancing the workplace transformation intent of
organisations by being a catalyst for the achievement of Employment Equity and Skills Development
goals by equipping employees to raise their formal academic profiles and thereby transition more
easily into senior management and specialist roles. For higher education institutions, it is a resource
to enhance postgraduate supervision, and to enable the acceleration of women and Black
academics/researchers, in particular, into full professorship through the attainment of doctoral
degrees. Career enrichment to deanship and executive leadership positions is also made possible
through the upliftment of the academic profile of high-potential individuals.
The Outreach Goal and Investment
The retail price of the CD is R 500-00, ex vat and delivery via registered postage.
The first phase of this campaign is to reach 20 000 postgraduate students nationally. This is our goal
for the 2016 academic year. Funders have the liberty to invest any amount they wish, and also
indicate which higher education institutions benefit from their donation of Toolkits.
Each donation will be handed to the Research Directorate of the chosen institution, unless otherwise
specified by the donor. Specific public relations expectations of funders will be accommodated,
based on practical and feasible considerations. These can be negotiated between each funder and
the Campaign’s Project Manager. Relevant terms and conditions will be clarified in detail with
funders, upon receipt of each expression of interest received.
The Postgrad Capacitation Campaign (PCC) commenced in May 2016. Regional events will take
place during the next few months. Kindly visit our website, www.laylacassim.co.za for the invitations
to the dinners, relevant details and updates.
Relevant supporting information is contained in the attached Postgraduate Capacitation Campaign’s
Info Pack, including the content overview of the Postgrad Toolkit, endorsements from academics and
other professionals and users, benefits for funders in both the public and private sectors, an order
form and the credentials of both The Renaissance Network and Layla Cassim ERS Consultants CC.
Below is a YouTube link to an interview with Dr Layla Cassim on Morning Live, on the SABC, on 27
July 2016

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y9CddRQj5sU
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We thank you for your attention and look forward to interacting with you on how you or your
organisation can support our Campaign.

Yours sincerely
Ms Kudsiya Cassim
Managing Member: The Renaissance Network
Project Manager: Postgrad Capacitation Campaign (PCC)
PO Box 167299 Brackendowns 1454; Tel: 011-9002412/083 7868605

6
©The Renaissance Network and Layla Cassim ERS Consultants CC, 7 May 2016, with updates

2. Content Overview of the Postgraduate Toolkit on CD

The Toolkit has been designed in such a way as to cover ten important, and often
problematic, topics for postgraduate students, each of which forms a separate chapter.
Below is some of the key content of each of the ten chapters.

Each chapter contains

practical exercises to encourage users to apply what they have learnt to their own research
projects.

In addition, there are four voice recordings (each approximately 1.5 hours in

duration) of Layla doing PowerPoint presentations on key chapters (1, 3, 4 and 7-9).

Chapter 1:

How to write a research proposal

•

The importance of a research proposal

•

The structure of a comprehensive research proposal, with each of the components
explained in further detail (such as the research question, problem statement,
hypotheses, aims, objectives and limitations)

•

Examples of research proposals from a variety of disciplines and from Honour’s level
through to PhD

Chapter 2:

How to write a grant application or funding proposal

•

How to find potential funders

•

The structure of a grant application, with each of the key components explained in
further detail.

The National Research Foundation’s Thuthuka application form is

used as a worked example.
•

A basic project management plan that will guide the implementation of the proposed
research and which can be included in the grant/ funding application

Chapter 3:

An overview of research design and methodology

•

What is research design and methodology?

•

Some ethical considerations in research

•

Importance of effective record-keeping

•

Types of data (primary and secondary; quantitative and qualitative)
7
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•

Different types of research methods

•

Specific key concepts that examiners like raising (sampling, sampling error and bias,
non-sampling error, reliability, validity, pilot testing)

•

Quantitative data analysis (descriptive and inferential statistics)

•

Qualitative data analysis (content analysis)

•

Example of a research design and methodology chapter

Chapter 4:
•

Guidelines on how to write a thesis and research report

Some important guidelines, such as when to start writing, institutional guidelines, how
to edit the document and some tips on addressing “writer’s block”

•

Different structures of a thesis, with each of the key components/ chapters explained
in further detail. Special attention is turned to the writing of the literature review.

•

University requirements for submission

•

What happens after I submit my thesis? (the examination process)

•

Examiners’ expectations

•

Common mistakes that students make when writing the thesis

Chapter 5:

How to write and publish an academic paper

•

The importance of publishing

•

Finding a suitable journal

•

The components of an original research paper, with each of the key components
explained in further detail

•

The submission process and what happens thereafter

•

Some ethical considerations

Chapter 6:

Tips for oral and poster presentations on your research

•

When would you be presenting your research?

•

The structure of an oral and poster presentation

•

Some general presentation tips, for example regarding preparation and delivery

•

An example of an oral presentation

Chapter 7:

Key project management principles in research
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•

Your research as a project

•

Importance of stakeholder management

•

Planning the research project

•

Guidelines in controlling, monitoring and evaluating a research project, so that the
project is completed within the allocated time and budget, and according to the
required quality standards

•

A basic project management plan to guide the planning, implementation, monitoring,
evaluation and strategic review of the research project

Chapter 8:

Some self-empowerment tools and support systems for postgraduate

success
•

Some common challenges encountered in postgraduate study

•

Assessing your quality of life

•

Tips to address certain challenges, for example time-management tips

•

Enhancing interpersonal communication through the use of the “Johari window”

•

Understanding motivation by briefly considering the theories of Maslow and Herzberg

•

Some suggestions on what workplaces can do to enhance their support to
employees who are studying

Chapter 9:

The student, supervisor and university – enhancing postgraduate

supervision
•

The role of the supervisor as a mentor

•

Assessing dominant mentoring and learning styles

•

Using the concept of the “emotional bank account”, as well as an understanding of
different frames of reference and personal values, to enhance interpersonal relations

•

The key roles and responsibilities of supervisors and postgraduate students

•

Managing potential conflict between supervisor and student

•

An example of a mentoring pledge and progress report

•

A condensed outline of a proposed integrated performance management system in
academia to enhance the quality of postgraduate supervision

Chapter 10:

Your personal and professional development contract (PDC)
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•

The importance of the PDC in guiding all aspects of your structured learning and
development

•

A template of our customised PDC, which users can adapt to suit their own needs
and which covers goals, key activities, time frames, required resources, possible
risks and contingencies

•

How the PDC can be used by students and supervisors to guide the student’s
learning, development and progress with his/ her postgraduate study
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3. Benefits to Funders investing in the Postgraduate Capacitation Campaign
(PCC)

An educational resource, such as the Postgraduate Toolkit on CD, is an enabling medium to support
individuals embarking on their advanced higher education odyssey in a landscape that has
experienced grave challenges with regard to institutional transformation and accelerated skills
development of especially Black academics/researchers/managers, females and persons with a
disability.
There are a range of benefits for diverse funders in both the public and private sectors, nongovernmental and community-based organisations, in all sectors of our society. These include the
following:
For organisations in both the Public and Private Sectors
•

Enhancing the research capability of your professional staff for the attainment of your
business goals in a competitive global market

•

Significantly uplifting the skills base of your organisation, enabling you to meet the human
resource capacitation targets set in your Workplace Skills Plans

•

Facilitating the achievement of Employment Equity goals in accordance with your
Employment Equity Plans and Policies/Strategies

•

Giving impetus to dynamic Skills Development and Organisational Transformation processes
such as Mentorship, Succession Planning and Management, Talent Retention and the
enactment of values such as professionalism that may guide your business operations

•

Demonstrating a socially-responsible corporate citizenship, by giving effect to your corporate
social investment in a challenged higher education space-RSA is falling very short of the
national target for PhD production to meet our socio-economic goals

•

Actively supporting your bursary scheme, through the provision of such a Toolkit, to your
bursars who are your “pipeline” talent to meet your growing human capital needs

•

Strengthening your internal internship and/or graduate development or placement
programmes so as to set your high-potential candidates for career success in the long-term
for both the good of the employee and your business

Higher Education Institutions, including your respective Alumni and Student Representative Councils
(SRCs), will experience added benefits such as the following:
•

Accelerating the progression of postgraduates from the Honours, through to Masters and
doctoral levels as enhanced support will be available and this will supplement the efforts of
their supervisors
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•

Coupled with a formal Mentorship Programme, this Toolkit offers specific coaching
opportunities on relevant topics covering key aspects in the research field that the Supervisor
of the postgraduate can explore to structure coaching sessions in a more focussed manner

•

Offering postgraduates more learning and enrichment resources to optimise the return on
investment made by funding agencies, such as the National Research Foundation (NRF), so
that the turnaround time for the achievement of postgraduate qualifications improves across
the board, and this further contributes to funders realising their funding goals as well

•

All higher education institutions may make the Toolkit part of the registration pack of all
postgraduates registering for their degrees, on an ongoing basis. In this way, the toolkit
becomes available to every postgraduate on the day s/he registers. The cover of the Toolkit
may be customised with your logo and name for a more branded institutional image.

The Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETAs), who are spearheading skills development in
your respective sectors, with key stakeholders that you serve will benefit by funding postgraduates in
your sector in value-adding ways. These include:
•

Growing the skills base of your respective constituencies through resource-based support
such as making the Toolkit available to postgraduates in your area of responsibility, thereby
contributing to the achievement of both national and sectoral goals set out in the National
Development Strategy, the National Development Plan, the Human Resource Development
Strategy of SA and your SETA mandate

•

Contributing to the retention of postgraduate talent in your sector, to enable you as a SETA to
achieve your skills retention objectives for the socio-economic wellbeing of your sector

•

Targeting the achievement of sectoral priorities by enabling both employers and learners to
access the Toolkit in their academic and skills development pursuits

•

Provisioning of this Toolkit enables raising the skills levels of the current workforce through
the acquisition of higher academic qualifications

•

Capacitating newer entrants to the labour market with an undergraduate qualification to feel
equipped to embark upon progressive higher education as they build their careers in your
sector

Organised Labour in South Africa, who are committed to your members in your respective
constituencies uplifting their academic qualifications profile through support and capacitation will reap
many benefits such as:
•

Your trade union will be positively viewed by your members as a caring “home” which
nurtures their occupational wellbeing by promoting their careers and advancing their higher
education aspirations in the long term

•

The Toolkit may form part of your “financial aid” package to your members who are
embarking on postgraduate studies on an ongoing basis
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•

As a key player in workplaces, as a trade union, you may encourage employers with whom
you are associated, to make the Toolkit available to their staff who are furthering their studies
as part of their Study Assistance Schemes, Employment Equity and Workplace Skills Plans

Political Parties and your respective Women’s and Youth Wings, who are driven to play
developmental roles in promoting skills development and empowerment for your members will benefit
in many ways, including:
•

Being champions of the socio-economic upliftment of your voters, members and staff by
driving a strong education-related agenda for skills enhancement, leading to a better quality of
life and wellbeing

•

Assisting particularly the most economically disadvantaged to embark on formal academic
journeys, with a specific focus on higher education

•

Building your own pool of professional talent and leadership cadres for the growth of your
organisation , namely researchers and specialists

The National Research Councils, Professional Institutes/Bodies and Advocacy Groups, who have an
oversight responsibility to advance both the research and academic capabilities of key economic
sectors that position South Africa well in the competitive global scene for our long term socioeconomic stability, will benefit from supporting our Postgraduate Capacitation Campaign in multifold
ways. These include:
•

Growing the number of postgraduates to expand the research and professional specialist and
managerial pool of talent to meet South African development priorities in a highly competitive
global business environment

•

To enable particularly postgraduates from historically disadvantaged backgrounds to
accelerate into higher occupational levels in professions that have not yet transformed and
diversified sufficiently to reflect the demographic profile of South African society

•

Building internal capability by having at your disposal a well-qualified crop of highly skilled
professionals who are adequately equipped to meet the needs and expectations of the
stakeholders that your organisation serves

Non-governmental and Community-based organisations, including civil society bodies such as youth
and religious bodies, may also demonstrate your commitment to postgraduate development for a
more upskilled citizenry, equipped at meeting the evolving challenges of a developmental economy
and broader society.
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4. A Sample of Endorsements of the Postgrad Toolkit on CD

24 July 2015
LETTER OF ENDORSEMENT: DR LAYLA CASSIM - POSTGRADUATE TOOLKIT
1. Foreword
Knowledge is the foundation of knowing, meaning and human sociality. Knowledge appears in
formats and registries. Knowledge may be innate, developed or discovered. It is distributed through
various processes. Knowledge has been preserved, kept secret and even lost.
However, knowledge and its foundations (knowing, meaning and human sociality) are relative, fluid
and contested concepts. Knowledge may be thought of in two ways: as frozen in space-time, i.e.
some aspect of understanding is framed and written, expressed or captured semiotically; or as infinite
movement, i.e. since knowledge is an approximation of that which is known, it, knowledge advances
though continuous scientific endeavours.
Knowledge is philosophized and theorized. These activities attempt to expound on the nature of
reality, since reality is a relative concept in and of itself. Hence ontology, which explains beingness
and categories of social experiences. Theories of knowledge have come to be thought of in terms of
philosophical categories, such as absolutism, pragmatism and realism. Knowledge then, at least its
definition and attendant processes of knowledge acquisition, is also studied, known as epistemology.
If epistemology is about method, ontology is about what is true. The nature of ontology, i.e. lived
experience, questions the most basic ideas of existence and reality. Given that ontology is framed by
geographical portents; variant history; and state of technology and culture, these factors influence all
aspects of knowledge and its function.
Truth, like knowledge is a concept that cannot be absolutized, ‘truth’ is stated truth. The claim to
holding knowledge is also strained by dualism, i.e. phenomena are separated by, and belong to
distinct planes. Hence knowledge and truth are balanced by the separations of (1) mind and matter
which produces a host of approaches to knowledge (or knowledges); (2) universality and
particularism, i.e. phenomena are relative to either all, or an aspect of the all; and (3) subject and
object, i.e. the knower and the known are distinct properties. These dualisms characterize and
manifest as problems of knowledge.
The final issue that comes to bear on the problem of knowledge is language. Like the issues framed
above, language is also a mystery, despite the apparent human competency at its use. For example,
language is separated by the ideas of unity and diversity. Language can be thought of as the
infrastructure to transmit meaning. The greater the competency for language, the greater the
competency at knowledge.
Knowledge and truth bears on the scientific process and (research) methodology. The scientific
process is about discovering objective reality. Science is an approach to the problem of human
knowledge, based on the attempt to develop general principles, derived from empirical observations.
It involves logical reasoning based on scientific evidence. Methodology is the study of scientific
methods meant for discovery.
Now this foreword sets the scene for explaining the importance of (research) methodology. I wish to
focus on three aspects: firstly, research as scientific undertaking; secondly, research degrees and
academic excellence; and thirdly, locate the Postgraduate Toolkit therein.
2. RESEARCH AS SCIENTIFIC UNDERTAKING
Social research is thought of as structured observation; gathering of data; and objective reality, going
outside of mind. However, there is no general agreement on an approach, hence three broad
research approaches based on positivist (instrumentalist), interpretivist (reactive) and critical (radical)
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theories. While the three approaches are framed against different ideas of society, their common
endeavours include verifiable evidence or a systematic body of proof.
Scientific knowledge, to be scientific must be systematically organized, leading to the theory of
science and the philosophy of science. Scientific knowledge then is objective knowledge where truth
(facts), models, theory, paradigms, and approaches are systematically arranged.
Social research, or social inquiry then is the scientific study of human action and human relationships
with social systems and the natural environment. Social inquiry employs conceptual schemes;
empirical tests; controlled environments; explanation of relations among phenomena; and explanation
of observed phenomena.
Social research consists of logical processes and phases arranged systematically as the research
design; methodology; research methods; and techniques. Research design sets out the procedure for
achieving the goals of the research; the conceptual definition; data collection; processing and
analysis; as well as explaining the logical basis for these procedures. Methodology, ‘the science of
methods’ explains the standards and principles followed by a certain research paradigm or approach.
Methodology then, is concerned with the conceptual, logical and research procedures that are
employed to build knowledge. Method is the tool or instrument employed to gather and analyse
empirical data. Method clarifies how the data was gathered, generalized and verified. Techniques are
a level below methods. A technique is a practical application of a chosen method.
3. RESEARCH DEGREES AND ACADEMIC EXCELLENCE
Most post-graduate (doctoral) degrees are known as research degrees. Research degrees are
original studies supervised by senior academics qualified in than academic discipline. The doctoral
degree or PhD, put simply, is an argument or thesis (issue, phenomenon, condition, relationship, etc.)
posed at an existing body of theoretical and empirical knowledge. The PhD may resolve a position,
doubt or new idea.
The PhD is an independent endeavour, requiring academic rigour and personal discipline. The PhD
candidate must demonstrate conceptual understanding (theoretical and discipline knowledge); proper
research competency, including the administration of research tasks; ensure that ethical protocols are
observed; write in a strict academic style; and observe negotiated time frames.
The dissertation undergoes rigorous examination by national and international academics. In most, if
not all instances, the examination process requires changes, amendments and improvements along
the lines of scientific principles, discipline knowledge and new ideas or recommendations. At the end
of the process, the candidate becomes a peer.
The collection of procedures employed by higher education institutions are claimed as academic
excellence. Given that academic excellence is not a universal phenomenon, meaning the same for all
involved in the higher education landscape, it is nevertheless coveted, valued, protected, preserved
and ceremonial. Academic excellence, at least a particular version of academic excellence is a
symbol of prestige and even privilege.
4. THE POSTGRADUATE TOOLKIT
Dr Layla Cassim’s monumental work, the Postgraduate Toolkit, brings the highest academic
endeavour to all those deserving of the opportunity to undertake the doctoral degree. The
Postgraduate Toolkit is a facilitator towards complex academic work, rigorous procedures and
disciplined perseverance. It is indeed a companion during one of life’s loneliest deviations – the
deviation from comforting and protective relationships, the routines and buzz of everyday life, and of
course the constant attractions of material life.
The Postgraduate Toolkit is also more, it is post-doctoral, guiding the grandaunt towards selfempowerment, personal development and publishing prospects. It seeks to create a personality of
excellence in the academe, in the workplace and indeed, in society. This is the stuff of knowledge
creation on the one hand, and nation-building, on the other.
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5. ENDORSEMENT
I am most pleased to endorse and recommend Dr Layla Cassim’s Postgraduate Toolkit. I do so on the
bases of intentionality, disciplinarily and wisdom, i.e. the Postgraduate Toolkit intends to forge the
intellectual project for nation building. Dr Cassim is a committed patriot and her work is truly history in
the making.
Best regards

