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INTRODUCTION 
 

The purpose of this submission is to state the views of the South African Qualifications 

Authority (SAQA) in relation to the nature of government involvement in public higher 

education1 and the impact that this may have on the principles of institutional autonomy, 

academic freedom and public accountability.  

 

This submission deals with four broad focus areas.  In the first section, we address the 

shape of higher education and acknowledge the external and internal pressures that 

influence public higher education in South Africa, particularly as they relate to the 

emerging system in this country.  Section two briefly explores some interpretations of 

institutional autonomy, academic freedom and accountability and gives our perspective 

on these matters.  In the third section, we deal with the emerging relationships between 

the State, its implementing agencies and universities and our position regarding a 

particular approach.  We also highlight the fact that the emerging roles and purpose of 

public higher education in the South African context are in flux and that this may have 

led to unnecessary contestation.    In the fourth section we argue that an education and 

training system is a social contract and that the NQF as a social construct is a 

negotiated system between partners and stakeholders, in particular in relation to public 

higher education.  We conclude with section five, giving a summary of our position. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 The focus of this submission is on public higher education in South Africa.  This does not 
suggest that institutional autonomy, academic freedom and public accountability are not relevant 
to private higher education, but rather focuses on the relationship between a government and its 
publicly funded higher education system as a means to ensure the desired outcomes of such a 
government. 
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SECTION 1: THE SHAPE OF HIGHER EDUCATION 
WORLDWIDE AND IN SOUTH AFRICA 

 

SAQA acknowledges that the traditional notion of institutions of higher learning is 

changing throughout the world.  Commentators increasingly talk about an evaluative 

State and the influence this may have on education and training systems (Strydom, 

2000).  Alexander (2000: 411) suggests that this is because a new relationship is 

emerging, partly motivated by the need for a reduction in public spending: 

 

A new economic motivation is driving States to redefine relationships by 
pressuring institutions to become more accountable, more efficient, and more 
productive in the use of publicly generated resources. 
 

Alexander (2000) also notes that the changing relationship between institutions and the 

State is due to the role higher education could be seen to play in ‘transforming the 

existing low-wage economic structures into high-performance, technology-based 

economies’ (p.412). In South Africa, emerging from a disparate, unfair and 

discriminatory system, the need to transform not only the economy, but also society, has 

been felt perhaps most keenly.  Badat (2004) maintains that  

 

…we inherited a higher education “system” profoundly shaped by social, political 
and economic inequalities of a class, race, gender, institutional and spatial nature 
that were generated during the apartheid period. 

 

It is therefore clear that not only is the South African higher education sector impacted 

on by international trends, but even more so by local imperatives.  Bundy (2005) says 

that the new system is trying to balance ‘the redemptive longings’ as ‘salvation from the 

dead hand of apartheid on the one hand, and progress towards global economic 

competitiveness on the other’ (p. 93, 94). 

 

Institutions of higher learning, in particular public universities2, are therefore subject to 

many global influences.  Holtzhausen (2000) says that these influences include such 

issues such as internationalisation, globalisation, accountability, information technology 

                                                 
2 ‘Universities’ include ‘universities of technology’, not because their purposes or roles are seen to 
be similar, but because such institutions are equally concerned with the matters under discussion, 
i.e. institutional autonomy, academic freedom and accountability 
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and funding and finance.  These issues represent the international pressures on higher 

education provisioning. 

 

Internationalisation relates to the standing of a particular institution in relation to other 

institutions worldwide and the perceived quality requirements of such an institution to be 

considered of international standing.  Globalisation is associated with a market ideology 

and the role of marketisation of education and training and the global competitiveness of 

the country.  Accountability in part, is seen to be a measure of ‘value for (public) money’.  

The prevalence of information technologies relate to the commodification of education to 

the extent that it is now common to talk about intellectual ‘property’.  Finally, 

internationally universities have felt the effects of dwindling State funding and finance 

(Holtzhausen, 2000). 

 

Bundy (2005) and Alexander (2000) add, to this mix, dimensions of massification of 

higher education and at the same time a decrease in public expenditure.  In the first 

place there is a rapid expansion of ‘elite to mass provision’ (Bundy, 2005: 86) in higher 

education, strongly evident in Western Europe and other OECD nations (Alexander, 

2000) and in the second place, the subsequent need for managerialism where 

performance targets, ‘external audits and internal compliance’ (Bundy, 2005: 88) has 

become the order of the day to ensure appropriate spending of public funds. 

