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Professor Ahmed Bawa, CEO: Universities South Africa

Adopting the theme The Engaged University for 
the Second USAf Higher Education Conference in 
2022, held in partnership with the CHE, provided the 
opportunity to explore ways in which the 26 public 
universities are engaging with local, national and global 
society and the economy. It was also an opportunity 
to interrogate the ways in which engagement shapes 
the relationship between universities and society 
and, perhaps more importantly, how it impacts their 
knowledge project. The conference was also an 
opportunity to understand better the complexity of 
these institutions, the multitude of roles they play and, 
in particular, to understand better the coexistence 

Clearly, universities, as knowledge-intensive 
institutions, have multiple functions in complex 
democracies such as South Africa. Among these is 

about the universe, culture, human wellbeing and 
so on. They are responsible for giving rise to new 
generations of engaged citizens and for producing 
a more equal society. They are not necessarily 
successful at all of this. Essentially, they are created 
and sustained by societies because they are deemed 
to be necessary social institutions, and this entails 
developing high levels of social ownership. The 
student activism of 2015-2017 and the CoViD-19 
pandemic demonstrated in plain terms the harsh 
fault-lines in our society; the fact that our democracy 
had failed to produce a more socially just society. 
The question is, to what extent are our universities 
complicit in this outcome of 28 years of democracy? 
And to what extent do the knowledge projects of our 
universities speak to the socioeconomic challenges 
we face and the wellbeing of people?

It is important, of course, that our universities do 
not become parochial. The grand challenges faced 
by South Africans are often local representations 
of the global grand challenges. Universities are 
powerful bridges between these scales. They bear 
a responsibility to generate knowledge about their 
local contexts and to embed that knowledge in the 
global knowledge system. They must speak to local 
and global challenges, but they must enter the global 
system on their own terms through their research 
and teaching engagement with the local context. 
The United Nations’ sustainable development goals 
(SDGs), food security, unemployment, gender-based 
violence, racism, and the long tail of colonisation 
should be central to the re-circulation and focus of 
what we teach and research. 

CEO’S FOREWORD
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Universities also bear a responsibility to provide 
their students with the opportunity of learning at the 
intersection of theory and praxis. The false bifurcation 
of cognitive learning from skills development has 
stymied the preparedness of our graduates as 
engaged scholars and professionals. Engagement 
with local communities, industry, government and 
other sectors provides the basis for this kind of 
learning experience. In this light, it may be argued 
that engagement as a separate third mission of 
universities should be replaced by the idea of 
engagement being interwoven into the core missions 
of universities, teaching and research. 

One of the outcomes of CoViD-19 has been the 
dramatic increase in the use of technology in teaching, 
research and administration. While this highlighted 
the potential for new forms of student access, it does 

place. The use of technology to broaden access to 
non-traditional audiences in local (and not so local) 
communities opens up new vistas of exploration 
of the role of universities in broadening their reach. 
Engagement requires notions of porosity of university 
boundaries, and technology that play a critical role.

At a time when there are growing concerns of 
slippage towards anti-intellectualism, often tied to 
rising populism and increasing distrust of experts, it is 
critically important that universities see engagement 
as one way of addressing these disconcerting 
developments.  
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The  USAf conference was a remarkable achievement 
on several fronts. Not only was it the largest higher 
education conference ever to be staged in South 
Africa, but in the process, it brought together the 

speakers, 23 Vice-Chancellors and the most 
participants for an event of this nature. Moreover, 
it achieved this in a largely virtual environment and, 
contrary to usual online behaviour, managed to 
maintain a high participation rate over its three days. 

• One hundred and forty-six (146) speakers, 
respondents and session chairs made 
contributions.

• One thousand nine hundred ninety-eight (1998) 
participants registered for the event.

• Over two thousand (2000) virtual delegates 
participated in the event (registered and delegates 
using the virtual joining session option (that did 
not require pre-registration).

• 
came together to chair, speak, and provide 

committee. 

An event of this magnitude and complexity requires a 

perspectives on the idea of engaged universities, the 
work of USAf’s strategy groups engaged in focussed 

necessitated  grouping issues under broad themes 
rather than pursuing a strictly chronological approach. 
More importantly, it allows for a natural progression 
from debate to actions that could have a measurable 

nation more generally. The recommended actions, 
which have since informed strategy groups’ priorities 
for the next few years, are presented in an abridged 
form in this report. 

For these reasons, the report has been grouped, 
beginning with the plenary sessions and the work 
carried out by the CHE before moving on to the work 

the  report’s structure will focus on the speaker’s 
articulation of a problem statement and, where 

be it community engagement, transformation or the  
university’s future. 

The focus of each strategy group, in turn, arises out 
of the priorities foregrounded by these groups: 

World of Work Strategy Group
• Technological Disruption: The National Agenda 

on 4IR
• Universities and the New Technology Moment 

and Society
• Entrepreneurship and Modern Technologies in 

the Labour Market: Nexus between Theory and 
Practice

Funding Strategy Group
• Sustainable University Funding in an Unequal 

Society
• Funding for Infrastructure Development
• 

Success Factors and Challenges

STRUCTURE OF THE REPORT
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Research and Innovation Strategy Group
• Research impact
• Research integrity
• Research collaborations

Transformation Strategy Group
• The Engaged University and Transformation 
• Student-Centred Universities 
• The Responsive University 

Teaching and Learning Strategy Group
• The engaged university and teaching & learning, 

decolonisation and scholarship
• Teaching & learning at the theory-praxis nexus
• Community engagement

opportunity to distil out the actions that can be 
taken and for these to form a logical and actionable 
conclusion to each strategy group’s deliberations. In 

enable the strategy groups to participate in what the 
Minister of the DHET called “large-scale collaborative 
platforms” (see below) that bring together all 
stakeholders into  an extensive collaborative network 
of expertise and shared purpose.
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South Africa is standing at a crossroads, facing an 
unprecedented set of challenges where ‘business 

the context of the pandemic, a crisis that presents 
serious challenges and new opportunities. So said  
Dr Blade Nzimande, Minister of Higher Education 
and Training, Science and Innovation, in his keynote 
address at Universities South Africa’s (USAf) 2nd 
National Higher Education Conference, organised in 
collaboration with the Council on Higher Education 
(CHE).

The Engaged 
University theme transcended pure academic 
interests. “Our universities are a vital public resource 
and catalyst for an inclusive economic future. 
Therefore, key questions about how you engage, 
who you engage with, on what terms and for whose 

stakeholders as it is for society and the economy.” He 
hoped the  summit’s outcomes would have strategic 

and practical consequences, providing a framework 
for solving humanity’s problems.

Vaccine research and manufacture
Dr Nzimande said his Ministry has been tasked with 
leading a process, together with relevant branches 
of the State and the private sector, to build a 
“strategically-feasible level of sovereign capacity for 
the development of vaccines, therapeutics, diagnostic 

respect of the CoViD-19 threat but against future 
pandemics.” He added that he was encouraged by 
the initiatives of at least four South African universities 
on the vaccine research front but that he would like 
to see all universities mobilised, “from discovery 
science, upstream drug development and design, 
formulation science, engineering and logistics to 

The role of universities in the economy
Dr Nzimande said the role and contribution of 
South African universities to the  economy’s growth, 
development and transformation and the quest for a 
more equal and inclusive society had come under 
the spotlight.

He said universities are engaged in the economy in at 

• They produce and supply skilled professionals 
and knowledge workers to diverse public, private 
and civil society markets, linking them into these 
labour markets in complex and dynamic ways.

• They are engaged in the production of 

THE MINISTER’S PERSPECTIVE
Universities need to re-think their use of resources and modes of 
engagement for an inclusive economy
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knowledge (basic and applied) via research and 
development, often (though not always) leading 

national, and even in some instances, trans-
national scales.

More collaboration is needed between 
universities
Dr Nzimande said collaboration was critical for the 

can create new and scaled-up Research for 

historically disadvantaged institutions (HDI) and rural 

system networking and collaboration in deploying 

“As far as I know, all 26 universities work in USAf 

of Practice in Teaching and Learning, Research and 
Development, Transformation. But should this not 
be extended outwards? Should we not perhaps 
explore large-scale collaborative platforms between 
all our universities with our key Science Councils 

Research, the Human Sciences Research Council 
and the Agricultural Research Council to tackle 

in the Economic Reconstruction. They are economic 
entities in their own right, represented in large-
scale campus infrastructure; paying rates and local 

to their local economies in towns and cities across 
South Africa (there would be no Stellenbosch without 
Stellenbosch University; no Makhanda without 
Rhodes University).

“In this regard, university leaders can play an 
important role in ensuring that local communities, 
especially black youth and women, are engaged in  
producing and supplying goods and services to our 
various campuses,” Dr Nzimande said.  He hinted at 
a recovery programme (ERRP) around food security, 
industrialisation, and pandemics.

“Should we not build a more systematic alliance 
between universities and other parts of the Post-

that this aspect was “perhaps our weakest link in the 
entire system and constrains our capacity to mobilise 
across the ‘articulation scale’ in ways that can bring 
together all PSET institutional resources and human 
talent to tackle especially local-scale economic 
developmental challenges”.

The Minister said the District Development Model 
(DDM) provided a perfect opportunity for all 

to become embedded in the districts in which their 
campuses operate.

“It is in this context that my Ministry initiated the concept 
of district-level Education and Innovation Precincts 
to bring together otherwise disparate universities, 
technical vocational and education training colleges, 
Community education and training colleges and 
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sector education and training authorities, schools 
and other innovation players in particular parts of 
the country to focus resources and energies around 
socio-economic development issues,” he said.

Current crisis, challenges and opportunities
The world, Dr Nzimande said, is being battered by a 
series of convergent crises:

• Neo-liberal economic globalisation
• Ecological degradation
• Social reproduction (inequality)
• A generalised global (planetary) crisis.

The Minister said that these crises, together with 

multiplicity of critical challenges, among them the 
“increasingly precarious location of women in society 
and communities, worsening gender inequalities, 
reinforcing patriarchy and the multiple crises of social 
reproduction.”

“Today, after much rancour, there is widespread 
agreement that substantial changes must be made 
to overcome deep structural barriers to economic 
participation by black, women and working people in 
the economy. There is also agreement that a capable 
State and enabling environment are indispensable if 
we are to unleash the creative energies and ingenuity 

against apartheid.”

CoViD disruption of the domestic economy

economy, resulting in President Cyril Ramaphosa’s 

announcing a national State of Disaster in March 
2020. And so, the National Economic Reconstruction 
and Recovery Plan (ERRP) was born, the economic 
thrust aimed at stimulating equitable and inclusive 
growth.

“The Ministry of Higher Education, Science and 
Innovation (HESI), which brings together two 
departments, the Department of Higher Education 
and Training (DHET) and Department of Science 
and Innovation (DSI), plays a crucial role with its core 
mandate being the provision of the requisite skills, 
forms of knowledge and technological innovations. 
The Minister said his portfolio’s strategic footprint 
includes over 800 institutional entities in both public 
and private sectors involving over 1.8 million students 

DHET institutions, together with that of the National 
System of Innovation (e.g. science councils, agencies 
and professional bodies), provide us with a powerful 
set of resources to shift the ground around crucial 
national development goals.

“How can we  better use this vast network of 
institutions, human talent and resources to lift the 

sectors of the economy? I think the ERRP provides 
us with an opportunity to test new approaches.”

Strategic considerations for enhancing the role of 
higher education in the economy for the future DHET 
and DSI will support the ERRP goals in  various ways 
in line with their respective mandates. The DHET, 

cutting initiatives, including:
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• Provisioning of short skills programmes.
• Workplace-based learning (WBL) programmes 

to respond to occupational shortages and skills 
gaps.

• Adaptation of the Critical Skills List.
• Strengthening entrepreneurship development 

programmes.
• Embedding skills planning into economic 

planning processes.
• Facilitating the use of the National Pathway 

Management Network (PMN) in the PSET system.
• Strengthening the PSET system.

Innovation platform

socio-economic challenges required urgent and 
imaginative responses, including from our higher 
education sector. 

“We see our universities as forming part of a broad-
based innovation platform that fully draws on all 
forms of knowledge, including crucially, Indigenous 
Knowledge Systems, alliances involving traditional 
medicinal practitioners, SMMEs, social enterprises 
and cooperatives.”



PLENARY 
SESSIONS
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Professor Ira Harkavy, Chair of the International 
Consortium on Higher Education, chose to focus 
on the democratic university. A democratic civic 
university focuses on creating a university that 
involves partnerships with the community, working 
with them, and implementing a curriculum focusing 
on community problems.

Achieving this requires three steps. Harkavy 
advocates engaging “in a searching critique of what 
we’re doing,  understanding that we have to rethink, 
reimagine and redo”. Every school and department 
needs to ask the question: How can we link our 
academic work to improving the quality of life in the 
environment the university is part of?

The second step is the Noah principle.  According to 
Professor Harkavy, universities should not only put in 
their resources but should be rewarded — based on 
the Noah principle. “There should be no more prizes 
for predicting rain, describing problems and saying 
this will happen. Prizes should be reserved only for 
those building the ark, for being engaged,  learning 

from the ground, and doing and trying to produce 
change.”

The third step he proposes is the necessity to 
engage in a global movement, “because these are 
global problems, but also because we need a global 
movement. This is not rocket science; it’s harder than 
rocket science. We need to learn and work together 
with our university communities and do this on a 
global basis,” he said.

Engagement and the SDGs

Dr Hilligje van’t Land, Secretary-General of the 
International Association of Universities (IAU), noted 

to that of USAf. She added that she might borrow 
the concept of USAf’s strategy groups. “I think those 
strategy groups you’ve created within USAf could be 
scaled up and shared as an example with countries 
around South Africa, on the continent, but certainly 
way beyond, in Europe, in Latin America, in North 
America, in Asia.

INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES
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“And this scaling up could lead to the development 
of the roadmap that the United Nations Educational, 

be developing in the coming months for the World 
Higher Education Conference.” 

Picking up on the Minister’s comments on 
collaboration, she pointed out that engagement 
depends on:
• its ability to translate and resonate locally, 

regionally, nationally and globally;
• transformative teaching and learning — where 

those who teach and those who learn “have the 
opportunity to continuously re-educate, retrain, 
reskill to never fall asleep, never to lay back on 
what we knew or what was”;

• internationalisation, not just for the sake of 
mobility, but for the sake of better understanding 
and connecting; and

• community engagement.

Her comments turned to the SDGs and the role 
that the university needs to play in this regard. She 
said institutions tended to focus on the Sustainable 
Development Goal of climate change when  
considering global challenges. But that could not be 
viewed in isolation. “It is about water, about sanitation, 
food security; it’s about all the 17 SDGs that have 

Universities with their large spectrum of disciplines 
could take up these SDGs at all levels “because the 
agenda is universal; it has to do with all the dynamics 
that we foster in teaching, research, and community 
engagement,” she said. This interconnectedness 
was also an opportunity to transform the university 

transdisciplinary perspectives. Bringing together 

unexpected communities of practice — such as a 
professor of chemistry with a professor of literature 

approach to the knowledge they teach and research.

The developmental university

Tristan McCowan, Professor of International 
Education at the Institute of Education, University 
College London, focuses on the growing popularity 
of the developmental university as a global model 

a primary mission, an egalitarian orientation to the 
point of being pro-poor, the developmental university 
concerns itself with making non-academic impact 
and contributing to academic debates, but also with 

developmental universities are that they  seriously take 
their responsibility to society. However benevolent 
that may seem, it does bring with it the notion of 
measurable impact, which may have unforeseen 
impacts. Up to 25% of funds for research given 
directly to institutions now go to impact, that is, to 



Higher Education Conference 2021 The Engaged University 15

produce case studies from universities. 
But the impact has its perils, particularly if it is the 
only thing universities are concerned about. These 
problems include:
• 

relationship between what develops within the 
university and what expands outside of it;

• the long-term impact is unpredictable;
• 

to focus on what is easily measured, referred to 
in education assessments as “the tail wagging 
the dog”; and

• instrumentalisation, or the instrumental value of 
universities.

that  “one of the projects I’ve been involved with, with 
colleagues from South Africa, in fact, was around 
higher education and the public good, and whether 
it would be possible to generate indicators of public 
good that could be comparable across continents. 
So, I do think it’s a good thing that we have the impact 
ranking. It’s not perfect, but I applaud their attempt to 

We need to create other  rankings and indicators that 
challenge some fundamental assumptions.” 

The university as home to the imagination
“If you don’t change direction, you may end up where 
you are heading (Lao Tzu)”.

Described as an interdisciplinary sustainability 
scientist, Laura Pereira adopted a refreshing 
futuristic take on the shape of the university. Pereira 
said the university sector needs to invest a lot more 

in what is known as participatory futures research 

disciplines but also with actors beyond academia.
This idea of participatory futures is what sociologist 

Ruha Benjamin, Associate Professor of African 
American Studies at Princeton University, refers to 
in the quote: “Remember to imagine and craft the 
worlds you cannot live without, just as you dismantle 
the ones you cannot live within”. She said it was 
important to get out of our ivory towers and recognise 
there are multiple knowledges out there, and “not 

This idea of knowledge co-production is  essential, 
not in the sense of integrating all this knowledge, 
but weaving it together, without consensus, “without 
losing what makes each of them quite particular,” she 
said.
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Quoting Wits academics Achille Mbembe and Sarah 
Nuttall: “Africa is absent from the future. In almost 
every future, dystopian utopian, there is a continent-
sized hole in the story. In fact, Africa often ends up 
epitomising the intractable, the mute”. For Pereira, we 
need to start decoding colonial futures. That is, we 

ways of being and experiences being brought to the 
fore”.

