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1 THE UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA'S COMMITMENT TO THE 
AIMS OF TRANSFORMATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION 
 

The University of Pretoria’s Vision and Mission Statements clearly articulate what the 

University’s aspirations are. 

 

The University of Pretoria strives to be a leader in Higher Education in South Africa, and a 

research university that is recognised internationally for academic excellence and a focus on 

quality.  The University strives to be known for international competitiveness, local relevance 

and a commitment to continuous innovation; and to be the university of choice for students, 

staff, employers of graduates and those that require research solutions.  It hopes to be a 

university with an inclusive and enabling value driven culture, which provides an intellectual 

home for the rich diversity of South African academic talent and one that is committed towards 

discharging its social responsibilities.  The University aspires to be a symbol of national 

aspiration and hope, reconciliation and pride. 

 

The Mission Statement of the University indicates what the institution interprets to be its 

charge, responsibilities and task viz what it must do.  It is committed to academic excellence, 

education, research and the promotion of scholarship in a wide range of disciplines.  Inter alia, 

it will create flexible, life-long learning opportunities and an intellectually stimulating and 

culturally vibrant, pleasant and safe environment in which its students and staff can flourish.  

The graduates of the University of Pretoria must be world-class people.  The university will be 

locally relevant through  

• its promotion of equity, access, equal opportunities, redress, transformation and 

diversity  

• its contribution to the prosperity and quality of life in South Africa 

• its responsiveness to the educational, cultural, economic, scientific, technological, 

industrial, health, environmental and social needs of the country 

• its active and constructive involvement in community development and service 

• its sensitivity to the demands of our time and its proactive contribution towards shaping 

the future  

 

The latter points illustrate the University’s commitment to transformation, a commitment that 
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began with approval of the Vision and Mission Statements by the University’s Council and, 

subsequently, repeated mention in addresses delivered by the Vice-Chancellor.  The 

principles of the Vision and Mission Statements were incorporated into a Strategic Plan, in 

which transformation features prominently. 

 

Transformation was initially set in motion in the University through a number of key steps: the 

first was the establishment of a Broad Transformation Forum, which later gave way to the 

Institutional Forum, in terms of a new Statute.  The second was the adoption of English as a 

second medium of instruction, through which the doors were opened to admitting students and 

staff from all population groups in addition to those from the Afrikaans community that the 

University had traditionally served. 

 

The success of this policy can be judged by the fact that by 2004, 15 539 Black students were 

enrolled at the University, representing more than 40 per cent of the student body, in contrast 

to ten years earlier when virtually no Black students attended the University of Pretoria.  The 

ratio of Black to other students in the University’s residences is similar to the ratio for the 

student body as a whole. 

 

The University has instituted a range of measures to support students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds.  These include a variety of financial instruments, foundation and extended 

programmes, mentoring, etc. 

 

Although less dramatic than the change in student enrolments, there has been a marked 

improvement in the levels of staff diversity as well.  In 2000, 24.9 per cent of the University’s 

permanently employed staff were black; whereas by 2004, the figure had risen to 29.3 per 

cent.  Although the majority of senior academics is still white and male, Black persons hold a 

number of very senior posts, including two of the four deputy vice-chancellor positions. 

 

The change in the demographic profile of the University has been accompanied by an 

expansion in the institutional ethos, which is best illustrated by the fact that, whereas a decade 

ago, most students were Afrikaans speaking, by 2005, more than half the enrolled students 

(22 086 out of 39 061) chose English as their medium of instruction. 
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2 ACADEMIC FREEDOM, INSTITUTIONAL AUTONOMY AND 
ACCOUNTABILITY 
 

A number of underlying philosophies are considered relevant for purposes of this document.  

The NCHE viewed Higher Education institutions as ‘organs of state’ and followed the 

Constitutional principle of co-operative government and intergovernmental relations (as per 

the relationship between the national, provincial and local spheres of government) where all 

organs of state must co-operate with one another in mutual trust and good faith. 

 

Other underlying philosophies were the democratisation of the system, i.e. institutional 

arrangements that enjoy legitimacy and authority, greater (wider) participation by previously 

excluded groups in policy and decision-making issues, greater transparency and increased 

accountability. 

 

The CHE in its report, South African Higher Education in the First Decade of Democracy, 

defines governance as not only authority and decision-making (at system level authoritative 

steering), but it also includes elements such as participation, representation, consultation and 

negotiation. 

 

Various interpretations of the three concepts are: 

• Academic freedom: the right of individuals to pursue the goals and procedures of 

academic thinking without outside interference or censure in terms of any political, 

religious or social orthodoxy (NCHE), what is taught, who is taught and whom teaches 

(the White Paper on Higher Education) . 

• Institutional autonomy: degree of self-regulation and of administrative independence 

from the state that an institution enjoys in making decisions on its own goals, 

programmes and priorities and on the means and procedures by which the latter will be 

pursued (NCHE). 

• Accountability: the requirement that a person or body responsible of the execution of 

a task be answerable to those on whose behalf and in whose interest action has been 

taken and for the way in which duties have been performed and resources used (NCHE 

glossary). 
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3 HIGHER EDUCATION GOVERNANCE MODELS AND THE 
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN GOVERNMENT AND THE 
HIGHER EDUCATION SYSTEM 
 

Universities are complex institutions with multiple stakeholders and, within the broad 

categories of teaching and research, many objectives.  Often these objectives compete with 

each other, generally for resources, and at times fundamentally, e.g. when autonomy is 

constrained in the interests of efficiency.  Under such circumstances, the way the institutions 

are governed and managed assumes great importance. 

 

A fundamental difference exists between governance and management.  Governance refers to 

the processes whereby an institution’s priorities are determined.  Long-term priorities are 

generally framed in the institution’s vision and mission statements; the short-term priorities, 

which must be aligned to the long-term goals, are contained in annual budgets.  In 

universities, these objectives are determined by their councils, or governing bodies, which is 

why councils have primary responsibility for approving their institutions’ vision, mission and 

budgets.  In addition, they must monitor the implementation of these policies by the 

university’s managers, and they have fiduciary responsibilities as trustees for safeguarding the 

institution’s assets by ensuring that adequate managerial structures and control measures 

have been implemented. 

 

On the other hand, although the institution’s managers will normally initiate and draft policies 

for their councils, the primary task of managers is to execute the policies approved by their 

governing bodies.  Nevertheless, universities are exceptions to this general rule because of 

their bicameral governance systems: besides councils, universities have senates that are 

primarily responsible for academic matters.  In particular, because the Vice-Chancellor is the 

chair of senate, in addition to being the chief executive officer of council, he or she and his/her 

executive committee have pivotal roles, of which councils must take particular cognisance.  

Furthermore, because of the generally broad and flat structures of universities, combined with 

academic freedom and the relative autonomy of academic departments over their academic 

disciplines, university managerial systems, to a greater or lesser degree, rely on collegiality.  

The effectiveness of a vice-chancellor therefore lies in his or her ability to influence and 

persuade colleagues, rather in the power to enforce unilateral decisions. 
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Given these qualifications to the powers of university governing bodies, one may ask the 

question of what the composition of a council should be; in particular, in the light of 

government’s function in subsidising public Higher Education, what the state’s role in 

determining the composition of councils should be.  Does the fact of the massification of 

Higher Education, and the consequent need for state subsidies to allow all who qualify, 

access, mean that governments should either govern universities themselves of determine 

who should do so by appointing members of councils?  

 

A variety of possible answers to this question exists, depending on the underlying philosophies 

of the state.  On the one hand, one finds a decentralised, market orientated approach; on the 

other, there is centralised planning.  The former is based on the assumption that society’s 

welfare is maximised collectively by citizens individually pursuing their own interests; the latter 

is premised on the assumption that the state is the best arbiter of society’s welfare and how 

this should be maximised. 

 

In the decentralised approach, individual freedoms and institutional autonomy play cardinal 

roles, with the role of the state being those, firstly, of performing a number of public good 

functions to overcome market failures, and secondly, of determining a legal framework for 

structuring relationships between individuals.  In contrast, in the centralised approach, it is 

believed that planning is required for coordinating the actions of individuals, with the result that 

the role of the state becomes more prominent. 

 

If the centralised approach is accepted as point of departure, another set of questions arises, 

centred mainly on the purpose of Higher Education: namely is Higher Education’s role that of 

satisfying the needs of persons for knowledge and for existences that are fulfilling, or is it to 

meet the socio-economic requirements of society? If a combination of the two, how should the 

balance be determined? With respect to Higher Education: how should the demand for 

education and its constituent elements be derived from society’s socio-economic 

requirements? In other words, how should the human resource requirements of the economy, 

or of society, be translated into specific programmes in Higher Education institutions? 

