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LEADING AND MANAGING THE UNIVERSITY  
IN AFRICA FOR  

DISRUPTION, COMPLEXITY AND CHANGE 

HELM SUMMIT REPORT



When the Higher Education 
Leadership and Management 
(HELM) summit was originally 
conceptualised, it was built on somewhat novel assumptions. Some 
of these were necessitated by the conditions of 2020 and others 
were purposefully chosen for various reasons.  

#1. The summit would be online and virtual. As all of us know by 
now, that brings with it unique challenges that relate to the basic 
proximal ways that humans relate to each other. To overcome some 
of this requires a different kind of narrative space. 

#2. The summit would be driven by questions and uncertainty. This 
was partly to offset some of the stasis that occurs with online 
gatherings. To focus on the classic higher education statements 
and themes encourages the phrasing of the ‘already known’ and it 
is only through the posing of difficult questions that have no easy 
answers that second order thinking is encouraged. As Howard 
Marks points out in The Most Important Thing, first order thinking is 
easy, fast and based on hardwired biases. Second order thinking is 
deep, slow, convoluted and constantly engaging with the 
complexity of consequences; what Ahmed Bawa refers to as 
complex systems when describing the workings of the university as 
a totality.  

#3. Curiosity is crucial. This applies both to the presenters and the 
summit participants. Curiosity fundamentally re-aligns the mind to 

be open to new experiences and different 
perspectives. Curiosity allows one to—as in the 
case of theatre, film etc.—'suspend one’s 
disbelief’ and to entertain a story without 

immediate judgement.  

#4. There is no going back to a normal. This is perhaps the most 
contentious of all the assumptions framing the summit. For 
presenters and participants alike, there was a broad split in how 
they understand the world ‘after the pandemic’. Many clearly 
foresee the university returning to its old ways of doing business, 
while others see tuition (at least) as blended with remote learning 
and some face-to-face. HELM has embraced the belief that 
irrespective of the future, its focus is on supporting leadership and 
that requires the ability to assist leadership in becoming nimble 
and able to adapt to any number of realities that may come to exist. 
For HELM, the pandemic has been a brutal invitation to interrogate 
the fundamentals of the university, from how it is funded, what 
campus life means, how management works optimally. It may well 
be that in a decade the university bears little resemblance to 
traditional conceptualisation of the university. 

#5. The summit will focus on the future. Partly, this was an 
intentional decision made by HELM. As much as HELM has a clear 
strategic trajectory for the medium and long-term future, it needs 
to constantly fact-check with its stakeholders to ensure that it is on 
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the right track. But also, a future-orientated narrative is uncertain, it 
is tentative and it is curious.   

These guiding principles are purposefully circular and self-
referential. To offset the artifice of the virtual medium, it sought to 
compensate by having difficult conversations with no definitive 
answers and it was hoped that in this environment, new and 
possibly more interesting questions could be asked about the 
future of higher education and leadership in South Africa and 
Africa.  

In keeping with the spirit of the gathering, it has also been decided 
that the Summit report will not merely be a summary of the many, 
diverse inputs that were put forward during the three days of the 
conference. Rather, the report will seek to distil out those 
conversations that offer provocative new perspectives, may be 
useful to frame future and further research or are otherwise 
profound reflections on higher education and leadership in a time 
of upheaval. It is hoped that this approach will add value to the final 
document which is intended not as a historical snapshot of higher 
education leadership but a useful, living document that invites 
ongoing engagement and reflection. The various questioning 
threads will be bracketed off by these short meditations and by the 
concise insights provided by the illustrator Rebekah Hater who 
offered a graphic interpretation of the complex issues under 
scrutiny.   

From the generous support of DHET and USAf, from Minister Blade 
Nzimande and Di Parker to Ahmed Bawa and Linda Meyer, the 
entire team at HELM expresses gratitude. If indeed, this report is 
understood as a living and working document it is hoped that for 
both the DHET and USAf, it brought creative, fresh perspectives 
that came to light during the Summit. These insights, in turn, will 
offer new pathways out of the historical inertia that existed pre-
Covid and typified South African higher education. This inertia, that 
kept in place the abrupt distinction between resourced and under-
resourced institutions, the slow pace of transformation, the 
competitive self-interest that meant that institutions were entirely 
inward looking and the lack of gender equity at the higher ranks of 
leadership—these inequalities were so cemented into the system 
that they appeared ordained and immovable. However, it is hoped 
that the new perspectives forged from the pandemic—some of 
which are contained in this report—show that cooperation between 
institutions (especially in the area of technology-mediated learning 
and teaching) is possible, that gender programmes are truly 
empowering women leaders and that transformation can occur in 
radically new ways. If these ideas can grow and flourish, there is the 
real possibility of changing the South Africa higher education 
system in ways that were inconceivable just a year ago.  

This working document is not complete. Not one of the ideas here 
are fully formed strategies ready for policy promulgation. What this 
is, instead, is a future agenda for a more sustainable and equitable 
higher education.  
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Ideas platform 
Leaders of change: Covid-19 and beyond 

Opening and Keynote address: 
Minister Blade Nzimande, Higher Education, Science and 
Innovation 

Leaders of Change and Complexity, Plenary address: 
Professor Ahmed Bawa, CEO USAf 

At the end of a year that has demoralised and literally devastated 
higher education globally, it was a buoyant Minister Blade 
Nzimande that opened the Higher Education Leadership and 
Management (HELM) virtual summit. And with good reason. The 
economic impact of Covid-19 on South Africa—who was already in 
a recession before the initial lockdown—had been catastrophic. Yet, 
at the end of the year, all 26 public institutions are still standing. All 
had, to a greater or lesser extent, managed to move curricula from 
face-to-face to online modalities. The sector had survived R1 billion 
being removed from its annual budget and some research 
institutions had been part of proactive and creative interventions 
addressing the pandemic. They had also participated in the search 
for a vaccine. 

