Professor Themba Mosia served in the CHE Council from 15 July 2013 to 14 July 2022 as the Council Chairperson.
In this feature article, he shares highlights and lowlights about his tenure at the CHE, as well as ideas about the
role the CHE has to play in South African higher education going forward. He also shared poignant memories
of his life’s journey that birthed the individual that he is today.

Due to his humble beginnings, outgoing Chair of
the South African Council on Higher Education
(CHE), Professor Themba Mosia, is passionate
about good education and the potential it has to
unlock possibilities for many of the country’s
citizens.
He was speaking at a farewell dinner held by the
CHE to acknowledge the work done by Council
members whose term ends in 2022. He also
chatted with the CHE communications team
ahead of the dinner on his tenure as Council
Chair, sharing highlights, lowlights and his ideas
about the role the CHE has to play in South African
higher education going forward. He also shared
poignant memories of his life’s journey that
birthed the individual that he is today. Professor
Mosia said: “I come from the zeitgeist in the 1970s
and 80s that was characterised by the struggle
for good education and when opportunities
presented themselves, I was prepared to make a
lasting impact in many people’s lives through
quality higher education.”

Being of the 1976 high school generation in South
Africa, Professor Mosia said that the “crisis period”
of 1975 to 1978 was not a pleasant one. “But of
course we had to go to school and I had to write
what was then called Form Three. But I was told
from the administration in Pretoria that my results
had disappeared, and that I would have to repeat
the year. When I returned to school in March after
recess, the principal called my friend Jabulani and
I out in front of the whole school and announced
that we passed. There was a mix-up and they
eventually received the results from Pretoria. This
led me to enrol for matric with adult learners (with
teachers – some of whom didn’t have matric at
the time). Although I passed well, I was not entirely
happy so I went to boarding school and took a
different stream and studied commercial subjects
– economics and business – which resulted in me
earning a commendable matriculation exemption
pass.”

Born and raised in the Free State, Professor Mosia
did his schooling during the apartheid era in
South Africa. He recalls that when he was growing
up, discipline was central, and he was raised in a
time where children had to toe the line, which he
believes was one of the factors that created a
solid foundation for his work ethic.
Speaking on how he ended up in boarding school,
Professor Mosia said: “Moving to high school was a
big challenge for me due to our financial
circumstances at home and because we had to
move to a different town. My mother was also very
sickly at the time, which was a big challenge, but
nevertheless, we tried to pull through, we always
made a plan.”
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SEIZING ALL
OPPORTUNITIES

When it was time for university, finances were
once again a challenge for Professor Mosia. As a
result, he took a break to work as a teacher at
Meduwaneng Community School, earning R120
per month which he saved and used to pay for his
first year of university at the University of the North
in 1982. “I still have those bank statements in my
Volkskas savings book,” he recalls.
During his second year, the year in which his mum
passed away, Professor Mosia received a loan
from his mother’s employer (she was a domestic
worker for a lawyer who was also a farmer) which
he had to pay back with interest. He says he was
“desperate” to continue his studies so he took up
the offer, which he paid off immediately via a
bank loan when he started working at Tshiya
College of Education in 1985.
On working at the College, Professor Mosia said:
“Our years were not easy, they were very
tumultuous. I was a former student leader, and
was in my second year of formal employment in
my life except odd jobs I have been doing to earn
pocket money for incidentals. At the time, the
rector wanted me to teach three subjects when
everyone else was teaching one subject. I recall
there was this huge strike, and I was staying at a
college residence as a warden because I needed
accommodation so I could prioritise my spending.
The rector had a list of names of those who
caused the strike and he wanted endorsements
for these students to be expelled. I raised my hand
and said I did not concur as there was no
evidence and because of this I stood out like a
sore thumb. They expelled them anyway because
the minister listened to the management. When
this happened, there was a lawyer who asked if
the students were called in for disciplinary action
before being expelled and because these
processes weren’t followed, the students were
reinstated by the high court. Everyone on the staff
was embarrassed, and the rector called me to his
office to thank me for my frankness and warning
that students would be reinstated if there was no
due process followed in their expulsion.”
Three months later, Professor Mosia resigned and
started a job at the University of the North at the
end of that same year, an institution now known
as the University of Limpopo, following its merger
with the Medical University of Southern Africa
(MEDUNSA).