 

In decentralised systems, the answers to such questions are easily obtained because, in 

general, individuals are assumed to know what is best for them and that the welfare of society 

is the sum of the welfare of its citizens, leaving the state with the relatively simple task of 
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ensuring individual freedoms, including that of being able to choose.  In centralised systems, 

planners need detailed information on economic requirements, individual aspirations, 

collective needs, the availability of resources, constraints, production functions and the 

substitutability of factors of production.  Needless to say, planning that is worth its salt, is 

complex. 

 

There are differing ways in which the state can take part in governing Higher Education 

institutions.  Besides direct, prescriptive interventions, indirect forms exist of “steering” 

institutions in the directions deemed by the state to be desirable.  In South Africa, these range 

from financial rewards and sanctions (in the form of forgone subsidies) imbedded in the 

subsidy framework, to the need for prior state approval of programmes that are to be offered 

by universities.  These are discussed in greater detail in Section 4 below.  Whatever these 

interventions may be, the requirement that the state should have clear, rationally justifiable 

and quantifiable objectives for the Higher Education system, including ideal enrolment targets 

to satisfy the country’s future human resource needs, remains, if steering is not to be arbitrary.  

The difficulties of achieving these ideals in practice tend to result in unintended consequences, 

some of which may be worse than the situation would have been, if no planning had occurred. 

 

The centralised and decentralised systems describe the poles of state power and institutional 

autonomy in Higher Education, between which a degree of tension inevitably exists.  Because 

of the importance of state funding for public education institutions, the balance between these 

two extremes is weighted in favour of the state.  Various mechanisms have been proposed to 

mitigate this.  One of these is the creation of buffer bodies to stand between states, on the one 

hand, and institutions, on the other, thereby creating an “arms length” relationship between 

states and their allocation of funding.  An example of the latter is to found in the United 

Kingdom. 

 

A second solution, attempted in South Africa, is the concept of “cooperative governance”.  

Originating in the South African Constitution, where in Chapter 3, the concept (co-operative 

governance) is created to describe the ideal relationships between the different spheres of 

government (national, provincial and local), the concept of cooperative governance was also 

introduced into the education sector in an attempt to transcend the antagonisms that can arise 

between state power and institutional autonomy.  Although idealistically conceived, of late, 

cooperative governance, in its application, has been seen by its antagonists as a means to 
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thwarting transformation, rather than a way of attaining consensus. 

 

4 OVERVIEW OF THE CONSTITUTIONAL, STATUTORY AND 
POLICY FRAMEWORK 
 

Chapter 3 of the 1996 Constitution provides for co-operative government between the spheres 

of government and organs of state.  Section 41(1)(h) determines that all spheres of 

government and all organs of state within each sphere must  

“co-operate with one another in mutual trust and good faith by: 

(i) fostering friendly relations; 

(ii) assisting and supporting one another; 

(iii) informing one another of, and consulting one another on, matters of common interest; 

(iv) co-ordinating their actions and legislation with one another;  

(v) adhering to agreed procedures; and  

(vi) avoiding legal proceedings against one another.” 

 

The Constitution provides explicitly in the Bill of Rights (Chapter 2) for the freedom of 

expression, with specific reference to, amongst others, academic freedom: 
“Freedom of expression 

16(1) Everyone has the right to freedom of expression, which includes 

(a) freedom of the press and other media; 

(b) freedom to receive or impart information or ideas; 

(c) freedom of artistic creativity; and 

(d) academic freedom and freedom of scientific research.” 

 

In addition, everyone has the right to further education (including Higher Education) “which the 

state, through reasonable measures, must make progressively available and accessible” 

(section 29(1)(b)). 

 

The establishment of private Higher Education institutions is guaranteed by section 29(3) of 

the Constitution: 
“29(3) Everyone has the right to establish and maintain, at their own expense, independent 

educational institutions that –  

(a) do not discriminate on the basis of race; 
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(b) are registered with the state; and 

(c) maintain standards that are not inferior to standards at comparable public educational 

institutions. 

(4) Subsection (3) does not preclude state subsidies for independent educational institutions.” 

 

Schedule 4 (Part A) of the Constitution makes it clear that tertiary education is a national 

legislative (and administrative) competence. 

 

Governance at Higher Education institutions is based on a model of co-operative governance.   

Even though council is accountable for the governance of the institution, the expectation is 

that it must exercise its powers and responsibilities in a democratic manner by taking other 

governance structures – the SRC, the institutional forum and the senate – on board.  This 

complex model with multiple relationships was developed as an instrument for democratising 

Higher Education institutions post 1994. 

 

The Higher Education Act 101 of 1997 (commencement date 19 December 1997) intends to 

regulate Higher Education and provides for the establishment, composition and functions of 

the Council on Higher Education, the establishment, governance and funding of public Higher 

Education institutions, the appointment and functions of an independent assessor, the 

registration of private Higher Education institutions, quality assurance and quality promotion in 

Higher Education, and for related matters. 

 

The Preamble to the Higher Education Act 101 of 199, by identifying the need to address a 

number of key issues by means of legislation, defines the core interlinked foundations of the 

transformative Higher Education system as intending to:  

• “establish a single co-ordinated Higher Education system which promotes cooperative 
governance and provides for programme-based Higher Education;   

• Restructure and transform programmes and institutions to respond better to the human 

resource, economic and development needs of the Republic; 

• Redress past discrimination and ensure representivity at equal access; 

• Provide optimal opportunities for learning and the creation of knowledge; 

• Promote the values which underline an open democratic society based on human dignity, 

equality and freedom; 

• Respect freedom of religion, believe and opinion; 

• Respect and encourage democracy, academic freedom, freedom of speech and expression, 
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creativity, scholarship and research; 

• Pursue excellence;  

• Promote the full realisation of the potential of every student and employee; tolerance of ideas 

and appreciation of diversity; 

• Respond to the needs of the republic and of the communities served by the institutions; 

• Contribute to the advancement of all forms of knowledge and scholarship;  

• Keeping with international standards of academic quality; and whereas desirable of 

Higher Education institutions to enjoy freedom; and autonomy in their relationships with 
the State within the context of public accountability and the national need for advanced 
skills and scientific knowledge.” 

(University of Pretoria emphasis) 

 

For purposes of this document, it can be said that the Higher Education Act 101 of 1997 

provides the following premises which form the basis of the contents of this Act, subordinate 

legislation issued in terms thereof, strategies and programmes as well as administrative acts 

executed in terms thereof: 

• Promotes co-operative governance;  

• Restructure and transform programmes and institutions; 

• Redress past discrimination and ensure representivity and equal access; 

• Encourage academic freedom, scholarship and research; 

• Contribute to the advancement of all forms of knowledge and scholarships, in keeping 

with international standards of academic quality;  

• Higher Education institutions to enjoy freedom and autonomy in their relationships with 

the State within the context of public accountability;  

• The need for advance skills and scientific knowledge. 

 
Within the context of the theme of this document (SA government involvement in, and 

regulation of, Higher Education, institutional autonomy and academic freedom) the statutory 

recognition of especially academic freedom, institutional autonomy, the context of public 
accountability and the promotion of co-operative governance defines these concepts as 
the key interconnected components of the framework which determines the relationship 

between government and the Higher Education sector (both at a system and individual 

institution level).  It follows that this conceptual framework provides the benchmark against 

which all legislation pertaining to, or impacting on, Higher Education (whether principle or 
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subordinate), as well as all strategies, programmes, mechanisms for support, funding and 

administrative acts should be evaluated. 

 

Without amending the above Preamble to the 1997 Act (and the above mentioned 

fundamental principles contained therein), the five Higher Education Amendment Acts (55 of 

1999, 54 of 2000 and 23 of 2001, 63 of 2002 and 38 of 2003) represent a deviation of the 

above fundamental principles.  Taken together, these amendments (which vest extensive 

powers of, and mechanisms for, interference, intervention, and direct control in government 

(even to the point of replacing elected office bearers and/or closure of any specific institution), 

without explicitly prescribing full compliance with the corollary requirements of due process, 

the recognition of institutional autonomy as well as the enactment of the requirement of a 

compulsory external enquiry and advice by the CHE.  Furthermore, these increasingly strong 

roles, powers and functions of government are borne out by replacing the steering approach 

with a prescriptive approach as evidenced by a number of recent strategies and programmes 

implemented by government. 