The theme of the conference was Leading and managing the 
University in Africa, for disruption, complexity, and change and the 
Minister began by drawing on the familiar challenges that beset the 
sector. From the lack of black, women academics, ongoing 
historical inequality between institutions, the need for non-violent 
conflict management. All 
these, he asked, to be placed 
high of the summit agenda. 

What was not expected was 
what came next. According to 
the Department of Higher 
Education and Training's (DHET's) early research findings, 
university students were doing better academically than last year. 
The expectation had been that throughput rate would be dismal for 
2020 and yet the opposite appeared to have happened. "Our initial 
assessment" said the Minister, "indicates that during this period we 
had positive impact in many areas in respect of (i) the multimodal, 
blended approach to teaching and learning, (ii) opportunities 
provided to students to learn in different ways, and (iii) multiple 
assessment methods". 

The Minister intends "to set up a Ministerial Task Team to help us 
develop strategies to make online learning a reality in our sector 
beyond the existential challenges of the CoVID-19 pandemic". It is 
intended that the task team has a wide mandate that includes 
technological opportunities but that also interrogates the new 
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curricula that will be needed in the future and even the way that 
universities will be accessed by students. 

In what became a refrain over the next two days he perceptively 
encapsulated what needs to happen to higher education after 
CoVID-19. The sector cannot and must not bounce back after the 
pandemic has passed. It must "bounce forward" into a re-imagined 
and re-vitalised future for the sector. 

For the Minister, these complex disruptions 
will require a new kind of leadership at our 
universities. Here, he specifically spoke to the 
important partnership between the DHET, 
USAf and HELM with the latter being a crucial 
driver in ensuring a new kind of leadership in 
the sector. Speaking of HELM's Women in 
Leadership programme which is running 
successfully in 2020/2021 and the collaboration with the ETDP 
SETA for the University Lecturer Capacity Development, he noted, 
"there is no doubt in my mind that HELM will grow from strength to 
strength with these dynamic partnerships and collaborative 
ventures". 

He also praised the format of the HELM summit which was 
organised around guiding, difficult questions that allowed 
participants to respond in new, nuanced and creative ways to the 
complexity and uncertainty with which they were confronted. 

The CEO of USAf, Professor  Ahmed Bawa, began his reflections by 
briefly covering the events of 2020 from the "grounding to a halt of 
all institutions" in March and then the reboot using a range of 
teaching modalities that displayed the resilience of all 26 
institutions who are still on track to complete the academic year. 
The re-purposing of budgets to go online and to provide for 

students as they gradually returned to their 
universities, the huge learning curve for staff and 
students to adapt and become proficient in this 
remote learning space, the impact on research 
projects-all these proved "the resilience and fragility" 
of our universities. 

Professor  Bawa then touched on the real surprise 
that came about as the pandemic took hold. "What 
we saw was the huge inter-dependence of 

institutions among themselves. We have seen unprecedented 
collaboration between universities in trying to address the 
enormous challenge opposed by CoVID-19". As pleasing to 
Professor  Bawa was that the strategic partnerships fostered by 
emergency and necessity offered a glimpse of a much larger set of 
inter-related connections that involved the coming together of the 
DHET, the Council on Higher Education, National Student Financial 
Aid Scheme, USAf, the Technical and Vocational Education and 
Training sector and the universities all "working together to create, 
perhaps for the first time, a supportive higher education 
ecosystem". 
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While praising the nimbleness of the universities, Professor  Bawa 
also touched on the fact that the ongoing inequalities within the 
sector--typified by the #FeesMustFall movement—have lasted 
since the White Paper on Education in 1997 and point to "a 
broken social compact and we have to use this time to work 
towards a new social compact." 

"CoVID-19 pre-existed the arrival of the virus. The virus was just 
a catalyst that gave rise to the numerous challenges and 
inequalities that have always existed in our higher education 
system." 

Finally, in the process of re-imagining itself, Professor  Bawa, talking 
to the complexity of the university that has been exposed by the 
onslaught of CoVID-19, said the university is going to have to 
dedicate itself to the crucial task of re-imagining South African 
society in its entirety. 

Reverting to an analogy from his own discipline, physics, Professor  
Bawa proffered the notion that the university is a complex system, 
made up of lots of interacting parts that are constantly interacting 
with each other. "At any single time", he points out, "these 
interacting systems can slide towards chaos or can work towards 
rich, cohesive systems...that means that we have to design for 
complexity. We cannot and must not be reductive in our solutions. 
We desperately need integrated solutions." 