"My goal was to work at a university due to the
study benefits. I was always passionate about
good education because of my background. I
grew up in a violent environment, and many of my
peers did not survive school. Poverty was what we
knew, our circumstances at home were pretty
dire. But back then when there were no
opportunities – we had to work many jobs, I
worked in people’s gardens, and in the mines as a
clerk because I was so desperate to study. So
when I was employed by the university, in an
administrative role, I seized the opportunity to
further my studies. And because of the politics
and climate at the time, I studied politics and
economics.”

STUDENTS ARE AT
THE HEART OF MY
WORK
Fast forward to 1989, Professor Mosia received a
scholarship to study in the USA. At the time, he
was working in both administrative and academic
roles at the University of the North - and he was
also lecturing in the evenings.
When he returned from the USA in 1991 Professor
Mosia says this was the beginning of the
discussions of South Africa’s transformation
agenda, including the transformation of the
higher education sector. “I was there, participating
in it. And the trajectory of my career in higher
education continued to change and grow, and I
occupied
different
levels
and
positions,
contributing to the transformation trajectory of
higher education.”
Speaking on the highlights and lowlights of his 37year career in higher education, Professor Mosia
said there have been many, but a few stand out.
He recalls the 1982 academic opening at the
University of the North. “That particular ceremony
was one of my highlights. It was then that I
decided that I wanted the Registrar’s job; that is
what motivated me, that is what I have been
working hard for. That milestone was reached
when I became Deputy Registrar at the University
of the North and later Registrar at the Medical
University of Southern Africa (MEDUNSA). The other
academic achievements in my career are
bonuses.”
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Professor Mosia says he was particularly
fascinated by the presence of Professor Andries
Steenekamp, then Registrar of the University of the
North and Professor PC Mokgokong, who was the
Rector and Vice Chancellor. “I actually calculated
so well that at some stage soon, I needed to work
closer with the VC. It actually happened, and it
became even more fascinating to serve his
younger brother, Professor ET Mokgokong who was
also a Vice Chancellor at the Medical University of
Southern Africa.”
Other highlights include Interacting with students
throughout his career. “I always had a very
fascinating attraction to students, some are
controversial, some are violent, and I’ve seen all of
that. Some of us as staff in higher education have
seen major violence, we’ve had guns pointed at
us, we’ve experienced the burning and destruction
of property. But the highlights are seeing so many
of my students in prominent positions in society
makes me happy, makes me feel like I’ve made a
contribution to their lives, and society.”
Professor Mosia added: “For a large part of my
career, I dedicated my time to work with student
funding, given my history of how difficult it was. To
see people get financial assistance in order to
study and better their lives, that is another
highlight for me. I have also travelled extensively,
interacted and networked internationally, which
allowed me to learn more, and to create more
opportunities for students. I also trained staff and
students, and there are many anecdotes from this
journey.”
Among the lowlights of his career in higher
education are those in positions of power who
made life difficult for him. “I’ve been through a lot
and survived, I’ve got very strong principles - I
have never been in the habit of ‘polishing people’s
shoes.” He added that another lowlight is seeing
students waste their future. “I have disciplined
many students. Universities are places of learning
and contestations, but it is not a place to harbour
criminals. I worked at a university where two
security guards were shot and killed by outside
criminals who were harboured by students. This
led to a huge student strike about protection and
safety … There have also been instances were my
car was vandalised like it was from a war zone;
I’ve experienced shootings on campus, threats,
and students storming my offices and buildings.”