 

The emerging South African system is not left untouched by such global trends.  One 

such global trend is the increasing interest in national qualifications frameworks as a 

mechanism to address issues of social justice, improving access to a qualifications 

system and establishing standards (Tuck, Hart and Keevy, 2004) and the need of a 

government to ‘pull the whole country together, ensuring that learning serves the 

interests of the broader community and the development goals set by the government’ 

(HSRC, 1995: 27).  Further, while the concepts and organising principles of the South 

African NQF were drawn from similar developments in Scotland, England, New Zealand 

and Australia, ‘the NQF was given a central role in the transformation agenda’ and ‘has 

its roots in opposition to apartheid’ (SAQA, 2005: 23).  Over and above the external 

influences, a number of local pressures therefore also come into play:  the role of higher 

education in the transformation of the South African society, in particular in terms of the 

notions of increased (and equitable) access to higher education, redress of past 
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injustices and the development of the country (Badat, 2004).  Between these external 

and internal pressures lie a number of important tensions for the South African higher 

education sector.  The first is between ‘freedom’ and ‘autonomy’ and ‘public 

accountability’ (Jansen, 2004).  The second is the tension between the need for ‘equity’ 

and the need for ‘development’ (Bundy, 2005).  In the Higher Education Act (Act no 101 

of 1997) these tensions is expressed as follows:   

 
…it is desirable for higher education institutions to enjoy freedom and autonomy 
in their relationship with the State within the context of public accountability and 
the national need for advanced skills and scientific knowledge. 

 

A third tension, namely that public higher education institutions are funded by public 

money and the expectations that the State may have of such institutions as a return on 

investment, also comes into play (Jansen, 2004). Alexander (2000), quoting from an 

internal review of English public universities captures this tension as follows: 

 

We do not accept that their [the universities’] independence and autonomy, 
although undoubtedly valuable in many respects, is a valid argument against the 
attempts to defend against the shortcomings in realistic and effective 
management control of the public funds on which universities are dependent. 

 

The South African higher education sector clearly has to face these challenges.  It has to 

‘redress past inequalities and to transform …to serve a new social order’ and it has to 

‘meet pressing national needs, and respond to new realities and opportunities’ (White 

Paper, 1997) and all of this within the context of a highly inefficient (Bawa, 2001) and 

divided (Jonathan, 2001) higher education system.  A disparate education and training 

system was not limited to pre higher education in this country, and the decision, from the 

outset was therefore to incorporate into the NQF every sector and level of education and 

training (SAQA, 2005), a principle that was recently strongly endorsed by the South 

African Ministry of Education (Ministry of Education, 2004: 1): 

 

The [draft HEQF] policy also provides the basis for integrating all higher 
education qualifications into the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) and its 
structures for standards generation and quality assurance.  It improves the 
coherence of the higher education system and facilitates the articulation of 
qualifications, thereby enhancing the flexibility of the system and enabling 
students to move more efficiently over time from one programme to another as 
they pursue their academic or professional careers. 
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Further, in addition to external influences and internal pressures, the idea of a university, 

as an institution of higher learning, is being questioned.  Jansen (2004) maintains that 

the concepts of autonomy and academic freedom are as old as the idea of an university 

itself and that the current discomfort experienced by higher education institutions stems 

from the origins of what is seen to be a ‘modern university’ (p. 2), and in particular, as a 

result of the roles and responsibilities of universities within a unique historical and social 

context.  Berdahl (in Alexander, 2000: 414) maintains that universities are inherently in a 

state of ambivalence with society because ‘they are both involved and withdrawn; both 

serving and criticizing; both needing and being needed’. The emergence of a ‘modern 

university’ has resulted in ‘the construction of radically new relations between 

government, society and universities’ (Bundy, 2005: 85).  It is therefore evident that new 

demands are made of institutions of higher learning all over the world and in particular, 

in South Africa.  Such institutions are considered a national resource, and as such 

become an important social actor in the construction of the emerging education and 

training system, also in South Africa.  It is understood, especially in higher education, 

that much generation of new knowledge occurs in higher degree studies and higher 

education is therefore ‘needed’ (Berdahl, 2000) as an essential part of the NQF.  The 

Education White Paper 3 – A programme for the transformation of Higher Education 

(DoE, 1997) describe three key roles for South African universities: 

 
• Human resource development: the mobilization of human talent and potential 

through lifelong learning to contribute to the social, economic, cultural and 
intellectual life of a rapidly changing society 

• High-level skills training: the training and provision of person power to 
strengthen this country’s enterprises, services and infrastructure.  This requires 
the development of professionals and knowledge workers with globally 
equivalent skills, but who are socially responsible and conscious of their role in 
contributing to the national development effort and social transformation 

• Production, acquisition and application of new knowledge:  national growth and 
competitiveness is dependent on continuous technological improvement and 
innovation, driven by a well-organised, vibrant research and development 
system which integrates the research and training capacity of higher education 
with the needs of industry and of social reconstruction (DoE, 1997: 1.12) 

 
A ‘modern’ South African university therefore has at least a dual role: in addition to 

maintaining its traditional functions of higher learning by ‘building the intellectual and 

cultural scaffolding of societies through the generation of scholars of the arts and 

sciences’ (Bawa, 2001:11), it must contribute to social and economic development of the 

country.  As Jonathan (2001: 76) notes: 
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It is therefore central to [the transformation] project that fundamental social 
practices such as higher education be provided for, steered and regulated by 
government. 