She described the purpose of the university as “a 
home to hold these conversations, and to create a 

and focusing on the imagination”. She quoted Ben 
Okri to support her idea: “Knowledge is empty 
without imagination, without spirit, without the heart 
… no civilization ever became great on knowledge 
alone.” She said, “imagination helps us transcend 
conventional thinking, to envision the kinds of new 
possibilities we know we require, if we’re going to 
navigate onto a better, more sustainable and just 
trajectory for people and the planet”. Imagination 
also helps us think in a novel way, she said. “If we 
continue to do things in the same way, we are going 
to be perpetuating inequalities and injustices both to 
people and to nature”.

UNIVERSITIES AND DEMOCRACY
The theme of democracy brought together three 

Professor 
Catherine Odora Hoppers
of our understanding of democracy. Professor Rajesh 
Tandon approached the topic from his experiences 
within India’s higher education. Professor Nomalanga 

Mkhize pulled these perspectives together to locate 
South African universities—those at the centre of 
research production and those at the margins— 
within these conceptions of democracy.

She said simple concepts like democracy often hide 

to acknowledge the existence of competing, distinct, 
but equally valid meanings” that are inherent in the very 
notion of democracy. Her interrogation went further. 
“Central to the idea of democracy is the aspiration 
that government is based on the consent of those 
who are governed. The sovereignty of the people is 

people to the leaders who  temporarily hold power”. 
By placing the electorate, the citizen, at the centre of 
the argument, it theoretically shifts power away from 
the state and into the hands of the people. However,  
the non-citizen’s presence is not accounted for in this 
process.
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The non-citizen is a haunting presence in the 

inbuilt exclusion inherent in the DNA” of democracy. 
To make matters worse, communities coalesce 
around the notion of unifying ‘we’ by creating the 
“other” that must be scapegoated and excluded 
through violence if necessary. The university needs to 
become a place where these ‘violences’ are explored 
in all aspects because by making instances of violent 
repression obvious, it will conscientise students to 
the generational pursuit of peace and the peaceful 

Democracy and India

Professor Rajesh Tandon is the founder and 
President of the Society for Participatory Research 
in Asia (PRIA) & UNESCO Co-Chair in Community 
Based Research and Social Responsibility in Higher 
Education in Delhi, India. He began by agreeing with 
Professor Hopper that the university should be the 

ideal site for the furtherment of democracy but noted 
that much had changed. 

The word ‘higher’ in higher education connotes taking 
the student higher into freedom, equality, justice and 
fraternity. However, the contemporary university is 
diminished as the site for democracy in action, even 
in democracies like India and South Africa. 

He said universities would succeed in that pursuit 
if their teaching and research programmes begin to 
develop, in students, critical minds to question the 
status quo. But the students must question only 
after they have learnt to listen carefully to others in 
their communities — those who  cannot enter higher 
education but have a valuable point of view and 
knowledge to share.

From the centre to the margins

Professor Nomalanga Mkhize, who proposed the 
angle of “Rerouting the Centre”, opened her remarks 
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by acknowledging the crisis confronting universities. 
She noted how we had shifted away from the ‘ivory 
tower’ perception over the past two decades. The 

they are rather called on to become “agents of social 
transformation”. This was still not the case for many 
South African institutions. Research  predominantly 
comes from white institutions based in the Western 
Cape and Gauteng. These institutions form the 
centre of higher education in the country. Ironically, 
this ‘centre of excellence’ makes transformation far 
more challenging to engage with in comparison to 
within the institutions on the margins.

Moreover, these centre institutions seem to have 
developed an identity and perception of themselves 
that is becoming increasingly disengaged from 
the socio-political crisis that is unfolding in the 
country. Paradoxically,  the institutions at the 
margins may have a greater ability to achieve 
niche competence with a contextual focus. These 
qualities will allow the marginal institutions to produce 
graduates who are “socially intelligent, masters of the 
margin” and manifest a heterodoxy that can make 
them global contenders who bring unique insights to 
current challenges.
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Professor Sibongile Muthwa, Universities South 
Africa’s Chairperson and Vice-Chancellor and Principal 
of Nelson Mandela University, acknowledged that 
universities’ preoccupation with, and perpetuation 
of their colonial inheritances, had trapped them in 
an orientation which continued to “reproduce old 
structures of inequality and produce new forms of 
marginalisation.” 

Instead, Professor Muthwa suggested “undoing the 
university as we know it” and that the undoing  is done 
at the engagement/transformation interface to co-
create what she called the transformative, responsive 
African University. This would take reformulating a 
university driven by the pursuit of social justice and 
“a deliberate receptiveness and openness to the 
knowledges of our communities and the education 

Professor Muthwa cited, in the South African 
context, that unemployment, inequality and 
poverty, environmental degradation and the social 
and structural mooring of discrimination, are key 
national challenges.  She argued that a responsive 
university responds to the needs of the communities 
as articulated by themselves and co-constructed 
with universities. “But to be able to ‘hear’ these 
articulations in their authenticity requires deep 
institutional transformation within the university and its 
academy,” she added. For her, this entails:
• acknowledging the reality of being steered 

by a modern-colonial imaginary that is deeply 
implicated in the inequalities of the local and the 
global, which informs, shapes and frames, as 
part of an ideological fabric, all of our organising 
concepts, principles, praxes, and engagement;

• facing the challenges to unravel the assemblages 
which demand the undoing of the academic 

university;
• acknowledging that to engage with the academic 

self, the transformative, responsive university 

incorporates the notion of transformative change; 
and

• aligning with plural conceptions of social justice 
and not only those which have hitherto been 
incorporated into strategic plans and annual 
reports of universities.”

REIMAGINING ENGAGEMENT AND 
TRANSFORMATION
THE UNDOING OF THE UNIVERSITy
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The danger of fence-sitting 
Dr Thandi Lewin, the Acting Deputy Director-
General: Universities Education in the Department of 
Higher Education and Training, added a perspective 
on The Engaged University. Quoting the late 
Professor Russel Botman’s foreword to the volume 
“Higher Education for the Public Good: views from 
the South” — by Brenda Leibowitz, Dr Lewin said: 
“Higher education institutions do not occupy some 
mythical middle ground. They are deeply embedded 
in society. If they attempt to sit on the fence, they 
make themselves irrelevant. Society should hold 
institutions accountable for their contribution to the 
public good.”

To achieve the public good, universities must become 
rooted in the people occupying these spaces. While 
the world was moving on, she acknowledged that 
life might never be restored to the pre-CoViD state, 
“in thinking about the ‘engaged university’, it is also 

people in higher education and the purposes of 
teaching and research. We must not lose sight of 
this in pushing for change. Face-to-face engagement 
will not disappear and should not be in a country 
still struggling to escape the dehumanisation of the 
past. In this sense, the engaged university must be 
cognisant of some of these debates.”
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Chaired by  the CEO of the 
Council on Higher Education (CHE), the session 
sought to unpack community engagement within the 
context of transformation. This is a central concern 
for the CHE as its daily work is  building a stable,  
high-functioning higher education sector. For Dr 
Green, and echoing Professor Sibongile Muthwa, 
achieving this means “that we must unbecome what 
we are currently to become what we need to be”.

The need for unbecoming was further explicated by 
Professor Themba Mosia, Chairperson of the Council 

on Higher education and Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
at the University of Pretoria. He questioned the 
extent to which community engagement had been 
mainstreamed into institutions. Despite the policies 
that had been put in place, for him, it was still left to the 

This applies equally to community engagement as it 
does to transformation.

Fixing what ain’t broke
Professor Phindile Lukhele-Olorunju is the 
Director of Research Management at the University of 
Mpumalanga. She wanted to bring a new perspective 

to something that already exists. This approach was 
therefore challenging the adage: If it ain’t broke, don’t 

REIMAGINING UNIVERSITY ENGAGEMENT 
WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF A RESPONSIVE, 
RESPONSIBLE, AND TRANSFORMATIVE 
UNIVERSITY
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broader perspective of engagement as consisting of 

populace, the region and beyond.  This broader 
perspective also allows her to evoke a larger group 
of stakeholders that impact the university. Funders, 

these people if we have any chance of meeting the 
employment challenges of the future.

Quoting a Business Online study, 149 million new jobs 
are required by 2025 to maintain this transformation. 
Software development, cloud and data roles, and 
data analysis make up most of these new jobs. 
However, it also requires basic business acumen 
and interpersonal skills to succeed in this evolving 
world. This necessitates the re-imagining of the 
university. For her, this is not seen as the destruction 
of the university but rather as refashioning its core to 
deal with these new challenges. Universities must be 
in continual transformative reinvention. 

From the stakeholders and policies, change must 
continually spread outwards through the university 
and beyond into the community. Transformation is 
not a goal but a process.

Dismantling the doomsday machine
Professor Salim Vally is the Director of the Centre for 
Education Rights and Transformation at the University 
of Johannesburg. Quoting Arundhati Roy, he noted 
that we had given ourselves a chance to rethink “the 
doomsday machine that we have built ourselves”. But 
to do this, we need to resolve the ongoing tension 
between whether the South African university should 

respond to the  marketplace’s needs or whether it 

of society, like unemployment and poverty. This 
question touches on the political economy of higher 
education. In particular, can corporate-modelled 
universities even begin to address transformation, 
never mind the decolonisation of the university 
space? 

Universities should be doing more with civil society 
in a collaborative fashion. Academic writing needs to 
move beyond a linear transmission of pre-conceived 
knowledge to communities via academic journals 
and adopt a more dialogical creation of knowledge 
with the community. 

A socially responsible, critical and encompassing 
scholarship needs to emerge that values the inputs 
and creativity of the community and decisively move 

towards the urgent needs of the community. 

Professor Lukhele-Olorunju put it succinctly: “I think 
that competition is good, but in our case, we should 
be competing with each other to see how best we 
can help each other”.

Moving away from the philosophical and ideological 
re-imaginings of the university and community 
engagement, this and the next session focussed 

engagement.
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Improving lives and livelihoods
Narratives of community engagement took delegates 
from Mamelodi in Tshwane to Pietermaritzburg in 
KwaZulu-Natal and Woodstock in the Western Cape. 
Covering a range of programmes from the Durban 
University of Technology, University of Pretoria to the 
University of the Western Cape, the deliberations 
highlighted the innovative and disparate activities that 
are currently underway.

Professor Sibusiso Moyo is the Deputy Vice-
Chancellor: Research, Innovation and Engagement 
for the Durban University of Technology (DUT). She 

engaged anchored university as one “well integrated 
with its local, regional and global context”. For her, 
community engagement is not an ad hoc addition 
to the normal functioning of teaching and learning. 
Rather, it is a calculated assessment of the context of 
the university, its capacity and strengths and where 

community.

Professor Moyo gave a brief overview of DUT’s 

numbers and publication rates. The community 
projects at these sites are crucial to building  regional 
local capacity. Still, more importantly, for DUT, it builds 
trust between the university and the community and 
places the university as a central partner in social 
development.

Fixing the pipeline 
The Mamelodi Collaborative,  a partnership between 
the University of Pretoria (UP) and Rutgers  University 

in the USA, is a hyper-local engagement. Professor 
Nthabiseng Ogude, Dean and Professor of Science 
Education at UP, made it clear that this was simply 
one instance of many collaborations entered into by 
the university. Since 2017, the Mamelodi campus 
has been an anchor university “as it deploys its 
geographically bound assets, academic capital and 
economic power to revitalise neighbourhoods”. In this 

ENGAGED UNIVERSITIES AS ANCHOR 
INSTITUTIONS: THREE CASE STUDIES
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case, the purpose is to stem the poverty cycle in this 
area by establishing baseline data and measuring the 
impact of the UP intervention over time.

The low pass rate in Maths and Physical Science 
was central to this community’s problem. To address 
this challenge, a substantial number of networks 
between UP and the community were established, 
starting at the early childhood development (ECD) 
level and growing in number through each phase 
of the schooling process. These all feed into UP’s 
extra-curricula programme, which seeks to enhance 
each level’s success. This project involves ten post-
graduates and 50 undergraduates covering six 
faculties, 40 schools, two technical and vocational 

centres.

This initiative’s crucial point is to orient learners, 
especially from Grade 8 onwards, towards a 
tertiary culture (especially conceptual learning) and 

school, winter, Saturday and online learning to 
about 1,500 learners, especially in Maths, Physical 
Science, language and computer literacy. This seeks 
to ensure that the spatial boundaries between the 
Mamelodi campus and the community are porous. 
Learners  can access libraries, computer rooms, 
lecture halls and sports facilities. Results for the 2019 
cohort are heartening—53% obtained over 50% for 
Physical Science and 29% over 80%. UP intends to 
scale this up in 2022. Currently located in Tshwane 
South, the university will  expand into Tshwane North 
and West.

Sticky institutions 
Moving to the Western Cape, Mr Larry Pokpas, 
Institutional Planner at the University of the Western 
Cape (UWC), makes it clear that the anchor mission 
for the university is to build a better future for the 
community. “Community engagement is not a nice 
to have” but integral to the  university’s core purpose, 
which is to “accelerate action to address social 
disparities”.

UWC acquired land in the run-down part of the Bellville 
CBD and moved its Health Science faculty into the area  
to bring services to the area and contribute to “catalytic 
urban revitalisation”. The second example comes 
from 30 hectares of barren land, which lies next to the 
university. This ground has never been used, and the 
idea is to work with local government to turn this area into 
a student village (with 2,700 beds). Presently, UWC only 
has space for 12% of its students at residences, leaving 
students with an arduous daily commute.

Thirdly, UWC has co-located some of its Humanities 
disciplines into the culturally rich area of Woodstock.  
Upgrading an abandoned heritage site provides 
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a space for artists in the community, a home from 
which to work and exhibit. In all of these projects, it is 
vital to understand the context of the project. There is 

To conclude, Mr Pokpas looked to the future: “we 
have to seize the transformational potential of 
engagement to forge meaningful and impactful 
university-community relations that will build an 
inspiring sense of our future”.

In the discussion that followed, one provocative point 
arose and was warmly welcomed by the speakers: 
the need to do away with community engagement as 
the third pillar of the institution because, in doing so, it 
was relegated to the margins of the university’s focus. 
Instead, the community-university nexus should be 
incorporated into the fundamentals of teaching and 
learning and research — and should be funded 
accordingly.
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practical examples of actual engagement.

My octopus teacher
Succinctly encapsulating the overall content and 
tone of the session, Professor Field referred to My 
Octopus Teacher to indicate the level of hands-on 
commitment that sustainable community engagement 
requires. Swimming with an octopus  daily for a year 
to build trust and make a lasting impact is necessary. 
Each  speaker worked to unearth the meta context 
that makes community engagement successful and, 
in turn, gives purpose  to the community and the 
university.

Professor Sarah Masoetsa is the Chief Executive 

and Social Sciences (NIHSS) and her talk addressed 

which  took place during the CoViD-19 lockdown, 
focussed on townships and was titled Townships 

under Lockdown. Its primary focus was on the 
health crisis, but it also  considered the political, 
psychological and social crises that the lockdown 
provoked. Community-led relevant research  links 
research to policy interventions because it  provides 
evidence and allows interventions to get to solutions 
quicker. What also became apparent is that, contrary 
to expectations, households were not harmonious 
paces. Indeed, the rising gender-based violence 
during lockdown pointed to the household as a 
contentious space.

The second research initiative was into religious 
communities during the lockdown. What became 
clear here is the crucial role of these communities in 
the face of uncertainty about livelihoods and health. 
However, it also became apparent that many of these 

vaccine hesitancy among communities.

The last instance of community research dealt with the 
July violence in Gauteng and KZN. What immediately 
became evident is that for communities, the prime 
objective is  health (being CoViD-19 free) and living a 
better life. The study found that rising  social inequality 
and unemployment trigger social instability rather than 
any political agenda. Professor Masoetsa concluded 
by noting that the work of the NIHSS makes use of 
community-led research not as a chasing of citations 
but as an urgent engagement with South Africans in 
need. Ironically,  the most impoverished universities 
cannot help but conduct their research into the poor 

THE IMPLICATIONS OF COMMUNITY-BASED 
LEARNING AND COMMUNITY-BASED RESEARCH 
FOR THE ENGAGED UNIVERSITY
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ignore these pressing social challenges.

The tipping point
Professor Tracy-Lynn Field is the Research Chair of 
the Claude Leon Foundation for Earth Justice and 
Stewardship at the University of the Witwatersrand. 
Her interest is in creating a sustainable transformation 
of communities and dealing with the urgency of this 
need. “The earth is not dying”, but it is failing at a 
rate that will not allow humans and other organisms 
the time to adapt to the change quickly enough. 

2030s. This, in turn, has consequences for the food-
energy nexus and its tipping point.

