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Report on the CHE Colloquium: Enhancing Student Engagement for Good Decision-

Making and Governance in Higher Education Institutions 

                                                     By Christa Moyo 

Introduction 

A colloquium under the theme, ‘Enhancing Student Engagement for Good Decision-

Making and Governance in Higher Education Institutions’, was hosted by the 

Council on Higher Education (CHE) at the BCX Centre in Centurion, in Pretoria, South 

Africa on the 31st of July 2019. 

Fifty-eight (58) participants representing the public and private higher education 

sector; research institutes and professional bodies attended the colloquium. Among 

the participants were Mr Khaya Maphinda (Registrar: Walter Sisulu University); Mr 

Jerome September (Dean of Students: University of the Witwatersrand); Dr Ronel 

Retief (Registrar from Stellenbosch University); Mr Sello Legodi (Registrar: University of 

Mpumalanga); Dr Rose Masha (Deputy Registrar: University of Fort Hare); Prof Nuran 

Davids (Head of Education Policy: University of Stellenbosch); Dr Pakiso Tondi 

(Deputy Registrar: Central University of Technology); Mr Ruthnum Naidoo (Registrar: 

Sol Plaatje University) and other executive directors and directors representing both 

the public and private higher education institutions. 

Also present were Student Representative Council (SRC) leaders. Among these 

student representative leaders were, Mr Sanele Castro Mashabane (University of 

Mpumalanga); Mr Sonwabiso Mdani (Nelson Mandela University); Ms Dineo Hlagala 

(Tshwane University of Technology); Mr Lemogana Medupe (Vaal University of 

Technology) and Samkelo Mngadi (Rhodes University). 

The focus of the colloquium was to provide a platform for all stakeholders to interact 

on matters regarding student engagement for good decision-making and 

governance in higher education institutions; to take stock of current research on the 

issue; to explore the ideological underpinnings of student engagement and decision 

making in higher education and to assess the success factors of student 

engagement.  

The colloquium had the following structure; a welcome address, keynote address, 

presentations, discussions, synthesis and take-home messages, way forward and 

vote of thanks. 

The report provides a synthesis of the key points from the colloquium proceedings 

and the take home messages as highlighted by the participants. 
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The welcome address was given by the CEO of the Council on Higher Education 

(CHE), Prof Narend Baijnath.   

 

                                   Picture 1: Prof Narend Baijnath delivers the welcome address 

This was followed by the announcement of the day’s proceedings by the colloquium 

facilitator, Mr Ephraim Mhlanga.  

1. The keynote address: ‘Meaningful and Impactful Student Engagement in the Post-

#FMF Era: So, Where To? by Sibusiso Chalufu 

1.1. Key points from the keynote address. 

a) Student engagement should be viewed holistically, not only as it refers to 

governance. It should also encompass research involvement by students and 

meaningful community engagement. Student engagement that is not all 

encompassing will not achieve much. 

b) Generally, student engagement in most senates and other structures in our South 

African Higher Education institutions is mainly superficial and leaves a lot to be 

desired. 

c) Engagement is more than involvement and participation. Student engagement 

that is not deep, properly constructed, meaningful and impactful will not take us 

anywhere in this post # era that we live in. 

d) There is a body of knowledge that shows that there is strong correlation between 

student engagement and student success. Student engagement should result in 

knowledge gain and exchange.  

e) Research has shown that there are benefits to student engagement and these 

include critical thinking, cognitive development, moral and ethical development, 

self-esteem, accrual of social capital etc.  

f) The questions that we should be asking are whether we have created enough 

avenues and platforms for student engagement and whether students are provided 

with the necessary tools for engagement. 
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1. 2. Proposals on how student engagement should be viewed in Higher Education 

institutions 

a) Students should be provided with assistance and experiences which will enable 

them to participate and be involved effectively. 

b) Students should be provided with conditions, opportunities and expectations to 

become involved in Higher Education institutions. 

c) Students should be prepared for such engagements and student engagement 

should be meaningful and impactful. 

1. 3. In Governance 

a) Students should be provided with a variety of tools that will enable them to 

participate meaningfully. 

b) Students should be provided with mentorship lessons to be equipped with 

knowledge and tools for proper engagement. 

c) A student support and advisory unit should be created to enable students to get 

relevant information on student engagement. 

1. 4. In the Academic sphere 

a) Faculty and college structures should be strengthened to support student 

engagement. 

b) Political oriented student structures should also be strengthened. 

c) There should be support, skills development and funding and political education 

for students and students should be empowered for effective and meaningful 

community engagement. 

d) Policies and structures for community engagement are crucial for meaningful 

student engagement. 

f) Students should be empowered with the necessary tools with which to engage. 

g) Failure to involve and engage support services practitioners hampers meaningful 

student engagement. 