ASSUMING
LEADERSHIP OF THE
CHE COUNCIL
Professor Mosia said that his CHE journey started
around 1999 at a conference on quality assurance
held at the Kruger National Park. “Quality
Assurance started like a movement that exploded
into a revolution for universities in South Africa. I
was a deputy registrar at the Medical University of
Southern Africa at the time and eventually
became responsible for quality assurance among
other portfolios. I was just fascinated by the
conference, the presentations, the people that
were there, it was very intellectually well placed,
and then, my interest developed further. I
interacted with numerous experts such as Maria
Josè Lemartie (Chile), David Woodhouse (NZ and
Australia), Ton Vroeijenstein (The Netherlands)
and Mala Singh (RSA) among others. I worked with
the CHE in various roles since 1999 and served on
committees and was appointed as chairperson in
2013.”
He added: “When I joined the CHE, one of the
observations that I made was that the
relationship with the Minister of Higher Education
and Training with the CHE was at an all-time low
and in order for the organisation to be effective,
you need that relationship to be normalised.
When I looked at those in leadership at the CHE
and at the participation in meetings, people were
just coming to the meetings, and I realised at
some point that there was something amiss
regarding the nomination and appointment of
members. There was no maximum benefit on
intellectual contributions that people were
making.”
Professor Mosia said when he was appointed as
chairperson, having background knowledge on
the origins of the CHE, he wanted to steer the
organisation back on track. “It’s not a huge
organisation in terms of staffing, however, the
impact it has, and can have, is immeasurable.”
In his first term as Chair of Council, Professor
Mosia contributed in the selection of council
members by working with the DHET to make
recommendations for consideration by the
Minister. He also focused on retention of staff,
which he says still remains a challenge.
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Furthermore, he said: “As I was entering the office,
they had started the Quality Enhancement Project
(QEP). It was about teaching and learning
enhancement at the universities. The focus on
auditing, which is a legislative mandate, was
‘parked’. I was very uncomfortable with that, and I
made it very clear because I knew what it was, as
I've been participating in it for many years, and
saw how it was contributing to the effectiveness
of institutions, and so we continued with the
project for a while and concluded it quickly.
Besides, the Minister and the Portfolio Committee
of Higher Education and Training at the time were
asking questions why the CHE had abandoned its
mandate."
Speaking on the governance committees,
Professor Mosia said that these were working well
but there was still a lot of work done with
dedicated people to successfully recalibrate the
committees.
Fighting legal battles was one of the challenges
Professor Mosia highlighted. At the time of his
retirement as Chairperson in July 2022, there was
only one pending matter in court, and the rest
were cleared as a result of the expertise of expert
lawyers in the team. “This is because we put
people in committees that had the expertise to
handle things in advance … I took it upon myself
and established a committee dedicated to
governance. The bonus is that I know the sector
very well but I have also learnt a lot in the process.
The CHE is an exciting, vibrant learning
organisation.”
He said one of the lowlights was that the research
directorate was no longer functioning well and
was struggling to fulfil its mandate of conducting
impactful research, “we had to rebuild that and it
is now up to scratch”, and a highlight to note. He
added that the CHE had generated about 70
quality publications under his stewardship
including the South African Higher Education
Reviewed: Two Decades of Democracy. The
publication of the Twenty-Five Year Review is
imminent.
Professor Mosia said the biggest challenge for the
CHE is funding of the organisation. “There was
serious underfunding, which impacted our ability
at the time to network and collaborate globally.
We struggled a lot, and had many negotiations
with DHET and National Treasury to get where we
are now.

When I left, we were fine financially, thanks to the
intervention of our Minister and a dedicated
Council … The one thing I worked hard to do was
to never retrench staff. We aimed to have a
reasonably good amount of people who can do
good and effective work. As the scope of the work
increases, there might be a need to restructure
the organisation, so funding needs to
continuously be focused on.”
“I also worked hard to normalise the relationship
with the minister and the CHE,” said Professor
Mosia, adding that the organisation is now “a
well-oiled machine where the minister relies on
the CHE for various tasks”. “All I wanted to see was
the success of the organisation, I now think the
CHE has reclaimed its space in higher education.”
Another highlight that Professor Mosia spoke
about was the good attendance of meetings
where people contributed robustly. “These are
very run-of-the-mill kind of things, but they are
very important intellectual sound debates at
Council. In governance, if you don't participate, if
you don't attend meetings, the quality of decision
making suffers. And so I was always vigilant about
the quality of the decisions taken and for us as a
collective, to own the decisions.”