 

Alexander (2000: 427), talking from the perspective of Western, industrialized countries, 

makes an even stronger point: 

 

…the stakes have become far too great for nations to leave their higher 
education systems to their devices, and “such action would amount to an 
abdication of responsibility which no present-day government or its bureaucracy 
could tolerate either in terms of their internal organizational dynamic or in terms 
of the external demands upon them”. 

 

Further, higher education in South Africa is neither homogenous, nor equal in quality in 

delivery and output.  In terms of autonomy, or even in the extent to which academic 

freedom was allowed, depended in the past on whether the institution, under the 

Nationalist government, was a white or black institution (Jansen, 2004). 

 

 

SAQA is of the opinion that, in the light of these disparities and within the constraints of a 

legacy of apartheid, but with the moral imperative to fulfill fundamental social goals, that 

a new relationship between the State and universities emerges.  Such a relationship 

takes shape in the form of key policies, such as the development of a National 

Qualifications Framework (NQF), and is driven by implementing agencies such as 

SAQA, the Council on Higher Education (CHE) and other education and training quality 

assurance bodies (ETQAs). In developing and implementing the NQF, higher education 

is meant to contribute to the social, cultural and economic development of South Africa 

and to facilitate articulation across the system (Ministry of Education, 2004) by 

participating and engaging in the construction of a new relationship. 
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SECTION 2: INSTITUTIONAL AUTONOMY, ACADEMIC 
FREEDOM AND PUBLIC ACCOUNTABILITY 

 

Jansen (2004: 3) suggests that  

 

…the relationships between universities and the State will always be a contested 
one because the State finances universities while its expectation about what 
universities should deliver in response to such patronage are subject to change.  
At the same time, the universities retain the view that the pursuit of truth requires 
minimal external interference despite State financing of the enterprise.  The 
autonomy that universities pursue will naturally lie between two extremes:  
complete government control and supervision, and complete autonomy and 
independence of institutions. 

 

Jansen (2004) continues and suggests that the concept of institutional autonomy has to 

be ‘rescued from both its liberal expression as unfettered independence and its 

conservative expression as a managerial reflex reaction to accountability’ (p. 4). 

 

The balancing acts seem to be between institutional autonomy and the responsibility of 

the State and between the protection of the academic freedom of universities and the 

perception that higher education institutions in South Africa and in other post-colonial 

African States are exclusionary and elitist (Moja, Cloete and Muller, 1995).  

 

However, in our view, in respect of the NQF, the options of ‘unfettered independence’ 

and a ‘managerial reflex reaction to accountability’ (Jansen, 2004) do not necessarily 

have to be polarized.  A middle road, which involves buy-in to a shared vision, as 

legislated in the SAQA Act (Act 58 of 1995), could provide for coherent, collaborative 

self-management in order to enable realizing the vision.  To achieve this though, self-

interest has to be put aside in the interest of building a system for the common good.  It 

is perhaps the lack of a common shared vision of how higher education institutions 

should be contributing to the notion of ‘the common good’ that results in higher 

education institutions becoming defensive about autonomy and academic freedom in 

respect of developing their own qualifications and doing their own quality assurance.   

 

From the point of view of SAQA and the quality assurance agencies of the State, a 

shared vision of the fundamental principles of the 1997 White Paper on higher education 
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include ‘excellence and quality itself, equity and redress, democratization, development 

and effectiveness and efficiency’ (Badat, 2004: 9) 

 

In the context of the emerging South African education and training system, the 

‘common good’ could therefore be described as the objectives of the NQF, namely 

 

• To create an integrated national framework of learning achievements 

• To facilitate access to, and mobility and progression within education, 

training and career paths 

• To enhance the quality of education and training 

• To accelerate the redress of past unfair discrimination in education, 

training and employment opportunities, and thereby 

• To contribute to the full personal development of each learner and the 

social and economic development of the nation at large 

 

The recently concluded NQF Impact Study (SAQA, 2005) confirms that the objectives of 

the NQF are not being challenged and that the NQF is still considered completely central 

to the reconstruction of a post-apartheid society.  However, it is in understanding how 

the different components of education, and in particular the higher education sector, can 

contribute to the achievement of these objectives that the need for an appropriate 

balance emerges. 

 

Badat (2004: 9) therefore proposes that governance of higher education ‘must [on the 

one hand] sensitively balance the requirement for accountability on the part of higher 

education institutions…and the promotion, improvement and development of quality’ in 

the sector on the other.  Badat (2004: 9) further proposes that governance of higher 

education  

…must pursue both quality and equity, because they are equally desirable values 
and goals and there are unfortunate consequences if one or the other is 
sacrificed or privileged. 