In concluding, Professor  Bawa pointed out that there was a need 
for a soft touch. "Because a small part of the system can have a 

catastrophic impact on the whole, there is a need for a soft touch 
that can, over time, steer the university towards an integrated 

system that is, at once, complex and a 
thing of beauty." For the next two 
days some of the best minds in the 
country and beyond pushed towards 
describing what that thing of 

'integrated beauty' would look like. 
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Ideas platform 
Response to Keynote and Plenary address 

Discussants: 
Professor Sibongile Muthwa,  Vice-Chancellor NMU  

Professor Francis Petersen,  Vice-Chancellor UFS 

Dr Sizwe Mabizela,  Vice-Chancellor Rhodes 

Questions posed to initiate the conversation included: How can 
leadership lead in the Age of Complexity? What is required of 
leadership in an age of uncertainty, disruption and complexity?   

Professor Petersen acknowledged the importance of the 
morning contributions. In reflecting on what is required of 
leaders during an age of uncertainty and complexity, Professor  
Petersen highlighted the critical role that universities are playing 
in creating social mobility, the university’s social justice role as 
well as the university’s role in the economy and the importance 
of the university in generating new knowledge. He indicated 
that if we try to tackle complexity we need to understand the 
following:  

(1) What are the challenges that makes the university 
environment complex and disruptive?  

(2) What is the purpose of higher education? We have heard 
about the role of the university in society, the provision of 

skills and how through our knowledge production we can 
make a contribution to impact on society; and 

(3) How do we connect to the challenges? How do we connect 
these challenges in an integrated way to create a pathway 
that is integrated in the ways we address these challenges.   

We need to understand that these challenges are impacted by 
technological innovation, economic inequality and ideological 
discourse. This will have an impact on the future. There will be 
new ideas, new human inspirations, new forms of knowledge 
production, new power forms, new knowledge workers and new 
forms of work and workers. If we reflect on this then we have to 
ask: What will guide us? What guides me that the outcomes 
need to be equitable, just, empowering and imaginative? If 
these are the outcomes, the questions are important to answer 
and the ways to answer it is to frame it in relation to the 
challenge related to health, the economy, climate change and 
societal divisions in the context of the Sustainable Development 
Goals. This framing would deal with issues of conflict, 
governance, issues of inclusiveness and inequality. In this frame 
we understand how sustainability development impacts 
learning and teaching, research, engagement with the public 
and the responsiveness of the university as a responsible 
operation in the context of the Sustainable Development Goals. 
This speaks to the role of the university as part of an ecosystem 
with various partners.  
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Dr Sizwe Mabizela appreciated the two rich contributions by the 
Minister and Professor Bawa during the morning session. The 
university is a societal institution with a high social purposes. 
They contribute to the culture and intellectual life of the country. 
Any university that stands aloof from its social context is a 
university not fulfilling it higher social purpose. Universities are 
complex institutions. In his view nothing 
can prepare anyone for leading a 
university. So, no amount of reductionist 
thinking can prepare one for leading a 
higher education institution. He shared 
that he enjoyed Professor Bawa’s 
presentation on complexity. What perhaps 
can be elaborated on is that, at times, in complex systems an 
innocuous change in an obscure place can lead to change in 
another part of the system— the “Butterfly effect”. In a complex 
system we do have this butterfly effect where we find that 
something happens far away, does not seem to be related and 
yet does have an effect. So, leadership steps cannot be reduced 
to finite steps and then captured in a book. 

A negative association may be attached to disruption.However, 
from time to time humanity needs disruption to be jolted from 
complacency. Disruption can be an important catalyst for human 
advancement, creativity and innovation. Humans can get very 
comfortable and complacent. So, Covid-19 has had a catalytic 
role in forcing us to re-imagine the world we live in. It is an 

opportunity to start afresh. Crisis teaches us new things. It is a 
chance to build something new. Covid-19 has gifted humanity.  

Covid-19 has forced us to open new vistas. We are now re-
imagining the future of public higher education. We must 
strengthen public higher education which serves the broader 

society. 

The 2015/2016 protests by students were disruptive. 
As one Vice-Chancellor commented, the students in 
their protests achieved in a few days what Vice-
Chancellors could not achieve in a decade. There 
have been protests of Rhodes must Fall and against 

Gender Based Violence. Young people are showing 
their agency and leadership. This forces us to engage. We need 
critical, engaged and compassionate citizens. So thanks to all 
these disruptions, we are engaging with what is taught and how 
it is taught and the recognition of the lived experiences of 
young people. We need to recognise that knowledge comes 
from different places. On the one hand we are decentring 
western notions of knowledge and embracing knowledge that 
comes from the South.  

Professor  Mutwa reflected on the discussion and the critical 
points raised by the Minister. She highlighted three themes. 

(1) Given that global inequality is widening and deepening, 
universities must turn their attention to the ways in which we 
deploy our scholarship. There is a need for the repurposing 
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the university to the challenges of the South and that is 
“Africa Purposed” universities.  

(2) We need an outward facing mission of the university and 
that this needs to be re-centered so that we fully assist with 
the commanding challenges.  

(3) The Minister also raised how universities were able to move 
to online and blended crisis mode as a fast response to 
Covid-19. Professor  Mutwa was pleased to learn that the 
Minister would put together a team to work on online and 
blended learning so that we do not lose the lessons we have 
learnt over the Covid period. 

She further shared her reflections regarding the deployment of 
online and blended learning as a crisis response. The 
opportunity we will have is to look at digitisation and 
virtualisation of education as a norm. In doing this we need to 
concentrate on not making two mistakes: (1) We need to be 
paying attention to the potential for deepening already deep 
inequalities. We need to discuss more the social impact of the 
pandemic and the deepening of inequality; and (2) We need to 
look at the impact on the character of an individual and the 
intrinsic value of contact or the pedagogy of the classroom 
experience.  