Professor Field moves on to a map of the world 
which lays out those areas of the planet that are likely 

and Southern Africa within the global context. Add to 
all this the tidal wave of polluting organic and man-

of sewage and pollution are becoming a daily reality, 
but their pathways are so incremental and insidious 
that we hardly notice it anymore. At times there is an 
event that is so spectacular and devastating that it 
confronts and can create opportunities for change. 
The looting in July this year just North of Durban 
may be just such an event. Thousands of tonnes 
of fungicides, herbicides and pesticides went up in 

a densely populated area and near an estuary, when 

it was hosed down, there was no awareness that 

Within a week of this event, a community of sorts 
came together. Academics from Wits, UJ, UKZN 
and DUT, civic organisation groups and lawyers 
from the area ensured that the event continued to 
get media coverage and apply pressure on local 
government. This is community engagement, but not 
in any obvious way. In  conclusion, she argues for an 
inter-university platform across all institutions aimed 
at “environmental stewardship”.

The tale of two Durban spaces
Professor Monique Marks is the Head of the Urban 
Futures Centre (UFC) at the Durban University of 
Technology. She was at pains to point out how 

social scientist’s laboratory where involvement with 
real people on real challenges is where research 
comes alive and is an enabler for changing dominant 
narratives about how things work.

using Durban’s largest low-income estate.  The 
project was called Kenneth Gardens because of 
UKZN’s lack of community engagement and was 
established in 2010. This began with “engagement in 
daily life, struggles, resource building and story-telling 
— ensuring community prioritisation of interventions 
and research. This also allowed for the co-creation 
of knowledge shared platforms, documenting oral 
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photovoice projects. The project gave rise to the 
publication of two books on Kenneth gardens.

The second project focuses on the Bellhaven Harm 
Reduction Centre. It began during Level 5 lockdown 

people, especially those addicted to heroin. Housing 
260 people for ten weeks, it evolved to become 

a range of services from a methadone programme 
to essential medical services, testing for TB and 
HIV and voluntary individual and group psycho-
social services has seen a remarkable uptake. This 
government-university partnership has also become 
a place of deliberation and knowledge creation.

primarily, it increases the permeability of the university 
to the community, the dissolving of borders to the 
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“Why is community engagement the least monitored 
and evaluated activity when it is so integral to 
teaching and learning and research,” Professor 
Busisiwe Nkonki-Mandleni, Director: Community 
Engagement and Development at the Mangosuthu 
University of Technology, asked delegates. She  
reminded delegates that national imperatives needed 
to be observed around community engagement. She 
referenced policy instruments such as the National 
Plan for Higher Education (2001) and the White Paper 
3: A Programme for the Transformation of Higher 
Education (1997). They should form the guiding 
documents for community engagement M&E.

Professor Nkonki-Mandleni said the value of 
monitoring and evaluating community engagement lay 
in assessing  university programmes’ performance, 

to various principles, including social responsibility, 
sustainability, collaboration, transformation, reciprocity 
and equality, empowerment, ethical engagement, 

and scholarly engagement. Compliance is the key.”

She said there was a need to evaluate: “To be 

to improve processes. It is also an integrity check.” 
She said that universities are presently battling with 
monitoring and evaluation, adding that existing 
literature dwells more on outputs than outcomes.

Lack of clear indicators 
Dr Vathiswa Papu-Zamxaka, Deputy Vice-
Chancellor: Research, Innovation and Engagement 
at the Tshwane University of Technology, said 
community engagement had been profoundly 

lockdown. 

MONITORING AND EVALUATION OF THE 
UNIVERSITY COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT ROLE
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She quoted a 2013 survey mentioned in a 2016 
CHE report, which names “inadequate development 
of mechanisms to evaluate the quality of community 
engagement at the institutional level” as one of 
the barriers to practice. She also referenced 
Emeritus Professor Martin Hall, whose 2020 report, 
titled Community Engagement in South African 
Higher Education, indicated “no articulated standards 
or objectives with clear indicators against which to 
monitor progress, measure impact or evaluate the 

Professor Nkonki-Mandleni emphasised the need to 
obtain input from a wide selection of stakeholders 
on conceptualising an M&E module. Other factors 
that need to be  considered are whether community 
needs are being addressed in the module and 
whether there is inclusivity and knowledge transfer. 
“Transformation through social impact is only possible 
through community engagement,” she said.

According to the CHE framework for institutional 
audits (2021), integrated community engagement 
refers to the core functions of higher education 
working constructively and co-operatively with 
communities connected to the institution to make 
that institution more adaptive and responsive to the 
needs it could serve. Such integrated community 

almost every aspect of an institution’s functioning. 
Community engagement should be  integrated 
explicitly with teaching and learning and research and 
should be based on and enhanced by the disciplinary 
knowledge and expertise of the institution.



WORLD OF WORK
STRATEGY GROUP (WSG)
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Professor Tshilidzi Marwala, then Acting Group 

Chairperson and Vice-Chancellor and Principal: University 

of Johannesburg

Current focus areas:
• Technological Disruption: The National Agenda 

on 4IR
• Universities and the New Technology Moment 

and Society
• Entrepreneurship and Modern Technologies in 

the Labour Market: Nexus between Theory and 
Practice

The opening discussion focussed on perhaps the 
most crucial crisis facing South Africa today. How, in 
such an unequal country and faced with substantial 
technological disruption via 4IR, can we uplift all of 
the people in South Africa? Addressing the youth 
unemployment, poverty, and inequality rampant in 

South Africa requires a ‘rethink’. In a range of ways 
(building human capacity; modernising sectors and 
communications; reindustrialisation; modernising the 
health sector), the 4IR is an essential part of this, but 

be widely distributed. 

There were concerns raised about the ability and 
capability of universities to navigate these changes that 
will require them to be agile in this new technological 
environment. It might require  re-imagining the 
present form of the university and the student in 
this new context. Universities must use technology 
for collaboration, especially in the CoViD-19 era. 
However, it must also be acknowledged that our 
universities are relatively low-tech at the moment. 
We risk falling behind in the global development of 

the University of the People in the USA, which 

worldwide. There needs to be a sense of urgency 
in dealing with all of these challenges and in taking 
advantage of the power of the technologies that form 
part of the 4IR. The country urgently needs to get into 
implementation mode.

Following this important conversation was an 
aligned aspect that considered universities, the new 
technology moment, and society. Working from 
the premise that universities’ ability to navigate the 
changes will require re-imagining their present form. 
Universities should become hubs of innovation 
externally and in the fabric of social space. This is 
necessary because our graduates must be innovators 
inspired by their source institution upon entering the 
labour market. 

WORLD OF WORK STRATEGY GROUP (WSG)
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The value of the university is in knowledge creation for 
the common good and how technology can assist 
with the co-creation of knowledge. This also means 

to emerge that can use technology to drive solutions 

serve as consultants, selling their expertise to multiple 
universities. It is also imperative that universities  be 
geared toward lifelong learning, change delivery 
modes of education and help ensure socially mature 
adults and critical thinkers. 

Finally, the last session looked at the nexus of 
entrepreneurship and modern technologies, and 
what  this world will look like in the future. What is 
clear is that machines will replace mid-level, routine 
jobs. Lower-end jobs may largely survive as they are 

may need to be protected by minimum wages. 
But these futures are highly unpredictable. Training 
increasingly uses simulation, chatbots, augmented 
and virtual reality, sandboxes, haptic technologies, 
games and animation. As technology gains increased 
prominence, it could change power relations within 
society. Universities must prepare students for a future 
with unpredictable skills and knowledge demands 
that  ensure they have imagination and are curious. 

in the UK are interested in starting their businesses, 
including while at university. They also want to make 

personal drive.

There needs to be closer interaction between the 
higher education space and employers, thus enabling 
curriculum redesign in real-time. All that is clear is that 

knowledge workers, creative thinkers, entrepreneurs, 
professional managers and curriculum designers are 
the skills needed to navigate the future.
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The proposed vision for South Africa in the 4th 
Industrial Revolution (4IR) era is a globally competitive, 

technological capability and production capacity. 
This understanding formed the introduction by Dr 
Nompumelelo Obokoh, Board Chairperson of 
the National Research Foundation, who served as 
a commissioner in the Presidential Commission on 
the 4IR. Dr Obokoh was one of 32 members of 

the Presidential Commission (PC) that produced a 
strategic focus for South Africa to  participate in the 

Government Gazette in October 2020. The report 
made  several recommendations: 
• Investment in human capital: “People are South 

Africa’s greatest opportunity and most important 
resource, which is why this investment is critical 
for the success of the 4IR.”

• The development or establishment of an 

based on the understanding that research and 

development, as well as the implementation 
capabilities in AI, are critical and must be 
embedded within the State. “These also enable 
the generation of new knowledge and creative 
technology applications in key sectors such as 
(among others) health, agriculture, education, 
energy, manufacturing, tourism and ICT,” she 
said.

• A platform for advanced manufacturing: The 
commission recommended the establishment of 
a platform for advanced manufacturing as well 
as for new material production. “This, of course, 
comes from an understanding that these will form 
part of the revival of the country’s manufacturing 
sector. For success, in the context of the 4IR,  
a state-led research initiative must support the 
manufacturing sector. This should focus on 
advanced manufacturing and the application 
of new materials to enhance, particularly, the 
agricultural sector, housing, health, energy 
storage, environmental sustainability, and the 
climate crisis.

• Securing and making available data: The 
commission endorsed making data available to 
enable innovation. Dr Obokoh said: “The critical 
opportunity in the 4th-IR is the storage of large 
sums of data that need to be reliable, accurate, 
standardised, integrated and easily accessible. 
This is citizen data for building an e-government 
service across  health, transport and justice 
sectors.” 

• Incentives: Incentivising future industries, 
platforms and applications of the 4IR technologies 
was paramount.

TECHNOLOGICAL DISRUPTION: 
THE NATIONAL AGENDA ON 4IR
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• Infrastructure: In building the 4IR infrastructure, 
it was important to incorporate this into 
the overall infrastructure development and 
deployment planning. This included areas such 
as biotechnology, 3-D printing etc. “The digital 
economy will require a stable and enhanced 
infrastructure base to succeed.”

Unemployed human capital
Dr Obokoh said: “For context, we have 60.3-million 
people (projected to grow to 66/67-million by 2030) 
living in South Africa. Currently, two-thirds of that 
number in our population is below 35. “This is often 
presented as an opportunity because more people 
are available for productive work. But, as we all 

is unemployment.

“A skilled, capable, technologically advanced 
workforce will be required for South Africa to exploit 
the opportunities presented by the 4IR. This will 
require continuous learning and keeping up with the 
rate of development and change that the 4IR makes 
the norm. South Africa requires a 4IR human capital 
development strategy that will look at how we develop 
the future workforce as well as looking at the skills 
needed by those who are neither in employment nor in 
education.” Dr Obokoh said that when examining the 
challenges and opportunities, the SA public education 
system “is severely under-performing”.

For Dr Stanley Mpofu, Chairperson of Higher 
Education Information Technology South Africa 

of the Witwatersrand, it was crucial to consider 

interns as part of the process of developing skills 

getting a job normally presents a challenge because 
employers want to know applicants’ experience 
history. Exposing the young people to internships is 
therefore important.”

Getting STEAMIE
She said that the inclusion of STEAMIE — Science, 
Technology, Engineering, Arts, Mathematics, 
Innovation and Entrepreneurship —  is becoming 
a worldwide focus in preparation for 21st-century 
skills. The arts and humanities, she said, would 

and elevating learning of all STEM subjects. “Here 
in South Africa, where the STEM is at the beginning 
stages of being introduced, we have the opportunity 
to implement a STEAMIE approach from the outset.”
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For South Africa to compete globally, Dr Obokoh 
feels that it needs to:
• Foster an economy that empowers its citizens 

• 
is happening in the context of low growth and 
social backlogs (high unemployment).

•  Innovate its curriculum design and adapt how it 
creates and prepares young people for the new 
world of work.

•  Urgently reskill and up-skill its citizens, focusing 
on strengthening higher education.

•  Use the ‘No citizen should be left behind’ idea to 
strengthen the labour market for job retention, job 
creation and the transition from the current to the 
future-ready scenarios.

Mr Wayne Adams,
Manufacturing, Engineering and Related Services 
Sector Educating and Training Authority (merSETA), 
felt that “our biggest challenge, particularly in the 
TVET colleges, is the ability to start 4IR initiatives”.

Rural hubs
Dr Mpofu believes that the rural areas could be 
developed so “people don’t have to go to Joburg or 

creating possibilities where entrepreneurship can also 
be done in rural areas? Planning from government and 
universities should include how to distribute this 4IR 
economy we want by  ensuring it is distributed across 
the board. In other words, create your technology 
hub in the mountains here in Utrecht or Tzaneen. Only 
creating hubs in the city draws everyone to the city — 
making rural areas places of neglect,” he said.

Mr Adams concluded the session by focussing on 
the role of the SETAs in the 4IR. “One of the biggest 
problems experienced in the SETA world is the time 
it takes to develop curriculum, particularly at the 

this. Technology is not going to wait for us. If we do 
not act quickly, we will be left lagging”.
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There AND not there

Professor Alwyn Louw, Vice-Chancellor 
of Torrens University in Australia, started 
provocatively: “the university is both there and 
not there now”. “We’re talking about an academic 

disrupted and reconstructed. But what is the crux 
of it? It is that we’re talking about a networked 
world, 24/7/365, where the university is moving 
into a space where it must deal with co-creators 

the university.

In the current context, establishing “what drives 
us?” was necessary, adding that practical 
discussions should replace esoteric debates. 
“We have to factor in the new dimensions of 
technology and the convergence currently taking 
place, the fusion between the biological, the 

context of research or learning and teaching?”

Some questions that Professor Louw believes 
need to be considered carefully: Who controls 
this technology? Who manages the power 
relations? How do we ensure equitable access? 
How do we ensure that people and their 
well-being remain centred in this process? 
Information is easily accessible, and there is a 

beyond the academy.

The world of work
Professor Louw said: “Regarding the 
transformation of the world of work, we should 
look at the impact of technology, and the impact 
of its convergence that creates a network of 
interaction, interdependence and synergy that 
drives the whole economic, social, and political 
process. “This directly impacts production and 
distribution, enabling the multi-dimensional 
relations to reinvent themselves.”

The key to this change is the ways in which 
the university needs to reinvent itself. The new 
engaged university’s function should be to:
• Generate generations of students ready to 

contribute to the world around us and serve 
its context with a new awareness and ethos.

• Promote and incentivise engaged scholarship 
in research teaching and engagement.

UNIVERSITIES, THE NEW TECHNOLOGY 
MOMENT AND SOCIETY
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• Commit to planning for and serving a higher 

• 

Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Engagement and 
Transformation at Nelson Mandela University, 
Professor André Keet, largely echoed Professor 
Louw: “I really must support, and like, your 
argument about how we employ technology 
to enhance engagement and to release and 
unburden our internal capacity for better 
collaborations with society in that space. That 

between the internal and the external”. However, 
there is a schism between public good and the 
technocratic and corporate semantics of the 4IR. 
As he put it: “Professor Louw, I mean that the 
language deployed already undercuts the public 
good advancements that you think the university 
should be making. If you just deploy the ideas 

of the company and capital accumulation.

The rise of contract staff
Professor Marcus Ramogale, Acting Vice-
Chancellor at Mangosuthu University of Technology, 
also raised concerns about the stable future of the 
university. “There is a view that  the university’s future 
as an employer will change with these technological 
changes. The professor we employ will serve as an 
independent consultant and sell  their expertise to 
any university. The university will become a platform 
where students and those who teach meet. If you 

have a brilliant mathematics teacher,  they will make 
that expertise available to students anywhere.”

For Professor Louw, this is already the dominant 
mode of operation at his university. “At Torrens, our 

clear that the university would have to negotiate the 
promotion of social justice while making use (or being 
used by) a rapidly evolving technology. 
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The argument between social justice and the 4IR 
that was raised in the last session became an explicit 
opposing debate between Haroon Bhorat, Professor 
of Economics and Director at the University of Cape 
Town’s Development Policy Research Unit (DPRU) 
and Ms Hameeda Deedat, Acting Executive Director, 
National Labour and Education Development Institute 
(Naledi)

Professor Haroon Bhorat used his economist 
lens to provide an overview of how economists are 
thinking of modern technology and its impact on the 
primary market. Jobs would be lost to technology, 
and new jobs would be created, jobs that could 

you’re confronted with innovation, getting workers, 

For us, the term 4IR is a euphemism for workplace 

restructuring. In many instances, it would mean 

mean major job losses.”

From coal to sun
Professor Bhorat, using the transition around the coal 
industry as an example, said there would certainly be 
job losses  and mass numbers of new jobs created 

sustainable development arena.” However, the new 

“It’s those kinds of tensions that we need to  think 
about from a labour market perspective.

those at the bottom end of the labour market. “Why? 
Because the current level and pricing of technology 
make it very hard to replace those bottom-end jobs. 
So, in essence, the losers will be those in the middle 
of the distribution.” At risk were mid-skill occupations 
performing routine tasks that could be easily replaced 

who are being replaced by machines.

ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND MODERN 
TECHNOLOGIES IN THE LABOUR MARKET: 
NEXUS BETWEEN THEORY AND PRACTICE
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The hairdresser
Ms Hameeda Deedat was adamant: “We cannot 
underestimate social value: human beings and 
human touch. I mean, we’ve all experienced CoViD. 
After a year and a half of not being able to go to 
conferences, if you ask people whether, given a safe 
environment, they would like to meet their friends and 

over zoom, I think every single person would say yes.
When you talk about having a robot doing your hair, 
you can have the most innovative cuts in terms of 
hairstyles, but nobody can give you the social support, 
the free psychology and the social interaction you get 
from a hairdresser. So, I think the human connection 

market. We can have innovation, 4IR and several 

you will never be able to restructure humanity,” she 
concluded.

Entrepreneurial thinking as a resolution

the system as a whole and people as a source of 
labour or skills… I want to focus on individual people 
and take their point of view as a source of aspiration, 
looking for meaning and trying to positively impact 
the world. My focus is on developing entrepreneurial 
thinking.” So said Professor Dimo Dimov, Professor 
of Innovation & Entrepreneurship at the University of 
Bath in the United Kingdom.

are primarily interested in starting their businesses. 

quarter of UK university students had that aspiration, 
with research showing that 10% do start a business 
while at university.

This is a response to the idea of lifelong employment, 
trying to sell skills in a job market and companies 

so they can create their jobs. That’s where their 
entrepreneurial spirit comes from.” He says the 
desire to make a social impact, not just economic 
motivation, is strong. A strong social component lets 
them  quickly leverage and mobilise their peers for 
early feedback or traction for their ideas. “These two 

create a vibrant entrepreneurial space.”
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The university and non-consensus
As a space that disseminates knowledge, the 
university should enable people to engage in non-
consensus areas  to push boundaries (trying 
out a crazy, absurd idea in a safe environment). 
“Entrepreneurship is about taking those ideas forward 
so they can be reviewed across time as working out 
or not. This is the intersection between Universities 
and entrepreneurship. To do things, we would like to 

to know. This is what experimentation and serendipity 
give us.

The university then needs to become a space where 
three primary ideas are enacted:
• 
• 

we’re never in complete control.
• 

each step of the way.

Professor Dimov said the primary goal of educators is 
to unlock and develop new ways of thinking in people 
“where we can move from our default way of thinking 

“This gives us a way of engaging with thinking as 
a broad spectrum where we can move away from 
the familiar and imagine wild, absurd things in this 
exciting realm of surprises.

WSG’s recommended actions 
The WSG will hold a webinar with the Ministerial 
Task Team (MTT) on 4IR and the DSI (Decadal Plan) 
on better aligning the entire post-school education 
and training sector to the Plan via technology. The 
WSG will also discuss with the MTT building human 
capacity, modernising sectors and communications, 
reindustrialisation, and modernising the health sector, 
among other areas. It was recommended that 
the WSG convene a webinar with the Department 
of Science and Innovation to explore ways to 
implement the DSI Decadal Plan. Acknowledging 
that universities are relatively low-tech, the WSG was 
encouraged to establish a Task Team to look at ‘easy 
wins’ like sharing technology and services across the 
sector as a means of using technology to collaborate 
across the system. To prepare students for a future 
with unpredictable skills and knowledge demands, 
it was recommended that the WSG collaborate with 
the TLSG towards transforming the curriculum for 
societal impact and on a position paper outlining the 
curriculation challenges for students and graduates. 
Delegates also moved that the WSG and USAf 
conduct a survey of universities and their future plans 
to become hubs of innovation, integrate better with 
society, focus on students’ employability and be 
strategic actors.



FUNDING STRATEGY
GROUP (FSG)
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Professor Tawana Kupe, Group Chairperson and 

Vice-Chancellor and Principal: University of Pretoria

Current focus areas:
• Sustainable University Funding in an Unequal 

Society
• Funding for Infrastructure Development
• 

Success Factors and Challenges

The opening session of the Funding Strategy Group 
covered the most important and urgent concern 
— sustainable university funding in an unequal 
society. Locating university funding in the larger 

inequality is key to understanding how to arrive at 
solutions. The fact is that large numbers of students 
are not accessing higher education because of a 

poor educational background through the primary 

poverty, including undernourishment, mean that 

fail. The prohibitive cost of failure is also evident in 
students failing at university when they may have 
thrived in the TVET sector. The attendant discussion 
emphasised that students from such backgrounds, 
who make it to a university and have potential, must 
be supported in all possible ways.

Regarding funding, the pandemic has also posed 
a slew of new questions that may well shift 
conventional funding models. Might digitisation and 
blended learning essentially replace ‘bricks and 
mortar’? Are there new opportunities for pooling 
resources between universities? With remote 
work, might redundant administrative buildings be 

ratios brought into question in the new environment? 
Might new research opportunities open up in areas 
like vaccine development and climate change, 
for which South Africa is well placed? As one 
participant stated, what is needed is conservative 
cash management while looking for innovative 
opportunities.

Funding for infrastructure development comprised a 
session that may, on the face of it, seem at odds 
with the unused infrastructure that had described 
universities during the pandemic. However, it is clear 
that there is a new infrastructural realm in technology, 
relying on areas such as cloud computing, quantum 
technology and virtual and augmented reality, no 
longer governed by the purchase and installation 
of heavy-duty installations as previously. There has 

FUNDING STRATEGY GROUP (FSG)
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been a clear shift in emphasis from a CAPEX model 
(installation of hardware) to an OPEX model (paying 
for functionality, using cloud services).

In addition, South African universities currently make 
very little use of PPPs (2% in this country; 50% in the 
UK). Cooperation with the triple helix of universities, 
state and private sectors is vital to drive this process. 

quickly, help universities become more agile, and 
free them to focus on their core roles. The question 

outcomes. 
 

was substantially, though not wholly, composed of 
descriptions of working shared services systems (the 
British Jisc network and associated activities; South 
African networks such as the projected Central 
Application Service, the National Student Data 
Warehouse and the SA TENET network). Shared 
services are a crucial driver of sustainability in higher 
education. It was generally acknowledged during 
the session that universities are good candidates for 

improvement, reduced system infrastructure costs, 
leverage instruments relating to enterprise resource 
planning systems, access to expertise and advanced 
technology.

For shared services systems to be successful, 
institutional buy-in, clear gains for all involved, and 
managing the tension between competition and 
collaboration and accountability.
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“Demand has outstripped the available funding. The 
Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) 
has the fastest-growing budget in government. So 
it may seem somewhat contradictory that we still 
face enormous sustainability challenges. However, 

university funding from the state is unable to keep 
up with the growth in the system,” said Dr Thandi 
Lewin,
University Branch at the DHET.

She drew attention to the proportion of students 
qualifying for the National Student Financial Aid 
Scheme (NSFAS), that has grown exponentially. 
It exceeded our initial assumption in 2018 and 
increased to 56 percent of undergraduates in 2020. 
The DHET is funding approximately 63 percent of 
undergraduate students in the university system.  
Professor Gerald Ouma, Senior Director: Institutional 
Planning at the University of Pretoria, echoed her 
views: “On one hand, there’s a steep increase in 

state funding for fee-free education, but we’ve also 
seen that student numbers are increasing, and we 

not supported by NSFAS funding, but who have a 
genuine need for support.

Systemic crisis
Ouma presented some distressing statistics, 
including the fact that 27 percent of children under 

poor nutrition; that only 69 percent of children aged 

development learning centre; that 40 percent of 
those who enter Grade 1 will drop out before reaching 
Grade 12 and that approximately 12 percent will 
access a university with only four percent achieving 
an undergraduate degree within six years of entry. 

the systemic issues that entrench these inequalities.

Mr Hardy Maritz, Director: Group Finance at the 
University of Cape Town, looked at how institutions 
get funded and presented a compliance exercise 
using an example from UCT, but one which would 
apply to most of this country’s institutions. He referred 
to “council-controlled activities”, which include tuition 
and student housing 
funded by state and 
tuition fees. Then there 
are “designated activities” 
over which the university 

how these grants are 
spent.

SUSTAINABLE UNIVERSITY FUNDING 
IN AN UNEQUAL SOCIETY
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He continued: “Our budget for 2022 at this point 
suggests that R1.1 billion will be spent supporting 

aid. That is funded from several sources, with NSFAS 

missing middle out of our funding. Next year, we will 
spend about R45 million on that group of students. 
Thinking ahead must be embedded. Concerning 
state funding, plan for uncertainty, as any recovery will 
take longer than you think. Explore avenues for core 
business-aligned third stream revenues delinked from 
the state. We are well-positioned as South African 

like vaccines or electric vehicles. There are unique 

need to look for them.

Lewin agreed that universities need to explore 
other funding options: “The overall picture shows a 

subsidy. When it comes to third-stream income, 
some of the more advantaged and research-intensive 
institutions are generally able to attract more third 
stream income than others. However, all universities 
need to build their capacity to attract third-stream 
income.

TVET colleges must be part of the solution 
 Director: Institutional 

Planning at the University of Pretoria, was emphatic. 
“We need to be talking about TVET colleges. It is an 
opportunity to absorb the demand for post-school 
education and an area we should grow. If you look 
at the higher education participation pyramid, 1.2 
million are in universities and about 900 000 in TVET 

colleges in this country. It is the other way around 
in other parts of the world. We need to grow the 
quality of education at these colleges and make them 
more attractive to students while building capacity 
so that we can absorb a growing demand for TVET 
education.”

Said Maritz: “We have a perverse relationship with 
TVET institutions. We seem to think students who 
graduate from these colleges are third-rate citizens. 
They are not, and I can’t emphasise that enough. 
South Africa needs skilled electricians and plumbers. 
As a priority, we need to help our students who are 
in high school realise that maybe a university is not 
where they should be, and they should be in a trade 
or something related.” For all three,  South Africa must 
improve its throughput rates (those who matriculate 
and graduate).

amounted to 42.4 percent of the total fee income 
received, which is substantial, and of course, more 
than 50 percent of that gross debt was not paid. 
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The non-payment of fees is a major risk to the 
sustainability of universities. It highlights the necessity 
for debt management at the university level and the 

across the system to pay their fees.

“Historically disadvantaged institutions are not 

reserves to ensure that they are able to be sustainable 
in the long term and, as a result, are highly reliant 
on state funding. The DHET has established a 
special grant — the Sibusiso Bengu Development 
Programme — which will be launched during the 

universities to receive additional funding to support 
their strategic priorities.”

Photos supplied, courtesy of the University of Limpopo
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SESSION SUB-THEME | PART 1 | FINANCING 
TECHNOLOGY INFRASTRUCTURE IN HIGHER 
EDUCATION

CoViD-19 has forever reshaped the higher education 
landscape, accelerating changes that have been 
taking place over the last decade. For universities 

of hastened technological change, having a strong, 
comprehensive digital transformation strategy is 
imperative. This was the message from Professor 
Zeblon Vilakazi, Vice-Chancellor and Principal of 
the University of the Witwatersrand.

“The Department of Higher Education and Training 
(DHET) earmarked R2.3 billion in 2021 for infrastructure 
development, but this was reduced by R1.3 billion. 
So we need new models for funding and new 
partnerships.” Most of Africa, he stated, still needed 

to catch up and “leapfrog” into the new infrastructural 
realm: “Technology and infrastructure development 
in education is mission-critical. We need to invest in 
this just as much as we did in the past in physical 
infrastructure assets such as buildings. Despite all 
the challenges that faced us last year with the start of 
the pandemic, I am pleased to say that we were able 
to rescue the academic year.”

Mr Creswell du Preez, an advisor to Higher Education 
IT South Africa (HEITSA), started by paying tribute to 
South African universities’ information technology (IT) 
teams. Du Preez spoke about a university’s myriad 
platforms in its digital toolbox to deliver optimal 

delivery platforms, digital optimisation platforms, 
collaboration platforms, security technology and 
cybersecurity solutions, modernised university 

business continuity and network connectivity.

“A question that now also needs to be addressed is 

to plan for technologies that capture their journey 
from the moment they’ve enrolled until they graduate. 
There is going to be funding required for these sorts 
of elements.

Capex vs Opex
Du Preez believes universities are now at the stage 
where technology is becoming unforgiving when 
manual processes are involved: “So it’s time to start 
moving those into hyper-automation. Universities 
also have to re-evaluate their Capex (capital expense) 

FUNDING FOR 
INFRASTRUCTURE DEVELOPMENT
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versus Opex (operational expenditure) model when it 
comes to provisioning information technology.

“The Capex model could take six to eight months from 
procurement to delivery to being up-and-running. 
Turnkey cloud-based solutions in an Opex model 
are preferred as it takes a week to eight weeks to 
implement. This creates improved service delivery as 
the IT personnel are freed from ‘watching hardware’ 
to providing in-time solutions.”

Partnerships
Professor Vilakazi reiterated that these new 
technologies and their implementation will require 
universities to work in partnerships with several 
organisations: “A triple helix of government, university 
and industry is central in ensuring that we are able to 
realise our infrastructural needs in various forms.”

He gave an example of how during the CoViD-19 
lockdowns, the university worked with big business 
and agreed on how to provide devices and zero-rate 

with their studies.

Professor Vilakazi said that another collaboration 
between Wits, IBM Research Africa and the Gauteng 
City-Region Observatory helped Gauteng to address 
the increasing number of CoViD-19 infections. It 
collated anonymous data from multiple sources 

decisions and to identify hotspots.

“Up until 1990, South Africa was able to develop 
vaccines — we were able to eradicate polio. However, 
we were on the back foot regarding CoViD-19 and 
had to beg the international market to sell vaccines to 
this country. There will be other pandemics coming, 
and we need to have the capacity to do research and 
development in these areas. We cannot leave this to 
be done by the global north. We need to collaborate 
across the sector and include all universities in South 
Africa,” concluded Professor Vilakazi.

SESSION SUB-THEME | PART 2 | PRIVATE 
SECTOR FINANCING OF PUBLIC HIGHER EDUCATION 
INFRASTRUCTURE: LESSONS LEARNED

“Higher education institutions across the world are 
debating how they can be responsive to societal 
needs and the myriad environmental challenges 
confronting us through climate change and a rapidly 
growing world population,” says Professor Heather 
Nel, Director of Institutional Planning at Nelson 
Mandela University.

The need  for public-private partnerships
For Professor Nel, “a traditional model of sustainability 

higher education sector, it’s also important to change 

and the surrounding communities can coexist in 

that that we protect the planet which is coming under 
increasing threat through the impact of people on the 
global environment,” she told delegates.
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solutions because they can be implemented across 

that universities are usually responsible for, ranging 
from student housing to academic facilities; shared 
services; sports, arts and culture facilities, as well as 
very importantly, energy and water security.

Funding constraints
“We are facing increasing pressure to provide high 

argued. Moreover, there are additional demands 
on expenditure that include deferred facility 
maintenance needs and increasing costs relating to 
new technologies and programmes. Reductions in 
public funding support and concerns about overall 

and universities are seeking creative ways to meet 
the often-competing needs and demands of various 
shareholders.

Turning her attention to the National Infrastructure 
Plan (NIP) for 2050, she noted that public universities 
would have to scale up infrastructure delivery and 

alludes to the fact that infrastructure development is 
a major factor in securing long-term economic and 
social goals such as reducing inequality, job creation 

2050 is on public-private cooperation in delivering 
public infrastructure.”

Referencing the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, she pointed out that it 

doesn’t only focus on the prosperity dimension; it’s 
all the facets that make up the bottom line. Various 
factors must be assessed, including political, legal 
and environmental issues. Many countries worldwide 
plan to reach 100 percent renewable energy use by 
2050. Research shows that PPPs are better suited 
for economic infrastructures such as electricity, where 
better quality infrastructure can reduce operational 
costs and improve service levels.”

Although there are inherent dangers in PPP, it may 
be fundamental to the university’s sustainability in the 
future.
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Balance competition with cooperation

Universities need a balance between competition 
and collaboration  regarding shared services. The 

disadvantages. “We have to identify what lends itself 
to shared services across the system and what 
doesn’t, and there needs to be a balance between 
shared service and internal capacity at an institution,” 
says Dr Diane Parker, Advisor to the University of 
Pretoria’s Vice-Chancellor and Principal and former 
Deputy Director-General University Branch at the 
Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET).

For Dr Parker, shared services at a national level 
require that all institutions need to buy into the idea 
and become part of the system. You can’t have 
some in and some out. One of the problems faced 

handing over responsibility. It is imperative that there 
are clear gains for everybody involved.

The central part of her input was to consider the 
national shared services that are currently in place 
and trying to address the challenges:

The National Student Data Warehouse (NSDW)
The platform is owned by the DHET and will integrate 
and leverage sizeable national data sets to support 
student success. It will augment and support real-
time analytics and intervention work. While individual 
universities have been developing their data and 
analytics processes, access to these national 
databases is  essential, particularly for longitudinal 

institution can get full access to its information, but 
when it comes to information from other institutions, 
it would be anonymous, and there would also 
be security levels involved, but it would enable 
comparative data analytics.

The Macro Infrastructure Framework (MIF)
MIF was implemented in 2017 and is a cloud-based 
IT platform with information related to infrastructure 
at each university, including applications for funding 
and reporting progress about funding, as well as 
information about good practice. It includes an 
infrastructure management guide which provides 
principles, norms and standards for managing 
university infrastructure with detailed annexures.

UNIVERSITY SHARED SERVICES: DRIVERS, 
BENEFITS, SUCCESS FACTORS AND CHALLENGES
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The Infrastructure Development Support 
Programme (IDS)
This was established in 2018 to develop the 
capacity of universities to manage and maintain their 
infrastructure.