_____________________
Dr Jayanathan Govender
DEPARTMENT OF SOCIOLOGY AND ANTHROPOLOGY
NELSON MANDELA METROPOLITAN UNIVERSITY
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LETTER OF SUPPORT: POSTGRADUATE TOOLKIT: SECOND EDITION

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN
I have known Dr Layla Cassim for about five years, but we only started interacting professionally in
the last two years. I bought and went through her First Postgraduate Toolkit which has 10 excellent
chapters for researchers – both novice and advanced.
Dr Cassim has decided to launch a second Postgraduate Toolkit which improves on the first edition.
The toolkit comes at a time when there are huge concerns regarding postgraduate supervision and
outputs. It comes in handy to bolster research-related matters for postgraduate students, mentors of
postgraduate students and supervisors. The Toolkit has information for everyone engaged in research
and its insights are unmatched.
As a Cum Laude student both in her undergraduate and MBA studies, Dr Layla Cassim has immense
knowledge of research-related matters. She has passion for research and has unselfishly put together
10 insightful chapters that are a must-read for all researchers.
I recommend that the Postgraduate Toolkit be used by all tertiary institutions in the SADC region as it
is packed with requisite information that undeniably lends weight to the field of research.
Yours sincerely,
Tonny Kambi Masha
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

PhD Candidate (University of Fort Hare)
Chairperson: SA Board for People Practices (SABPP): Eastern Cape Chapter
Deputy Chairperson: Coaches and Mentors of South Africa (COMENSA): EL Chapter
Chartered HR Specialist by the South African Bureau of Personnel Practice - (SABPP)
Registered and accredited as a Senior HR Professional by the Institute of People Management
- (IPM)
Registered as a Mentor by the Coaching and Mentoring South Africa - (COMENSA)
Commissioner of Oaths (Registered and accredited by the Department of Justice,
South Africa)

Cell: International (+27 76 866 2388) Local (076 866 2388) Fax: 086-618-4409 E-Mail:
akmasha@lantic.net
Postal address: PostNet Suite 436, Private Bag X 9063, East London, 5200, Eastern Cape, South
Africa
Skype name: mashaafk2013
“It is fine thing to have ability, but the ability to discover ability in others is the true test”.
(Elbert Hubbard)
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5. A Sample of Feedback received from Users of the Postgraduate Toolkit on CD
over the past four and a half years
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•

“Your toolkit has been extremely valuable thus far and has been instrumental in
getting me to chapter 4 approval stage! Thank you!”

•

“Yes it was [easy to use]. No complications. Self-explanatory.”

•

“Chapters were useful, covers all aspects of research that any postgraduate student
would be engaged in.”

•

“I finished reading the Graduate Toolkit a few days ago and I must admit I really
enjoyed it. The simplicity of language used and how you made me understand
certain things I could never understand during my first and second degrees.”

•

“According to my needs as a postgraduate student, they have been satisfied by the
kit. Everything I have to do, the kit gives clear guidance as to how to go about
achieving it.”

•

“I have checked your toolkit, it is great resource that is [a] must have for every
postgraduate student including new researchers.”

•

“I just regret not knowing about it earlier. It helped so much and I feel much more
confident.”

•

I am so enriched with this toolkit. I think it will help me a lot when I continue with my
PhD studies.”
Tholakele Henrietta Chiliza, ChilizaT@unizulu.ac.za

•

“I was very grateful to have come across the Post Graduate Workshop. It equipped
me with practical guidance supported with a comprehensive Toolkit. The Workshop
and Toolkit met all my expectations and it made the unknown PhD journey more real
and achievable.
The constructive critique offered under the editing service is allowing me to mature
my academic writing style.
I would recommend Layla Cassim ERS Consultants to any company that are
seeking for a value adding partner to their research and academic programs.”
Laticha E. M Walters
PhD Telehealth Student UKZN
pfsua@icloud.com
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6. Condensed business profiles of Layla Cassim ERS Consultants CC and The
Renaissance Network

a. Condensed business profile: Layla Cassim ERS Consultants CC
Empowering through Education, Research and Science

Layla Cassim ERS Consultants CC is a 100% Black-, youth- and female-owned and
managed consultancy that specialises in offering a range of products and services aimed at
the higher education, management consulting, skills development, research and scientific/
pharmaceutical fields. Our core values are excellence in service delivery, driven by a strong
social consciousness and commitment to social justice.

Dr Layla Cassim is the owner and Managing Member of the business. She is a registered,
practising pharmacist in South Africa and holds a PhD in Pharmacology, as well as an MBA
(cum laude).

Layla has worked in the public sector (at the Department of Correctional

Services), as well as in the private sector as a pharmacist. She has been a Senior Lecturer
in the Division of Clinical Pharmacology at the Medical School of the University of Cape
Town. Layla used to write a column for the pharmacy magazine, Pharmacy Update, and is a
reviewer for the South African Pharmaceutical Journal.

Layla Cassim ERS Consultants CC specialises in postgraduate and research development.
Since 2009, Layla has conducted various research-related workshops across the country, at
different universities (such as Stellenbosch University, the University of Johannesburg and
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University), research organisations (such as the CSIR) and
government departments (notably the Eastern Cape Department of Rural Development and
Agrarian Reform). She also conducts public workshops in Johannesburg and East London,
which anyone can attend.

In November 2011, she launched the first edition of the

Postgraduate Toolkit on CD. Layla also provides academic writing assistance and editing
services to postgraduate students and researchers. In 2014, Layla was selected to author
and present an online module on grant application writing for the Association of
Commonwealth Universities, as part of its STARs (Structured Training for African
Researchers) project; this online module was presented to researchers at various
universities across Africa.
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Layla has a special interest in developing performance management systems in pharmacies,
so that optimal pharmaceutical care can be provided to patients. In the education and skills
development field, Layla provides a specialist professional service in the field of consulting
and training to The Renaissance Network in areas such as management consulting, skills
development, workplace transformation, academic and research development. She also
specialises in the Research and Science field, and offers a wide range of professional
services in conducting research, report writing and pharmaceutical support and capacitation.

Layla is passionate about youth development, having compiled two youth anthologies,
entitled Celebrating Youth Awakenings, Volumes 1 & 2, in 2000 and 2003 respectively.