As leadership of universities and society, what Covid-19 has 
shown and accelerated is that we don’t know enough, we 
cannot know everything, and every event that comes at us 

cannot be predicted upfront.  While we work with evidence and 
evidence is what we know—Covid-19 has shown us is that we do 
not know everything. This is quite unnerving. As the juggernaut 
of the higher education system, we cannot predict everything 
that affects us. So, as we lead we need to think about our 
leadership. We need to think about how we readily accept the 
reality of multiple futures and learn how to better respond to 
disruptiveness and the ‘unprecedentedness’ of our world.  

She further argued that this requires us to deploy education as 
integrated. Graduates need to be prepared for a future that is 
uncertain, are able to master cognate and disciplinary 
knowledge and gain capacity for adaptive expertise because 
they will meet the world for which they are not prepared.  

In a highly and increasingly unequal society, which all 
colleagues have referred to, including the Minister, we as 
leaders are called upon to steer our institutions with purpose 
towards social justice. This requires us to be intentional about 
what we teach and who teaches it. Minister Nzimande and 
Professor Bawa refer to the purpose of the university and its 
courage to face outwards. All universities and Vice-Chancellors 
must have the courage to do 
this because this mission of the 
university has not been 
prioritised as the others have. 
We must draw from knowledge 
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outside the university and catalyse from the pragmatic solutions 
that societies already have that are not accredited by the 
university.  

A very important matter is that of gender equality. While there is 
much to say about GBV, Professor  Mutwa chose to focus on the 
need for levelling and equalising the gender front in our 
institutions. The main reason stated is the 
transformation reason but there is a very important 
additional reason which is intrinsic because our 
incapability to mobilise the capacity and contributions 
of both men and women as leaders of our institutions 
has had the capacity to cancel out the different 
perspectives and capacity that men and women bring to the 
leadership encounter. Also, it has played down and 
marginalised the experiences that women bring to the 
leadership space because women are socialised differently to 
men. This is not marginal and negative but it is different. Women 
have different encounters that they would bring to their 
leadership experience and there are just not enough of them 
sitting at the table. We are losing out on the perspective of what 
woman’s leadership stands for because of the productive and 
reproductive roles women have had to carry from time 
immemorial.  

Professor  Peterson further highlighted that that universities 
need partners as it cannot fulfil is purpose on its own. Covid-19 

highlighted the need for working together as we are too 
interconnected. We need to move to more collaboration. We 
need to move to the next level of collaboration and think about 
co-creation. Partnerships allow for an ecosystem of innovation 
through engagement of business, the public sector, industry, 
government and civil society. We need to ask: How can we 
complement one another? It is integration. We must consider 

what people want, what society wants. If you define 
research projects we must have the end user in mind 
and the end user must be sitting at the table.  

Universities are not the only custodians of knowledge 
so, the question for the university is how does it bring 

this knowledge from where it is sitting into the university?  

We need to consider: how does the economy absorb our 
graduates? Industries would say that universities do not prepare 
students enough for industry and graduates are not 
employable. Many Vice-Chancellors will say this is not our role 
and our role is to provide critical thinkers and people who can 
innovate. What is missing is a clear  understanding of the high 
unemployment rate in the country. Perhaps what is missing is a 
mentorship system where we can collaborate to bridge this 
from within the university in preparation for industry. We need to 
bring this eco-system closer by dovetailing what industry needs 
with the curriculum.  
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What also emerges in the questions as a thread is the whole 
issue of trust. Do universities still provide the confidence that 
society believes in the university? Does society believe in the 
knowledge that comes from the university?  

When we think about a value system that 
is equitable, just and accessible, there are 
two things we must carry forward namely, 
(1) Higher education must never lose their 
role of leading public thought and (2) 

Higher education must never lose their advocacy role of 
speaking truth to power. If we do this coupled to the fact that we 
have an ecosystem and that universities cannot act on their own, 
we will see our role. For example, as the Minister has said in 
studying and understanding corruption and as Professor Mutwa 
has said in understanding the social dynamics of Covid-19, so 
people will come to the university to study areas like these. So 
disruption does not mean total change, it means reflecting on 
what works taking that with us into the future and introducing 
the new needed to effect change.  

Dr Mabizela re-iterated the question: What is the purpose of the 
public university? The purpose of the university being the 
generation of knowledge but this is not enough as we must see 
the transformation of the relations of knowledge production. We 
need to ensure the generation of knowledge that broadens our 
understanding of who we are and of our natural environment.  

This needs to be linked to generating knowledge that is locally 
responsive and globally engaged. The orientation must be to 
generate knowledge that contributes to a better society so that 
it is equitable and fairer for our graduates. 

We must disabuse ourselves of the idea that because we can 
use technology, it will address everything. We are social beings 
and need interaction and so face-to-face interaction will remain 
essential. Teaching and Learning is not simply about 
transmitting and acquiring knowledge and skills but is about the 
formation of young people. If we don’t see this, we run the risk 
of producing robots. Extra-curricular activities contribute to the 
holistic educational development and growth of the student. We 
need to produce young people who are agents of change and 
do not accept the world as it is but can imagine a better society 
and a better world and can work with passion and conviction to 
bring about that better world.  