 

A related issue that in a fundamental sense affects the true nature of the relationship between 

government and the Higher Education sector is the inherent tension between, on the one 

hand, the constitutional prescript of cooperative government (Chapter 3 which regulates the 

relationship between the spheres of government and organs of state),  and, on the other hand, 

cooperative governance (as explicitly referred to in the Preamble to the Higher Education Act 

101 of 1997 (but which is neither defined in the 1997 Act nor aligned with chapter 3 of the 

Constitution). 

 

A recent phenomenon is that policies and mechanisms have been and are formulated and 

implemented in response to “problems” in line with the view of government that Higher 

Education institutions have failed to adopt voluntary approaches to address apartheid 

inequalities.  Examples of this approach are: 

• The state-determined institutional Programme and Qualification Mix (PQM).  Only 

programmes approved in a Higher Education institution’s PQM are funded.  

Furthermore, institutions may not offer programmes that have not been approved, even 

if such an institution intends to fund the programme concerned from non-government 

sources. 

• The mandatory further restructuring of the Higher Education system through the 
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incorporation of the teacher colleges, the rationalisation of programmes (i.e. dentistry 

and nursing), the incorporation of satellite campuses by receiving institutions, the 

merger of institutions and the closure of a Higher Education institution. 

• The emphasis on Employment Equity, especially with regard to the performance 

indicators used in the 3-year rolling plans to measure Higher Education institutions’ 

performance against the achievement of government’s transformation goals. 

• The new Funding Framework and enrolment capping: The current student enrolment 

rate exceeds the provision, in terms of real rand, of government subsidy.  The new 

funding framework contains important redress mechanisms.  The decrease in 

government funding has only been partially offset by an increase in non-government 

funding.  

• Policy implementation consequences, e.g. different interpretations of the content and 

impact of the language policy and the mission differentiation which results in resources 

becoming dissipated as well as in education and research effort becoming diluted.  

• The introduction of new admission policies and mechanisms, e.g. FETC and NHEIAS. 

• The role and functioning of the following institutions have a significant impact on the 

Higher Education system: 

o Other government departments and public entities, e.g. the Department of 

Science and Technology, the Department of Labour, NRF and NSFAS 

o The Presidential Working Group on Higher Education 

o HESA as regards the institutional restructuring process which has rendered 

redundant the divisions between SAUVCA and CTP. 

• Other matters such as:  

o The Ministry of Education’s need for “other” tools to allow for timeous 

intervention when existing governance and reporting mechanisms (i.e. Council, 

independent assessors, administrator etc) do not function effectively.  According 

to this view, a number of quick response tools of governance, management and 

administration are needed.  In addition, comparative information on how these 

matters are regulated in other countries, e.g. the composition of council, the 

determination of terms of office and the appointment of senior managers require 

further investigation 

o Autonomy with regard to the determination of student fees: The average annual 

increase per FTE student between 2000 and 2003 in nominal rands income 

derived from government was 2.2%, however, the average annual increase per 
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FTE student in income derived from student fees was nearly 5 times higher at 

10.9% 

o Institutional autonomy with regard to the determination of the remuneration of 

the vice-chancellor and senior management (this is currently being investigated 

by HESA). 

 

Funding framework:  At the end of 2003, a new funding framework was introduced for 2004, 

the underlying philosophy of which is that the Higher Education sector needs to be “steered” in 

order to achieve the ideal of a unified coordinated system. This is done by creating incentives 

and penalties (in the form of forgone revenues) with which to persuade institutions to 

implement government policies. The new legal framework provides a limited number of 

parameters within which the Minister of Education must allocate the available funds to the 

Higher Education sector, after which the Minister is given unprecedented powers to alter the 

allocations from one year to the next. This is done be publishing an annual “ministerial 

statement” in which the basis for determining funding is announced for the coming year. 

 

The introduction of the new funding framework heralded a move away from formula funding, 

which previously enabled each institution to calculate its own subsidies with the help of a set 

of quantifiable factors, thus facilitating institutional planning. It has also provided the Minister 

with a powerful instrument for coercing Higher Education institutions to comply with 

government policies. Conversely, because government subsidies remain the major source of 

funding for most universities, the new system has severe implications for institutional 

autonomy. 

 
For many years, the Higher Education sector has been subjected to increasing financial 

pressures.  This has occurred mainly because the level of subsidisation has not kept pace with 

Higher Education inflation, even though the total value of the state’s subsidies has been 

increasing.  The trend is illustrated best by the fall in the government’s budget for Higher 

Education as a percentage of the state’s total budgetary appropriations and of GDP.  In 

comparing the fiscal years 1987/88 to 2003/04, one sees that the Higher Education budget, 

expressed as a percentage of the total budget, fell from 3,03% to 2,58%, whereas when 

expressed as a percentage of GDP, the number fell from 0,86% to 0,72% [SAUVCA: 

Presentation to Parliament, 01 June 2004].  These decreases amount to almost 15% and 

more than 16% respectively. 
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Government’s demands for accountability by Higher Education institutions have increased 

inversely to the levels of its subsidisation of the sector.  As pointed out above, the new subsidy 

framework makes it imperative to meet the state’s requirements, while the precarious financial 

positions of many institutions, resulting from the trends described in the previous paragraph, 

have made most universities more susceptible to the compulsion of financial steering than in 

the past. 

 

Some of the effects of the new steering mechanisms have been unintended and illustrate the 

complexities of central planning under conditions of imperfect information.  For example, 

although it is stated policy that priority disciplines, such as the natural sciences and 

engineering, should be advantaged, i.e. students should be encouraged to enrol in these 

programmes by keeping fees relatively low through higher subsidies, changes in the weighting 

given to the humanities and arts, relative to the natural sciences, combined with the overall 

constraints imposed by the Treasury, have resulted in funding being shifted away from the 

sciences and engineering.  Those universities that meet or exceed the Department of 

Educations’ benchmarks for enrolments in the natural sciences and engineering, such as the 

University of Pretoria, have experienced an overall fall in funding per student as a result of 

these shifts, contrary to the intentions of Higher Education policy. 

 

Enrolment capping: The problems described in the previous sections have partially been 

caused by the rapid increase in enrolments in the Higher Education sector, some of which is 

due to government’s published policy of increasing access to universities and increasing the 

participation rate amongst the population cohort of university going age.  This policy has not 

been matched by a corresponding increase in funding from the Treasury, making it difficult to 

sustain in the light of increasing the financial pressures on the Higher Education sector. 

 

The response of the Department of Education has been to place caps on the enrolments of 

students in each institution. Although this will clearly reduce the demands on funding, it 

contradicts the attempt to increase access and participation rates. In addition, the 

implementation of centralised control of this nature implies that further controls are needed to 

specify the combinations of enrolments that should be permitted, because uniform caps on all 

disciplines, including on those that are in short supply, such as teachers, would clearly not be 

efficient. The problem is, however, that in order to do this, one needs a human resources 
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model of the economy, as described above, a requirement that is technically extremely difficult 

to meet and one that has not been attempted in sufficient detail for addressing the issues 

currently confronting the Higher Education sector. The complexities of planning are brought to 

the fore once again through this example. 

 

Admissions: The question of who should be admitted to universities is a fundamental 

element of academic freedom, defined often as the right to determine “who should teach what 

to whom”. The issue is equally important for achieving equity in Higher Education, which 

makes the application of fair and transparent procedures of prime importance. However, 

despite the massification of Higher Education, the sector by definition provides only for those 

who meet certain academic requirements. In the era of globalisation, output criteria, in the 

form of the degree standards, are fast becoming internationalised, with the result that 

individual universities and separate nations have fewer opportunities for deviating from the 

world norms. 

 

As a consequence of having fairly rigid output norms, the criteria for admission must be set so 

as to provide students with reasonable chances of success. These are best left to the 

universities themselves, even if minimum criteria are determined by the state for the purposes 

of identifying who will qualify for public funding. In South Africa at present, the debate around 

the Further Education and Training Certificate (FETC), now to be known as the Senior 

Certificate, and government’s response indicate that this principle has been accepted. 

Concern, however, remains about the possibility of state interference in the domain of 

admissions through the mooted concept of a National Higher Education Information and 

Admissions Service (NHEIAS). The combined response of the Higher Education sector to the 

proposal for establishing a NHEIAS has been that centralising the provision of information on 

the sector would be beneficial, but that centralising admissions would interfere with the basic 

autonomy of universities, besides introducing bureaucracy that would probably compromise 

the admissions process in the very limited window period between the announcement of the 

final school results and the beginning of the university academic year. 