We offer the following professional services:
A. Specialist Academic and Research Development and Support Workshops
•

Research proposal writing

•

Research design and methodology

•

Project management principles in research

•

Thesis writing

•

How to write and publish an academic paper

•

Writing grant applications

•

Mentorship for mentors and mentees

(Our four- or five-day Summer, Spring and Winter Schools include all the above seven
topics, while our two-day Postgraduate Capacitation workshops cover the first four. We can
mix and match the topics and duration of the workshops to meet your needs)
•

Performance management

•

Stress management

•

Conflict management

•

Diversity management

•

Change management
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B. Assessment and Examination Support Services
•

Setting and marking examination and test papers in Pharmacology and Pharmacy
Administration and Practice

•

Conducting

oral

examinations

and

tutorials

in

Pharmacology

and

Pharmacy

Administration and Practice
•

Block/ guest lecturing in Pharmacology and Pharmacy Administration and Practice

•

Block/ guest lecturing in Management Science at Honours and MBA/ MBL levels

C. Thesis Editing and Professional Support to Students and New Academics/
Researchers
•

Academic writing assistance and editing of theses/ research reports/ papers/ funding
applications (Honour’s, Master’s including MBA/ MBL, PhD, DBA)

•

Support in developing effective research and study skills

•

Project management in research

•

Career development and counselling

D. Presenter at Conferences/ Graduations/ Research Events
•

Speaker on pharmacy- and health-related matters

•

Speaker in the field of Pharmacology

•

Speaker

in

the

management

science,

organisational

development

and

skills

development fields
•

Motivational speaker

E. Professional Services Offered to Pharmacies and Pharmaceutical Organisations
•

Assistance in developing and/ or implementing a performance management system in
your pharmacy that promotes compliance with Good Pharmacy Practice standards. Our
services cover the following:
o

Developing strategic and business plans

o

Developing job descriptions for pharmacy employees

o

Designing Standard Operating Procedures for your pharmacy

o

Induction and orientation

o

Conducting performance appraisals
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o

Training and development

o

Recognition and reward systems

o

Quality management

•

Good Pharmacy Practice and pharmacy law workshops

•

Pharmacology workshops at both the basic and advanced levels

•

Performance management workshops

•

Diversity management workshops

•

Stress management workshops

•

Mentorship and Coaching workshops

•

Tutorial support to Pharmacy Interns and Pharmacist’s Assistants through mentorship,
coaching and on-line support

•

Career development and counselling services

F. Research-related Services to Enhance Organisational Performance

•

Conducting quantitative and/ or qualitative research to suit your organisation’s particular
strategic needs or your department’s business goals

•

Writing research reports

•

Analysis and review of strategic company documents, policies and procedures

•

Policy design and development

•

Developing implementation/ action plans for specific organisational/ departmental
interventions

•

Conducting comprehensive workforce skills audits of formal academic qualifications,
work experience, expertise and prior learning

•

Undertaking and reporting on organisational culture and workplace climate audits

•

Consulting to the Research Directorates of universities in optimising research output, the
capacitation of researchers, enhancing support systems and promoting a research
culture

Owner and Managing Member: Dr Layla Cassim
B. Pharm. (with distinction), PhD (Pharmacology) (Rhodes), MBA (with distinction) (UNISA)
Layla Cassim ERS Consultants CC
CK number: 2008/198172/23
Website: www.laylacassim.co.za; Email: Lcassimers@gmail.com; Tel: 074 999 5847
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b. Condensed Business Profile of Kudsiya Cassim & Associates
trading as The Renaissance Network

The Renaissance Network, a fully owned business by a black female, is jointly managed by
Ms Kudsiya Cassim and Advocate Hassan Cassim.

Kudsiya holds a Bachelor of Arts degree, an Advanced Executive programme (AEP) and
numerous Management Development Programmes as part of her career portfolio. Kudsiya
is the founder and owner of The Renaissance Network, a Human Resources (HR) and
Labour Law consultancy.

Her proud track record of 20 years in Human Resource Management, in both generalist and
specialist roles, in the public and private sector placed her in good stead to start her own HR
and Labour Law consultancy in 1999. She has grown the business to become a service
provider to many large organisations such as Eskom, Parliament of the RSA, City of
Johannesburg, MTN-SA, Impala Platinum and Coca-Cola Canners.

Against the background of providing specialist mentorship, academic and research
development training workshops to Higher Education institutions in South Africa, Kudsiya
identified a critical need for the accelerated career development of young academics and
researchers, especially those from historically disadvantaged backgrounds. As a parent to a
postgraduate student (Layla) at Master’s level in 2005, she struggled to source relevant
support material on academic writing skills in local bookshops.

This frustration contributed to the idea of developing a user-friendly guide for postgraduate
students covering a range of topics that will empower them to improve their academic writing
skills and thereby enhance their research output.

The Renaissance Network thus

commissioned Dr Layla Cassim to compile the first edition of the Postgraduate Toolkit in
2011. Kudsiya believes that this humble initiative will serve as a value-adding contribution to
postgraduate success in the higher education and research landscape in South Africa and
the African continent.
29
©The Renaissance Network and Layla Cassim ERS Consultants CC, 7 May 2016, with updates

Advocate Hassan Cassim holds a BA and LLB degrees from UNISA. He is currently
registered for an LLM in Human Rights Law at the University of Johannesburg. Adv. Cassim
is a Senior Labour Law Consultant providing a specialist service to clients in both the public
and private sectors on the full spectrum of labour law and labour relations in the transforming
workplace.
The Renaissance Network specialises primarily in Human Resource Management,
Organisation Development and Workplace Transformation, Skills Development, Leadership
Development, Employment Equity, Diversity Management, Labour Law and Labour
Relations, Performance Management, Disability Management, Gender Equity, HR Policy
Review and Development, Dispute Resolution, Conflict Management, Executive Coaching
and Mentorship and Organisational Culture, Youth Development and Workplace Climate
Audits.

To demonstrate our ongoing commitment to community service, social investment, youth
development and small business development, we have played a significant role in initiating
national projects such as the compilation of two youth anthologies in 2000 and 2003, entitled
Celebrating Youth Awakenings (Vol. 1 & 2), awarding a number of bursaries for further
education and training to historically disadvantaged learners, supporting small black-owned
suppliers, such as caterers, printers and HR sub-contractors and assisting the local
secondary school in our area of business operation with specialist legal services on a pro
bono basis.

Kudsiya Cassim
Managing Member of The Renaissance Network
CK number: 1999/030455/23
PO Box 167299 Brackednowns 1454
Tel: 011-9002412/083 7868605
Email: renaissance@telkomsa.net
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7. Our Track Record in a Social Investment Project, aimed at youth, funded by
both the Public and Private Sectors in the period: 1999-2003
Our flagship achievements in the youth development sphere is the national youth writing project which
resulted in the compilation of two youth anthologies in 2000 and 2003, entitled Celebrating Youth
Awakenings (Vol. 1 & 2),
This project was initiated by Layla Cassim at the age of 16, whilst still a Grade 11 learner at Sandown
High School, and managed by Ms Kudsiya Cassim. The Chief Patron of this project was Ms Wendy
Luhabe. Funders of this social investment initiative included The National Youth Commission, Absa
Bank, Gauteng Department of Education and On-Time Printers. Vol 2 of the CYA Anthology was a
partnership between The Renaissance Network and the Gauteng Department of Education. Both
anthologies carry poetry, prose and artwork by high school learners, primarily from historically
disadvantaged communities from most parts of our country. A copy of each book was made available
to all schools in Gauteng and those schools from other provinces which had learners whose entries
were selected.
The primary aim of this initiative was to afford youth at school an opportunity to present their creative
writing in the unfolding landscape of South Africa’s infant democracy in 1999-2003 period, so as to
inform relevant stakeholders both in government and business about the key issues that young
people were grappling with, their celebratory moments and also their personal triumphs against a
range of odds that they faced, through creative expression and artistic reflection. Both compilations
exceeded our expectations and have become a historical benchmark of a creative writing period
captured in a joint public/private partnership of note.
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8. Enhancing our collective investment further in the field of Higher Education
and Youth Development from your funding
A project such as this causes phenomenal ripples. These ripples will be felt in the landscape
of both Higher Education and Youth Development in South Africa.
Our plan is to dedicate ten percent of every donation received to the following projects that
will be beneficiaries of this Postgraduate Capacitation Campaign:
•

Commissioning the design and development of an Undergraduate Toolkit on CD that
will be a resource to all undergraduates at our Universities

•

Re-introducing a national youth writing initiative, namely Celebrating Youth
Awakenings, Vol Three, as a sequel to the former Vol 1 and 2. This is aimed at high
school learners, from Grades 8-12.