As Professor Petersen said, indeed, universities are not only 
custodians of knowledge. Vast knowledge resides in 
communities and this is where community engagement 
becomes important. It is also about how we engage and 
recognise community, our humanity and the co-creation of 
solutions. How do we curate the knowledge that is in 
communities which have been used and developed to sustain 
communities? Working with communities is not as an act of 
charity but is an expression of our shared humanity so that we 
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co-create solutions. We need to humble ourselves and engage 
with communities as equals. The engagement must be 
reciprocal and it is through this that we build societal trust. We 
must not look at universities as skills training colleges but places 
where graduates can solve problems not yet thought of.  

What does conflict mean for one as a leader? We must accept 
that conflict is part of life. The point is how can we work with 
various stakeholders and work together. It is about embracing 
and allowing for honest engagement with conflict that takes the 
institution forward. He emphasised that we are public 
universities and are not accountable to private stakeholders. The 
public must know that we are advancing together. 

Professor Mutwa reflected on Professor Bawa’s idea of public 
universities as an anchors in society. She shared that at NMU 
universities are thought of as “Instruments of Convergence”. In 
this way the university is not placed at the pinnacle but assumes 
that the university, as one of the oldest institutions, is important 
but has its own blind spots. In order to fulfil its mission well, it 
must meet everyone at the threshold of their own 
understanding of human suffering and the human condition. 
This presupposes visibility. 

We live with complexity every day. We find that we are 
challenged every week as one finds that one has to put aside 
everything you have known about strategic leadership. You are 
stunned. You are inspired. You are humbled. You are on a 

permanent learning curve. What is the small contribution that a 
Vice-Chancellor and the top team of the university can make? 
There are many role players in the university and many people 
in the university who are gifted and much more accomplished 
than us Vice-Chancellors. Our own contribution is about taking 
the nobility of the role of the Vice-Chancellor and their top team 
to lead institutions that are committed to do right, that people 
who are in those institutions can be proud of because of the 
vision is progressive and the ethical tone in which the university 
is led is sound. Turbulence will come and go but we should be 
able to make society proud of the university we are running 
because they know that the university stands for something. This 
is important during these difficult times.  

In conclusion, Professor  Peterson shared 
that what the public university stands for 
must be shared with society and its 
stakeholders. Leadership and finances are 
crucial, as is the power of data and information. Also 
humbleness is important. Professor Petersen refers to this as 
“deep listening”. He shared that we must put together the Head, 
Hands and Heart and include everyone in the conversation in 
the frame to bounce forward. This will allow for a resilient and 
strong higher education sector. Dr Sizwe Mabizela emphasised 
eight points related to leaders. He indicated that leaders must:  

(1) Engender trust and confidence;  

14

What the public 
university stands for 
must be shared with 
society and its 
stakeholders 



(2) be self-aware and know their strengths and weaknesses;  

(3) be distributed in their leadership;  

(4) find ways for different views to find expression within the 
university;  

(5) keep an open mind to different views within the institution;   

(6) not be afraid to follow one’s instinct and don’t be afraid to 
make decisions because of the fear of making a mistake;  

(7) not lose sight of the impact of this on well-being. 
Complexity, uncertainty and disruption can create anxiety 
and frustration and must be managed; and  

(8) recognise and practice the importance of communication.  
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Parallel Session 1 
Building a resilient and sustainable higher education system  

Discussants: 
Professor Saleem Badat, Research Professor  in the College of 
Humanities at the University of KwaZulu-Natal 

Dr Diane Parker, Deputy-Director General, Department of 
Higher Education and Training 

Professor Zeblon Vilakazi, VP- Vice-Chancellor  Designate, Wits  

Professor Rajani Naidoo, Director, International Centre for HE 
Management, University of Bath 

Professor  Saleem Badat started the session by posing three 
questions which framed his contribution: 

1. Resilience and sustainability for what? He did not feel 
persuaded by the way the question was framed. 

2. Is there a shared understanding among university 
stakeholders on the purposes of the university and the 
meaning of transformation? 

3. What are the implications for resilience and sustainability in 
the absence of a shared understanding of what universities 
are for and what transformation is meant to mean 
substantively. 

Resilience means the capacity of the university to deal with 
economic and social and other challenges, stresses and to cope 
with change and to continue to work in a way that sustains it 
purpose, integrity and goals. Sustainability, in contrast, is about 
the university’s ability to undertake its current functions, to 
address its requirements that it needs to do in a way that it does 
not compromise, organisationally, environmentally and 
financially, its ability to do so in the future. We need to be careful 
about taking decisions now that can compromise this ability of 
the university to optimally function in the future.  

So the question of resilience and sustainability—the question of 
what it is for should alert us to four things.  

1. That issues of resilience and sustainability are contextual and 
institutionally specific. 

2. You cannot plan for every contingency. Risks being 
mitigated cost money. We must be careful of bland solutions 
of how to become resilient and sustainable.  

3. Resilience and sustainability cannot be entirely about 
institutional survival if, in the process, the institution 
becomes eroded, corroded, hollowed out and becomes a 
shadow of what it used to be. 

4. Resilience and sustainability are fundamentally connected 
with sustaining and reproducing the core purposes, 
functions and activities of the university. 
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If this then is the challenge, Professor Badat’s second question 
is: “Do we really have a shared understanding as academics, as 
students, as the universities and the state on what is the purpose 
of the university and what does transformation entail. I don’t 
know any longer what it means”. 