1.5 Discussions 

Question 1: Is there something that is being done to empower academics? 

Answer:  

a) There should be systems, processes and structures in place for the empowerment 

of academics. 

b) There is need to circulate information on student issues so that everyone has a 

better understanding of the issues around student engagement.    
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c) Student affairs is there to support academic projects in Higher Education 

institutions and hence the need for both parties to work together. 

Comment:  

There is a false dichotomy that exists between academics and non-academics. 

There is need for both the academics and non-academics to work as a collective 

for the advancement of student learning. 

Question 2: Why are student services practitioners being marginalised yet they play 

an important role in student engagement? 

Answer: 

a) Maybe they have not created a business case on why they are there i.e. their 

purpose in that terrain. 

Question 3 

Are students willing to engage and to what extent do they understand 

engagement? 

Answer 

a) Students might not be having the knowledge and proper tools to engage with. 

b) Maybe students should be brought on board in order to hear their side of the 

story. 

c) The problem is that we tend to speak on behalf of students instead of allowing 

them to speak for themselves. 

 

 

                             Picture 2. Colloquium delegates listening attentively to the presentations  
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2. The South African Surveys of Student Engagement: Using the collective student 

voice to impact decision-making, governance and institutional design in higher 

education: by Francois Strydom & Sonja Loots 

2.1 Key points from presentation 2 

a) Student engagement is important for student success. Success involves preparing 

students for the world of work and creating a democratic citizenry. 

b) Opportunities should be created for students to develop holistically. 

Why was the study undertaken? 

i) It puts a broad representation of student voices at the centre of every 

engagement. 

ii) It is to promote a culture of evidence, a platform for data informed decisions. 

iii) It allows for a longitudinal picture of engagement behaviours at institutions. 

iv) It can be used to improve student learning and responding to accountability 

expectations. 

v) It is to promote understanding on how different students experience an institution. 

What do we need to do to make students succeed? 

• There should be an academic advisory team to assist students, in addition to 

offering them tutorials and feedback. 

3. Presentation: Rethinking student engagement in decision making governance for 

higher education institutions in South Africa: Gezani Baloyi 

3.1 Key points from presentation 3 

a) The Higher Education Act (Act No.101 of 1997), as amended, set the tone for 

transformation, governance and quality assurance but challenges still exist in the 

implementation process. 

b) Higher Education in South Africa is key to social and economic development. 

Higher Education should therefore be considered as one of the major vehicles for 

development in modern society. 

c) Where students are engaged, there is creativity. 

Rationale for governance in Higher Education 

i)) Students should be accommodated in formal structures for negotiation to enable 

them to negotiate their teaching and learning. 

ii) Students are clients who need to be satisfied at all times. 

iii) By putting students in different committees, we are promoting democracy at the 

institutions of higher learning. 
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d) There is lack of trust between SRC and management and hence the need for 

engagement in order to iron out any differences. 

e) People who understand their roles in student governance should be 

accommodated so that they can help promote student engagement. 

Comment 

We should refrain from linking student protests to lack of engagement and also from 

linking student protests with placing universities under administration.  

4. Presentation: Students’ voice in University curriculum transformation initiatives: A 

university of technology (UoT) case study. Chichi Maimane 

4.1 Key points from presentation 4 

a) There is need for student voice in curriculum transformation. 

b) Student participation improves student learning. 

Criteria 

d) programmes should be responsive to the country’s developmental needs. 

e) programmes that lead to job creation and youth empowerment should be given 

priority. 

f) there is need for broader, face to face consultation in curriculum transformation.  

5. Presentation: The kgotla as a spatial mediator on South African university 

campuses. Jacques Laubscher 

i) the presentation seeks to address student engagement in situ, i.e. in the context of 

place and in terms of access to power. 

ii) the question that we should be asking is; are we providing places and spaces for 

students to communicate with academia? 

iii) these spaces should be provided at the universities and South Africa at large. 

iv) the way we deal with engagement will determine subsequent events. If 

engagements are handled properly, there will be positive outcomes but if handled 

poorly, very little will be achieved. 

The Kgotla 

• The central idea of a kgotla is that everyone has a right to express his/her 

views and that tolerance and freedom of expression should be encouraged 

between people with divergent views. 

• The kgotla is a public forum for engagement. 

 

v) The kgotla can be used in universities as a space to facilitate 

interaction/engagement with students. 
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vi) The kgotla can be introduced in existing South African universities as spaces to 

facilitate meaningful mediation. 

Questions: 

i) Are we not limiting any group/fora by advocating for a particular space for 

engagement? 