 

Bawa (2001) suggests that such a balance can be achieved through the establishment 

of a ‘social contract’ between the State and higher education institutions.  A ‘social 

contract’ is particularly relevant for the development and implementation of the NQF.   

Such a contract should spell out the conditions, assumptions and relationships, and 
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would include aspects such as the purpose of the contract (for example improvement 

and accountability), the scope of the contract (for example the dimensions of 

accountability), the actors/partners to the contract and the arrangements and procedures 

of the contract (Strydom, 2000). 

 

Jansen (2004) calls the current state of insecurity about the purposes and roles of higher 

education institutions an ‘ambivalent space’ in that the purposes of universities in a 

South African context are not clear, but that this ‘space’ provides an opportunity for 

‘strong institutional voices to make the case for institutional autonomy and academic 

freedom’ (p. 5) as a way of defining the scope of the social contract.  In this ‘space’ it 

would then be important to come to a common understanding of what institutional 

autonomy, academic freedom and accountability means.   

 

Moja, (et al, 1995: 13) say that  

 

Academic freedom cannot be discussed without reference to autonomy and 
accountability, nor can academic freedom be used [as] a generic term for all 
three concepts…To some extent freedom and autonomy could be seen as 
constituents of accountability. 
 

It is clear that no institution or individual can be held accountable for something (some 

action or policy) unless they have the autonomy to choose what to do.  Thus, we might 

say not that “autonomy is a constituent of accountability” but that they are mutually 

dependent concepts, each of which needs to be understood in terms of the other. 

 

Academic freedom is often considered to mean teaching without ‘fear of persecution 

from any political, religious or social orthodoxy’ (Moja (et al, 1995). Academic freedom is 

now enshrined in the Constitution of South Africa and is included as part of the ‘right to 

freedom of conscience, religion, thought, belief and opinion, which shall include 

academic freedom in institutions of higher education’. However, this ‘right’ seems to be 

fluid and subject to interpretation.  It is imperative that such rights are clearly defined 

within the context of what the NQF is intended to achieve. 

 

Institutional autonomy has many descriptions, but the common elements are the ‘right to 

decide who shall teach, what we teach, how we teach and whom we teach’ (Davie, in 
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Jansen, 2004: 1).  Institutional autonomy therefore seems to be the ‘power to govern 

without outside controls’, but in SAQA’s view this cannot be ‘disconnected from 

demonstrated responsibility’.  Smit, Wilkinson and Buchner (2000) agree and say that 

‘quality control [as a form of State supervision] and academic freedom can go hand in 

hand if they are linked to the idea of freedom within the boundaries of responsibility’ 

(p.188).  Jansen (2004) makes the point that what he terms ‘State intrusion’ will continue 

unless institutions ‘find ways of strengthening their own systems of institutional 

governance’.  Institutional autonomy is therefore closely associated with the 

responsibility taken by the institution to self-regulate well.  Such self-regulation, in 

SAQA’s view, should focus, in addition to national imperatives and quality improvement, 

on reversing the legacy of apartheid.  Singh (2000) say that apartheid has impacted on 

higher education in four fundamental ways:  (1) the structure of institutions mirrored the 

official policy of separation and inequality; (2) decades of discrimination and neglect has 

diminished the pool of Black academics; (3) the pedagogy of the day favoured rote-

learning, dictatorial discipline, memorisation and regurgitation which ‘reinforced the 

authoritarian tendencies of the apartheid State’ (p.6); and perhaps the most destructive 

of all, has contributed to ‘the lowered expectations for young people of colour’ (p. 6).  

The questions arising out of this are: Is it an infringement of institutional autonomy and 

academic freedom if access is improved, discrimination is reversed, the pedagogy is 

more in tune with the needs of a changing society and expectations are raised; and can 

a government not require an account, through its quality assurance mechanisms, of the 

extent to which such a legacy is challenged?  

 

Public accountability, it seems, is particularly considered to be a manifestation of the 

infringement on institutional autonomy and academic freedom.  Public accountability is 

associated with ‘institutional audits’ and ‘quality control’.  However, Moja (et al, 1995) 

suggests that there is a distinction between ‘accountability in the audit sense…and 

responsibility in the sense of responding to the need for equity and development’ (p. 16).  

Other commentators expand the notion of accountability further by saying that 

accountability is also about responsiveness to the needs of society.  In the Education 

White Paper 3 (1997: 13), the principle of public accountability means ‘that institutions 

are answerable for their actions and decisions not only to their own governing bodies 

and the institutional community but also to the broader society’ and that they should be 

able to demonstrate how they respond to national policy goals and priorities. 
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One might therefore say that the difference between ‘accountable’ and ‘responsible’ is 

that the former is, in a sense, stronger than the latter.  ‘Accountability’ is firmly rooted in 

notions of justification and obligation.  Being responsible for something does not place 

one under an obligation to justify what one does.  By contrast, if an organisation is 

accountable for something then that organisation is obliged to provide justification for 

what it does in relation to its accountability.  Socket (in Morrow, 1989: 4) says that ‘To 

say that an agent is accountable for his actions to another is not merely to say that he is 

able to deliver an ACCOUNT, but to assert that he is obliged to do so’.  