His understanding is that we need to have a shared 
understanding of the purpose of the university and what its core 
goals, activities and functions are in a society like South Africa. 
Having gone through many policy documents, he thinks that the 
question of what the university is, has been elided.  

The 2015/2016 protests raised this question, Covid-19, the 
digital turn, the new normal are raising these questions again 
and even more acutely. We will be well served if we ask these 
questions. There are two kinds of discourses in this new normal. 
The one is the social distancing, the digital turn—online learning, 
the other discourse which notes various conditions and 
developments and those conditions that are liked by some 
actors are fascinated with technology. This is reminiscent of 
South Africa in the 1980s when there was the discourse of skills 
shortages which became a metaphor for paving the way for 
economic reform favoured by Capital.  

What has radically changed? This must be carefully interrogated. 
The temptation is to say that a good outcome would be online 
learning. For Professor Badat, he is cautious of online learning, 
especially when it tit is couched in terms of increasing access, 

success and equity. For him the digital turn will not bring about 
this because higher education is fundamentally about 
psychosocial learning and will not provide the right opportunity 
for students who come from poor environments and who need 
contact. 

Transformation serves as performative in 
our society. It is the ideological cement 
that Wallerstein speaks about, it is 
intended to bind together liberals, 
radicals and everyone. We now do not know what 
transformation is. To paraphrase Sarah Ahmed who writes about 
diversity, transformation talk is ubiquitous. We may want to ask 
what recedes, what goes away, what is obscured when 
transformation becomes the view point? So a discussion on 
transformation is long overdue. What are the implications of not 
having a shared understanding of the purposes and 
transformation? 

Every university , for Professor Badat, is fragile, even the ones 
that appear to be the most solid. Our universities have huge 
expectations put on them when the overall political economy 
has not been supportive of universities. When the DHET has 
been unsuccessful in many aspects of steering and our 
universities are not adequately funded.  Without this our 
universities are going to remain socially divided, conflict ridden 
and extremely fragile institutions during the Covid period. If we 
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only focus on resilience and sustainability we will miss the 
opportunity to confront these difficult issues. 

If you imagine being resilient and sustainable is simply about 
funding, digital learning and simply about technocratic changes, 
then we are misconceiving what is involved in building 
resilience and sustainability. In fact, they depend on 
decolonisation and ongoing transformation of our institutions. 
Without this we will not be resilient and sustainable.  

Professor Naidoo indicated that it is hard to predict everything 
accurately in the new normal. There are, however, patterns. 
Firstly the pandemic has shown us how fragile we 
are has human beings. It has revealed the tensions 
between hyper individualism and society as a 
collective, between competition and collaboration 
and between the market and other forms of 
coordination. It has revealed the very best of 
human nature and in some ways has revealed the 
very nature of predatory capitalism and its effects 
on the most vulnerable within our communities. So to follow on 
from Professor Badat, it is not just about how to make our 
universities more resilient and sustainable but how do we make 
sure that the universities contribute to society. 

The idea of competition has become too powerful and it serves 
to trap the mind. Competition is natural, that competition drives 
up quality and that competition is fair. Competition is very 

seductive. We all fear shame and we all crave fame. Competition 
operates very powerfully in Anglo Saxon countries but like 
colonisation it travels throughout the world including South 
African universities. So scholarly competition, market 
competition, excellence contests and ranking interact in a large 
number of ways. It is important to explore how competition as a 
governance tool and management tool as a way of life can 
move us away from developing resilience and sustainability.  
Three examples were discussed. 

1. Different forms of competition interact to reinforce old 
hierarchies and channel new inequalities. This leads to what 

she has called the combined and unequal development 
of higher education worldwide. 

2.Global rankings and the battle for world-wide status 
swallow huge amounts of resources and undermine 
diversity within systems of higher education. All 
institutions come under pressure to mimic the most 
powerful ones and many become dysfunctional shadows 

of the elite. This leads to undifferentiated mission in higher 
education institutions but stratified by status, by resources 
and social disadvantage of the student population. 

3. The opening up of markets forces and research has led to 
the intertwining of universities with large corporations. 
Without important safeguards, this leads to extensive public 
investment in research and the privatisation of research for 
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profit from public research. More worryingly, research for the 
public good is undermined. An important example here is 
the Oxford university research with Astro Zeneca in relation 
to the Covid vaccine. While the pharmaceutical giant has 
pledged not to make a profit from the vaccine, the actual 
licensing agreement has not been made public so we have 
no assurances that the technology, the knowhow will be 
shared around the world for other countries to produce the 
vaccine themselves. Universities must lead on making the 
vaccine not just a national public good but a global public 
good. 

So how do we move beyond this competition fetish in higher 
education?  

Firstly, not all competition is negative. We know traditional 
research competition can lead to huge advantages. But we need 
to challenge that competition is always needed. We need to 
decide which functions of higher education should be 
protected from competition and which functions should be 
engaged in which forms of competition. We need to find a 
better balance to find a diverse higher education system. This 
requires a new thinking about the policy and funding given the 
resources, they need to supplement their prestige function with 
their responsibility in building capacity in national systems. 

Most importantly we need to challenge how competition has 
become so powerful that other ways of organising are seen as 

inefficient, old-fashioned and anti-democratic. One of the most 
important insights from the pandemic is the importance of 
having a collective vision and collective action.  

So, how do we balance competition, coordination, planning and 
university autonomy to build a new social compact? 