 

Reporting framework: Planning requires information that is comparable between institutions 

and relevant to the whole sector. Acquiring information that meets these criteria requires 

defining the underlying concepts carefully and monitoring their implementation to ensure 

uniformity. Accordingly, for many years, an information system has been in existence, with 
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which all Higher Education institutions have to comply.  

 

In the past, the prescribed information submissions were made in aggregated format, i.e. total 

numbers in the various subcategories were submitted. This procedure was changed with the 

introduction of the current Higher Education Management Information System (HEMIS) 

towards the end of the 1990s.  In recent years, the individual data files of students and staff 

have to be submitted, thereby giving the state access to unprecedented detail that potentially 

allows monitoring of the activities and progress of individuals within the Higher Education 

sector. This potentially creates opportunities for detailed interventions in the affairs of the 

institutions. 

 

Another characteristic of the present Higher Education governance framework is that policies, 

plans and strategies are not sufficiently aligned, resulting in so-called unintended 

consequences (see above).  This is exacerbated by the non-alignment of policy directives 

(and, in some cases, legislation) which are within the functional domain of other government 

departments (e.g. the Departments of Science and Technology and Labour. 

 

At institutional level, the absence of a broad consensus as regards governance has given rise 

to a number of tensions (which, in many instances, have resulted in ineffective management 

and contested decision-making).  Some of these are: 

• Council: 
In terms of the Statutes of the various Universities in South Africa, which were drafted in 

accordance with section 32 of the Higher Education Act, 1997, University Councils are, 

amongst others, responsible for the governance, policy-making and monitoring as well 

as laying down guidelines relating to strategic and financial governance, staff matters, 

the creation of a positive academic atmosphere, disciplinary matters, and admission 

and language policies. 

 

The composition of Councils is by and large prescribed by the Higher Education Act, 

1997. In general, the composition of a University Council is such that a large number of 

its external members do not have a direct affiliation with that University (with the 

exception of the members elected by the Alumni). Due to a limited personal interest in 

the well-being of a University Council members are not always willing to invest as much 

time as is patently necessary in researching the issues that are of crucial importance to 
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a particular University. This could lead to a break-down in the governance processes. 

 

Some members, regardless of the provisions of the 1997 Higher Education Act, are of 

the opinion that their roles on Council should focus on the interests of their stakeholder 

groups rather than on promoting the interests of the University.  This is especially a 

problem with the internal members of Council such a student and employee 

organisations “representatives”. 

 

• Senate (Faculty Boards): 
Senate functions cover a variety of academic matters, ranging from academic planning 

and development to the appointment and promotion of academic personnel, and 

together with Council, approval of, for example, the language policy and admission 

requirements for academic programmes, etc. Senate therefore focuses on the core 

business of a university namely the academic enterprise. 

 

The existence of mega-sized universities in South Africa has resulted in the 

composition of Senate becoming somewhat problematic in terms of its functionality 

(some large universities have in excess of 160 academic departments). As a result of 

the general size of universities and their Senates (which could include all heads of 

academic departments and the heads of some support services departments), the 

importance of the role of the Senate Executive is gradually increasing. In many cases 

the Senate Executive has, for all intents and purposes, taken over the role of Senate, 

while Senate has become a reactive rather than proactive body. 

 

Generally speaking, the fact that the various universities’ executive managements and 

councils have been forced to increasingly focus on managing these universities along 

business principles in order to ensure their institution’s viability, has resulted in a certain 

level of tension between such senates and their executives, as the perception could be 

that academic focus is often sacrificed in the face of economic or financial imperatives. 

 

In addition, the complexity and prescriptive nature of current regulations regarding 

programmes and the related quality processes have to a degree made the tasks of the 

Senate somewhat perfunctory as these prescriptions rather than Senate itself 

determine the academic process.  
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• Institutional Forum: 
The Institutional Forum at a higher education institution has an advisory role and should 

provide its council with advice on a variety of issues, ranging from the implementation of 

the Act and national policy on Higher Education, to the formulation of a policy fostering 

an institutional culture and the management of cultural diversity of the various 

campuses. 

 

The transitory nature of the IF’s composition (at UP there are, for example, ten student 

representatives appointed by the SRC and a maximum of five representatives elected 

from the ranks of the recognised trade unions and staff associations, which change 

annually or very often), has resulted in a high turnover of members, resulting in 

agreements reached in the Forum not being regarded with the required seriousness 

and being revisited time and again. In view of the above, IF members are normally not 

prepared to devote as much time as may be necessary to prepare for meetings and 

obtain the necessary background information about the issues that are to be discussed 

at these meetings. They very often also do not have the necessary expertise or 

knowledge required for taking meaningful decisions. These impacts negatively on the 

effectiveness of the Institutional Forum. 

 

• Students’ Representative Council: 
The University of Pretoria has, as a result of its experience over the past few years, 

identified the need for implementing major changes to the existing structure of the 

Students’ Representative Council.  

 

One particular challenge facing the University is ensuring appropriate representation of 

all students’ interests in an environment where the student body comprises in excess of 

40 000 students on six campuses including an entirely unique situation at the recently 

incorporated Mamelodi campus of the University. This requires a significant investment 

of management time to ensure substantive integration. This would not necessarily 

guarantee an improvement in student services.  

 

Co-operative governance has been challenging for Higher Education institutions and the 

Department of Education to implement.  Some of the difficulties experienced are: 
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• Institutional instability. 

• A lack of understanding; sharing power also means sharing responsibilities and 

accountability. 

• A misinterpretation of roles amongst Higher Education institutional governance 

structures, especially between council and the institutional forum, and sometimes 

between management and council. An institutional forum is intended as an advisory 

structure to council, but it sometimes misinterprets this role to mean co-governance of 

the institution. On the other hand, some councils undermine their institutional forums by 

simply disregarding advice offered by this structure. 

• The autocratic management of a number of institutions. 

• Micromanagement by councils. 

• A by-product of large councils is the failure to reach decisions timeously. 

• Many members of council are yet to appreciate the difference of being a council 

member or a stakeholder representing sectoral interests. 

 

5 CURRENT APPROACHES REGARDING THE RELATIONSHIP 
BETWEEN TRANSFORMATION, GOVERNANCE AND 
INSTITUTIONAL AUTONOMY 
 

As indicated, a significant shift in emphasis has occurred through the five amendments to the 

1997 Higher Education Act and the declaration of the Higher Education Plan.  This shift 

amounts to a fundamental variation in the approach of Government towards the Higher 

Education system.  This can be said to represent a shift from a steering to a strong 

interventionist approach.  A recent CHE research report on governance, without really 

addressing this shift within the context of the constitutional imperative of co-operative 

government (see above) and the fundamental co-ordinates for Higher Education governance – 

as contained in the Preamble to the 1997 Higher Education Act – introduced the concept of 

“conditional autonomy”. 

 

The ambit and content of “conditional autonomy”, being a relative notion, can be determined 

and redetermined on a case-by-case basis by government.  This represents a further deviation 

from the Preamble to the 1997 Higher Education Act where (as indicated above) institutional 

autonomy is one of the cornerstones of the Higher Education framework. 
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The recently implemented approach to mergers represents a fundamental shift from a bi-polar 

Higher Education system (universities and technikons) to a multi-polar system consisting of 

universities, universities of technology (merged technikons) and hybrid (comprehensive) 

institutions (resulting from a merger between a university and a technikon).  The integration 

process has been marred by significant obstacles and challenges, e.g. dissimilar service 

conditions of academic and other staff, diverging institutional histories and ethos, differences 

in focus areas, etc. 

 

6 COMPARATIVE OVERVIEW 
 

According to recent comparative research undertaken by the World Bank and other 

international institutions, various key issues affect and determine the Higher Education 

landscape worldwide.  Key critical factors for the success of Higher Education institutions are 

also identified.   

 

According to the report by the Task Force on Higher Education and Society, Higher 
Education in Development Countries: Peril and Promise (World Bank 2000) knowledge is 

a critical consideration as regards future policy formulation; in this context specialisation and 

institutional differentiation, as well as the free flow of information, are of cardinal importance 

(p.35). 

 

The following shortcomings as regards Higher Education in developing countries were 

identified:  

• Expansion of the system 

• Demand for increased access (resulting in an increased number of institutions) 

• Rapid and chaotic expansion with the under-funding of the public sector and 

questionable quality of programmes offered by private (for-profit) sector  

• Lack of information about institutional quality. 

 

The challenge is to expand Higher Education and improve quality within the context of 

budgetary constraints (p.36). 