 

As much as higher education institutions are under obligation to deliver an account, 

SAQA, as the organisation with a mandate to develop and implement the NQF is also 

under obligation to address the national needs.  It has attempted to do so by initiating 

debates on what ‘accountability’ entails and through stakeholder participation, has 

proposed ways in which this responsibility could be discharged.  It is therefore evident 

that an agreed understanding of the principles of institutional autonomy, academic 

freedom and public accountability is necessary.  In this regard, Moja (et al, 1995) 

suggests three new premises for the discussion about autonomy, freedom and 

accountability.   

 

The first premise is that the three concepts should be used more precisely.  Moja (et al, 

1995) note that academics are usually very precise in describing their disciplines, but 

that this is not the case with these principles, perhaps because the ‘ambiguity serves a 

political, rather than an academic purpose’. 

 

The second premise is that the principle of ‘academic freedom’ could be used in the 

sense in which the Constitution uses it, namely in relation to freedom of ‘conscience, 

religion, belief and opinion’ (Moja, et al, 1995: 17). 

 

The third premise is that a new relationship will have to be negotiated between the State, 

as represented by its implementing agencies and the higher education sector. 
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In SAQA’s view, a greater collective understanding of the implications of a system of 

public accountability on institutional autonomy and academic freedom and buy-in to the 

process would create the space for debates on these matters within the South African 

context.  SAQA therefore considers the proposed study as an important step at this 

particular juncture in the development of our education and training system.  It is crucial 

that all voices, including institutional voices, must be heard before negotiated change 

can occur. 
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SECTION 3: THE NATURE AND MODES OF GOVERNMENT 
INVOLVEMENT IN HIGHER EDUCATION 
TRANSFORMATION IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN 
CONTEXT 

 

Jonathan, (2001) maintains that  

 

…government holds itself responsible for the proper conduct and direction of the 
[higher education] sector, it sees the diverse constituencies of civil society as 
having…legitimate interests in how that responsibility should best be discharged 
(p. 76). 

 
Government’s involvement and relationship with higher education (and with education 

and training in general) therefore is based on a decision that, in order to achieve the 

transformation of the sector, ‘a clear regulatory and planning framework is required’ 

(Jonathan, 2001: 77), but importantly, that such a regulatory and planning framework 

result in 

 

…maximum self-regulation of quality by higher education institutions themselves, 
with national external agencies playing the roles of consultative agenda-, 
framework- and policy-development and implementation and the external 
validation of the systems of quality assurance of higher education institutions 
(Badat, 2004: 10). 

 

In keeping with the obligation of SAQA, as an organ of the State, to discharge its 

mandate, we have consciously taken an approach based on a dynamic synthesis of 

worldviews, thinking practices and experience of stakeholders from a variety of socio-

economic backgrounds, in order to clarify and define what such a ‘regulatory and 

planning framework’ could mean in the South African context, and in particular in the 

meaning of ‘quality’: 

 

The commitment to developing representative and participatory processes and 
structures in a variety of views, thinking practice and experience are brought 
together to bear on the development and implementation of the NQF points to an 
understanding of quality.  Implicit is the notion that the definition and 
understanding of quality is arrived at through broad participation, negotiation and 
synthesis (SAQA, 2000: 4). 
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We agree with Lagrosen, Seyyed-Hashemi and Leitner (2004: 63) when they maintain 

that ‘quality in higher education may even be more difficult to define than in most other 

sectors’.  However, they argue that 

 

…the first important step would be to agree [nationally] on terms such as levels, 
standards, effectiveness and efficiency (p. 63) 

 
From our perspective this means that standards have to be agreed, in a participatory 

manner, in order to have a benchmark against which ‘quality’ can be measured.  SAQA 

is therefore influenced by the five possible dimensions of quality in higher education 

(Harvey and Green, 1993, in Lagrosen, et al, 2004): 

 

(1) Quality as exceptional – a standard is set and such a standard is exceeded 

(2) Quality as perfection or consistency – processes and specifications are met 

(3) Quality as fitness for purpose – meaning that it aligns with the purpose of the 

sector 

(4) Quality as value for money – funding of institutions provide a return on 

investment 

(5) Quality as transformation – qualitative changes, including enhancement of the 

sector and empowerment of those who make their way within it 

 
In South Africa, it appears that it is particularly in terms of the fourth and fifth dimensions 

of quality where tensions emerge between higher education in its relationship with the 

State. 

 

Jonathan (2001: 77) says that ‘where the character [of the sector] will clearly undermine 

transformation if development is left to global trends and inherited conditions, steering is 

a duty of government’ (emphasis added).  In discharging this duty, SAQA and its 

implementing agencies as extensions of the State, make decisions as to the most 

appropriate approaches within a particular context. 