Both these projects are aimed to commence in February 2017, and are dependent on
sufficient funding to launch them in the desired period and sustain them fully to fruition.
Their culmination will depend on the progress made with availability of resources, both
human and funding. Our website will regularly update our key stakeholders on the progress
made with both of them.
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9. From the Archives of the Mail and Guardian: Dr Layla Cassim’s series “Secrets
of Postgrad Success” published in the “Getting Ahead” supplement in 2010/11

Secrets of postgrad success (http://mg.co.za/article/2010-07-30secrets-of-postgrad-success)

30 Jul 2010 06:00 Layla Cassim
It's not as scary as it seems if you do your homework before you take the leap.

Postgraduate study can be exhilarating, but it can also be terrifying and overwhelming. The
statistics on postgraduate students who do not complete their degree, or who take longer than
anticipated to do so, are alarming.
The government’s long-standing commitment to strengthening postgraduate study and
research received a recent impetus from Higher Education Minister Blade Nzimande’s
summit on tertiary transformation in Cape Town in April. Among the summit’s
recommendations was a specific focus on postgraduate study and research.
My own experience of postgraduate work, as a doctoral student in pharmacology during 2006
and 2007 at Rhodes University, after I upgraded my 2005 master’s research, was so positive
that it motivated me to encourage others who might be considering enrolling for a higher
degree.
You do need to consider such a step carefully because it is a big one, involving major
investments of time and money, and other factors. But it can also be life-enhancing.
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A student’s research supervisor, and the fit between student and supervisor, plays such a
pivotal role in shaping the postgraduate experience for the student that it is a critical—and
often difficult—first step. Other major considerations, such as funding, can come a little later
in planning postgraduate study.
I have known students who changed universities and moved across the country so that they
could work with supervisors they found inspirational. I was fortunate to have a supervisor
who was not only a leading academic and researcher but also allowed me the time and space
in which to develop my own research and working style.
He made a point of providing his students with great opportunities to collaborate with local
and international research groups. Looking back, I think that much of the joy I experienced
while working on my PhD emanated from the sense of purpose and passion for research that
my supervisor imparted to me and members of the research group.
Despite sometimes experiencing difficulty in accessing adequate laboratory resources, we
were highly motivated and committed to our research projects. I know of postgraduate
students who did not have such a good fit with their supervisors and for whom the years of
postgraduate study became a nightmare.
Personality clashes, poor understanding of mentoring and learning styles, differences in
values, disagreements over research findings and conflicting motives contribute to a battle in
which the student is always the more vulnerable party. There are times when an
unsympathetic understanding of diversity, especially concerning race, gender and the needs
of students with disabilities damages relations between students and supervisors and this may
undermine research output.
Last year’s Soudien report on higher education argues that the sector is transforming rather
slowly and that racism and other forms of discrimination still mar universities. The studentsupervisor relationship always involves power dynamics and this can be exacerbated if any
form of discrimination is present.
To prevent such conflict, and to manage it constructively if it does arise, it is important for
there to be a clear memorandum of understanding or terms of reference between student and
supervisor in which the rights and key responsibilities of each party are explicit and
mechanisms of potential conflict resolution are clarified.
Many universities have such agreements, but sometimes these are mere paper exercises and
there is no real buy-in from either party or from the institution as the overall custodian.
Funding
Lack of funding often deters students from embarking on postgraduate study. Although there
are many local and international funders, potential students are not always aware of these
resources. Students should cast their nets as widely as possible.
They must spend time on comprehensive internet searches and inquire early on in their
investigations to the postgraduate financial aid offices at their own universities or—if they
are thinking of returning to study some time after their first degrees—at the universities to
which they’re considering applying for postgraduate admission.
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Students should think creatively about which organisations might offer funding. For my
undergraduate pharmacy degree, for example, I received a bursary from Revlon after an aunt
suggested that a beauty company might be interested in funding study in the pharmaceutical
sciences.
Having identified a potential donor, it is important to research that organisation and
understand its strategic aims and priorities, so that your application for funding can show
clearly how your postgraduate research project will contribute towards the body meeting its
goals. If there is no fit between the research project and the strategic aims or priorities of the
donor, your application is unlikely to be successful.
In today’s competitive research environment the onus is on the student to sell his or her
research project and to tailor the funding application so that the donor body can clearly see
the benefit of the project to itself. Nevertheless, it is important that once funding is secured
the funding agreement articulates clearly the boundaries of the relationship between the donor
and the research project, so that inappropriate pressure, such as suppressing certain research
findings, is not exerted on the student.
Often your supervisor—or even someone you’ve merely spoken to with a view to him or her
supervising you—can play a helpful role in alerting you to possible funding bodies, types of
funding options available and how to navigate the student-funder relationship. So can the
heads of the academic departments in which your proposed research would be located.
Many postgraduate students have to balance the pressures of working, maintaining a family
and studying and so additional funding concerns arise. As a full-time PhD student who was
on a good scholarship, I could focus on my research with-out having to juggle any additional
pressures.
But after my PhD, when I entered the world of work and decided to embark on an MBA, I
struggled to find an optimal balance between the need to work and the need to spend
sufficient time on my studies. I am sure that there are many working students (or employees
who are studying) who have to perform this balancing act.
“Project manage” your study
Besides having upgraded my master’s work, one of the factors that allowed me to complete
my PhD in less than the required time (submitting my thesis in August instead of at the end of
the year) was, I think, the project-management approach that I adopted.
I had a clear timeline and schedule and broke down my research project into distinct portions
that could each be mastered and completed timeously. At the beginning of my postgraduate
study I decided that I would write up my thesis as I went along, doing so chapter by chapter
as I concluded the experiments relevant to each.
Because of this strategy, which is perhaps more suited to some disciplines than others, I did
not find myself with a large amount of writing to do in the months before submission of my
thesis—a familiar source of stress for many students. I handed my supervisor a copy of each
chapter as I finished writing it and he was excellent at providing prompt feedback.
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I would immediately work on and then resubmit the revised chapter to him. This allowed
both of us to keep a close eye on the systematic progression of my research and I was able to
benefit from the wisdom of his guidance and feedback from the early stages of my studies.
I wrote up my literature review, a significant part of the thesis, in the first three months of
postgraduate study, before I had even conducted any laboratory work. Of course, I revised
and updated it constantly over the course of my PhD, but the bulk of it was written early on.
I know that many students leave writing the literature review to the end of the research
process, which can be stressful and tedious. When you’re starting a postgraduate programme,
your research project can take on mammoth proportions in your mind.
You might feel overwhelmed and the uncertainty generated by being new to the world of
research and perhaps the different structure of a new degree can lead to a sense of insecurity
and helplessness. But, with adequate guidance and support from your supervisor, you will
develop a holistic view of your research project and—where appropriate to your discipline—
understand its practical implications and significance.
I centred my own research on making a contribution that would enhance the quality of life of
cancer patients. Such centring helps to provide a focal point and grounding that anchors you
in difficult times—and there will be at least a few of these, as I will discuss in subsequent
editions of Getting Ahead.
Dr Layla Cassim is a part-time senior lecturer in pharmacology at the University of Cape
Town, a practising locum pharmacist and managing director of Layla Cassim ERS
Consultants, specialising in facilitating academic and research development workshops
•

This is the first of her three-part series aimed at helping students considering
postgraduate study. Parts two and three, to be published in the August and September
editions of Getting Ahead respectively, will include her advice on research proposals,
research design and methodology and thesis writing. She writes in her personal
capacity and can be contacted on renaissance2@absamail.co.za
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Secrets of postgrad success

(http://mg.co.za/article/2010-09-24-

secrets-of-postgrad-success)

24 Sep 2010 06:00 Layla Cassim
Layla Cassim gives advice on academic writing and publishing advice to anyone thinking of
embarking on postgraduate study.