 



 

UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA SUBMISSION  
SA GOVERNMENT INVOLVEMENT IN, AND REGULATION OF,  

HIGHER EDUCATION, INSTITUTIONAL AUTONOMY AND ACADEMIC FREEDOM 
 

 

 22

The report accepts that both the public sector and the private sector should play a role in 

Higher Education.  In the case of the private sector, market forces would not necessarily be 

aligned with national priorities.  As regards the public sector, control with over-

bureaucratisation should be guarded against (whilst recognising the State’s legitimate interest 

in both quality and scope of Higher Education).  With respect to the role of government, the 

report indicates that: 
“A critical principle of both State policies is sufficient autonomy for Higher Education.  Subordination 

to government pressures or short-termed political considerations will not create a system of Higher 

Education that serves the long-term interest of the public.” (p.45) 

 

The following key roles for the State are identified (p.53):  

• Active oversight  

• HE system must serve the public interest 

• Promote equity 

• Support basic research areas which are relevant to the individual country’s needs 

• Financial transparency and accountability. 

 

As regards interventions, it suggests that they should be limited to places where it “has a clear 

diagnosis of the problem, is able to suggest a solution, and has the ability to apply the solution 

efficiently” (p.53). 

 

Its overview of the models applied in the developing world since independence indicates that 

in many countries systems of state control were introduced; the elements being one or more of 

the following: 

• Appointment of vice-chancellors 

• Ministries taking the responsibility for degree requirements and curricula (p.53). 

 

The report also indicates that “the growing awareness of the disadvantages of state control 

has lead many countries to adopt alternative models”.  The report expresses its preference for 

the state supervision model which “aims at balancing the State’s responsibility to protect and 

promote the public’s interest with an individual institution’s need for academic freedom and 

autonomy” (p.53).  Within the context of this balance the notion of “buffer mechanisms” is 

important.  Buffer mechanisms are statutory bodies comprising government, Higher Education 

institutions, private sectors and other important stakeholders, (e.g. student organisations), and 
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examples would be  

• HE councils advising government on “the size, shape and funding of Higher Education; 

often they are also responsible for quality assurance, promotion mechanisms and 

accreditation” (p.53) 

• Research councils or agencies that fund and promote research; 

• Professional councils that focus on specific areas of Higher Education; and 

• Governing councils. 

 

To fulfil their role as buffer bodies, they require “clear mandates, well-established operating 

procedures, and full autonomy from both government and academia” (p.53). 

 

As regards the role of government, the report acknowledges the need for system-wide co-

ordination; however, it rejects centralised control.  It emphasises the need for diversity, 

autonomy and competition amongst similar institutions.  In addition, funding models should be 

adapted and provide for contributions from both the public and the private sector.  It 

recommends that “a coherent and rational approach towards management of the entire Higher 

Education sector is therefore needed” and “that government guidance is an essential part of 

any solution” (p.58). 

 

In terms of the Peril and Promise Report, a difference should be made between external 
governance (indicating the relationships between the individual institutions and government) 

and internal governance (“lines of authority within institutions”).  The relationship between 

management and governance overlaps to some extent; management is defined as the 

implementation and execution of policies (p.59).  A further distinction is made between formal 
governance (which is official and explicit) and informal governance that encompass the 

“…unwritten rules that govern how people relate to each other within Higher Education” (p.59). 

 

Unique attributes and cordiality are key components of a successful Higher Education system 

(p.59).  With regards to the uniqueness of Higher Education institutions, the report states that: 

“…it has unique attributes developed over centuries – indeed, many of the oldest continuing 

function industries in the world are universities – and these must be carefully fostered.  Higher 

Education institutions rely on individual initiative and creativity and these need time and space 

to develop.” 
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According to the report (p.59) collegiality is a value to be fostered; simultaneously 

“considerable academic autonomy” is of vital importance. 

 

As regards the identification of major principles of good governance, mention is made of 

the system wide approach in Europe, based on a state supervision model.  In contrast with 

Europe, “some developing countries are moving from state controlled towards a state-

supervised system, with the transition mediated by intermediary or buffer mechanisms that 

allow active participation by key players in Higher Education” (pp.59-60).  As regards 

executives, USA universities have a hierarchical (unitary) style, with extensive powers to 

executives; in Europe, executives are, generally speaking, weaker (p.60). 

 

The Task Force has identified the following set of principles for good and effective 
governance, which should be applicable to all Higher Education institutions: 

• Academic freedom 

• Shared governance (also known as co-operative governance): 
“It arises from the concept of relative expertise and aims to ensure that decisions are 

devolved to those who are best qualified to make them.  At the system level, it entails giving 

institutions or their advocates a role in shaping national Higher Education policy.  At the 

institutional level, it ensures that faculty are given a meaningful voice in determining policy.  

This applies particularly to educational policy, especially to curriculum development and 

academic appointments. 

 

The internal governance of universities requires professionals, or rather individuals who 

understand how institutions can best perform their academic duties. … The use of 

inexperienced outsiders can be, and frequently has been, damaging.  This is not intended to 

question the legitimacy of external supervisional colleges and universities.  That is external 

governance, and is legitimately in the realm of non-specialists who represent the public will.  

Ultimately, however, good decisions must be rooted in legitimate professional concerns, with 

experience showing that shared governance is closely related to institutional quality.” (p.60) 

• Clear rights and responsibilities: 
“Mutually agreed rights and responsibilities for each element in the Higher Education system 

are essential for good governance.  Externally, the roles of ministries of education and 

Higher Education institutions must be clearly articulated by law and in national policy 

documents.  Internally, the faculty, students, administrators, external supervisors, and others 

should have a clear understanding of their rights and responsibilities.” (p.61) 
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• Meritocratic selection: 

Merit should be the norm for both appointment and promotion, and decisions in this 

regard must be made in an autonomous manner by the institution concerned (p.61). 

• Financial stability: 

The Task Force is of the opinion that financial stability is a prerequisite for orderly 

development of the system and of institutions; this would also result in, amongst others, 

rational planning.  Caution is expressed as regards the relationship between financing 

and autonomy: 
“The provider of financing can also undermine autonomy, with major sponsors trying to 

influence the activities of Higher Education institutions.  This is a particular danger in 

developing countries, where a single institution such as the state or a religious entity tends 

to contribute a relatively large share of the resources available to Higher Education 

institutions.” (p.61) 

• Accountability: 

The Task Force emphasises that Higher Education institutions are accountable to their 

sponsors (both public and private).  As regards the relationship between accountability 

and interference, the view is expressed that  
“Accountability does not imply uncontrolled interference, but it does impose a requirement to 

periodically explain actions and have successes and failures examined in a transparent 

fashion.  All interaction should occur within the context of agreed rights and responsibilities.  

Buffer mechanisms, as already discussed, may be needed to help determine the appropriate 

balance between autonomy and accountability.” (pp.61-62) 

• Regular testing of standards: 

This is an important component of institutional accountability, including benchmarking 

and peer review in order to verify, on a regular basis, standards of quality (p.62). 

• The importance of close co-operation: 

Close co-operation and compatibility between the intra-institutional levels are required 

to bring about effective governance (p.62). 

 

The Task Force identified the dilemma in which developing countries find themselves as 

regards governance by referring to the fact that Higher Education institutions reflect the 

societies in which they operate; and to the extent that a particular country may suffer from 

“deep rifts”, these would also be reflected within the Higher Education institutions themselves.  

The Task Force takes a cautionary view of this: 
“However, at independence and still today, most problems faced by developing countries were 
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believed to require some degree of government guidance and supervision.  Higher Education was 

no exception, leading to policymakers, with little sympathy to its needs, managing it in the same 

way they managed roads, the army, or customs.  The failure to recognise the importance of taking 

the long-term view undermined the Higher Education sector’s performance and inhibited the 

development of governance traditions. …  

 

The tendency of politicians to intervene in Higher Education left many institutions hostage to 

factional policies, with decisions on student selection, faculty appointments and promotions, 

curriculum design, and similar matters being made on political grounds rather than on merit” (p.63) 

 

A specific methodology is needed for the achievement of good governance of the Higher 

Education system and at institutional level.  As regards the system level, the first priority is to 

find consensus on the nature of the governance model to be applied (p.64).  At institutional 

level, clarity with respect to the legal framework and a proper understanding of what “central 

governance” entails, are required (p.64).  The following tools (mechanisms) would contribute 

to the effective functioning of the Higher Education governance model agreed upon by the role 

models (pp.64-68): 

• Faculty Councils (or Senates) 

• Governing Councils (or Boards of Trustees) 

• Budget practices and financial management: 
“… a transparent, logical, and well-understood set of rules for budgeting and accounting 

(should be created, and) can have an enormous influence on the operation and performance 

of Higher Education institutions.  Rules should encourage flexibility, stability and 

transparency” (p.64) 

• Good data for effective decision-making 

• Appointment or election; a preference is expressed for appointing powers within 

universities (p.65). 