CRITICAL ISSUES THAT
MUST BE ADDRESSED
IN HIGHER EDUCATION
On the critical issues that must be addressed in
higher education, and the role the CHE can play in
this regard, Professor Mosia spoke on the need to
focus on transformation. “The Minister has given
the CHE the transformation oversight mandate in
2021 and transformation is ongoing, it is not just
about demographics, but also about institutional
cultures, equity, infrastructure, curriculum, the
quality of student experiences, among others that gives effect to quality higher education.” He
said for the CHE, curriculum transformation must
be prioritised.
He also spoke on digital
transformation and said it was critical that we
keep up with the pace, adding that the CHE’s
digital transformation strategy was being
finalised,
and
would
be
vital
for
the
responsiveness of the CHE.
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As alluded to earlier, Professor Mosia said that
funding and financing is one of the huge issues
that would need to be addressed in the higher
education landscape at large as it translates into
the quality of education. He said the CHE would
also have to focus on funding as the organisation
expands and brings on more expertise and crucial
programmes for the sector.
He also highlighted the perennial problems on
governance and management collapses at
universities, describing it as “fashionable”. “I often
wonder why this is happening. When some of us
were attracted to higher education, we had
challenges, but we certainly didn't have such
governance and management issues. Those who
were managing were managing, those who were
governing were governing, and we were
competent in what we were doing. It is an
indictment on us as a nation to have these
collapses and it is destabilising us. The higher
education landscape is no longer the pride and
joy of the country, at some point we were even
envied on the continent, but now we are
struggling with international students because we
have nothing special to offer anymore."
“One of the things I reflect on is how people get
elected or nominated into positions of trust such
as on university councils. Some are really good
but some have no rigour, and I believe we don’t
have rigorous checks and due diligence on these
appointments. Even in leadership positions, this is
now dependent on popularity – there is no ethics,
no rigour, so how can we have a system that
works? We have to embrace the expertise that we
have. We have to give our young generation
opportunities, train and mentor them. That’s what I
have done at the CHE, I have helped young
people in the council to become better.”
Professor Mosia cautioned: “Higher education is
unfortunately at a stage that needs radical
changes, we need to change our pattern,
behaviour and attitudes, or we will not get it right,
we will just keep going down and down and
disappear into the abyss. The one thing I actually
dislike the most about higher education is
competition. I observe and note how institutional
heads compete with one another when we should
be collaborating and helping one another. People
are just happy to sow divisions. I'm not saying
competition is not healthy, but in these
circumstances, in this country, we need one
another and to work collaboratively to make
things work."

He also spoke briefly on TVET colleges and the role
they have to play in the higher education
landscape to enhance and channel skills that
lead to job creation that would boost our
economic development. “But the fact remains, we
don’t have skills, and we don’t have the personpower to address some of the broader and vexing
challenges we are facing as a nation. Therefore, it
is going to take us a little while longer to actually
get where we need to be as a country.”

WE NEED A WORKING
HIGHER EDUCATION
SYSTEM
In the next five to 10 years, Professor Mosia said he
would like to see a working higher education
system in South Africa. “A student shouldn’t just
struggle to get good education and jobs or
become an entrepreneur. We need to re-engineer
ourselves, and put the student at the centre. Are
we agile, can we adapt to upcoming challenges?
We need to change our mindset and embrace
innovative ideas from the younger generation. I
always say, it can take about three years to make
university dysfunctional, but about two decades
or more to rebuild it – look around, you will see
that.”
He added: “Our system is on its ways to collapse if
we don’t govern and manage universities well. We
need to teach well and ensure that our research
makes a difference and impacts our lives. Our
curriculum needs to be designed to ensure
people are always learning, and it shouldn’t be an
unaffordable system. If we don’t start seeing the
current state as a ‘aha’ moment, we should forget
about success."
Furthermore, Professor Mosia said that higher
education institutions are also obsessed with
“how do we get rid of people instead of
supporting them and going forward and making
the country work”. “We have become very selfish
and lacking vision for a country that should be
working. Additionally, people that are in positions
don't think beyond their terms, they just look at
what matters for me now.”
His advice for the CHE in terms of its focus on the
big strategic question is that, “The CHE has a
crucial role to play as it is mandated to oversee
the whole system, therefore it has to look at the
impact as a strategic imperative.”
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In this regard, Professor Mosia advised the CHE on
the following: “You need to make an impact in the
research that you produce. The CHE also needs to
claim its space in the global movement, interact
with our international counterparts and peers so
we can attract expertise. We dropped that ball in
my term because of funding but that changed
somewhat due to virtual engagements due to
COVID-19. The organisation needs to claim its
space in the international quality assurance
movement and there needs to be a very
deliberate, strategic intent in that regard. Also in
terms of strategy, funding is very crucial, and
especially for digital transformation for the
organisation, because the CHE cannot be left
behind when some of the universities are far
advanced in how they address that question. In
this regard, human resources and building
capacity and expertise in its digital transformation
needs to be focused on."
“Additionally, the big work that the CHE does is
around accreditation. I know we are currently
looking into how you can have a shorter
turnaround time and simplify things, but again,
because of the rigor, the CHE needs to be careful
of how this is done. Then there is the new Quality
Assurance
Framework
(QAF)
that
brings
everything else together for the system. And I think
if we test that in the next five to 10 years, it should
yield the desired results.”
When asked what he will miss the most about his
work at the CHE, Professor Mosia said: “If you have
spent as much time as me in an organisation, you
come to the realisation that you need to give
people the space to do things differently. I’ve
finished what I was supposed to do, and I don’t
have any lingering moments. I did the best I could;
I would have accomplished more if I had the
resources but we worked with what we had – in
quality assurance speak, we have done more with
less, and have given value for money in many
respects”. "I had good rapport with my colleagues
and also had my own challenges with a few
management staff who were not pulling their
weights, but all in all, it was a rewarding
experience.”
In concluding the interview, Professor Mosia’s
parting words were: “Those who are in care of, and
in leadership positions at the CHE, should ensure
that not only does it survive, it should succeed
and it should continue to make a positive impact
on higher education. Those in the governance
and leadership role must look after the CHE. The
organisation is too important to fail.