In my first article I said it is a good idea to start writing up your thesis as early as possible
and to submit chapters to your supervisor regularly instead of expecting feedback on a whole
draft thesis shortly before the submission date.
This is because it is essential that you know early on in your postgraduate programme what
writing style your supervisor expects and that you become used to feedback from him or her.
I also mentioned the importance of the literature review, and I suggested the benefits of
writing the first draft of it at the beginning of your postgraduate study. Many students prefer
to put off writing until they “have a clear idea” in their minds about the significance of their
findings; others delay their writing because they say they’re still “reading the literature”.
These are often valid reasons but, like any other reasons we might find to delay the moment
of putting pen to paper, they can mask a fear of writing. This is understandable: writing
involves a lot of effort and self-discipline, for a start. And then there’s the self-exposure
many of us fear: we’re opening ourselves to criticism, after all.
I would say that writing a thesis is a dynamic process. Many revisions have to be made before
the final product is ready, but having something written down that you can then revise makes
it much easier. Writing a small part every day can make the prospect of composing an entire
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thesis less daunting—and it’s a way of avoiding writer’s block.
Read some of the theses completed in your department or faculty to get an idea of the ways in
which you are expected to write. As a scientist, I was expected to write in a lean, condensed
way, with few adjectives, and to cite exact figures where possible.
At some universities, there is an informal system of “writing buddies”, in which students
team up and provide each other with regular feedback and support, making the writing
experience less lonely. If there isn’t a buddy system among your fellow postgraduates, why
not create one?
Writing for publication
My research supervisor encouraged us to publish our research findings in academic journals
before we submitted our theses. A list of publications at the beginning of your thesis greatly
enhances its credibility. Having some of these published in peer-reviewed journals with high
impact factors is even more impressive.
Either way, publication starts to establish you as an expert in your field. My supervisor at
Rhodes University was Professor Santy Daya, who is currently based at the Ross University
School of Medicine, Grand Bahama Island. He says: “The most difficult part of writing a
paper is often the opening line and then knowing what to put under which section. This task
can be made simple if you follow a few guidelines.”
These guidelines will differ across disciplines, but merely to illustrate (rather than prescribe),
Daya’s suggestion to postgraduates who were preparing material from their ongoing PhD
research for possible journal publication was to jot down these headings: Introduction;
Materials and Methods; Results; Discussion; Conclusion; and Abstract.
He described these headings as “section reservoirs”. You could start filling any reservoir first:
for many, “Materials and Methods” was a comfortable beginning. And then, he
recommended, there were specific moves of thought you needed for each section reservoir. In
the Introduction, for example, he suggested there are four moves: describing the field, saying
what research has been done before and by whom, identifying the knowledge gap that you
have addressed in your research, and introducing the reader to your study.
Describing these and other moves further would take me too deeply into one methodology
appropriate to my own discipline—and so too far away from my hope of using my own
recent doctoral experiences to assist prospective postgraduates in any field. So I’ll jump
rather to the outcome of your submission to a journal. If your article is accepted, great! If not,
don’t take it personally. Study the reviewers’ comments as these provide valuable feedback
for improving both your research and your writing.
Dr Layla Cassim is a part-time senior lecturer in pharmacology at the University of Cape
Town, a practising locum pharmacist and managing director of Layla Cassim ERS
Consultants, specialising in facilitating academic and research development workshops. She
completed her doctorate at Rhodes University in 2007 and is now enrolled for an MBA
Originally published in: Getting Ahead
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Secrets of postgrad success (http://mg.co.za/article/2011-04-27secrets-of-postgrad-success/)

27 Apr 2011 11:22 Layla Cassim
Postgraduate study can be exhilarating, but it can also be terrifying and overwhelming.
Postgraduate study can be exhilarating, but it can also be terrifying and overwhelming. The
statistics on postgraduate students who do not complete their degree, or who take longer than
anticipated to do so, are alarming.
The government’s long-standing commitment to strengthening postgraduate study and
research received a recent impetus from Higher Education Minister Blade Nzimande’s
summit on tertiary transformation in Cape Town in April. Among the summit’s
recommendations was a specific focus on postgraduate study and research.
My own experience of postgraduate work, as a doctoral student in pharmacology during 2006
and 2007 at Rhodes University, after I upgraded my 2005 master’s research, was so positive
that it motivated me to encourage others who might be considering enrolling for a higher
degree.
You do need to consider such a step carefully because it is a big one, involving major
investments of time and money, and other factors. But it can also be life-enhancing.
A student’s research supervisor, and the fit between student and supervisor, plays such a
pivotal role in shaping the postgraduate experience for the student that it is a critical—and
often difficult—first step. Other major considerations, such as funding, can come a little later
in planning postgraduate study.
I have known students who changed universities and moved across the country so that they
could work with supervisors they found inspirational. I was fortunate to have a supervisor
who was not only a leading academic and researcher but also allowed me the time and space
in which to develop my own research and working style.
He made a point of providing his students with great opportunities to collaborate with local
and international research groups. Looking back, I think that much of the joy I experienced
while working on my PhD emanated from the sense of purpose and passion for research that
my supervisor imparted to me and members of the research group.
Despite sometimes experiencing difficulty in accessing adequate laboratory resources, we
were highly motivated and committed to our research projects. I know of postgraduate
students who did not have such a good fit with their supervisors and for whom the years of
postgraduate study became a nightmare.
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Personality clashes, poor understanding of mentoring and learning styles, differences in
values, disagreements over research findings and conflicting motives contribute to a battle in
which the student is always the more vulnerable party. There are times when an
unsympathetic understanding of diversity, especially concerning race, gender and the needs
of students with disabilities damages relations between students and supervisors and this may
undermine research output.
Last year’s Soudien report on higher education argues that the sector is transforming rather
slowly and that racism and other forms of discrimination still mar universities. The studentsupervisor relationship always involves power dynamics and this can be exacerbated if any
form of discrimination is present.
To prevent such conflict, and to manage it constructively if it does arise, it is important for
there to be a clear memorandum of understanding or terms of reference between student and
supervisor in which the rights and key responsibilities of each party are explicit and
mechanisms of potential conflict resolution are clarified.
Many universities have such agreements, but sometimes these are mere paper exercises and
there is no real buy-in from either party or from the institution as the overall custodian.
Funding
Lack of funding often deters students from embarking on postgraduate study. Although there
are many local and international funders, potential students are not always aware of these
resources. Students should cast their nets as widely as possible.
They must spend time on comprehensive internet searches and inquire early on in their
investigations to the postgraduate financial aid offices at their own universities or—if they
are thinking of returning to study some time after their first degrees—at the universities to
which they’re considering applying for postgraduate admission.
Students should think creatively about which organisations might offer funding. For my
undergraduate pharmacy degree, for example, I received a bursary from Revlon after an aunt
suggested that a beauty company might be interested in funding study in the pharmaceutical
sciences.
Having identified a potential donor, it is important to research that organisation and
understand its strategic aims and priorities, so that your application for funding can show
clearly how your postgraduate research project will contribute towards the body meeting its
goals. If there is no fit between the research project and the strategic aims or priorities of the
donor, your application is unlikely to be successful.
In today’s competitive research environment the onus is on the student to sell his or her
research project and to tailor the funding application so that the donor body can clearly see
the benefit of the project to itself. Nevertheless, it is important that once funding is secured
the funding agreement articulates clearly the boundaries of the relationship between the donor
and the research project, so that inappropriate pressure, such as suppressing certain research
findings, is not exerted on the student.
Often your supervisor—or even someone you’ve merely spoken to with a view to him or her
supervising you—can play a helpful role in alerting you to possible funding bodies, types of
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funding options available and how to navigate the student-funder relationship. So can the
heads of the academic departments in which your proposed research would be located.
Many postgraduate students have to balance the pressures of working, maintaining a family
and studying and so additional funding concerns arise. As a full-time PhD student who was
on a good scholarship, I could focus on my research without having to juggle any additional
pressures.
But after my PhD, when I entered the world of work and decided to embark on an MBA, I
struggled to find an optimal balance between the need to work and the need to spend
sufficient time on my studies. I am sure that there are many working students (or employees
who are studying) who have to perform this balancing act.
‘Project manage’ your study
Besides having upgraded my master’s work, one of the factors that allowed me to complete
my PhD in less than the required time (submitting my thesis in August instead of at the end of
the year) was, I think, the project-management approach that I adopted.
I had a clear timeline and schedule and broke down my research project into distinct portions
that could each be mastered and completed timeously. At the beginning of my postgraduate
study I decided that I would write up my thesis as I went along, doing so chapter by chapter
as I concluded the experiments relevant to each.
Because of this strategy, which is perhaps more suited to some disciplines than others, I did
not find myself with a large amount of writing to do in the months before submission of my
thesis—a familiar source of stress for many students. I handed my supervisor a copy of each
chapter as I finished writing it and he was excellent at providing prompt feedback.
I would immediately work on and then resubmit the revised chapter to him. This allowed
both of us to keep a close eye on the systematic progression of my research and I was able to
benefit from the wisdom of his guidance and feedback from the early stages of my studies.
I wrote up my literature review, a significant part of the thesis, in the first three months of
postgraduate study, before I had even conducted any laboratory work. Of course, I revised
and updated it constantly over the course of my PhD, but the bulk of it was written early on.
I know that many students leave writing the literature review to the end of the research
process, which can be stressful and tedious. When you’re starting a postgraduate programme,
your research project can take on mammoth proportions in your mind.
You might feel overwhelmed and the uncertainty generated by being new to the world of
research and perhaps the different structure of a new degree can lead to a sense of insecurity
and helplessness. But, with adequate guidance and support from your supervisor, you will
develop a holistic view of your research project and—where appropriate to your discipline—
understand its practical implications and significance.
I centred my own research on making a contribution that would enhance the quality of life of
cancer patients. Such centring helps to provide a focal point and grounding that anchors you
in difficult times—and there will be at least a few of these.
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The research proposal
The next step is to explore the research proposal and basic principles of research design and
methodology.
You may have to submit a short research proposal with your application for funding but, if
not, you are likely to be required to do so by the faculty or department in which you are
studying. Proposals are not always compulsory but I would recommend that you still prepare
one and submit it to your supervisor for consideration and feedback.
A research proposal can be likened to a road map of what your intended project will be about
and how you will go about conducting your research. Preparing your proposal helps you to
focus on your research question—the hypothesis that you wish to test—and to determine optimal and practical ways of answering it.
A good proposal contains:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