Answer 

• We should see the kgotla as two components, one including respect and the 

other one including place. In this contested space we should see removal of 

barriers and allowing robust debates. 

• The removal of barriers will not achieve transformation overnight; change 

takes time, but will eventually happen. Open communication will lead to 

earlier responses leading to less contestation. 

ii) How do you propose we deal with power dynamics between management and 

students? 

• Tolerance of different ideas is the answer that we are looking for, but this will 

not happen overnight. We need spaces in our campuses where we facilitate 

these engagements. These are the small steps which we can take in moving 

towards the idea of a lekgotla.  

Comment 

Language challenges should be factored in, in these spaces. Language should not 

be used to exclude others. 

6 Presentation: Taking a look at the current higher education landscape through the 

‘relational lens’: Matete Madiba 

Key points from presentation 6: 

The lessons learnt from the FMF case study were that: 

i) Universities must learn to engage in self-critique and not just criticise students for 

what they are doing.  

ii)The study demonstrated that a voice to the poor was given and also to those who 

are exploited.  

iii) It demonstrated that universities are far away from engaging on issues that 

matter. 

iv) The question we need to ask is: How did we get there?  

• One of the reasons is that management and students do not seem to be 

talking to each other but talking past each other. They are working with cross 

purposes and when it comes to engagement, they are almost at a minus. 
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v) How does a university develop self-critique?  

• There should be an alignment of interests and work around shared values in 

order to tackle issues. 

• Higher education institutions think they have the authority to do what they 

want with students but success depends on getting relationships right. 

• Relationships are at the heart of humanity-ubuntu. 

• Relationships can be improved by adopting relational thinking lens and 

developing the right tools for that. 

Comment 

Universities do not properly prepare students for engagement. Student bodies do 

not know how to engage with structures such as Senate, Council etc. Furthermore, 

universities do not equip students with the tools for engagement. If universities want 

students to reach out, they should also do the same. 

The other issue is that none of the VCs came forward to apologise for the way in 

which they handled the student body during the ‘Fees must Fall’ debacle.  

7. Presentation: The problems with university governance and students' reasons to 

protest: views of South African student leaders, 1994-2017: Thierry Luescher 

The analysis was based on the views of student leaders.  

i) Unless student engagement has a relationship with knowledge, it is seen as out of 

place. 

ii) There was a general expectation among students that they would be involved in 

co-governance and not as add-ons. 

iii) Most of student problems centred around the issue of fees.  

iv)There was late payment of fees by NSFAS. 

v) Other problems centred around the issue of student exclusion. Some students 

were denied payment of fees by NSFAS. 

vi)There was the issue of NSFAS dysfunctionality. 

vii)Institutional culture, sexism, rape, etc were also highlighted as issues of concern. 

viii)There was also the issue of language which made communication difficult for 

some students. 

8. Presentation: Push-pull dynamics in student engagement for decision-making: the 

case of UFH academic administration: Rose Masha 

i) There should be a concerted effort to engage with student leaders in governance 

and their manifestos. 
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ii) Academics should be involved in students’ monthly meetings in order to   

understand student issues. 

Why engage students? 

• To influence policy 

• For strategy implications 

• For operational implications 

• Students are an internal politically significant constituency of the university 

• Such constituencies are to be involved in issues of governance 

• There is need for a broader sense of engagement and not operate on 

assumptions 

• Good student governance has the potential to develop potentially 

 

 

                         Picture 3: Delegates preparing for question time 

9. Synthesis and take-home messages  

i) Student voice matters, we need to listen to it. 

ii) self-critique is important and support structures for student engagement should be 

created. 

iii) Support mechanisms should be put in place to assist with student engagement in 

the complex higher education terrain. 

iv)The false dichotomy between academics and non-academics should be 

dismantled. 

v)There should be a holistic understanding of how to support our students 

vi)There is need to engage students in curriculum issues 
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vii)Academics and non-academics should work together on student engagement 

issues i.e. they should talk to each other and not past each other. 

Conclusion and way forward 

Dr Saidi, the acting Director of Monitoring & Evaluation, thanked the key note 

speaker, the registrars and deputy registrars, the organising team and all the 

delegates for making the colloquium a success. Delegates were informed that 

guidelines to assist with the preparation of their papers would be sent to them the 

week ending 2/08/2019. Reviews would be done from the 5th of August 2019 to the 

end of September 2019. The beginning of October 2019 to the end of February 2019 

would be devoted to ensuring that the papers submitted are of good quality. 

Presenters were told that they would each get a free copy of the Kagisano journal.  

There being no other business, the meeting ended at 4 pm. 

 

 

 

 

 