I wish you well, and hope that competent people
will be appointed to oversee this profound task.”

**Ends

PROF MOSIA'S BIO
Professor Themba Mosia has occupied prominent
positions in academia over the past 37 years. He
worked at six universities in South Africa. His
current substantive position is Vice-Principal:
Student Life at the University of Pretoria. He earned
his university qualifications in South Africa and the
United States of America.
His academic training is in politics, governance,
quality
assurance
in
medical
education,
management, law and policy studies. Professor
Mosia holds a PhD in Policy Studies, particularly
Governance and Transformation in higher
education. He has extensive experience in
strategic planning and budgeting, negotiations,
multi-party dispute resolution skills, negotiation,
finance
and
fundraising
and
effective
communication.
Professor Mosia has served in various positions of
trust over a number of years, e.g. as a student
leader, staff association, trustee, etc. He served as
Chairperson of the Council on Higher Education
until 14 July 2022, a position he has held since 2013.
Among others, he served as a Board member of
the National Student Financial Aid Scheme
(NSFAS), and was its interim Chairperson in 2015.
He served as Director and Deputy Chairperson of
the Foundation of Tertiary Institutions in the
Northern Metropolis (FOTIM), the Director of the
International Education Association of South
Africa(IEASA) and served in numerous other
structures
and
bodies
in
national
and
international higher education and the health
professions, e.g. the United Negro College Fund
(UNCF) Tertiary Education Linkages Project. As
General Manager of the Health Professions
Council of South Africa (HPCSA), he served in
multiple structures in the area, including providing
training to the Professional Boards on quality
assurance in the twelve health professions.
Professor Mosia was appointed as an expert
advisor to the Commission of Inquiry into the
Feasibility of Fee-Free Higher Education in South
Africa in the height of the #FeesMustFall
movement in 2016 until 2017.
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In 2011-2012 he was the Administrator/ViceChancellor of one of South Africa’s largest
universities. He has also served the Council on
Higher Education in various capacities since its
inception, including serving and chairing some
institutional audit panels and accreditation
assessments/site visits. Among other highlights,
he also served in the Assessor Panel of one of the
universities. He chaired accreditation visits on
medical education in The Seychelles, the UAE,
India and the UK. Professor Mosia was a
memberof the expert group that conceptualised
and wrote the Code of Good Practice and
Indicators for Governing Councils of public
universities in South Africa and presented many
training sessions for university Council members
over time. He also served as an Independent
Assessor for the University of South Africa. He is a
frequent speaker at national and international
conferences.
Professor Mosia has served the academic
enterprise in numerous capacities, including
teaching/lecturing, HoD, Registrar at various
universities, international relations, Dean and Vice
Principal/Deputy Vice Chancellor, among others.
His academic writings are in quality assurance,
governance and transformation in higher
education.
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