 

In the literature, three ‘ideal’ types of State involvement emerge (Cloete, 2002: 89): 

 

Model one: State control.  This is premised on effective and systematic State 
administration of higher education and training, executed by a professional and 
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competent civil service – the “continental model” characteristic of Western 
Europe in the 20th century 
 
Model two: State supervision.  This model is founded on less centrist forms of 
control in higher education and sees the locus of power shifting from “centralized 
control” to “steering”.  In this model, governments provide the broad regulatory 
framework within which the administrations of higher education are expected to 
produce the results which governments desire. 
 
Model three: State interference. This is based on control in higher education 
that is neither systematic (model one) nor “regulation through steering” (model 
two), but which involves arbitrary forms of crisis intervention. 

 

The South African Ministry of Education opted for model two: a ‘steering’ model, but 

ironically have been called upon to intervene, particularly in the early years after the 

democratic election in 1994.  In the NPHE the statement is made that: 

 

The Ministry [of Education] is committed to institutional autonomy as is evident 
from the limited interventions that it has made in the day-to-day operations of 
higher education institutions.  Indeed, it has often been criticized for not being 
interventionist enough in dealing with the crises that sporadically erupt in various 
higher education institutions. 

 

Nevertheless, the ‘steering’ model was conceived of and implemented through the 

development of key acts and policies, including the SAQA Act (Act 58 of 1995), the 

Higher Education Act (Act no 101 of 1997), and the establishment of a National  

Qualifications Framework (NQF), which reflects the commitment to the NQF as a key 

mechanism to achieve equity, co-ordination, a democratic ethos and a contribution to the 

advancement of all forms of knowledge (White Paper 3, 1997).  The establishment of 

agencies, which act on behalf of the government, for example the South African 

Qualifications Authority and the Council on Higher Education (CHE), in our view is an 

extension of such a commitment. 

 

The ‘steering’ model also conceived of mechanisms to enable the achievement of the 

objectives of the NQF.  In the draft Higher Education Qualifications Framework (Ministry 

of Education, 2004: 2) the statement is made that the higher education qualifications 

framework is an integral part of the NQF thereby espousing the principles of integration, 

access, quality, redress and personal development.   
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In our view, important mechanisms whereby the social goals of the NQF can be 

achieved are the notions of ‘improved quality’ and ‘quality promotion’.  Waghid (2000) 

notes that transformation of the kind described in the social goals of education and 

training, and in particular in higher education, is supported by quality processes.  He 

suggests that ‘quality as transformation is inextricably linked to improvement and 

development of processes of change at higher education institutions’ (p. 108).  Unlike 

the view that the quality promotion is a purely bureaucratic exercise, he maintains that 

‘quality as transformation’ is  

 

…a process which relies heavily on dialogism…”new collegialism”, “team 
working”, “consultation”, “co-operation”, “commitment”, “partnerships”, and so on.  
These nuances of dialogism connect logically with the idea of educational 
transformation.  Moreover, asserting dialogism in enhancing higher education 
transformation through quality is itself a commitment to collective action whereby 
people through “strength of will” show determination to chart out the 
transformation process (p.109). 

 

SAQA is of the opinion that its processes are an attempt to define ‘quality’ through such 

a ‘new collegialism’.  We are therefore in agreement with Jansen (2004) and Badat 

(2004) when they argue that institutions have to find ways of strengthening their own 

systems of institutional governance and self-regulation, which in our view, requires of 

higher education institutions to strengthen its own self-evaluation and a critical reflection 

on its own performance against quality criteria agreed by the sector.  Such a notion of 

quality therefore cannot be disconnected from the context of the sector and in particular, 

the institution and the trust engendered by a shared commitment to achieving 

transformation (Waghid, 2000). 

 

In the Education White Paper (1997:28), this approach is made explicit in the statement 

that 

 

 [Higher education] should operate within an agreed framework underpinned by: 
• the formulation of criteria and procedures in consultation with higher 

education institutions; 
• a formative notion of quality assurance, focused on improvement and 

development rather than punitive sanction; and 
• a mix of institutional self-evaluation and external independent 

assessment. 
 

SAQA not only endorses this view, but also actively pursues such an approach. 
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Woodhouse (2000: 21), in an investigation into international quality assurance processes 

for the higher education sector, comments that  

 

A frequently expressed concern is that [External Quality Assurance (EQA)] 
agencies would be intrusive and destroy institutional autonomy, but on the whole 
their effect on institutional quality and capability has been beneficial.  One 
example is the improved capability for self-review. 
 

These comments are borne out by the findings of the NQF Impact Study (Cycle 2) 

(SAQA, 2005: 75).  It is noted in the report that ‘almost two thirds of respondents 

(62,6%) agreed that the implementation of quality assurance practices has improved the 

quality of education and training providers’.  One respondent commented that ‘the 

implementation  [of quality assurance mechanisms] has already [enabled] a new mindset 

from all our lecturers’ (p. 75). 