Professor  Vilakazi emphasised the Mega Challenges of the 21st 
century, as the Fourth Industrial Revolution or the Digital Quake 
Exponential. This is going to change the future of work and the 
impact on South Africa with its inequality. For example, the bank 
tellers are no longer there and the bookkeepers have been 
replaced by Pastel. The exponential digital quake impacts on 
how we govern, how we take decisions, even how we parent. 
There has been an outsourcing of parents to Tiktok. We are 4th 
Industrial Revolution parents, parents who 
are co-parenting with the ether. That has 
been brought to the centre by Covid and 
the huge impact it has had on gender. All 
our gains we have made may be disrupted by the digital quake 
by women academics who have to take on heavier loads 
working from home with children and families. 

The university is like a sandpit for people to explore ideas and 
experiment in new ways. There is also lots of alienation and 
inequality and they are being exacerbated especially in our 
country. 
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Thomas Friedman talks about where we are in his book entitled 
“Thank you for Being Late”. We are we? We are in universities 
established as medieval monasteries. These are the institutions 
that have informed our thinking; they are old institutions of 
about a thousand years old. Those were 
the times when human beings were ahead 
of technology.  

“I can share with you that I have an iPhone 
9 which is three years old but more 
powerful than a thousand engineers”. It is a 
strange complexity and human beings are 
playing catch-up. The institutions that don’t 
change, are in fact our universities. For 
example, the process of accrediting a new 
course takes four years. Four years later 
things have moved. We have to come to 
the realisation that we are riding an 
exponential wave. 

Who’s creating this bold, crazy world? 
These are the people who have changed 
the face of the 21st economy. We have 
moved from old landed gentry who had 
inherited power and moved to an era of Datarism, Data 
Capitalism. What is wrong with this picture? We have a huge 
geographical, racial and gender asymmetry. This is the world we 

live in. A world that replicates the inequalities of the past. At the 
heart is the knowledge question. This picture correlates with 
Stanford, MIT-California, Oxbridge. This is how this knowledge 
power translates into social, political and institutional power that 
shapes the ways we interact.  Who controls the new means of 

production, which is data? These are social, 
political and economic questions required 
to be addressed with incredible political 
will to drive change. We need to think as 
policy makers and university administrators 
on how to influence government so that we 
do not just extrapolate from the past in a 
world that is non-linear. 

Dr Parker focused on what the role of the 
national department should be in steering 
and supporting higher education and 
change. She noted that universities have 
existed for a 1 000 years whereas 
governments come and go and the 
department may not matter as much but 

change at institutions may matter more. We must think about 
this in relation to our country and our system. Universities, 
especially public universities, have lived through challenging 
times throughout history and continue to exist and continue to 
be drivers of change.  
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In our sector we have been through disruptions for quite some 
time into democracy. We entered into a period of mergers, 
changing in the student bodies, introduction of quality 
assurance models, the NQF, enormous time spent re-
curriculating programmes and protests and disruptions. In 
DHET we have been reflecting on: What does it mean to 
decolonise our system?  

Covid-19 has been unprecedented. It hit us at a time when we 
thought we had some successes. We have seen processes 
created for more collaboration in the system. We have seen 
institutions chasing rankings and causing fragility in the system. 
Covid catapulted us into a new, new normal. It makes us 
question what normal is. We have seen the move into 

emergency teaching and learning and the 
importance of creating business continuity. 
There has been an outpouring of 
collaboration across the system and this is 
very different from what we have seen before. 
When we talk about resilience and 

sustainability. She interrogated what this means as we have 
been in a disruptive space for a while. What does this mean for 
our sector in the context of post-schooling both locally and 
globally?  And in South Africa, we are still struggling with 
apartheid identities while trying to be responsive.  

All institutions have managed to get through the disruption. All 
institutions developed a platform for learning but all institutions 
did not manage to get into online learning in the same way. We 
survived the year. We must guard against going into survival 
modes which are about the short-term, emergency processes 
and fear-based thinking and we have to move out of this. We 
must understand during these stressful times what is important 
is to consider how we commit to collaboration across the 
system. 

There is a collective sense that universities are resilient and will 
spring back into shape. Dr Parker doubts that this will be the 
case. What we learnt from Covid is that the fault lines across our 
institutions and society are still there. There are still huge 
differences in and between our universities. The challenge is for 
us is to think through the effect and challenges around higher 
education. We need trust. There are contested views of higher 
education. What are our universities for? What are they good 
for? How do we create quality inside universities? There are 
questions related to who teaches, what is taught and how it is 
taught.  

We cannot regard technology as a panacea. They are platforms 
for interaction. We need to think about how we use 
technologies. We need to think about hybrid and blended 
learning. If we think of our context, the issue of being in the 21st 
century is that there are new, great inequalities. There is the 
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expectation that everyone must have a digital device and that 
everyone must have access to a device. Everyone has to have 
access for institutions to go forward. 

The idea of inequality and social justice are critical issues. We 
have been struggling with this for many years. With Covid it has 
become starker. The issues of retention, progression, 
institutional cultures, patriarchy, racism, classism, gender based 
violence. How do we address discrimination and institutional 
culture? What do we mean by quality teaching and learning? 
How do we move the system in relation to research and 
engagement?  