Central Applications Service (CAS)
CAS, a one-stop-shop for applications, 
accommodation and funding, is something that has 
been long in the making and was supposed to be 
piloted this year, said Parker. “Currently,  people have 

And every year, we hear how problematic it is. You 
will get 80 000 applications at one institution and 120 
000 at another. We know that many are the same 
people applying. CAS will create greater possibilities 
within the system in terms of access.”

National Open Learning System (NOLS)
NOLS is being developed by the department in 
partnership with the European Union. It is a national 
open learning platform with open learning materials, 

for engineering and trades, and advanced diploma 
materials. All institutions will be able to utilise and 
share the open learning resources.

The Higher Education Leadership and 
Management Programme (HELM)
HELM programmes have been designed and 
developed to assist individual leaders and managers 
at the learning institutions in identifying their capacity 
needs and then aligning these to appropriate 
leadership development pathways.

JISC and TENET

Learning, teaching and administration at universities 
and higher education centres in the United Kingdom 
have been revolutionised during the past quarter of a 

has been known by its acronym, but historically stood 
for Joint Information Systems Committee. Professor 
David Maguire, Vice-Chancellor at the University 
of Sussex in the UK, argues that Jisc aims to make 
the UK the most digitally advanced education and 
research nation globally. At its heart is the super-fast 
national research and education network, Janet. Jisc 
provides technology solutions and shared services 
for its members (colleges, universities and research 
centres) and customers (public sector bodies). It 
is funded by the UK higher and further education, 
research funding bodies, and member institutions.

Whether it is cyber security, moving data into cloud 
services, learning analytics, library hub (a national-
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scale shared service that will include catalogue data 
from more than 225 academic and specialist libraries) 

how pooling resources can achieve gestalt (the sum 
of the parts is greater than the whole).

For the past two decades, the Tertiary Education 
& Research Network of South Africa (TENET) 
has provided research and education networking 
services to enable collaborative inter-networking 
by universities, science councils and associated 
research institutions in the country. It is the operator 
of the national research and education network, the 
South African National Research Education Network 

Information and Communication Technology (ICT) 
services. 

As part of a larger grouping of trust and identity-
related services, it operates an Open Researcher and 
Contributor ID (ORCID) Consortium serving South 
African higher education and research. Mr Duncan 
Greaves, CEO at TENET, compared the two (Jisc 
and TENET) systems: “We both do cloud brokerage 
services and research data repository support. We 

several collaboration services and our important video 

and learning and any real support for analytic 
services and systematic or structured consultancy. 
Greaves pointed out that shared services are among 
strategies being championed by USAf for added 

counted among interventions that could enhance the 

FSG’s recommended actions
Out of these sessions emerged recommendations for 
the FSG to brainstorm every possibility for reducing 
costs and identifying additional revenue streams. The 
FSG could explore possibilities presented by 4IR, re-
purposed infrastructure and shared services across 
universities. With shared services seen as low-hanging 
fruit, it was proposed that the FSG, in collaboration 
with the DHET and the National System of Innovation, 
convene a webinar to ascertain how universities could 

student admin, HR and IT. The exercise could also explore 
whether the DHET was open to incentivising shared 
resources across the system. The FSG would also 
engage the NRF to identify present and future markets, 
analyse the private sector’s declining participation in 
R&D and encourage the private sector to rethink in this 
regard. It was also recommended that the FSG establish 
a Task Team to investigate the UK and other international 
models to draw up base requirements for the increase 
of public-private partnerships in South Africa. The FSG 
could also explore using the triple helix of universities, 
state and private sectors to drive this process.



RESEARCH AND
INNOVATION STRATEGY
GROUP (RISG)
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Professor Thoko Mayekiso, Group Chairperson and 

Vice-Chancellor and Principal: University of Mpumalanga

Current focus areas:
• Research impact
• Research integrity
• Research collaborations

Over the space of two days, the Research and 
Innovation Strategy Group managed to get to grips 
with  several trending concerns that comprise the 
ongoing work of this strategy group. 

A key enabler in this regard is the new framework 

coming out of the National Research Foundation 
with its principles of transformation, the fundamental 

as engaged and collaborative research, and impact 

principles will create an enabling environment for 
research that has the potential for increasing impact. 
Nowhere has the impact of research been more 
evident than in the South African research response 
to CoViD-19, with our top researchers informing policy 
in real-time and increasing public engagement in 
science. However, for research to achieve maximum 
impact, it requires entrepreneurship to create value 
and bring together resources to exploit opportunities. 
Universities should create enabling environments 
and incentives for entrepreneurs and investors by 
exploring partnerships with existing incubators, 
research hubs and investors. That needs to be the 
next step. 

How do we maintain research integrity in a world 
driven to cynicism by fake news and a disturbing 

the public? That was the question that guided this 
session.  During the discussion, it became clear 
that research integrity must be fostered along the 
entire research chain, from individual researchers 
to committees, the institution, donors, and other 
funders. That, in turn, requires additional funding to 
provide training in research ethics and integrity for 
emerging and established researchers. There was a 
consensus that institutions  should be encouraged 
to create research indicators to promote responsible 
research and build trust between the researcher and 
the public. 

RESEARCH AND INNOVATION STRATEGY 
GROUP (RISG)
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(and, in some cases, the lack thereof) in South Africa 
and Africa. It became apparent that there is a need 
to embrace national and international collaboration 
to advance the quality and impact of research and 
innovation. Collaborative research requires an inclusive 
community ranging from other universities, research 
councils, government, and NGOs—these need to be 

Although collaboration increased during the pandemic, 
it is imperative to consolidate and expand collaborations 
between scientists in Africa. At home, collaboration must 
occur at all 26 of our institutions beyond geographical 
proximity if we are to compete globally. The outcomes 
of these sessions will be fed into the future work of the 
Strategy Group.  

RESEARCH IMPACT
THE UNIVERSITY AS A PIPELINE
Dr McLean Sibanda, Managing Director of Bigen 
Global Limited, started with the fundamentally weak 
status of South Africa (and Africa) in global research 
and development (R&D) investment which still loiters 
under 1%.  He said this situation is partly responsible 
for the slow access to vaccines simply because we 
haven’t invested enough in research. For this reason, 
we cannot build research capacity, which keeps us 
underperforming.

market-creating innovation.  We must focus on 
market-creating innovation to fully industrialise and 

area. Converting research results into innovations 
requires specialised skills, he said. For many factors, 

most research never reaches commercialisation or 
success as a new product. It may be due to:
• A lack of human resources and skills;
• the time or environment may be inappropriate, 

and
• the infrastructure to do the conversion doesn’t 

exist. In Africa, for example, there is often a lack 

For innovation growth to occur, enabling 
environments must be developed within universities 
to attract entrepreneurs and investors. While allowing 
researchers to do their work, it is often the entrepreneur 
who is not too closely involved in the research to see 
the opportunities — and often the investors — that 
can make research commercially viable and bring it 

needs to become an enabling pipeline from research 
to commercialisation.

RESEARCH IMPACT
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Research and CoViD-19 

Professor Lynn Morris
on research impact and explored the fascinating 
interplay between research and CoViD-19. She is the 
Deputy Vice-Chancellor of Research and Innovation 
at the University of the Witwatersrand. She said in 
March 2020, the World Health Organisation (WHO) 
set up a global team to work on this unknown virus 
dubbed CoViD-19. This meant that multiple areas 
needed to be researched. What were the origins 
of the virus, how was it transmitted and diagnosed, 
its impact on epidemiological studies, how was it 
best managed clinically, infection prevention and 
control, the development of vaccines and lastly, but 
importantly, what was all of this impact on ethics and 
social science?

A study commissioned by the WHO in 2021 

of institutions made in dealing with these many 
elements. It is consoling to note that universities led 
the way (23% of all research) globally, with WHO and 

private sector joined in ways that have never been 
seen before. The research projects were dominated 
by the USA, with Africa languishing behind, as is 
often the case.

Professor Morris notes that the university, as a 
knowledge generator, could play a crucial role in 
dealing with the multiple requirements of CoViD-19 

we saw in South Africa, many leading academics 
played important roles in advising government 
policy, and existing university funders were able to 
re-purpose funds to address CoViD-19 issues. In 
this sense, CoViD-19 brought universities around the 
world to life  unprecedentedly. Moreover, CoViD-19 
has changed the way that we do science:
• Research is informing policy in real-time.
• >180,000 CoViD-19 publications on PubMed.
• There is now greater public engagement in 

science.
• Unpublished data is shared on Twitter.
• Open science and open data initiatives are 

growing.
• Projects and funding are catalogued and tracked.
• Massive investment in vaccine science (USA’s 

Operation Warp Speed provided $18 billion).
• There is much closer collaboration with the 

industry.

In summary, Professor Morris remarked that it was 
unprecedented how research has delivered CoViD 
vaccines in record time. Literally, it is a triumph of 
science. In addition, existing platforms and networks 

initiatives was made available. Universities have 
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played a critical role in the CoViD-19 response,  
highlighting the importance of investment in basic 
and clinical research. Likewise, there is a need to 
invest in local manufacturing (reagents and vaccines) 
because what is clear is that new research challenges 
will continue to emerge.

Doing more with less 

Foundation to talk about increased and impactful 

squeeze. However, Professor Fulufhelo 
Nelwamondo was quick to point out that not 

only was the NRF facing funding challenges, but 
all funding agencies globally were struggling. The 
challenge facing South Africa is that given the high 
rate of unemployment and the apparent needs on 
the ground,  allocating funding to research becomes 
a hard call and must promise something useful at its 
completion. Based on its latest Strategic Plan, the 
NRF is committed to four elements: transformation, 
impact, excellence and sustainability.

Transformation will be a guiding principle in the 
Framework the NRF is developing. Professor 
Nelwamondo touched on the key point that research 
is an immensely slippery concept — research impact 
cannot always be predicted, is not time-bound, 
and is not achieved through a sequential process. 
Establishing partnerships, maintaining excellence 
and working across all disciplines is the way to go.

Getting down to the nub of research impact, 

impact. Firstly, the societal impact is about the value 
(social, economic or environmental). It  includes 
innovation, technological advancements, and policy 
development and bolsters the relationship between 
research and improvement in the quality of people’s 

advances in understanding, interpretation, methods, 
theory, etc.

The framework breaks research into several 
processes. Inputs are all resources invested into 
the knowledge enterprise to support, promote 
and advance research impact. Activities are any 
actions (collaboration, for example) that directly or 
indirectly advance new knowledge, new applications 
of knowledge, innovation, commercialisation or 
human capital development. Outputs are research 
products, new knowledge, policy briefs/ proposals, 
engagement, collaboration, methods, patents and 
skills produced from the NRF’s inputs. Outcomes are 
the application or use of outputs by the research 
enterprise or by society. Finally, Impact refers 

advancement, whether planned or unintended, 
immediate or long-term.
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These changes will require an entirely new mindset 
of the NRF’s selections for funding and the approach 
researchers use when applying for funding.

INTEGRITY

ethical research and allowed for a comprehensive 
perspective on engagement and research integrity. 
Professor Munck dealt with the ethical questions 
that arise conducting engaged research. Professor 
Barsdorf tackled the long tail of retracted research 
and the way that misinformation proliferates, and 
Professor Burton dealt with the communication of 
research in a digital age.

Out of disarray 

Hailing from Dublin City University in Ireland, 
Professor Ronaldo Munck, Director of the 
Centre for Engaged Research, contextualised his 

with the recession, through the ongoing crisis of 
climate change and culminating in CoViD-19. 

These events have plunged the world into 
“political chaos, marked by anxiety and fear,” he 
said. This, in turn, means that all unquestioned 
aspects of daily life, like democracy, freedom of 
movement, and economic growth, which were 
previously geopolitical rivals and allies, have 
been thrown into disarray. What does this mean 
for engaged research? For Professor Munck, 
these prevailing conditions have made engaged 
research more important than ever, especially 
when considering his idea of who constitutes the 

policymakers and civil society organisations.

“Engaged research is advanced with these 
community stakeholders, not for them”. This 
community collaboration is key, and it ensures that 

this research for, who is included and excluded and 
what are the researcher responsibilities. This also 
gives rise to “phronetic” research, which is research 
that focuses on values and power to inform practical 
knowledge rather than abstract knowledge.

Ethical and zombie research 
Professor Nicola Barsdorf is the Research Integrity 

integrity matters because it highlights trust — trust 
in each other, the research record and society’s trust 
in research evidence and expertise. In turn, trust is 
earned by being transparent and performing research 
that is ethically sound, and of high quality. “Sloppy” 
and questionable research practices can undermine 
this trust and distort the evidence base.

RESEARCH INTEGRITY
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article in 1998, which linked the MMR vaccine and 
autism, she said although discredited and stripped of 

had again risen to prominence as a champion of 
the anti-vax movement. She then  referred to The 
Economist, which had recently noted how sloppy or 
zombie research stays for a disproportionate time in 
the system. “The problem with dubious research is 
that even in the cases that publications are retracted, 
they continue to be cited in the academic literature 
long after the retraction.”

She said if dubious research distorts the integrity 
of the evidence base, it can also misinform policy, 
government spending and the direction of future 
research, which can have enormous consequences 
over time. Sadly, shady research is not uncommon. 
Based on two recent studies, 2-14% of researchers 
are guilty of research misconduct (false assumptions, 

questionable research practices — 1 in 3 scientists 

admits to using questionable research practices.

research integrity within an engaged university:
1. Invest adequately in research integrity capacity 

within the institution.
2. Provide training in research ethics and research 

integrity.
3. Ensure familiarity with research ethics and 

research integrity guidelines.
4. Improve supervision of postgraduates towards 

the responsible conduct of research.
5. Create a healthy publication climate which 

incentivises researchers to optimise quality and 
integrity rather than quantity.

Codes of conduct 

Professor Stephanie Burton, a biochemist by 
profession and Professor at the University of Pretoria’s 
Future Africa campus, was keen to highlight the role 
universities should play in enhancing the public good 
and enabling meaningful lives. To achieve this, she 
said every university and research facility has a Code 
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of Conduct that talks to at least the value and dignity 
of the promotion of knowledge; the responsibility to 
pursue and present truth as the researcher sees it; 
responsibility for how the research is conducted; 
critical self-discipline and judgement in the use and 
dissemination of knowledge; and to respect the 

She then turned to emerging trends that have 
primarily grown out of the urgency of the pandemic. 
Open access publishing, for one, has increased. This 
makes results available for everyone (often for free). 
There has also been a rise in online publishing, which 
takes place before the review and allows the public 
to read these pieces and draw their conclusions 
before proper peer review has taken place. She said 
the most worrying trend is the unethical practice of 
publishing in predatory journals: paying to have an 
article published in a journal that may have little or 
no academic standing without reliable, credible peer 
review of the reported science. This means there is 
no basis for ensuring that the research has met the 
internationally accepted standards for truth, meaning, 
and value, leading to highly tenuous conclusions.

Communicating research

constantly build trust. They need to establish 

disinformation and misinformation during crises 

regard. Moreover, researchers need to develop 
communication strategies for advice and policy that 

and that counter stigmatising and homogenising 

discourses that serve to exclude and marginalise. 
“We  must build community linkages with rural and 
urban communities and provide education at all 
levels.”

In conclusion, Professor Burton said researchers 

social media to promote research integrity, trust 

communities to identify value, and appreciate high 

RESEARCH COLLABORATIONS 

African research is slowly starting to grow across the 
continent. As Professor Ernest Aryeetey pointed 
out, the strong institutions must take the weaker along 
with them and, in so doing, create ever-expanding 
centres of research excellence across the length 
and breadth of the continent. Professor Aryeetey is 
the African Economic Research Consortium (AERC) 

RESEARCH COLLABORATIONS 
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Board Chair and former Vice-Chancellor of the 
University of Ghana.

Professor Aryeetey said most of the research 
undertaken in Africa is done at universities and public 
universities in the main. He lamented the limited 
transnational and transdisciplinary collaboration, 
though, saying for several decades, the contribution 
of Africa to global knowledge production was known 
to be just about 1 percent, with over 50 percent of that 
generated by South African universities. However,  
this appeared to be changing over the past couple of 
years. At the end of 2018, a year  before the onset of 
the pandemic, Africa’s contribution to the knowledge 
space globally was observed to increase to about 
3.5 %.

ARUA
Turning to the African Research Universities 
Alliance (ARUA), Professor Aryeetey sketched the 
favourable products that could emerge out of African 
collaborations. During the CoViD-19 pandemic, this 
gathering of African universities contributed to mass 
testing, the production and deployment of protective 
equipment for medical personnel and the care 
and treatment of patients. He said several African 
universities rose to the challenge by complementing 

spread through contributions to mass testing, 
treatment remedies and vaccine development. In 
fact, what was game-changing is that every member 
university of ARUA was involved in some form of 
CoViD-19 research, from genome sequencing to the 
development of sanitisers.

He pointed to the current challenges still facing Africa:
• African universities are gradually evolving with 

little government recognition.
• African governments have not demonstrated 

science.
• The amount of investment required by African 

universities for research far outpaces the amount 
that international funders are willing to put in. 