• Faculty appointment and promotion decisions as the most important determinant of 

overall quality (including a system of peer review) 

• Security of employment 

• Faculty compensation and responsibilities 

• Visiting committees and accreditation 

• Institutional charters and handbooks (which would establish the legal framework and 

define the mission of the Higher Education institution concerned) (p.68). 
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The Task Force concludes that it: 
“… hopes that Higher Education policymakers will start to make better use of the tools of good 

governance.  They will not solve all problems quickly.  But they will start the process of achieving 

sustainable and far reaching improvement.” (p.68) 
 

The following four major obstacles (“four sets of conditions”) to quality Higher 
Education were identified by the Task Force (pp.93-94): 

• The absence of vision 

• Lack of political and financial commitment (“Policymakers face a host of pressing 

problems under conditions of sever resource constraints and highly competitive political 

settings” (p.93)) 

• Conditions of initial disadvantage 

• The disruptions of globalisation. 

 

In order to address the above concerns, the Task Force recommends that resources should 
be increased and the efficiency with which resources are used should be improved 

(p.94).  Specific mention must be made of the following:   

• “…improving educational infrastructure, especially computer and Internet access, scientific 

laboratories, and equipment, but also more traditional infrastructure such as libraries, 

classrooms, dormitories, and recreation and cultural facilities: 

• the design, testing, and implementation of new curricula and academic programs, including the 

expansion or introduction of general education;  

• the recruitment, retention, motivation, and long-term development of well-trained faculty; 

• increasing access for economically and socially disadvantaged populations; and  

• conducting more and better science education and research, both basic and applied.”  

(pp.94-95) 

 

As regards the division of roles between the government and Higher Education 
institutions, the Task Force recommends that the following should be implemented: 

• Government has the primary responsibility for  

• “…developing the architecture of a rational system of Higher Education and orchestrating its 

smooth operation in a manner that promotes both mass education and excellence; 

• advancing the public interest in Higher Education, by: 

 providing special support for the natural sciences and the preservation of culture; 

 combating the tendency for financial concerns to sideline the principle of equal 
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opportunity; 

 setting standards for degrees, and ensuring that the international trade in bogus 

credentials is brought to public attention; 

 generating and disseminating unbiased and relevant information about different 

institutions and degree programs; 

 protecting Higher Education as a venue for free and open discourse; 

• investing in the establishment of learning commons“ (p.96) 

• Higher Education Institutions (pp.95-96) have the responsibility for: 

• “…strengthening their internal governance; 

• improving the quality of existing academic programs 

• developing and motivating strong faculties.” (pp.95-96) 

 

With reference to the 2002 Higher Education World Bank Comparative Working 
Document on Constructing Knowledgeable Societies (published on 16 April 2002), certain 

trends have emerged which will impact on tertiary education systems for knowledge based 

societies.  Knowledge is emerging as a new major driver of economic development.  New 

providers of tertiary education are appearing in a “borderless education” environment.  Modes 

of delivery and organisational patterns in tertiary education have been transformed as a result 

of the information and communication revolution.  Market forces in tertiary education are rising 

and a global market is emerging for advanced human capital.  The need has been recognised 

for a balanced and comprehensive view of education as a holistic system, including not only 

the human capital contribution of tertiary education, but also its critical human and social 

capital building dimensions and its role as an important public good globally. 

 

The main messages contained in the Higher Education World Bank Comparative Working 
Document are: 

• By advancing and applying knowledge, social and economic progress is achieved. 

• Tertiary education is needed to effectively create, disseminate and apply knowledge for 

building technical and professional capacity. 

• In a highly competitive world economy, developing and transition countries are at risk of 

further marginalisation due to their tertiary education system not being adequately 

prepared to capitalise on knowledge creation and use. 

• The state is responsible for putting in place an enabling framework to encourage tertiary 

education institutions to be more innovative and more responsive to the needs of a 
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globally competitive knowledge economy and to the changing labour market 

requirements for advanced human capital. 

• “Effectiveness and responsiveness of their tertiary education systems.” 

 

Any tertiary education policy should be seen and applied within the context of the World 

Bank’s development strategy.  The World Bank has based its strategies on the belief that 

poverty can be reduced through economic growth, redistribution and empowerment.  It is 

committed to the fulfilment of the Millennium Development Goals.  It has identified four factors 

that converge and contribute to the dynamics of knowledge-driven development within a 

country. These are: 

• The macro-economic incentive and institutional regime 

• The ICT infrastructure 

• The national system of innovation 

• Quality of human resources. 

 

The contribution made by tertiary education is vital as regards the national innovation system 

and human resources development.  In this context, continuing support from government is 

justified by the existence of externalities from tertiary education, equity issues and the 

supportive role that tertiary education plays within the education system as a whole. 

 

Nation building is facilitated by tertiary education, which promotes greater social cohesion, 

trust in social institutions, democratic participation and open debate, as well as an appreciation 

of diversity in religion, gender, ethnicity and social class.  “Furthermore, pluralistic and 

democratic societies depend on research and analysis that are fostered through social 

sciences and humanities programs.” 

 

It is necessary to improve tertiary education for sustainable progress in basic education, as it 

plays a key role in support of basic and secondary education, thereby buffering the economic 

externalities that these lower levels produce. 

 

As governments diminish their direct involvement in funding and provisioning for tertiary 

education, they rely less on the traditional state control model to ensure reforms.  Instead, they 

promote change of tertiary education institutions by guidance and encouragement through a 

coherent policy framework, enabling regulatory environment and appropriate financial 
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incentives.  Although there is no general valid blueprint, it seems that a common prerequisite 

is a clear vision for the long-term development of a comprehensive, diversified and well-

articulated tertiary education system.  The regulatory environment should encourage rather 

than stifle innovations in public institutions and private sector initiatives to expand access to 

good quality tertiary education.  In most countries, public funding is still the main source of 

support for tertiary education. However, it is being channelled in new ways, leading to 

increasing supplementation by non-public resources.  Thus market forces are brought to bear 

in ways, uncommon until now, in the financing of public institutions. 

 

More productive ways of supporting tertiary education reforms and innovations have received 

critical insights from an internal review of implementation experience in tertiary education 

projects, undertaken in 1992, and an assessment of recent and ongoing interventions in this 

subsector.  Three very important lessons have emerged from these reviews: 

• “Comprehensive reforms can be more effective than piecemeal ones.”  Government 

control with regards to institutional costs must devolve, and cost-saving and income-

generating activities must be incentivised. 

• “Attention to the political-economy aspects of reform is vital.”  Where consensus has 

been reached among the constituents of the tertiary education community, the launch 

and implementation of tertiary education reforms have been more successful. 

• “Reliance on positive incentives to promote change can be pivotal.”  Institutions and 

actors tend to respond more positively to constructive stimuli rather than mandatory 

edicts. 

 

The World Bank’s Comparative Working Document on Constructing Knowledgeable 
Societies envisages that its future support could move in the following directions: 

• Reforms in tertiary education should be tied into economy-wide reform.  Due to its 

comprehensive nature, the World Bank can adopt a system-wide approach which links 

sectoral issues to the overall development framework and public finance context of any 

country, instead of supporting specific institutions. 

• The World Bank, in supporting the actual implementation of tertiary education reforms, 

gives priority to programmes and projects that can cause positive developments and 

innovations by: 

o Increasing institutional diversification to establish a framework of life long learning 

by expanding coverage on a financially viable basis and providing multiple points of 
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entry and pathways. 

o Strengthening science and technology research and development capacity in areas 

concurrent to a country’s priorities to develop comparative advantages. 

o “Improving the relevance and quality of tertiary education” 

o Promoting greater equity mechanisms for increased access and opportunities for 

disadvantaged students. 

o “Establishing sustainable financing systems to encourage responsiveness and 

flexibility”. 

o Strengthening management capacities, through e.g. introducing management 

information systems, promoting improved accountability, administration and 

governance as well as more efficient usage of existing resources. 

o “Enhancing and expanding information technology and communications capacity”. 

 

Recent experience has taught that tertiary education reforms should be appropriate to specific 

circumstances, based on strategic planning at national and institutional level, focused on 

promoting autonomy and accountability and geared towards the enhancement of institutional 

capacity and facilitation of relevant regional cross-fertilisation. 

