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2 ABSTRACT 
 
1. The HEQC submission is as approved by the HEQC Board on 6 March 2007. 
2. Section 1 of the submission outlines the purpose, mandate and functions of the HEQC, and its 

conceptualisation of quality and quality assurance, within the special context of higher education 
restructuring and transformation towards the ends of social and economic justice.  The HEQC 
is part of an independent statutory body whose vision and purposes are aligned to national goals 
for higher education and transformation more broadly, including responsiveness, equity, 
effectiveness and efficiency.  In addition, the HEQC situates itself within an international higher 
education context in which quality assurance regimes are increasingly linked – by governments 
and other stakeholders - to expectations of performance accountability by higher education 
institutions. 

3. Section 2 describes how the HEQC integrates its conceptualisation of quality and quality 
assurance with its understanding of key policy principles of academic freedom, institutional 
autonomy and public accountability and their context-specific nature.  For the HEQC, an 
authentic conceptualisation of quality assurance in higher education is one that affirms the core 
values of the academy (scholarship, free enquiry, critique), rather than subordinating them to 
imposed external values, and this is in the public interest.  The public interest also incorporates 
the wider goals of the society, requiring that academic values be pursued in a manner consonant 
with these.  In the HEQC’s view, it is important to recognise that academic freedom is not an 
inalienable right (having to be balanced with other constitutional rights), and that it is in some 
respects a relative right.  Notably, academic teaching and research are informed by institutional 
missions and these are informed in turn by goals that align with social needs higher education is 
able to serve.  The HEQC understands institutional autonomy to be the right of institutions to 
govern themselves freely without intervention from any external party, while always remaining 
accountable to the public, to students and other stakeholders, meeting certain particularities 
common to universities the world over (e.g. Senates), and necessarily complying with applicable 
laws and regulations.  The public resources used by higher education institutions to deliver their 
core functions also require that they account publicly for the application of these funds and the 
results achieved with them.  The HEQC therefore espouses both democratic and public 
accountability as necessary for ensuring enhancement of quality right across the system within a 
framework of transformation. 
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4. Section 3 discusses some general perceptions of HEQC ‘interference’ in relation to choices the 
HEQC has made about the necessary and appropriate degree of steering through quality 
assurance.  It concludes that, given the uneven legacy of the higher education system, and given 
the lack of any integrated quality assurance approach in South Africa prior to 2001, there 
remains a clear need for an external body to facilitate discussions around understandings of 
quality, minimum standards, quality assurance, quality management and quality enhancement.  In 
the context of higher education transformation and its associated quality goals, both dialogue 
and praxis around these must occur in ways that do not unduly privilege higher education 
institutions, or play into particular pockets of advantage, reluctance or incapacity, but that steer 
the system as a whole by providing an enabling external framework for both accountability and 
development in the quality arena, and ultimately for self-regulation. 

5. Section 4 notes and responds to more specific claims of ‘interference’ by the HEQC in its 
accreditation and audit activities.  The HEQC reiterates that it has conferred and consulted with 
higher education institutions around each of its three mandates (audit, accreditation, quality 
promotion/capacity development) in order to arrive at relevant frameworks, policies and criteria; 
at the same time, it has insisted upon a high value to be placed on transformation within 
institutions, as an overarching framework for these consultations.  Some may argue that a 
programme accreditation system – including national reviews of particular programmes for the 
purposes of reaccreditation - constitutes in-principle infringement of institutional autonomy and 
academic freedom, as it places external limits on academic self-government.  Yet in the context 
of transformation, holding institutions to account for a set of minimum standards in respect of 
academic programmes is undeniably appropriate and necessary in the view of the HEQC. 
Generally speaking, HEQC frameworks, criteria and processes for institutional audit have been 
subject to fewer accusations of undue prescription than those for programme accreditation, for 
reasons which may include that the developmental dimension of these processes is clear to 
institutions.  However, the second cycle of institutional audits may highlight more issues around 
accountability as the HEQC will have to make audit judgements about institutional 
achievements on the basis of quality improvement plans arising from the first cycle. 

6. Section 5 comments on aspects of regulation and self-regulation in the quality assurance system, 
in the short, medium and long terms.  Over the long term, the HEQC envisages the 
achievement of effective, efficient, responsive and accountable self-regulating systems for quality 
assurance within higher education institutions.  These will leverage well-accepted forms of 
academic peer review while operating within overarching national frameworks for quality 
improvement; and the HEQC has designed its systems precisely with a view to enabling 
achievement of these goals.  Over and above moving in the direction of self-accreditation and 
self-regulation for quality, the HEQC believes that institutionalising quality may yet require 
multilateral forms of mediation e.g. involving the independent, external quality assurance 
dispensation driven by the HEQC, other elements of the state steering apparatus and other role 
players. 

7. Section 6 concludes the submission with some remarks as to the necessary mode of steering by 
the HEQC going forward, as it endeavours simultaneously to develop quality and to require 
accountability for quality in South African higher education institutions.  The HEQC’s approach 
seeks to embody a procedural and deliberative understanding of quality assurance in South 
African higher education, in the long-run best interest of accountable higher education: thus it 
incorporates appropriately contextualised notions of academic freedom, institutional autonomy, 
and public accountability, together with substantive goals for quality in terms of higher 
education’s core purposes and roles, and in terms of their relationship to the public good. 