Some background to the research problem;
A concise, short literature review;
Identification and discussion of a gap in the existing body of knowledge on a
particular topic and how your research intends to fill the gap;
A clear ‘problem statement” detailing what the research project will be investigating;
Practical procedures the research will follow in leading up to answering the research
question;
A detailed methodology that explains the rationale for using particular methods. You
should include draft questionnaires or interview questions, if appropriate;
A schedule and budget, if needed;
Details of any special authorisation that may be required. For example, if human or
animal subjects are to be involved in the research, the approval of your university’s
ethics committee is likely to be needed;
Details of any collaborators or other people involved in carrying out the proposed
research, including their roles and responsibilities;
A quality control framework within which the proposed research will be assessed
continually and the validity of results and conclusions checked; and
A risk analysis of possible factors that could hinder the research project and a
contingency plan showing how these risks can be prevented or minimised.

Often students produce a research proposal that is replete with background information but
does not contain clear objectives of the proposed research or sufficient detail about the
methodology to be used. Considering these practical issues in the initial stages of your
postgraduate study will stand you in good stead later because it will give you a focused
approach to your research project from the outset.
Research design and methodology
Research can be quantitative or qualitative. Quantitative research approaches, such as surveys
and laboratory experiments, focus on obtaining so-called “hard data”—numbers. Qualitative
approaches, on the other hand, such as interviews and focus-group discussions, focus on
obtaining “soft data”—people’s feelings, thoughts, perceptions and opinions, which can be
subjective.
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Quantitative and qualitative approaches can be combined and this is called triangulation.
Although triangulation is more complex and resource intensive, qualitative and quantitative
approaches can complement each other to provide deeper insight into the research problem.
Any research approach has its own benefits but also limitations, which means that it is
important that you justify your approach and its associated methodology. It could be, for
example, that you have chosen to administer a survey because you do not have the necessary
resources (such as time and interviewers) to conduct interviews.
You would then have to acknowledge that, even though you would be able to ascertain how
many respondents agree or disagree with a particular statement, this is not likely to provide
insight into why respondents have answered as they have. This in turn will affect how you
formulate your research objectives and draw conclusions from your findings.
I cannot overemphasise the importance of a considered, planned and structured methodology.
Even if you are going to be performing only desk research (as opposed, say, to laboratory
work) and so think that articulating your methodology is not relevant, think for a moment:
you will still need a strategy to sift through all the literature on your desk. What are you
looking for and how are you going to look for it?
You must be able to justify why you are performing each step or activity in your proposed
methodology and how each step or activity will contribute towards meeting your research
objectives and ultimately answering your research question.
If possible, conduct pilot studies. These often provide crucial information about whether your
broader approach is likely to achieve the results you hope to achieve.
You need to remind yourself constantly of your research question so that you do not lose
focus and become side-tracked by interesting information or findings that are certain to arise
as your research proceeds (this is one of the pleasures of postgraduate study) but are not
relevant to your specific research project.
Finally, students sometimes shy away from methods or techniques with which they’re
unfamiliar.
I’ll take statistical analysis as just one example. Students daunted by such analysis might
want to avoid such methods completely, or try to develop their own competence in these
methods, for example by attending workshops or reading textbooks, or to outsource this
function, say to a collaborator in the university’s statistics department.
If you decide to outsource, it is important not to abdicate responsibility for this section of
your research. Try to learn the basic principles underlying the expert’s function so that you
can understand how your data is analysed, which may enable you to detect errors. It is your
research, after all, so take ownership of it.
Draft thesis
In my first section, I said it is a good idea to start writing up your thesis as early as possible
and to submit chapters to your supervisor regularly instead of expecting feedback on a whole
draft thesis shortly before the submission date.
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This is because it is essential that you know early on in your postgraduate programme what
writing style your supervisor expects and that you become used to feedback from him or her.
I also mentioned the importance of the literature review, and I suggested the benefits of
writing the first draft of it at the beginning of your postgraduate study. Many students prefer
to put off writing until they “have a clear idea” in their minds about the significance of their
findings; others delay their writing because they say they’re still “reading the literature”.
These are often valid reasons but, like any other reasons we might find to delay the moment
of putting pen to paper, they can mask a fear of writing. This is understandable: writing
involves a lot of effort and self-discipline, for a start. And then there’s the self-exposure
many of us fear: we’re opening ourselves to criticism, after all.
I would say that writing a thesis is a dynamic process. Many revisions have to be made before
the final product is ready, but having something written down that you can then revise makes
it much easier. Writing a small part every day can make the prospect of composing an entire
thesis less daunting—and it’s a way of avoiding writer’s block.
Read some of the theses completed in your department or faculty to get an idea of the ways in
which you are expected to write. As a scientist, I was expected to write in a lean, condensed
way, with few adjectives, and to cite exact figures where possible.
At some universities, there is an informal system of “writing buddies”, in which students
team up and provide each other with regular feedback and support, making the writing
experience less lonely. If there isn’t a buddy system among your fellow postgraduates, why
not create one?
Writing for publication
My research supervisor encouraged us to publish our research findings in academic journals
before we submitted our theses. A list of publications at the beginning of your thesis greatly
enhances its credibility. Having some of these published in peer-reviewed journals with high
impact factors is even more impressive.
Either way, publication starts to establish you as an expert in your field. My supervisor at
Rhodes University was Professor Santy Daya, who is currently based at the Ross University
School of Medicine, Grand Bahama Island. He says: “The most difficult part of writing a
paper is often the opening line and then knowing what to put under which section. This task
can be made simple if you follow a few guidelines.”
These guidelines will differ across disciplines, but merely to illustrate (rather than prescribe),
Daya’s suggestion to postgraduates who were preparing material from their ongoing PhD
research for possible journal publication was to jot down these headings: Introduction;
Materials and Methods; Results; Discussion; Conclusion; and Abstract.
He described these headings as “section reservoirs”. You could start filling any reservoir first:
for many, “Materials and Methods” was a comfortable beginning. And then, he
recommended, there were specific moves of thought you needed for each section reservoir. In
the Introduction, for example, he suggested there are four moves: describing the field, saying
what research has been done before and by whom, identifying the knowledge gap that you
have addressed in your research, and introducing the reader to your study.
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Describing these and other moves further would take me too deeply into one methodology
appropriate to my own discipline—and so too far away from my hope of using my own
recent doctoral experiences to assist prospective postgraduates in any field. So I’ll jump
rather to the outcome of your submission to a journal. If your article is accepted, great! If not,
don’t take it personally. Study the reviewers’ comments as these provide valuable feedback
for improving both your research and your writing.
Dr Layla Cassim is a part-time senior lecturer in pharmacology at the University of
Cape Town, a practising locum pharmacist and managing director of Layla Cassim
ERS Consultants, specialising in facilitating academic and research development
workshops. She completed her doctorate at Rhodes University in 2007 and is now
enrolled for an MBA. She writes in her personal capacity and can be contacted on
renaissance2@absamail.co.za
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Supervising supervisors (http://mg.co.za/article/2010-08-27supervising-supervisors)