 

Developing and transition countries are faced with a dual task.  On one hand, the existing 

coverage, equity, quality and governance problems which have beset tertiary education 

systems of developing and transitional countries, should be addressed as a matter of urgency.  

On the other hand, new challenges must be faced by developing and transition countries such 

as the existence of industrial countries, those arising from constructing a knowledge-based 

economy and democratic society. 

 

With reference to the 2005 Higher Education Finance and Notes Document of the World 

Bank, (published on 18 July 2005), certain objectives have been identified.  Five policy 

objectives which Higher Education financial reform should address are: 

• Economic growth 

• Efficiency 

• Equity 

• Good governance 

• Fiscal sustainability. 
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Furthermore, there is a necessity for an improvement in equity of access to Higher Education.  

Every government concerned with social justice should introduce various kinds of early 

interventions to address this issue.  Financing and other arrangements could be used to 

encourage Higher Education institutions to admit persons with the potential to graduate but 

who fall slightly short of normal admission requirements.  There should be no trade-off 

between equity and quality of learning and labour market outcomes. 

 

Higher Education institutions are concerned, and rightly so, about the protection of their 

academic freedom.  In defence thereof, lifetime tenure for faculty members who have passed 

probation, is a longstanding but increasingly fragile norm.  Financial and academic 

management should be encouraged to devolve to autonomous institutions in the interests of 

reform and efficiency.  Autonomy must be accompanied by accountability in the form of 

Boards or Councils with a greater managerial role and which contain more non-academic 

members.  Government has an important role in such a model, setting standards and 

designing and implementing financing systems, but should distance itself from Higher 

Education institutions rather than interfering in the details of academic processes. 

 

As regards arrangement for the appointment of leaders, the trend in the EU15 is towards 

redefining the functions and composition of university boards and councils, with a greater 

management role and a mix of academics and outside people.  Such boards then assume the 

function of appointing university leaders.  A move in this direction would aid EU8 universities in 

the implementation of the financial reforms needed in the challenging times ahead. 

 

Further governance reforms would also help increase efficiency, as a consequence of the 

delegation of authority is to allow autonomous institutions to manage their use of resources.  

Links between university and private sector not only encourage labour market relevance but 

also attract private funds through endowments and other mechanisms. 

 

Regarding the role for governments in relation to Higher Education, they are still an important 

source of funds. Furthermore, they should organise and oversee student loan schemes as well 

as being responsible for promoting equitable access.  Governments should also ensure that 

quality assurance systems are in place, and can design and use formula funding schemes to 

achieve national objectives that are beyond those of the immediate market (i.e. channelling 

additional resources to music etc.) and to modify excess competition between institutions.  A 
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combination of standard setting and financing systems, designed for high-quality outcomes, 

are needed from governments, rather than interference in academic processes. 

 

The extent of autonomy that should be enjoyed by universities, is the power to own their own 

buildings and equipment, to be able to borrow funds, to spend budgets to achieve their 

objectives, to set academic structure and course content, to employ and dismiss staff, to set 

salaries, to decide the number of students who can enrol and to decide the level of tuition 

fees. 

 

Higher Education financing needs to be fiscally sustainable, as Higher Education everywhere 

is under pressure to expand and diversify with the increases in technological change, and 

range and complexity of skills needed by people in an increasingly globalised labour market.  

In most EU15 countries, public resources almost entirely fund Higher Education. Exceptions 

are the UK, with more than 25 per cent private funding which includes fees and donations, and 

Italy, the Netherlands and Spain with more than 20 per cent.  Throughout EU8 countries, 

changes in the financing arrangements have, predictably, been accompanied by changes in 

Higher Education institutions’ governance.  In most EU8 countries, the lower tier of Higher 

Education institutions (ISCED5) have greater government control than universities, which 

match their EU15 counterparts in the extent of their autonomy. 

 

Paid teaching, research and consultancy are some of the sources that Higher Education 

institutions could utilise for extra budgetary resources. 

 

With the expansion of Higher Education institutions, a collision occurs between the need for 

high quality mass education and fiscal pressures.  The trend towards “massification” of Higher 

Education cannot be combined with the improvement of quality necessary for it to be 

competitive within the EU and increased participation in the global knowledge economy, 

unless the availability of funding increases dramatically. 

 

The need for further reform in Higher Education finance in the EU8 countries arises from 

various factors: 

• The trend throughout Europe towards mass participation in tertiary education level 

• The pressure for the improvement of quality and increased relevance of Higher 

Education in EU8 countries, which implies a need to increase expenditure per student 
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to EU15 levels 

• EU governments who are trying to limit the size of their budget deficits are faced with a 

tight overall fiscal situation. 

 

As birth rates decrease, it is difficult to increase the proportion of budget spent on education in 

the face of competing claims from other publicly-provided goods such as pensions, sanitation, 

health care for an ageing population, public order and security maintenance, environmental 

protection and anti-poverty programmes. 

 

The Higher Education and Research Division of the Council of Europe, after a conference 

in Strassbourg (22 – 23 September 2005), published a report on governance in Higher 

Education in Europe (Higher Education Governance between democratic culture, 
academic aspirations and market forces).  Practical issues of policy design with regard to 

sharing roles and responsibilities between Higher Education institutions and national 

governments, between central institutional steering and decentralisation, and between Higher 

Education institutions and their members and stakeholders are highlighted.  The basic 

understanding of the role of Higher Education and the principles steering Higher Education 

institutions is essentially at stake here. This aspect, finally, might succinctly be summarised 

under the caption “job sharing between state, institution, sub-institutional structures, and the 

individual” (p.2).  

 

The Higher Education and Research Division also formulated a number of recommendations 

as regards the governance of Higher Education systems and institutions.  It takes the view that 

governance should be based on the “adequate inclusion of all relevant stakeholders. To 

ensure successful attainment of the agreed set of goals, it should be founded on the principles 

of: 

• Transparency in procedures and tasks; 

• Effective mechanisms of accountability of those involved in governance; 

• The ability  to reach, win acceptance for and implement decisions; 

• Participation and the rule of law” (p.3). 

 

Members of Higher Education governance bodies should act in the best interest of the Higher 

Education system and institutions concerned, whilst “also paying appropriate attention to the 

concern of the constituency which they originate” (p.3). As regards the role of government 
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and its relationship with institutional autonomy, the Division is of opinion that:  
“Institutional autonomy is essential to ensure academic freedom, which constitutes one of the core 

values of Higher Education. Public authority should establish and maintain an appropriate 

legislative framework that ensures institutional autonomy and provides for adaptability of structures 

and flexibility of methods within the basic principles of good Higher Education governance.  The 

legal framework concerning governance should apply equally to both public and private 

institutions.” (p.3) 

 

The Division also recommends that further consideration be given to the meaning of 

institutional autonomy with regards to content (legal, financial, etc), structures and actors.  In 

addition, the determination at both government and institutional level of those Higher 

Education governance institutions that require changes, should take place (p.3). 

 

In a recent (16 September 2004) presentation by the World Bank (Higher Education and 
Research in 2020: A view from the World Bank (presented at the Centre for a Higher 

Education Policy Studies) the following main characteristics of the present Higher Education 

framework were identified: 

• Networks 

• New education technologies 

• Business-like management practices 

• Tuition fees, vouchers and student loans  

• Multi-faceted quality assurance systems. 

 

As regards the convergence versus diversity debate, reference is made to the importance of 

demographics, the pedagogical model, the relationship basic versus applied research, quality 

assurance, funding and the presence of private providers.  

 

The following global dimensions and influences play a vital role in the evolving international 

system: borderless providers, the brain drain, the role of countries like China, India and the 

USA, non-university institutions, the academic and pedagogical revolution, realism about 

political economy of reform and potential disparities, as well as the regional role of universities 

and the international role of European universities.  These influences (which are at present not 

fully reflected in the present HE system), also impact on the international Higher Education 

system.  Important economic dimensions include the learning and motivation of students, the 
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shape of the Higher Education institution, language policy, the duration of degree validity, 

multi-disciplinarity, problem-based learning as well as enhanced and interactive technology.   

 

As a key output within this context, life-long learning is of vital importance.  The university of 

the future should provide for undergraduate (first) degrees, post-graduate studies and 

continuing education.  Similar challenges affect the developing world:  
“New education training needs are linked to globalisation and the competitiveness agenda; 

increased competition from foreign providers, and tapping the potential of new information 

communication technology”.   
 