 
The State, and by extension SAQA, conceived that transformation in education and 

training would be achieved through ‘democratic oversight’ (Jonathan, 2001) in the sense 

that, ‘based on iterative negotiation between stakeholders and government as agent for 

the public interest’ (p. 77), new relationships, which benefit both the higher education 

sector and society, are built. 

 

Such new relationships must, according to Badat (2004) be 

…a principled and clearly and explicitly defined partnership between national 

agencies and government and other stakeholders, and especially institutions, 

academics and students (emphasis added). 

 

Yet, Bawa (2001) suggests that despite the involvement of many academics as experts 

or representatives of the sector, ‘the higher education sector itself has not produced any 

coherent plan which details what it sees as its role in our developing context’.  In fact, 

the only ‘coherent plan’ that emerged was the development of the draft Higher Education 

Qualifications Framework, but it is evident that these proposals are symptoms of the 

tensions in the relationship between the State and universities, and reinforces the feeling 

that State funding, rather than transformation, is the driver.  Jansen (2004) suggests that 

this may be because the role and purposes of institutions of higher learning in South 

Africa are in flux and says that as a result ‘the relationship between the State and 
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universities is not uniform across or even within democratic societies i.e. there is no 

consensus about what such a relationship should be’ (p. 3).  In our view, the time is ripe 

for seeking to achieve such consensus. 

 

 

According to Bundy (2005) it is remarkable that ‘South African higher education policy 

makers are significantly more open to critical engagement than is the norm elsewhere’ 

(p. 96).  In our view, the space needed for critical engagement and negotiated change is 

therefore available – in fact, as noted before, the stakeholder principle is a key 

underpinning principle for the work of SAQA – from the establishment of commonly 

agreed standards to implementing quality criteria. Likewise, academic freedom and 

institutional autonomy, and what the meanings of such principles may have in the South 

African context need to be clarified through iterative engagement.  It is therefore 

important that discussions take place urgently because clearly, a State cannot allow 

such matters to become an excuse not to transform: 

 

 The Ministry [of Education] believes that the solution to finding the appropriate 
 balance [between institutional autonomy and public accountability] must be 
 determined in the context of our history and our future needs.  The Ministry will 
 not however, allow institutional autonomy to be used as a weapon to prevent 
 change and transformation (2001:13). 
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SECTION 4: NEGOTIATED CHANGE AS A SOCIAL 
CONTRACT 

 

The National Qualifications Framework has quite consciously been developed as a 

‘social construct’.  Jansen, (2004: 87) points out that it is this ‘open-ended conception of 

the NQF’ that opens up the reforms associated with the NQF to contestations and risks. .  

However, it may very well be that the notion of a structure, a design, which is socially 

agreed, may enable the clarification of institutional autonomy, academic freedom, public 

accountability and the new, negotiated relationships between the State and public higher 

education: 

 
Cosser (2001:157), says that  
 

…by a “social construct” SAQA means in the first instance [it] is a mental 
construction (of a framework) that is socially determined – shaped by consensus 
of those individuals and groups party to its construction… 

 

Likewise, Isaacs, (2001:124) maintains 
 

The essential nature of the NQF is that of a social construct, in that we as social 
actors in society not only theorise about, construct and implement it, but we also 
enable, actively change or work against it. 

 

The NQF as a ‘social construct’, in our view, paves the way for a ‘social contract’ (Bawa, 

2001) between stakeholders and principals.   However, it is evident that the anticipated 

social contract and buy-in from all sectors are not to the same degree.  Nevertheless, 

Bawa continues by saying that such a ‘social contract’ provides the opportunity for 

higher education to ‘engage with its own internal challenges, none more important than a 

serious intellectualization of the concept of the university in the knowledge era’ (p. 16) as 

well as to come to an agreement as to what the relationship between the State and 

higher education should be.  This should take place within the context of the ‘legitimate 

scope of action by government’ (Jonathan, 2001: 86): 

 

Public action, by democratic government on behalf of the people, is necessary to 
set in train conditions which will not evolve by themselves, to protect them from 
countervailing tendencies and to reap their rewards, both within public higher 
education itself and…across society as a whole (p. 86). 
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Jonathan (2001: 85) asks: How can public higher education fuel the ‘ideals of the 

struggle and the ensuing transformation process’?  She answers: ‘by embodying them in 

teaching, research and community service’.  SAQA supports this notion and wants to 

add that it is crucial that a clear understanding of what the role of higher education 

institutions in contributing to transformation should be, to ensure the achievement of 

national goals. 