27 Aug 2010 13:30 Layla Cassim
Many postgraduate students have difficulties with the supervision they receive, judging by
the response to my last article.
Many postgraduate students have difficulties with the supervision they receive, judging by
the emails I received in response to my article in last month’s Getting Ahead.
These difficulties include supervisors delaying or halting students’ progress by failing to keep
appointments and by providing inconsistent or even demoralising feedback. One student
suggested that supervisors, and universities themselves, should be held accountable for the
quality of supervision.
In the 1990s a number of postgraduate students in the United Kingdom successfully sued
their universities for failing to provide adequate research supervision. There has been at least
one such case in South Africa, as far as I am aware. Surely it should not get to the point
where a student feels that his or her only recourse is through the courts? Universities should
have internal structures and systems to ensure that supervisors are held accountable.
When a supervisor is uninterested or unprofessional, this often reflects a larger institutional
culture that does not adequately meet the needs of postgraduate students. Such a culture is
usually manifested in other ways as well, such as a lack of adequate academic development
and support systems.
The adverse effects of institutional cultures such as these are often exacerbated by the lack of
transformation at many South African universities. As one student wrote, his experiences
have led him to conclude that his university does not care about “students whose names are
too long to pronounce”.
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10. Some Testimonies from Postgraduate Students on Dr Layla Cassim’s
Professional Service
144 Peter Road, Ruimsig,
Roodepoort, 1743, South Africa
Mobile: +27 (0)73 016 3139
tnkuntse@gmail.com

Re: My experience with Layla Cassim ERS Consultants CC and The Renaissance Network

To whom it may concern,

It gives me great pleasure to attest to the professional, efficient and good work both Layla Cassim ERS
Consultations CC and The Renaissance Network do.

I met Dr Layla Cassim at a research workshop she was facilitating early in 2014, the year I began my Masters of
Arts in Public Administration by research. I had been doing a lot of research modules and attended a number of
research workshops but I was really intrigued by her simple yet so understandable manner in which she
facilitated her workshops. I approached her wanting to find out what other services she offered and she
introduced me to her editing services and since then she edited my work from my research proposal right till the
last chapter. The feedback she provided was so invaluable and through this process I learnt a great deal. I am
now a confident writer through her assistance.

In all our dealings she was very professional and kept to the promised dates with providing feedback. If there
was something from the feedback I did not understand, we would set a telephonic appointment for her to further
explain and clarify. I unfortunately, due to personal issues in the last stages of my studies, could not stick to the
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working schedule I had drafted with Dr Layla and as a result she could not do the final edit to my thesis, so I
asked her for a referral. She referred me to Kudsiya Cassim from The Renaissance Network to do the final edit.
Kudsiya, was so helpful, accommodating and went the extra mile to edit my final draft right through the festive
season of 2015. The feedback provided was not only helpful in improving my writing skills but I, through both
their feedback, started thinking broadly and this made my research journey so smooth and worthwhile. In the
end I managed to get a final mark of 71% for my thesis and this would have never been possible without their
assistance. I cannot wait to enrol for my Phd because I want them to provide me the same services they did
during my master’s journey.

Regards,
Mr T. Nkuntse, dated 22 April 2016.

From: Dinwa, S, Miss <17073618@sun.ac.za> <17073618@sun.ac.za>
Date: Mon, Apr 11, 2016 at 12:22 PM
Subject: THANKS FOR SUCH INFORMATIVE WORKSHOPS
To: "Lcassimers@gmail.com" <Lcassimers@gmail.com>
Hey Layla,
I hope this email finds you well. Thanks for such great workshops last week. I am really glad I could
attend these workshops as early as I did, you have made my progress so swift and made me thing
about this journey in a whole new way. Your teaching methods are really good, I was never bored or
tired from listening/learning from you. Your step-by-step approach (with your examples) simplified
the complex concepts and made them easy to understand and follow. You are a STAR! Stay
awesome and good luck with your future :)
PS: I've been recruiting everyone I know to your workshops. Those that have been are giving your
such great reviews/compliments.
Kind Regards
Siziphiwe "Sizzie" Dinwa
MSc student (Soil Science)
Faculty of AgriScience, Stellenbosch University

48
©The Renaissance Network and Layla Cassim ERS Consultants CC, 7 May 2016, with updates

From: Abrie Nel <abrie@abrie.co.za>
Date: Fri, Mar 4, 2016 at 1:58 AM
Subject: Thank You
To: Lcassimers@gmail.com
Dear Layla,
Once again, thank you very much for the insightful, useful and inspirational three day workshop. I
found your focus on the human aspects, the psychological aspects and the ethical aspects of the
process especially refreshing. Even the Pilatus exercises was something different. I did cheat with
at least one of the stretches though…
To follow up in terms of our conversation regarding the editing for my research proposal. My plan is
as follows:


Create a first draft of the PhD Research Proposal, of about 30 pages, by Friday 15 April.



Book some of your time so that you can have a look at it.



This is a process that I want to repeat at least twice, and well before my deadline of 20 August.

With your significant experience in both editing and research writing I know you will add immense
value to my research proposal.

Please let me know if this suits you?

Kind regards,
Abrie Nel
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From: Edith Wynne Trollip [mailto:Edith.Wynnetrollip@westerncape.gov.za]
Sent: 21 April 2016 04:04 PM
To: renaissance@telkomsa.net <renaissance@telkomsa.net>
Cc: lcassimers@gmail.com
Subject: The Workshop March 29 - 31 and 1 April 2016
Dear Kudsiya Cassim and Dr Layla Cassim
I would like to comment on the 4 days spend in Port Elizabeth at NMMU.
I would like to thank Dr Layla Cassim for the user-friendly, competent manner in which she
presented the 4 day workshop. I learned so much and it was absolutely worth the sacrifice.
I found the workshop informative and insightful. I feel confident to proceed with my proposal and
feel that I now better understand what is expected of me, the detail that I need to include and
important information that I must consider and include when I do my proposal, even the Theorists
seems not so daunting at all. I feel positive and ready for the task at hand.

I have already shared my very positive experience with some of my colleagues at the Overberg
Education District and advised them to find out from universities what other helpful courses will be
presented to assist with the writing and successful completion of the Thesis be it PhD or otherwise.

Regards
Edith Wynne-Trollip
Curriculum Support: FET
Overberg Education District
Western Cape Education Department
15 College Street, CALEDON 7230
Tel: +27 28 214 7346
Fax: 086 504 1778
Email: Edith.Wynnetrollip@westerncape.gov.za
Website: www.westerncape.gov.za
This image cannot currently be display ed.
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11. Funding Pledge: Order Form for the Postgraduate Toolkit on CD
Please complete all sections of the form below, and email it back to the Project Manager:
Ms Kudsiya Cassim on renaissance@telkomsa.net

(Tel enquiries: 083 786 8605)

Funder’s details
Individual’s full name and title
(if in private capacity)
Name of Institution/Organisation/Govt Dept
Full name and title of Representative placing
the order
Contact telephone numbers

Landline:
Mobile:

Fax number
Email address of person placing the order
Do you have a preference regarding which
university your order should be donated to?
If yes, please indicate your preference
Do you have specific hand-over expectations
for your own marketing and public relations?
If yes, please email your request to the
Project Manager on renaissance@telkomsa.net

Order details
Quantity of

Please indicate

donation

your order

a. Order of 50 cds

R 25 000-00, ex vat

b. Order of 100 cds

R 50 000-00, ex vat

c. Order of 200 cds

R 100 000-00, ex vat

d. Order of 300 cds

R 150 000-00, ex vat

e. Order of 500 cds

R 250 000-00, ex vat

f.

R 500 000-00, ex vat

Order of 1000 cds

g. Any other quantity, please specify.
Price of R 500-00, ex vat, per cd
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Our Banking Details

Please make your deposit into the following bank account.
Account holder

The Renaissance Network

Account number

4049551957

Bank

ABSA

Branch

Oakdene

Branch code

632005

Deposit reference

Your surname AND name of your organisation
(e.g. “Khanyile Wits”)

Bank’s

SWIFT

number

(for

international

ABSAZAJJ

deposits)
Kindly email proof of payment to

renaissance@telkomsa.net

Terms and Conditions

a. All orders will only be processed upon receipt of full payment. Proof of payment must be sent
to the Project Manager who will then issue an Acknowledgement of Receipt, and inform the
funder of the planned delivery date of the order to identified universities.
b. All deliveries of orders will be made to the recipient universities, within a month from the
receipt of the payment. The PCC Project Manager will liaise with the identified universities
directly. All funders will be informed of the handover of their donations, within 24 hours of the
delivery made. This will be done formally, in writing, via email by the PCC Project Manager.
c.

Special handover arrangements between funders and the recipient universities will be agreed
upon by the representative(s) of the funding organisation and the PCC Project Manager, upon
receipt of the payment for the order. Additional expenses, if any, for marketing and public
relations will be borne by the funder.
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