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✴  Lack of local (extreme lack of black) 
astronomers is the major threat to the 
future of SALT and astronomy in general.

✴ The lack of high level skills in science & 
technology is major national problem.

Programme Origins 

Idea originated in 2000 during an 
NRF strategic planning exercise and 
programme launched in 2003.



Our Mission and Vision

Mission:
To provide students with the skills, knowledge and inspiration 
to embark upon a PhD in astrophysics or space science within 
South Africa or abroad, or to enter and contribute to the 
South Africa work force, where mathematical skills and an 
understanding of research methods will give them an edge.
Vision: 
To produce an international network of African 
astronomers, space scientists and citizens bonded by the 
common experience of schooling and interlinked both 
professionally and personally.





3

 

Host: University of Cape Town
Directed by Peter Dunsby (until July 2013).
Managed by local EXCO which reports to a  national steering 
committee chaired by Patricia Whitelock until
January 2013. Currently chaired by Roy Booth.
Partners Universities: 
North West (Potchefstroom and Mafekeng), Rhodes, KZN, 
Free State, Johannesburg,  Western Cape, Zululand, 
UNISA, Wits
Partner Research Facilities (originally NFs of NRF): 
SAAO, HartRAO, SKA SA, SANSA Space Science 
USA involvement through NSBP and Kellogg Foundation

The NASSP Partnership
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✴ Involve all SA astronomy/Space Science institutions in teaching 
✴ Recruit from 3rd year undergraduate physics/maths, engineering
✴ Honours + MSc programmes 
✴ Recruitment from elsewhere in Africa but preference is given to 

South African students first.
✴ All students located on one site 
✴ Emphasis on skills (computing, communication etc.)
✴ Sensible and attractive bursaries (DST) 
✴ Students register at host (UCT) for honours (1 yr), but at home 

institution of supervisor for MSc – with 6 months at UCT as 
‘occasional’ students for course work.

✴ Extended honours has been operational since 2008

How NASSP Works



NASSP Research Projects

More than 80 projects submitted in 2012



✴ Attracting black SA students (EHP, Winter School)
✴ Joint Degree – NASSP as national programme
✴ Low standards of (physics) education in SA
✴ Balancing the curriculum:
✴ Space physics and astrophysics
✴ Theory and Observation
✴ Optical and Radio – multi-wavelength
✴ Content and Skills
✴ Disparity of skills of new students depending on where  

they come from
✴ Astronomy, IT, practical experience 
✴ Growing the numbers (Southern node now saturated)
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Major Challenges 





• 159 students registered between 2003 and 2011.
• 17 students registered for 2012.
• 9 extended honours registered for 2012.

✴ Of the 159 students graduated since 2003 

• 42 Women,
• 39 South African black,
• 57 African black,
• 43 South African white.
• 1 Other

Outcomes (Honours programme)



Outcomes (Masters programme)

• 134 students registered between 2003 and 2011.
• 16 students currently registered for 2012.
• 85 graduated, 8 PhD upgrades, 27 are currently completing thesis, 9 

completed coursework only

✴ Of the 85 students graduated since 2003 

• 21 Women,
• 14 South African black,
• 46 African black,
• 25 South African white,
• 2 Other,
• 25 PhD graduates, 
• 45 currently studying for a PhD.



After NASSP...........

✴ 25 PhD graduates, 
✴ 45 currently studying for a PhD.
✴ 2 permanent faculty in SA (UCT, UKZN)
✴ Postdoctoral fellows (including Caltech, Princeton, Yale, ICRAR and Oxford)
✴ SANSA
✴ SKA office
✴ Industry

What are students doing after they graduate?

}82% of students completing MSc



✴ NASSP is crucial to the future of Astronomy and Space Science in South 
Africa.

✴ Develop additional NODES - NASSP North....
✴ Legislative Framework: real national programme? A good start has been 

made with the finalization of an MOU between the host (UCT) and UFS. 
✴ NASSP courses should be made available to Physics Honours Programmes 

around the country.
✴ Use of video conferencing, podcasting and other delivery technologies - 

iTunes University. In 2012, two Honours courses were podcast to students 
with materials made available within 15 minutes of every lecture. 

✴ The EHP is a major component of the NASSP curriculum and needs to be 
grown further. 

✴ African students and their funding?
✴ Should space physics/science be a separate programme? 
✴ If “yes” should we share some courses?
✴ Should students specialize at honours, e.g. Theory,  space physics, 

extragalactic, planetary science etc? 
✴ Do we want to be more like AIMS (all 3 week courses)? 
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The Future of NASSP