• Although African universities have risen to 
the challenges brought on by the pandemic 
through research and collaboration with national 

remains uneven. South African universities far 
outpace their contemporaries across the region 
by contribution. The pandemic has shown that 
insofar as a problem persists in one part of the 
region, it soon becomes a problem for the entire 
region, if not for the world.

One finger cannot pick up a maize kernel 

Professor Bernard Nthambeleni, Vice-Chancellor 
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to Professor Aryeetey’s input. He began by quoting 

pick up a maize kernel’ to highlight the importance 
of collaboration. For him, the interaction between 

creates the necessary shifting perspectives that bring 
new insights to light. All this while making sure that 
resources are optimised. “When we work together, 
we share literature, laboratories, equipment, but 
when we work in silos, we bear those costs alone”.

Professor Eugene Cloete noted that a single 
university could not solve the real challenges of the 
future. Speaking from his position as the Vice-Rector 
of Research, Innovation and Postgraduate Studies 
at Stellenbosch University (SU), he is adamant that 
international collaboration is the only way forward. At 
Stellenbosch, there is an institutional commitment 
to intentionally and comprehensively integrate an 
international, intercultural and global dimension into 
the purpose, functions and programmes for all SU 

of learning and teaching research and innovation in 
meaningful service of society.

By way of example, he highlighted the work of the 
African Doctoral Academy, which has existed for 
about the past decade. Run over two weeks, it 
attracts about 250 participants per session and 
has over 1000 alumni now. There is a clear priority 
for SADC and Africa to continuously establish 
comprehensive strategic partnerships, encourage 
outgoing student mobility to partners in Africa, focus 

utilise digital technologies to create and maintain 
relationships throughout Africa.

Collaborations under the radar 

Professor Phuti Ngoepe, the SARChI Chair on 
Computational Modelling of Materials and Director 
of Materials Modelling Centre at the University of 
Limpopo, was the third respondent to Professor 
Aryeetey’s input. He also spoke of the divide whereby 
some institutions in South Africa can collaborate while 

of African Geological Surveys as an initiative that 
builds geoscience programmes not only for their 
own sake but because of the part they can play in 
socio-economic development. The organisation was 
founded in 1929 but was still strong in 2016 when 
it hosted the International Geological Congress in 
Cape Town. The conference’s outcome was that a 
strong educational, geo-heritage and geo-tourism 
legacy should be developed. These outcomes have 

renewable energy initiatives.
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the participants also noted that if CoViD-19 and 
geographical mapping had managed to bring 
universities together, a myriad of other thematic 
areas could be explored to get African universities 
collaborating again. WEALTH, an acronym suggested 
by Professor Cloete, could be unpacked for a range of 
issues lending themselves to collective interventions. 
WEALTH stands for water, energy, agriculture, land 
and its uses, technology, and health. Other issues 
that could galvanise the continent to work together 
are women empowerment, access, leadership, 
transformation, and housing. All speakers agreed that 
collaborations would be the only way to deal with the 

crisis that is following fast on its heels.

RISG’s recommended actions
The Conference recommended heightened research 
collaboration between universities nationally, across 
southern Africa and continent-wide for increased 
success. To create visibility in collaborations, the 
RISG was requested to develop a database and an 
inventory of current collaborations with the hope that 
the database would accelerate partnerships while 
improving access to international funding. It was also 
recommended that the RISG widen and expand 
public engagements in Science, Technology, and 
Innovation to build trust in science and showcase 
its value to society. Delegates reached a consensus 
that research not communicated is non-existent 
research. The RISG was also tasked to lead a 
national drive to strengthen high-quality, ethical and 
impactful research. 

To that end, the RISG would develop a training 
guideline for universities for use in all programmes at 
undergraduate and postgraduate levels, in refresher 
courses, etc., to promote research integrity. The 
RISG would also work with the National Research 
Foundation to ensure the dissemination of research 
impact criteria across institutions. Furthermore, the 

incentive framework that would prioritise quality over 
quantity of outputs. As one of the measures for 
improving research quality, the RISG would work 
through a Task Team to ensure that during research 
design, all researchers and their collaborators are 
clear about their roles and responsibilities, what 
they can expect to gain from the research, and what 
they will be expected to contribute. The delegates 
emphasised that engaged research must be 
advanced with community partners rather than for 
them.
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Professor Puleng LenkaBula, Group Chairperson and 

Vice-Chancellor and Principal: University of South Africa

Current focus areas:
• The Engaged University and Transformation 
• Student-Centred Universities 
• The Responsive University 

The opening session of the three engagements 
looked into the heart of the engaged university and 
transformation. Notions of the university as a historical 
repository of values, the student as a consumer and 
the curriculum as neutral — were interrogated and 
dismantled. 

Instead, the session explored the idea of a university 
that embodies students as co-constructors of 
the knowledge trajectories embedded within the 
university. This matters both for the core academic 
agenda and the context in which this learning  occurs. 
In addition, the core curricula have become a central 
issue for how curricula can exclude certain groups. 

Education needs to be empathetic and ethical for 
engaged citizens allowing them to learn over and 
above their chosen careers to create a humanising 

the decolonisation project should formulate deeply 
African knowledges that can exist in dialogue with 
global discourses.

Regarding the engaged university and 4IR, digitisation 
is vital as a leverage for change and does not render 
us consumers but rather inventors within knowledge 
systems. Knowledge is not benign and must not be 
used to marginalise others. It should instead work 
towards inclusivity, placing the student at the centre 
of the university’s functioning and identity.  

Session 2 continued on from the above to examine 
what student-centric universities could look like. 
Considering student-centredness, #FeesMustFall 
was a testament to the alienation students experienced 
in their learning environment. The conversation around 
what institutions know about students and their needs 
became central to this discussion. It was argued that 
student-centeredness is linked closely to the work of 

development of the student is essential, including 
issues of access and success. A more collaborative 
approach was outlined and appreciated between 
these practitioners and student leaders, e.g., dealing 
with CoViD-19 challenges and developing a social 
compact template to mitigate the CoViD-19 impact 
in institutions. 

A national research project on student-centeredness 
was outlined,  focusing on aspects of reshaping 
institutional cultures to create a student-centred 

FUNDING STRATEGY GROUP (FSG)
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higher education system. These aspects include 
the universities understanding of students, faculty 

to transformation; and the interweaving between 
the institution and socio-economic contexts. The 
session also highlighted the value of having students 

cultures prepares students beyond their own cultures 
and hones the ability to hold their own anywhere in 

format. It entailed an examination and book launch 
of Professor Chris Brink’ (editor) The responsive 
university and the crisis in South Africa. As in the case 
of his last work, the book starts from the premise 
that there are two key questions for academia which 
emphasise the relationship between the university 
and society: What are we good at? And What are 

this one. The book acknowledges that academics 
are partly responsible for the mess the world is in, 
and it is our duty to start to rectify this. 

In unpacking these issues, some of the following 
notions emerged. Engagement is methodological 

mission’. If engagement is thought of as a third 
mission, then it competes with the other two. There 
is confusion between the concept of transformation 
and colour/race. Whereas the focus should be on 
the plan, not race/colour. The CoViD-19 response 

was seen in the pivot in teaching and learning and 

opportunity to show the legitimacy of the university. 
We must continue this trajectory within the realm of 
responsiveness. We, as African institutions, must 
engage with contextual issues in agile ways. These 
are intertwined with initiatives like NDP and Africa 
Agenda 2063 to advance our universities as sites 
of excellence that can take their place within global 
discourse.
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The invisibility of decolonisation

Professor André Keet, Deputy Vice-Chancellor: 
Engagement and Transformation and Chair of 
Critical Studies in Higher Education Transformation 
(CriSHET) at the Nelson Mandela University, drew 
parallels between the past and current engagement 
and transformation research trends, both locally and 
globally. He also explored how these have countered 
the progress of engagement and transformation in 
higher education. His address was introduced by a  
recent study called The University and its Praxis and 
The Engagement and Transformation Interface. 

Utilising thematic keyword analyses locally, CriSHET 
focused on articles and reports that combined 
transformation and decolonisation, on the one hand, 
and community engagement and responsiveness, 
on the other. They examined 6360 research artefacts 

and 2021. Internationally, the study sampled 2562 
articles published on the subject matter over the 

clusters of research writing trends in South Africa. 
These were:
• the interface between management and diversity 

transformation;

• the conceptual and problematic distance 
between transformation and engagement 
transformation;

• the entanglement of health and well-being of 
engagement and management performance 
discourse;

• engagement concerning students, community, 
the workplace, stakeholders and the employer.

Much later, in 2016, they noticed in South Africa 
increasing research focus on well-being, healthcare 
engagement and performance; gender; sexuality; 
violence; HIV/Aids; and disability. Innovation and 
achievement also became topical. In some way, 
transformation and decolonisation still formed part 
of the research categories. However, scholars 
observed a disconnect between engagement and 
transformation work and management and policy 
patterns in the sector. The former did not necessarily 

decolonisation was not visible in the two decades 
studied. Gender came stronger as a category of 
research interest than race.

“Our research themes through this analysis suggest a 
conceptualisation of engagement and transformation 
as a non-existent interplay, putting the change 
project of the university on the backfoot from the very 
beginning. The research trends also say something 

system. And perhaps, there is a correlation between 
these trends and the transformation and engagement 
inertia in South African universities.”

THE ENGAGED UNIVERSITY AND 
TRANSFORMATION
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Hard path to ownership 
Professor Puleng LenkaBula, Vice-Chancellor and 
Principal of the University of South Africa, premised 
her talk on the sector’s unprecedented pressures as 
well as the pressures experienced globally. “How do 
we deal with issues of gender but also the inclusion 
of students living with disability as well as those in the 
LGBTQIA community? Are they embraced, or do they 
see themselves in the curricula they are learning, or 
do they see themselves as aliens in the knowledge 
arena?”

She also referred to the overwhelming commodifying 
and disruptive thrust of digitalisation that the sector 
has had to enforce, particularly in the context of 
CoViD-19. She referred to the digital systems; online 

other educational digital resources that tend to be 
owned or located within the global north. “For me, it has 
become crystal clear that as members of universities 
epistemic communities, we have to respond to new 

including the dependency on the institutional and ICT 
infrastructures that are not necessarily available for 
the global south.”

She said education at all points must be revolutionary, 
transformative, and enable  participants agency to 
co-construct futures through their participation as 
moral agents in the learning arena. LenkaBula said 
she  believed the sector could not discuss engaged 
universities and scholarship without understanding 
colonial throttles over the knowledge systems within 
the context of African universities or the post-school 
education system.

“In the post-colonial discourse, the idea is to 
claim voice, participation and co-constructing of 
knowledge, innovation, inventions, civilisation, and 
ideas that promote dignity and humanising ideas. To 
ensure that knowledge is not limited to a few and that 
the knowledge systems produced by universities are 
relevant for the knowledge economy and transforming 
societies.”

Visual Redress 
Dr Leslie Van Rooi, Senior Director: Social Impact 
and Transformation at Stellenbosch University, spoke 
about the Visual Redress Policy: “to make right, to 
set right, to remove, to change and to contextualise 
hurtful symbols; symbols in general and to focus 
on an African centrality that allows for a sharing of a 
variety of stories, identities and histories.”

He said visual changes in historically white institutions 
began in the late 80s and continued to the 90s. “After 
the #FeesMustFall movement, conversations around 
transformation became deep. Almost all universities 
had to rethink whose photos, portraits, and paintings 
were on their walls.” The turning point at Stellenbosch 
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was the removal of a plaque that honoured Hendrik 
Verwoerd, Prime Minister in the apartheid regime. It 
enacted what became open and frank conversations 
about the  institutions’ visual identity. The plaque 
removal catapulted the university’s movement towards 
acknowledging and breaking away from its apartheid 
history.

Dr Van Rooi singled out contextualisation boards as part 
of the changing artworks. These are installed in front or 
within buildings that have undergone name changes. 
On them are stories that share the histories of these 
buildings on the one hand and the new narratives  the 
university intends to identify and move forward with. 
“This is also a way to indicate that it is not an erosion 
of history,” he said, referring to the changes already in 
place and yet to come.
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“What do universities know about their students?” 
asked Dr Saloschini Pillay, Manager: Student 
Support Services at the University of KwaZulu-Natal. 
She referred to students’ expectations, realities, 
indigenous knowledge and aspirations, as well as 
how they best learn and develop in higher education. 
“Knowing our students’ needs can only better shape 
the design, plan and delivery of a higher education 
experience that is relevant, responsive, rewarding, 
and meaningful for our students.” The core argument 
is that universities, given the diversity of students 
within their spaces, have not designed themselves in 
line with student-centeredness principles.

Student-centredness for what? 

Dr Sibusiso Chalufu, President of the South African 

(SAASSAP) and Executive Director of Student Life and 
Transformation at the North-West University, explored 
four factors concerning student-centredness. These 
were:

• 
practitioners in creating student-centred 
institutions;

• the role and purpose of higher education and its 

• institutional cultures, and student engagement.

Dr Chalufu said it was interesting to note the central 

#FeesMustFall. Recently, as the sector was grappling 
with the changes brought upon by the pandemic, 
their services became doubly recognised as issues 
such as students’ mental health received dedicated 
attention. However, whilst acknowledging these 
positives, he raised a concern: if students are the 
core business of these institutions, why are they not 
at the centre? 

Quoting Professor Ira Harkavy (see International 
perspective above), he notes that the central 
purpose of universities is to develop the knowledge 
needed to change the world for the better. “That, in 
my view, is quite profound in thinking about student-
centredness — an anchor on the understanding of 
higher education as a public good,” said Dr Chalufu. 
Dr Chalufu stated that their work and proximity to 
students place them at a vantage position. Over 
time, this has helped institutions adopt student-
centred approaches to governance, management, 
teaching and learning, and the overall operations of 
higher education institutions.

To him, the shift in the thinking and practices of 
universities is evident in the relationship they now 
share with student leaders. He said they were 

STUDENT-CENTRED UNIVERSITIES 
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witnessing a more collaborative and palpable 
approach. Seemingly, conditions that CoViD-19 
occasioned indicated to role-players per university 
that they needed to work together.

the reconstruction of institutional culture by focussing 
on the design of universities around our students 

seriously engaged in the local context in which they 

Changing institutional culture 

Professor Mamokgethi Phakeng, Vice-Chancellor 
and Principal of the University of Cape Town’s opening 
remarks highlighted the need to change lives. “Whilst 
it is true that education can change lives, as we say 
[mostly] when we talk to poor students, we need to 
consider how lives should also change education.” 

nationally that they needed to feel that the university 
also belonged to them. Particularly at UCT, she said 

at UCT to assimilate into a historically white, male, 
western thinking culture. “They need to feel at home 
in the institution.” She said this realisation required the 
university to make essential changes in its institutional 
culture.

Professor Phakeng said institutions assume that 
students from the low socio-economic class are 
underprepared for university because of poor 
schooling and lack of resources. She said these 
assumptions [may] have some validity, but she often 
wonders if it is not also possible that the university 
is underprepared to teach and assess working-class 
students. “We seem better prepared as universities 
to admit and serve middle-class students, and we 
need to critique that.”

Universities need to become diversity drivers. “This 
needs to be part of our sector’s commitment to 
social responsiveness, inclusion, and diversity… 
means seeking to include all kinds of viewpoints 
across all borders — race, gender, sexuality, 
nationality, language, culture.” She accentuated 
that transformation requires a commitment at all 
institutional levels, including executive decisions 
across the university.

With reference to Africa being the world’s youngest 
continent, Professor Phakeng said “our students and 
graduates have the potential to serve the world with 
African innovation.  By re-examining our relationship 
with students, we are protecting our core assets as a 
higher education sector.”
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Students bring their assets
Mr Luthando Jack, Dean of Students at Nelson 
Mandela University, argued forcefully that “student-
centeredness cannot be insulated from the role of 
higher education in a society like South Africa, a 
continent like Africa, and a world so unequal”. He 
said the pursuit of student-centeredness “cannot 
be divorced from the purposes of higher education, 
particularly in a changing society.”

He postulated that student centrism was a partnership 
between students and the university. He said it was 
about co-learning and the recognition of cultural 
assets. This was a reminder that students come 
to university with their assets. These include their 
aspirational, social, familial and navigational capitals.

Dr W.P Wahl, Researcher and Director of Student 

outlined a study that USAf had commissioned to 
reshape institutional cultures. He said the team had 

of knowing students to their realities. The second is 
responsiveness — to design institutional processes 
in a way that is responsive to students learning and 
developmental needs. The third is reciprocity — that 
there should be co-creation, and co-governance 
between students and institutions, which forms 
a critical part of student-centeredness in higher 
education. The fourth characteristic is outcomes in 
students, looking at graduates’ attributes as they 
leave institutions. This relates to their preparedness 

community — creating a sense of belonging.

Dr Wahl also cautioned that there were limits to 
what universities could do to support students. “The 
university is not the state. It cannot take over the 
state’s role in supporting society’s social ills.”

Student data 

Professor Pamela Dube, Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
of Student Development and Support at the 
University of the Western Cape, encouraged putting 
performance indicators in place, which would 

interventions regarding student engagements.

“We need to get better, for instance, at joined-
up use of data and using student data to create a 
single understanding and knowledge of the student 
circumstances so that we avoid situations where 
a student has to explain the same issue to several 

or professional services spaces”. She concluded, “So, 
the shift towards more student-centric universities 
has been happening for some time but very slowly. 
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There have been more debates on the concept than 
instances of genuinely actualising it beyond the quick 

times of student protest to buy peace.”