Similar quality concerns are also relevant for developing countries: the so-called “diploma 

mills”, the franchise universities, virtual universities, e-learning and individualised learning.  At 

the international level, the following global public issues play a key role: the brain drain, the 

need for quality assurance for borderless education, the existence of trade barriers, the need 

for ICT infrastructure (as regards access and price), and intellectual property rights.  The 

future will also be informed by changing technologies, changing demand (which would be 

increasingly global and less local), as well as growing competition in both resources and 

customers (amongst similar institutions as well as amongst diverse providers). 

 

A recent (2005) survey of Higher Education across the globe (“The brains business”, The 

Economist, 10 September 2005) took the view that the USA Higher Education organisational 

model should be followed also in the developing world.  Part of the success of the USA system 

is that USA Universities are far less dependant on government compared to other jurisdictions.  

In addition, as regards sizes and shapes, a huge variation is provided for – from Harvard and 

the Ivy League Universities to Community Colleges (p.4).  Two pieces of advice are offered for 

the creation of successful Higher Education systems (whether located in the developing world 

or in “failed old hands such as Germany and Italy”):   
“First:  diversify your sources of income.  The bargain with the State has turned out to be a pact 

with the devil.  Second:  let a thousand academic flowers bloom.  Universities, including for - profit 

ones, should have to compete for customers.  A sophisticated economy needs a wide variety of 

universities pursuing a wide variety of missions.  These two principles reinforce each other:  the 

more that the state’s role contracts, the more educational variety will flourish” (p.4). 

 

The UK system is characterised by two key problems:  government meddling and the 

relentless financial squeeze (which often results in the erosion of quality and half the UK 
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universities running deficits) (p.11). 

 

As regards universities in the developing world, the 2005 Survey found that in addition to 

massification (4.9M to 9.4M students in the 1990’s) and the decline in overall quality, two 

important characteristics exist that serve to retain a competitive edge:  the support for elite 

institutions (the All India Institute of Medical Science, and Indian Institute of Science in 

Bangalore, and the seven Indian Institutes of Technology (which have an annual intake of 

3500 out of 180 000 applicants)) and the booming private Higher Education sector (which, 

however, is beset with quality concerns) (p.15).   

 

In similar vein, the Chinese government is in the process of establishing a  
“super league of universities to rival the best in the world” (p.15)  

which focuses on extensive technology transfer, utilising foreign PhDs and joint ventures with 

foreign universities as well as linkages with industry (p.16). 

 

A recent phenomenon  
“has been the recreation of a super league of global universities that are now engaged in a battle 

for intellectual talent and academic prestige” (p.20).   

 

Within this context internationalism and globalisation as well as the increasing important role 

of international economics (resulting also in off shoring of satellite campuses) are also key 

indicators of the evolving and transformative Higher Education system (pp.20-22). 

 

7 CRITICAL SUCCESS FACTORS FOR A SUCCESSFUL 
SOUTH AFRICAN HIGHER EDUCATION SYSTEM 
 

The comparative overview (see above Section 6) highlights a number of critical success 

factors, the absence of which will inevitably result in mediocre and internationally 

uncompetitive Higher Education institutions (both in the developed and the developing world).  

They are: 

• Consensus between the key stakeholders (government and the Higher Education 

institutions) as regards the focus and contents of the appropriate governance model, 

with a concomitant approach as regards a sensible and workable division of roles and 
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responsibilities (whilst recognising the broad supervisory role of the State). 

• Governance structures at a systems and an institutional level that would ensure 

effective and sustained delivery on all the critical success factors listed in this section. 

• A system that is responsive to the transformative needs of the South African society. 

• Academic freedom. 

• Institutional autonomy. 

• Accountability. 

• Mission diversification resulting in a tiered system that would foster the growth of a 

select number of Higher Education institutions that, in turn, would, according to 

international peer review, be regarded as comparable to the top 100 universities 

worldwide and that would attract outstanding scholars and students from around the 

world; in addition, all levels in this tiered system institutions should be globally 

competitive with similar institutions worldwide.  This should be applicable to both public 

and private Higher Education institutions. 

• Increased access (equity) providing multiple points of entry and pathways. 

• Quality control which includes both self-evaluation and peer review, both at local and 

international level. 

• The establishment of a collaborative network with Higher Education institutions within 

the Southern African and African contexts. 

• The existence of a funding system that is transparent, reliable, consistent and adaptive, 

and that would follow policy objectives and support the tiered system.  Key objectives of 

such a system are economic growth, efficiency, equity, good governance and fiscal 

sustainability.  Conditions conducive to the enhancement of the ability to attract third 

stream funding must be created. 

• The recruitment, retention, motivation and long-term developments of well-trained 

teaching, research and support staff. 

• At national level the implementation of teacher training programmes and well-resourced 

support for learners at primary and secondary school level that would result in well-

prepared entrants into the Higher Education system. 

• Implementation of mechanisms that would afford Higher Education institutions sufficient 

opportunity to participate on an equal basis in international development such as the 

globalising economy. 
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8 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Taking into account recent developments at national level (see in this regard the significant 

shifts in the South African policy, statutory, strategy and programme framework for Higher 

Education), recent developments internationally and the above mentioned critical success 

factors, it is clear that the present South African Higher Education system is characterised by 

a number of deviations from both the original intention (as contained in the White Paper on 

Higher Education) and international best practices.  Some of these are: 

• A significant shift in the interpretation of institutional autonomy and the resultant shift in 

government approach and interpretation of the “steering model”. 

• A concomitant shift in government policy, programmes, strategies, funding frameworks, 

reporting frameworks, etc. 

• Resultant discrepancies (e.g. a policy emphasis on science and technology versus a 

funding emphasis on human sciences). 

• One of the serious implications of the above shifts and the ensuing negative impacts is 

that the extensive implementation of the transformation agenda is compromised (e.g. 

capping would exclude students from both previously disadvantaged and advantaged 

backgrounds; in addition, with government subsidisation decreasing, less funds are 

available for fast tracking support for historically disadvantaged students). 
 

It is recommended that, as a matter of the highest priority, key stakeholders within the Higher 

Education context should establish mechanisms that would ensure both the successful 

resolution of the current challenges identified above, and the timeous realisation of the vast 

opportunities afforded to Higher Education as key instrument for the sustained development of 

Africa and its peoples.  Implementation of the critical key success factors will enable South 

African Higher Education institutions to fulfil their legitimate role at national, regional and 

international level. 

 

Taking cognisance of the need to deepen democracy, to strengthen the progressive 

implementation of the constitutional values and the transformative nature of South African 

society and its institutions, the University of Pretoria realises that special measures might be 

needed to ensure the successful transition whilst the final framework for a high quality Higher 

Education system (that would comprise, in a co-ordinated manner, all the key critical success 
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factors mentioned above) is being put in place.  This would, amongst others, entail the 

implementation of “sunset clauses” to interventionist mechanisms (subject to clearly defined 

conditions).  In addition, the following interim arrangements during this (final) phase of the 

transition are recommended: 

• Increased ring fenced (conditional) grants for specific purposes, e.g. student support, 

attracting and retaining top quality researchers, etc. 

• Early warning systems (also utilising the CHE). 

• Increased spending at secondary school level for potential Higher Education entrants 

by means of targeted programmes (co-offered by Higher Education institutions) that 

would ensure a higher degree of appropriate preparedness for tertiary education. 

 

The aim should be to stabilise and settle the transforming South African Higher Education 

system within the next five years, and in the meantime to build on the foundations of the first 

decade of South Africa’s democracy in order to bring about a system that would 

simultaneously  

• be the leading Higher Education system in the developing world, and  

• where a number of South African Higher Education institutions would be externally 

classified to be part of the top 100 universities worldwide. 

 

Measures should be put in place during the period 2005 – 2009 so as to ensure that Higher 

Education institutions would increasingly, in a sufficiently enabled environment, be in a 

position to carry out fully their mandate to  

• provide appropriate and quality tuition, whilst incorporating issues of redress, access 

and empowerment, unlocking the inherent potential of both undergraduate and 

graduate students; 

• foster excellent research (fundamental, applied and development oriented), and 

• benefit identified civil society groups through targeted and outcome driven outreach, 

with focused programmes that would result in both the sustainable improvement in 

quality of life and the attainment of the Millennium Goals. 

 

This envisaged Higher Education system should be sufficiently resourced and supported 

within a governance framework that would, by means of an appropriately co-ordinated policy 

and concomitant regulatory framework (founded on a common understanding of cooperative 

governance and partnership), recognise both the legitimate role of the state and institutional 
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autonomy (at both system and individual institutional level), and provide legitimate and 

mutually acceptable mechanisms to broker and resolve competing interests. 
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