 

Jonathan (2001: 85) continues to say that a social contract as a ‘democratically 

accountable compact between academy and society [present] no principled conflict 

between on the one hand the need to respect individual, academic and institutional 

freedom…and on the other the social requirement that the academy’s constitutive 

activities reflect the prevailing conceptions of public good’ (2001: 85) In our view, it is 

therefore important to firstly, clarify the constitutive activities of higher education and the 

ways in which it could contribute to the common good and secondly, demonstrate that its 

constitutive activities are in line with the national imperatives. 

 

Bundy (2005: 96) takes this further and asks ‘can the very real local issues of post-

apartheid South Africa be translated into progressive policy outcomes, or will [higher 

education simply] be subject to the globalising tendencies of the post-industrial world?’ 

In other words, can the South African higher education sector negotiate between the 

dual pressures of external influences and local imperatives and emerge a stronger actor 

who contributes to the social re-engineering needed by the South African society? The 

question that SAQA therefore wants to pose to higher education is:  In what ways can a 

social contract between the State and its public higher education institutions strengthen 

and contribute to a new society? 

 

 

SAQA believes that the establishment of a social contract is dependent on ‘frank 

dialogue and relations of trust between government and academy in which each 

recognizes the legitimate expertise and responsibility of the other’ (Jonathan, 2001: 86) 

and that higher education institutions have the responsibility to engage with all parties 

tasked with achieving transformation and policy implementation.  SAQA also believes 

that this relationship should not be a static one and that higher education should 

continue to be critical friends of the emerging education and training system of South 
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Africa.  Alexander (2000: 428), in discussing accountability in higher education makes 

the point that: 

 

Higher education does not have to be completely comfortable with 
this…approach.  There is nothing wrong with institutions being uneasy with 
externally mandated performance-based accountability.  In fact, as Bender 
(1997) observes…”There ought to be a degree of friction deriving from the critical 
spirit that is central to academic intellect”.  This friction is essential for developing 
effective…measurement systems that truly assess educational quality and 
productivity. 

 
Malherbe and Berkhout (2001: 71), despite their criticism of NQF processes agree and 

suggest that  

 

…the State and the university should both appreciate their respective roles and 
status in an open and democratic society.  Both serve society and their 
relationship should be characterized by partnership and co-operation, and not 
unilateral or prescriptive action by any party. 

 

SAQA is of the opinion that what has been perceived as overly prescriptive by actors in 

public higher education in terms of how NQF implementation has played itself out, is a 

‘State supervision’ approach and in fact that there always was (and will continue to be) 

sufficient space to develop a common understanding of what the roles of each of the 

partners in education and training should be. 
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SECTION 5: CONCLUSIONS 
 

In conclusion, in response to the question:  What is the nature of government 

involvement in and regulation of higher education in relation to the principles of 

institutional autonomy and academic freedom?  In particular, are SAQA and the NQF, 

infringing on institutional autonomy, and academic freedom by making higher education 

institutions accountable for the quality of learning they should provide?   

 

We argue that this is not the case and never has been.  In the first section we posit that 

within the constraints of the legacy of apartheid, a new relationship between the State 

and universities is emerging and that such a relationship is shaped by the key education 

and training policy of the State – the implementation of a NQF as a mechanism to 

address the disparities and injustices of the past and to enhance the quality of learning. 

In section 2 we argue that SAQA and the NQF has deliberately attempted to provide a 

space for critical engagement regarding the principles of institutional autonomy and 

academic freedom in higher education, and that the public accountability of a State’s 

public higher education institutions are not a threat to such important principles in higher 

education.  Rather, it represents an emerging view of the role and responsibilities of 

higher education institutions in a new era – and needs the development of a new 

understanding within the South African context. 

 

The third section argues that SAQA, as an implementing agency of the State’s key 

education and training strategy – the NQF – has actively pursued a ‘steering model’ with 

the transformation of education and training uppermost in our minds.  A ‘steering model’ 

in our view, provides the necessary space for negotiated change, underpinned by the 

drive to transform our education and training system to better serve a new society and 

the learners who have to make their way within it. 

 

Section 4 calls for a social contract to be established between the State and its public 

higher education sector.  Such a contract should be built on trust and the recognition that 

each of the parties – the State and universities – has legitimate expertise to contribute 

and a responsibility to each other.  We also argue that such a contract should never be a 

static one and that we should continue to question and critique the respective roles and 

duties of the partners.  However, we also argue that a clear (but flexible) regulatory 
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framework is essential within our context and that such a framework should be 

translated into progressive policies that serve the country and its learners. 

 

SAQA therefore calls on the higher education sector, in a socially agreed contract, to 

contribute to the definition of such a regulatory framework in relation to the scope of 

accountability required of higher education institutions.  From our point of view we will 

seek to co-determine what is needed for the continued transformation of the education 

and training system.  We would like to add that in such a social contract, in our view, all 

parties should retain an acute awareness of the need to continually balance, and re-

balance, the interest of the State with those of one of its key partners – the higher 

education sector. 
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