The use-value of universities 

Deliberations returned to the question at the heart 
of the conference. Referencing Professor Chris 
Brink’s two fundamental questions to universities, 
‘what are we good at and ‘what are we good for, he 
launched the 2020 sequel, The Responsive University 
and the Crisis in South Africa. Professor Brink said 
he wanted to bring to light the many challenges that 
people who live on the fringes of cities contend with, 
from dawn to sunset. Such people live in crime-
ridden shanties with neither clean water supply nor 
sanitation facilities. They lack proper transport and 

in the title of his book refers to these dire conditions 
of inequality.

“Anywhere I go, globally, and in South Africa, I think 
as universities and the higher education sector, there 
is an issue of legitimacy that is confronting us. More 
and more, we are asked the question, what is your 

role in society; what do you bring to the table – what 
contribution do you make?“

“But, if I may mix my metaphor just a little, the whole 
point of an engagement is that there is a plan to 
get married. And if you do not get married, then the 
purpose of the engagement falls away. So, if you 
extract a little from there, we need not just to talk 
about engagement to society, we need to talk about 
when and how we will get married,” he said. Within 
the context of this metaphor, Professor Brink said that 
once the sector was fully engaged, it would know 
about the shacks and other challenges that society 
— both global and local — faces. “All that knowledge 
that comes out of the good at the question — all the 
expertise that we have, all those clever professors 
that we have — should enable us to respond to 
those societal challenges and  contribute towards a 
solution,” he said.

In compiling this 16-chapter book, Professor Brink 
said he had worked with multiple academic leaders, 
who had each authored a chapter alone or in 
collaboration with others. All that work culminated in 

volume, by himself, as the editor.

Not the third mission
He believes that engagement is a methodological 
approach. It is how universities conduct research and 
teaching. “There are quite a few times when we touch 
on the topic of engagement and equality. It would be 
too much to say perhaps the success stories were 
successful because of their engagement strategy. 
But certainly, there is corroborating evidence that 

THE RESPONSIVE UNIVERSITY 
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their engagement strategy was part and parcel of a 
success story.”

He said if universities  consider engagement the third 
mission, then that mission competes with the other 
two missions [research and teaching]. Professor Brink 
cautioned that this thinking bedevils the institution 
promotion criteria and other aspects of university 
operations.

Universities responding in real-time 
Dr Tebogo Rakgogo, from the Tshwane University of 
Technology and President of the National Institute for 
Humanities & Social Sciences Alumni Association 
(HSSAA), introduced his reading of engagement in 
South Africa by noting that the relationship between 
universities and society was yet to be fully addressed, 
citing two well-known crises that had confronted the 
country in 2021, and on which the university sector 
could have seized the opportunity and engaged 

in parts of KwaZulu-Natal and Gauteng in July, and 
secondly, he cited societal reluctance to take up the 
CoViD-19 vaccine.

According to Dr Rakgogo, these issues should have 
dominated universities’ discussions at seminars and 
conferences. He said universities teaching public 
administration and public policy should have charged 

practical solutions from a policy development 
perspective.

Similarly, those teaching languages ought to have 
dug deeper to assess the potential role of linguists 
in these topics. “If people do not want to vaccinate, 
one of the qualitative variables or contributing factors 
may be the issue of language.” He said some 
fundamental facts might not have been adequately 
explained in the vernacular, especially to the masses 
at the grassroots.

Thirdly, he intimated that universities should 
identify factors contributing to the high national 
unemployment. He argued that by so doing, 
universities would be demonstrating their relevance 
to society as entities belonging to the state and, by 
implication, to the people.

Haphazard engagement 

Former Vice-Chancellor of the University of  
Lincoln in England, Professor Mary Stuart, began 
with the Civic University Network, established in 
2018. The Network found that universities across the 
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UK were doing a lot of engagement and working with 
communities. “But along the line of Chris’ example, 
engagement is a stage you need to get to full 
responsiveness. 

“We found that very few universities had a clear 
strategic approach to that work. This is where things 
like making sure that there were career paths for 
people who are involved in the work started — where 
senior members of the university are involved in 
schools, working with the local government to identify 
local needs, working with NGOs, businesses, and 
indeed engaging in joint activities for the mutual 

network’s founding principles is that universities 
should work with their local partners to  establish a 
civic agreement. That agreement prescribed how 
universities would work locally, what they  would do 
together and how they would review agreements.

Dr Bernadette Johnson, Director: Transformation 
and Employment Equity at the University of the 

the book: “After the CoViD-19 crisis, will we continue 
on a trajectory of responsiveness, or will we relapse 
into our earlier complacency…?”

She said universities had tipped the scale in favour 
of excellence and global rankings. And through 
this process, [may] have lost sight of the local and 
regional societal challenges. Dr Johnson admitted 
that the book served as a reminder of the importance 
of place and context — examining the  university’s 

society.

She, however, expressed satisfaction that the 
importance of  society’s connection to universities 
remained central to the book narrative. On the 
collapse of the social contract between the university 
and its societies, Dr Johnson said she believed this 
notion was well-founded and substantiated in the 
book. “To me, it appears like a tremendous challenge 
to re-establish the social contract,” she said.

In conclusion, she hoped that the sector would not 
wait for another crisis to give them further impetus;  
instead, universities would start building towards the 
future, which their societies need.

TSG’s recommended actions
Understanding that transformation at universities 
must also be embraced as a re-curriculation process, 
delegates tasked the TSG to examine what the 
future South African university will look like, especially 
where knowledge is co-created in the 4IR and where 
African knowledge systems are foregrounded. The 
TSG was encouraged to view the sector inclined 
to blended teaching and learning as an opportunity 

knowledge systems. The Group was tasked to 
facilitate a conversation with curricula specialists to 
examine opportunities in this regard.

Recognising that transformation is also about the 
visual redress of campuses’ physical assets, the 
TSG was tasked to drive visual redress as part of 
the institutions’ transformation plan, creating a more 
welcoming culture through engagement on campus 

The intention is to promote the inclusivity of 
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diverse narratives. Considering the value of  
internationalisation in promoting the participation of 

Africa’s campuses, the TSG was also tasked to survey 
campuses to compare post-CoViD-19 participation 
and diversity levels to pre-pandemic levels. Finally, it 
was decided that social responsiveness should be a 
standing item on the TSG agenda to track initiatives 
responding to societal challenges and to document 
best practices.
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Professor Sizwe Mabizela, then Group Chairperson and 

Vice-Chancellor and Principal: Rhodes University 

Current focus areas:
• The engaged university and teaching & learning, 

decolonisation and scholarship
• Teaching & learning at the theory-praxis nexus
• Community engagement

How does one achieve the decolonisation of the 
curriculum while, at the same time, preparing students 
for a 4IR world, a world we do not know yet? That 
was the conundrum that dogged the conversation 
through a session that grappled with the engaged 
university, teaching and learning, decolonisation 
and scholarship. What became apparent in the 
conversation about the South African attempts to 
decolonise the curriculum is that education is not 
only about imparting knowledge. It is probably the 
most political act one can embark on. If we tinker on 
the margins of decolonisation and transformation, we 

will end up with a narrow politics of identity. Many 
participants agreed that it was essential to renounce 
the power and central positioning of the Western 
canon, but through thinking with and against, not 
without. Power is central to these dynamics, and 
there are deep resistances to the need for urgent 
change.  At the end of the discussion, there was a 
consensus that there is no formula for a decolonised 
curriculum. Still, some ingredients must be agile, 
iterative, topical, and relevant, including voices 
contributing to knowledge-making and remaking. 

The second session of the Strategy Group focussed 
on a fascinating nexus between theory and praxis. In 
other words, what kind of graduate do we need for the 
future world of work, and how do we re-calibrate our 
curricula to accommodate both the student and the 
workplace? What is clear is that university education 
is not just an accumulation of information or skills but 

role in society. In the 21st Century, graduates must 
be prepared for an unknown, unknowable, complex 
and uncertain future and solve problems that have 
not been thought of. Even more critically, students  
must learn how to learn, unlearn and relearn and 
never stop. 

During this conversation, it became apparent that the 
primary responsibility of universities is not to produce 
work-ready graduates but trainable graduates who 
have the capability and capacity to learn new things 
and are equipped with the competencies to adapt 
and thrive in new situations. This is possible through 
collaboration, cooperation, and joint accountability 

TEACHING AND LEARNING STRATEGY GROUP 
(TLSG)
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without compromising academic freedom. Quoting 
an example from research  conducted at Nelson 
Mandela University, students were encouraged to 
think through ways of making the curriculum more 
accessible. In so doing, they were motivated to take 
responsibility for their learning and prompted to think 
about creative ways of working with their lecturers. 
They developed greater independence and improved 
leadership and communication skills. This fascinating 

and the workplace.

community engagement 

on how community engagement occurs at our 

pedagogies, and what metrics to use. There have 
been iterative phases in the thinking and application 

universities and not simply as African universities. 

the community as an ongoing indication of their 
purpose as serving the public good. Universities 
must deeply embed themselves in their society to 
reiterate common humanity and shared prospects 
for a collective future. There needs to be a closer 
alignment between the university and professional 
bodies to ensure an ongoing discourse regarding 

It also means that the university must dismantle the 

surrounding it and embrace and grow from the co-
creation of knowledge with the communities. This is 
at the heart of the engaged university.
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The review and decolonisation of the curriculum are 
taking place across the higher education sector. This 
session examined a range of exemplars from our 
universities as they strive to reposition the student’s 
lived experiences in a curriculum that has largely 
managed to exclude them.

In the wake of the #RhodesMustFall movement, 
Professor Liz Lange examines the work of the 
Curriculum Change Working Group as it tries to 
bring about change at UCT. Trudi van Wyk tackles 

examining the ways that 4IR are going to impact on 
teaching and learning as we know it. Focussing on the 

Humanities, Professor Vasu Reddy noted the student 
movement of 2015 and its impact on the curriculum. 
Professor Reddy is the Dean of Humanities at the 
University of Pretoria.

From access to re-curriculation 
For Professor Vasu Reddy, the curriculum is not 
about the present but contains a sense of how we 
want the future to look. It is also about what counts 
as valid knowledge, and here is where the notion of 
curriculum gets tricky. Valid knowledge comprises 
a series of choices that are not always neutral or 
innocent. It has three dimensions:

1. The site where new knowledge is created.
2. 

is re-arranged and transformed.

3. 
teaching and learning.

Professor Reddy said we are currently located at the 

contestation.

He then moves to an Andrew Mellon-funded initiative 
that involves eight South African universities and has 
detailed about 25 projects. The project is funded for 

given that the curriculum has been neglected. It sets 
out practical ways of transforming and decolonising 
the curriculum. It explored untested assumptions, 
prioritised local challenges, commencing epistemic 

South insights, and shifted towards inclusive, 
democratised curricula. Above all, it is about bringing 
fresh perspectives to the Humanities. This is driven by 
a conceptual framework with four levers that examine 
apartheid’s distorted local perceptions and develop 
a polyphonic understanding of the curriculum to 
support academics and post-graduates to recover 

THE ENGAGED UNIVERSITY AND TEACHING 
& LEARNING, DECOLONISATION AND 
SCHOLARSHIP
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the silenced voices of the black, female, and dissident 
writers and artists, philosophers and thinkers. This 
is to create new role models and restore the dignity 
of ‘othered’ lives. This reframing process (the 4 Rs) 
works to Recover lost voices, Reassess the old 
curriculum and traditional thinkers, and Reshape the 
curriculum until it aligns better with our lived reality 
and Repositions the global South.

Institutional transformation 

How the institution needs to transform was of 
interest to Professor Lis Lange, the Deputy Vice-
Chancellor: Teaching and Learning at the University of 
Cape Town. Up until 2008, the curriculum was largely 
understood in terms of NQF levels and how they 
were articulated. Then curriculum started to emerge 
under the notion of identity. The Soudien report tried 
to address the connection between curriculum and 
institutional culture but was greeted by silence. Then 
the student movement happened under the guise of 

the curriculum from a decolonising perspective was 

the same. One is the academic curriculum — dealing 
with knowledge and the grammar of knowledge — 
and the other is the institutional curriculum. The latter 
is the knowledge encoded in the institution’s values 
and behaviours. Changing one does not necessarily 
change the other.

Professor Lange moved on to the 2015-2017 
period and the Curriculum Change Working Group 
(CCWG) work at UCT. The CCWG’s work was based 
on their historical exclusion from white institutions. 
The CCWG emerged as a parallel process. It did 
not arise out of the usual structures of the Senate. 
It was rather removed entirely from that process 
and was established based on a proposal from 
black academics and students and funded by the 
Vice-Chancellor. The CCWG created a space for 
academics and students that was vital as a catalyst 
for change, a space where black students could 
vent their anger at what could be called “existential 
inequality”. That was behind the drive for decolonising 
knowledge, power relations and the dominance of 
western thought.

The CCWG also began a long-overdue examination 
of the curriculum. That meant acknowledging where 
learning took place, the role of the learner, the history 
of the discipline and what it is to know. This starts a 
fundamental reshaping of pedagogy, one that makes 
the grammar of knowledge at work transparent and 
strives to respond to the full human experience of the 
student.
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MTT on 4IR

aspect of transformation and the curriculum: the 
impact of the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) on 
the South African university. Presented by Ms Trudi 
van Wyk, Chief Director: Social Inclusion and Quality 
at the Department of Higher Education and Training 
(DHET), she examined the work of the Ministerial Task 
Team (MTT) set up by the Minister in 2019.

Ms van Wyk highlighted the importance of the PSET 
sector as the overall contributor to human capacity. 
Curriculum relevance, competency skills (creativity, 
problem-solving etc.), and foundational skills (literacy, 
numeracy, digital literacy) form central pillars of how 
we navigate the world of the 4IR. However, it is 
not simply the impact of changing technologies on 
teaching and learning. As much as the technological 
revolution will unsettle higher education, it will also 
have a massive impact on how the government has to 
change its business models and how it will transform 
society. The TVET Colleges, the universities and 
the Community Colleges sit at the juncture of these 

overlapping imperatives, and it falls on the PSET 
sector to enable this change.

Ironically, it is not about technology but  how we use 
it to transform the world. Technology is the tool, and 
data and knowledge are the fuel. So, what will we 
need to become more agile?
• Inter-disciplinary engagement.
• Flexible teaching and learning.
• New skills are required for new technologies.
• 
• Specialised skills, content, knowledge, and 

abilities.
• Holistic programmes.
• Meaningful and relevant content.
• Increased access.

What this means in practice is that we will need a 
core group of basic programmes augmented by 
short-course opportunities (accreditation systems 
that allow students to accumulate ‘stackable 
micro-credentials) to respond to an ever-changing 

access learning.
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Professor Sizwe Mabizela, Chairperson of TLSG and 
Vice-Chancellor of Rhodes University, began with 
uncertainty.  “University education is more than just an 
accumulation of knowledge and facts, or acquisition 
of skills, or preparation of work-ready graduates. It 
is fundamentally a formation of young people. It is 
preparation and development of young people to 

He said employers constantly complain that 
graduates are ill-prepared for the workplace. He 
said it was  essential to understand that universities 
are not about preparing young people for the place 
of work but preparing them to solve problems that 
have not even been thought of, for an “unknown and 
unknowable future” and, more critically, universities 
have to prepare young people to learn how to learn, 
and how to unlearn, and how to read,” he said.

SAICA | USAf
To ensure that there is alignment between what 
graduates know and what employees expect requires 
close interaction. Especially when some university 

include teaching, accountancy, law, pharmacy, and 
engineering, and some professional bodies such as 
the South African Institute of Chartered Accountants 
(SAICA) take a very keen interest in the quality of the 
graduates who intend joining the profession. 

“The engagement between universities and 
professional bodies is both desirable and inevitable, 
given their shared interest in the preparation of 
graduates with the necessary educational outcomes 

that are of appropriate quality. It is in the parties’ 
best interests that the transition from student to 
professional is made as hassle-free as possible,” 
said Mabizela.

SAICA had contacted USAf about the need for 
chartered accountants (CAs) who are not only 
technically competent but also possess critical 
skills and values for the 21st century. They have 
now established a joint SAICA-USAf Steering 
Committee, which comprises members of SAICA 
and academics who are working together to come up 
with implementable teaching and learning solutions. 
These could be replicated for other professions.

A memorandum of understanding mapping out 
what role should be played by whom was signed 
in October 2020. A Collaboration Research Project 
Proposal, funded by SAICA, was also completed 
in October, and the committee’s terms of reference 

TEACHING & LEARNING AT THE 
THEORY-PRAXIS NEXUS
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Ms Chantyl Mulder, Executive Director for Nation 
Building at the South African Institute of Chartered 
Accountants (SAICA), elaborated on this further. “Our 
technical skills get updated quickly, but there are 
other competencies we need to consider how we 
develop. And we, as a profession, don’t have the 
answers. That’s why collaboration with universities, 
our training providers, becomes critical,” she said.

She said their newest CAs want to understand their 
societal role and are asking how they can get involved. 
SAICA has adopted the United Nations’ Sustainable 
Development Goals. Creating these frameworks tied 
in with SAICA’s integrated reporting because “gone 

information. Shareholders have asked for evidence 
of a sustainable world,” she said. And it was also part 
of SAICA’s “learning methodologies to help young 
CAs realise they do not operate in a vacuum; they 
operate in a society, they operate in a community, 
where they are expected to play a big role”.

Mr Robert Zwane, SAICA’s Senior Executive for 
National Projects, said they could not focus on 
education and training without considering the 
country’s context. “We cannot say we want CAs, 
and then we just focus on that. If we want CAs, 
we must ensure a supply from a school level. We 
are investing, for example, in mathematics at the 
high school level. That is why we partner with the 
provincial education departments and corporates to 
support school learners through our development 
camps,” he said. SAICA runs these camps in a few 
provinces. SAICA believes in incremental change that 
takes place over time, and creating communities of 
best practice, which is why they are partnering with 
USAf, said Zwane.

“As SAICA, our strategy, our motto, is contributing 
to the sustainability of our nation, and we need to 
look at what is it that our nation requires from us as 
accountants and start playing that role,” said Zwane.

Reflective practice
Academics should not take students’ views seriously 
only at the end of a course when they evaluate 
modules and teaching. They should also not take 
students’ voices seriously for political reasons. They 
need to consider students’ input and experiences 
and engage them throughout the curriculum design 
and renewal processes. These are the views of Dr 
Noluthando Toni, Director: Teaching Development 
at Nelson Mandela University (NMU). In 2016 
Toni and Alfred Makura of the Central University of 
Technology in the Free State published a paper in 
the South African Journal of Higher Education about 



Higher Education Conference 2021 The Engaged University 86

teach, why they teach, how they teach and assess, 
keeping in mind who they teach (calibre of students), 
and the circumstances they teach under.

During CoViD-19, the Learning and Teaching 
Collaborative for Success division (LT Collab) created 
safe spaces for engagements where both students 
and academics shared their experiences on remote 
and online learning and teaching,” Dr Toni said. 
Initially created as a platform for academics to share 
emerging innovations and empower one another, 
it became evident they needed to include student 
voices. “It was important to hear students articulate 
their own experiences. We were intentional about 
putting the spotlight on students. So, our students 
had to engage with us,” she said.

The students articulated both positive experiences 
and challenges, but “what was comforting was 
that students were motivated to take responsibility 
for their learning, meaning that they did not need 
to be pushed. There was an increased sense of 
independence, leadership skills came to the fore, 
and  communication skills improved,” she said.

It also had an impact on the curriculum. This meant 
going beyond viewing the curriculum as a set of 
knowledge outcomes that needed to be achieved. 
Instead, it involved viewing the curriculum as 
experiences inside and outside the classroom. That 

the experiences of not just students but students 
and academics. And they also needed “to relate 
knowledge creation and mediation of learning to the 
actual lived experiences of our students,” she said.
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Professor Vivienne Lawack, Deputy Vice-Chancellor: 
Academic and law professor at the University of 
the Western Cape (UWC), describes community 
engagement as “the gel that keeps everything 
together”.

Universities that are simply located in South 
Africa 

Mr Siseko Kumalo, a PhD candidate at the 
University of Pretoria and philosophy lecturer at the 
University of Fort Hare (UFH), opened the debate by 

was the outcome of a third-year course he taught 

students had to read two books: a collection he had 
edited, titled Decolonisation as Democratisation – 
Global Insights into the South African Experience, 
and Decolonisation in Universities – The Politics of 
Knowledge, edited by Professor Jonathan Jansen.

The intention of the course was “to think about the 

concept of a decolonial and contextual responsive 

the 21st century where our discipline, to a certain 
degree, is seen to be losing much of its gravitas,” he 
said.

He posed the question: “Through education, are we 
producing individuals who are concerned with the 
realities of their fellow citizens or are we as intellectuals 
disorienting our students by providing them with 
philosophical training irrelevant to their situation?” he 
asked.

At the same time, he did not want to disadvantage 
students by making them “parochial thinkers that 
are inadequately equipped to deal with the global 
questions and problems that face us contemporarily. 
So, while I’m saying we must use the discipline to 
respond to local problems, I’m also conscious that 
philosophy has global trajectories. Yet, he said, the 
country has what can be regarded as universities that 
are in South Africa and not South African universities, 
and this necessitates their decolonisation.

Intermittent community engagement
Professor Raisuyah Bhagwan, from the 
Department of Community Health Studies at the 
Durban University of Technology (DUT), spoke to 
a recent study funded by the NRF and led by Prof 
Bhagwan, which found that for some universities, 
“this community interaction has been piecemeal, 

interests.

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
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“It seems to suggest that engagement has not been 
fully embraced across disciplinary homes and across 
all faculties in higher education institutions,” she said. 
Professor Raisuyah Bhagwan said this might be 
because some academics consider themselves 
“repositories of exclusive knowledge, and as such, 
have become increasingly isolated and disconnected 
from society”. 

Collaborative engagement is not “dismissive of expert 
knowledge, but rather engages with this expertise to 

however, recognise that in certain circumstances, 
the experts will be non-credentialed, non-academic 
collaborators who are community partners,” she said.

Mumbai
Bhagwan visited the University of Mumbai in India 
to research its method of community engagement. 
Social work students from the university, located in an 

urban context, “were immersed as part of a service-
learning and community-based participatory research 
initiative in a tribal area outside of Mumbai. This 

the boundaries of the classroom and beyond the 
traditional teacher-learner dichotomy,” she said.

Before they were immersed in the community, the 
students had classroom discussions on the tribal 
community’s cultural and political practices. This 
helped them understand the root causes of the 
community’s social problems so they could work 
collectively to plan interventions. “What emerged 
through this encounter, for me, is that social work 
theory taught to students had little relevance during 
their engagement with the local tribes. It brought to 
the fore the importance of indigenous contextually-
relevant knowledge to guide intervention with 
marginalised communities,” she said. Bhagwan was 
interested in replicating this process with the DUT 
context. 

Professor Lawack said there seemed to be a need for 
a follow-up on community engagement to showcase 

perhaps the Teaching and Learning Strategy Group 
could take it further by considering how they see the 
scholarship of engagement and what theories it could 
be premised on. It could also look at “the kinds of 
practices universities are doing to ensure that when 

indeed.” What measurements should be used to 
assess this impact. We’ve just scratched the surface 
here”.
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TLSG’s Recommended actions
Recognising that curriculum review is an ongoing and 
organic activity at universities, the TLSG was tasked 
to develop a living database of the myriad curriculum 
reconceptualisations and consolidate them into one 
document. Delegates also saw value in a follow-
up to the Mellon Foundation-funded curriculum 
reform project as an opportunity for expanding and 
continuing that work. There was a need for the 
TLSG to run a decolonisation pilot project beyond 
Humanities to other disciplines. This could take the 
format of workshops across universities exploring 
the possibilities and limits of decolonisation within 

for the TLSG to engage with other professional 
bodies, as done with SAICA, to enhance universities’ 
responsiveness to industry needs. To mitigate the 
state of universities’ disconnectedness from society, 
where institutions see themselves as repositories of 
knowledge and pursue knowledge for its own sake, 
it was recommended that the TLSG work with the 
NRF to reinforce the notion of the engaged university 
— committed to direct interaction with its constituent 

exploration, and application of knowledge, expertise, 
and information. 

Indigenous music students at Rhodes University. 
Photos supplied, courtesy of Rhodes Univesity.
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Dr Oliver Seale, Director: Higher Education Leadership 

and Management (HELM)

The Programme consists of several sub-
programmes that cover building the foundations of 
leadership, working towards overall student success, 
engagements with leadership on trending issues in 
higher education, overviews of the sector to those 

in leadership positions. The focus of this session was 
on the Women in Leadership (WiL) Programme.

Professor Denise Zinn, 
HELM WiL Programme 
Leader, said Nelson 
Mandela University 
endorses HELM’s Women 
in Leadership programme. 
The programme grew from 
examining successful 
models within and outside 

South Africa and incorporated people strategies 
and academic planning. Women leaders have told 
their own stories, inspiring participants, showing 
roads forward and creating networking possibilities. 
Two other crucial elements are interwoven into this 

Groups (PLGs), are an integral part of the design of 
the WiL programme. The purpose of the PLGs is 
to provide a space and platform for more intensive 
discussion where lived experiences related to the 
session themes could be shared and discussed. 
Each group had a maximum of six participants to 
enable full participation by everyone in the group. 

The second crucial component of the programme 

environments. The overall response to the coaching 
has been very positive, with past participants stating 
that they felt they needed coaching services to post 
the programme. As numbers and research increase, 
the aspiration is that networks will form and higher 
education will begin to transform; the initiative must 
come from women, with institutions and men taking 
responsibility but not control. Longitudinal monitoring 
will enable further conclusions to be drawn.

Dr Cyrill Walters (Post-doctoral Fellow in Higher 
Education Studies, Stellenbosch University) 
described her research into the impact of the 
CoVID-19 lockdown on female academics, citing 
that domestic demands have had a profound 

between work and home disappeared, women 

HIGHER EDUCATION LEADERSHIP AND 
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were sometimes treated as servants. Internalising 
such pressures resulted in perceived failure to meet 
academic responsibilities and corresponding feelings 
of guilt, defeat, inadequacy and the erosion of 
emotional wellbeing. Most women nevertheless felt 
closer than ever to colleagues.

Research output is an important criterion for promoting 
and evaluating  women’s achievements. It has to  
consider their time spent on family responsibilities, 

engagement on teaching and looking after the 
interests of students should not fall disproportionally 
on women, and female academic leaders should 
orient themselves to the challenges that other women 
face. 

embedded patriarchal and racial assumptions on 
women, Dr Judy Dlamini (Chancellor, University of 
the Witwatersrand) said. Universities need gender-
competent leaders; inherited structures must be 
transformed and accepted patterns of behaviour 
challenged, and resources must be allocated to 
enable the required changes.
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Dr Norah Clarke, Director: Entrepreneurship Development 

in Higher Education (EDHE)

In South Africa and across the continent, there 
is an increasing focus on universities becoming 
entrepreneurial, Dr Norah Clarke, Director: 
Entrepreneurship Development in Higher Education 

entrepreneurship in three dimensions: student 
entrepreneurship, embedding entrepreneurship 
across all disciplines and co-developing 
entrepreneurial universities. The idea of universities 
as incubators of employees is familiar; the aim now 
should be to see them as incubators of employers.

On behalf of the student panel, Ms Pheta Mchunu 
(Chairperson: EDHE Studentpreneurs Community of 
Practice) asked how universities  prepare students 
for the world of work, how university research relates 
to entrepreneurship, and how such research can be 
harnessed for productive purposes. Despite a lack 

environment of an isolated medical university, it was 

alumni and students. University authorities must 
become oriented toward job-creation rather than 
job-seeking and collaborate with the student bodies, 
which may best understand what is needed. 

Dr Bernard Nthambeleni, Dr Robert Martin (Deputy 
Vice-Chancellor: Operations, University of Venda) 
and Mr Promise Nyalungu (EDHE Studentpreneur 
of the Year 2020; CEO and Founder: Struu Artzz 
Entertainment) described the work being carried 
out by the University of Venda in the area of 
entrepreneurship. Institutionalising the culture of 
entrepreneurship led to interdisciplinarity clustered 
around a dedicated incubator. 

Universities’ leadership, Professor Deresh 
Ramjugernath (Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Learning 
and Teaching, Stellenbosch University) said that 
entrepreneurialism is key to their changing from being 
producers of graduates, research and community 
outreach to addressing poverty, unemployment and 
inequality through graduates who are job-creators. 
Entrepreneurialism must percolate through all aspects 
of the institution with strong regional, national and 
international engagement, learning and sharing best 
practices. 

THE ENTREPRENEURSHIP DEVELOPMENT IN 
HIGHER EDUCATION (EDHE) PROGRAMME
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There cannot be a conclusion as this work continues. 
Since the completion of the conference, there has 

ensure that talk turns to walk. From conception, the 
conference was built on an implementation objective 
rather than additional contemplation.

A conference of this magnitude, especially within 
the African context, cannot go to waste in some 
virtual library.  It must apply intelligent insight into 
tangible actualisation. For this reason, each of the 
strategy groups was required to produce an action 
plan of possible interventions that would translate 
the conference deliberations and debates into an 

African and African context. 

More importantly, the action plan would require USAf’s 

initiatives that feed each other so as not to duplicate 
endeavours. This convergence aims to consolidate 
work done within USAf and external stakeholders, 

The country’s socio-economic challenges do not 
allow for the comfort of protectionist and insulated 
positions. There is a crisis of funding, resources, 
unemployment, GBV, xenophobia and a host of other 
challenges that confront not only higher education 
but South Africa at large.

Someone or something has to stand up. And, as so 
often has been the case in the past,  it is the general 
populace, the NGOs and the universities that have 
raised their head above the parapet of rhetoric and 
diversive social media to create real positive change 
in the country. This document, hopefully, is evidence 

CONCLUSION
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Dr Linda Meyer, Director: Operations and Sector Support 

at USAf

on the part of expertise, leadership and support. 
First, we thank the CHE for hosting many of these 
sessions and partnering with us to make the event 
possible. Leadership was always present in the form 
of USAf’s CEO, Professor Ahmed Bawa, who not 
only managed to entice an impressive array of expert 

support in innumerable ways.

As vital was the role played by the USAf board 

gravitas to the occasion. In particular, I acknowledge 
with gratitude the extra work provided by the USAf 
Chairperson, Professor Sibongile Muthwa, the Vice-
Chairperson, Professor Wim de Villiers, the Chairs 
of the various strategy groups — Professor  Sizwe 
Mabizela, Professor Thoko Mayekiso, Professor 
Puleng LenkaBula, Professor Thandwa Mthembu and 
Professor Tawana Kupe (represented by Professor 
Gerald Ouma) — who marshalled their sessions in a 
highly professional manner. 

I am also immensely grateful for the expertise 

coordinators, Dr Bernadette Johnson, Ms Michelle 
Buchler and Ms Val Theron, and for the intrepid and 

in the persons of Ms Jana Van Wyk and Ms Lorinda 

and providing their expert perspectives, I thank Dr 
Oliver Seale and Dr Norah Clarke. A particular word 
of thanks is extended to Professor André Keet and 
Dr Jeannette Botha for their added support and 
professional guidance.

USAf’s Corporate Communication team worked 
extensively to keep the higher education sector 

Ms ‘Mateboho Green and her supporting consultants 
and independent writers. Added gratitude goes to 
Mr Patrick Fish for his invaluable assistance on the 
Conference Prospectus and this Report. Another 
word of appreciation goes to other USAf and CHE 

mentions are due to Ms Janet Van Rhyn, Ms Felicity 
Kokose, Ms Ntswalo Ngobeni, Ms Annie Viljoen, Ms 

Shabangu, Ms Frances Zowa, Dr Amani Saide and 
Mr Ntokozo Blessing Bhengu.

Finally, my most heartfelt gratitude goes to the CHE 

Board, Professor Themba Mosia. Here’s to excellent 
collaboration and partnership.  May this relationship 
endure well into the future. 

Dr Linda Meyer 
CONFERENCE ORGANISER AND USAf’S DIRECTOR: 
OPERATIONS AND SECTOR SUPPORT
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4IR   Fourth Industrial Revolution

ARUA   African Research Universities Alliance
CA   Chartered Accountants 
CBO   Community-based organisation
CCWG   Curriculum Change Working Group
CE   Community Engagement
CHE   Council on Higher Education
CHEC   Cape Higher Education Consortium
CPUT   Cape Peninsula University of Technology
CriSHET  Critical Studies in Higher Education Transformation  

DHET   Department of Higher Education and Training
DUT   Durban University of Technology
ECD   Early Childhood Development
EDHE   Entrepreneurship Development in Higher Education
FSG   Funding Strategy Group
HE   Higher Education
HEI   Higher Education Institution
HEISTA   Higher Education Information Technology 
HELM   Higher Education Leadership and Management
IAU   International Association of Universities
KZN   KwaZulu-Natal
LGBTQIA  Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer Or Questioning, Intersex, Asexual
MTT   Ministerial Task Team
NALEDI   National Labour and Education Development Institute 
NGO   Non-governmental Organisation
NIHSS   National Institute for the Humanities and Social Sciences
NMU   Nelson Mandela University
NRF   National Research Foundation
NSFAS   National Student Financial Aid Scheme
PLGs   Peer Learning Groups
PSET   Post-school Education and Training
QA   Quality Assurance
RISG   Research and Innovation Strategy Group
RU   Rhodes University
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SA   South Africa
SAICA   South African Institute of Chartered Accountants
SDG   Sustainable Development Goal
SETA   Sector Education and Training Authority
SOE   State-owned Enterprise
SRC   Student Representative Council
STI   Science, Technology and Innovation
SUN   Stellenbosch University
TENET   Tertiary  Education & Research Network of South Africa
TLSG   Teaching and Learning Strategy Group
TSG   Transformation Strategy Group
TVET   Technical Vocational Education and Training
UCT   University of Cape Town
UK   United Kingdom
ULDP   University Lecturer Development Programme
UN   United Nations
UP    University of Pretoria
UFS   University of the Free State
USA   United States of America 
UWC   University of the Western Cape
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