Professor  Badat reiterated the importance of recognising that 
structural changes have not been affected and that we have an 
unsupportive political economy for transformation. So, what 
does it mean if we have a progressive agenda but a political 
economy that is not supportive? As in the 1800s in the USA 
when the Carnegie Commission was established to determine 
what universities are for, we now have a similar moment. The 
danger in South Africa is that we are asked to take up all sorts of 
issues such as ending Gender Based Violence, inequality, 
macro-economic policy etc. and we need to solve all these 
problems. We need to establish what our role is, what is our 
purpose? 

Dr Parker also made reference to the size of the private higher 
education sector by indicating that it is much smaller than public 

higher education and mostly in niche areas linked to industry in 
direct ways at mostly undergraduate levels and focused on the 
world of work such as in the film industry. Private higher 
education institutions have a different role to play. They are 
profit making institutions. If private higher education wants 
government to invest in it then it will need to change its focus.  

Blended learning is likely to be the future. We cannot have large 
undergraduate classes like we did prior to Covid. This presents 
an opportunity to consider different spaces for learning. We 
must also think about the “in between” spaces as learning 
spaces and more intimate learning. This will only happen if we 
have leadership. 

Professor  Badat suggested that perhaps what is needed is 
rethinking about the future of higher education in the way in 
which the National Commission of Higher Education did in 
1995. There is a need to take stock of where we are and where 
we are going. There are weaknesses in implementation because 
of funding. If we want to overcome the disadvantages 
experienced by Historically Black Universities, we need to 
develop them and for this money is needed. There should be no 
difference at undergraduate level across higher education and 
we have still not managed to equalise this.  How do we achieve 
a new Social Compact? We must take stock among councils and  
Vice-Chancellors and we must consider whether we need 
hardened differentiation. We need to have a firm definition of 
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Transformation and Institutional Culture. If we do not, how will 
we change anything? Some of the challenges we have is 
because of what has been achieved. We have moved the system 
from around 400 000 to around 1.2million. 59% of women are 
participating in the system and yet we have not been 
celebrating women. 

Dr Di Parker concluded by referencing Chris Brink’s The Soul of 
the University  and looking at the question:  What are 
universities good at? What are universities good for? This is 
often linked to their mandate. Enrolments, size and shape and 
different institutions needs to be looked at. This is already 
embedded in the national plan and the PSET system. 
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Parallel Session 2 
Driving excellence and sustainability through strategic financial 
planning 

Discussants: 
Professor Tawana Kupe,  Vice-Chancellor  UP 

Mr Sizwe Nxasana, Chair Ikusasa Student Financial Aid 
Programme (ISFAP)  

Mr Hardy Maritz Acting ED Finance, UCT  

Professor Kupe’s opening comments addressed the underlying 
assumption of his input. He argued that we have lived in an age of 
multiple disruptions for the past two decades. Covid-19, a weak 
economy and leadership, student unrest, technological impacts of 
higher education and the ecological and environmental crises are 
normative. However we have inherited a financial and strategic 
planning system that we have tinkered with to address these 
disruptions, rather than re-thinking the entire process. This system 
is no longer adequate or relevant to the higher education project. 
For him, the guiding question that must drive financial planning is 
an acute awareness of the impact that the university needs to 
achieve: on students, staff, research and on the community in which 
it is embedded. 

Part of the reason for this is that there is no articulation in the 
education process, meaning that by the time students enter the 
university, they often don’t have the requisite skill set to allow for a 

seamless passage through their first degree. If they take longer 
than expected, or need additional support, this means that they 
place a further burden on the institution’s  financial system.  He’s 
fully aware that courses may have to close in the face of these 
disruptions but adopts a less causal rationale for this process—it is 
not simply responding to the work place needs, but needs to have 
a  broader understanding of the world of work.  

Fundraising is a crucial component on the future financing of 
higher education, together with a better articulated education 
system. There is also the need to overhaul the existing curricula in 
conjunction with business and civil society to sketch out what 
needs to go into any curriculum and to provide internships and 
workplace learning.  The same applies to research which needs to 
move out of its silos into “transdisciplinary research” that reaches 
across existing knowledge systems within the university and 
outwards to respond to and co-create with civil society. This also 
means a change in government funding in that it needs to 
recognise and reward transdisciplinary research. 

Expressing his agreement with Professor Kupe, Mr Nxasana feels 
that the government funding mechanism of block grants and 
earmarked funding also needs to be reviewed. There are still too 
many programmes with low demand and low impact that are 
offering very little to society. He makes the astute point that, when 
considering an institution like UNISA, all universities will be moving 
towards blended learning and yet the subsidies for distance are 
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only half those of contact.  The need is for government to re-think 
‘online’ funding especially in our country where the demand for 
university education far exceeds the capacity available. That 
includes a sector-wide access to zero rated data, but goes beyond 
this as well because of the 25,000 schools in South Africa only 
6,000 are connected and online capable.  

Universities must pursue differentiated offerings to grow third 
stream income, support local economies and foster economic 
growth. At present they want to be similar rather than taking 
advantage of the distinctive opportunities in their local economy. In 
areas like agriculture, food processing, the Digital world, the green 
economy, the automative sector and financial services are all areas 
where our research can align more closely with the demands of our 
economy.  

Over the past few weeks Mr Nxasana has been looking at every 
university’s funding in relation to the PQM and has found that only 
four institutions  comply with the PQM requirements. For the rest, 
universities are very good at adding programmes and very bad at 
removing unviable one’s. Obviously the biggest threat to the 
financial sustainability of the sector is student fee debt which has 
ballooned from R8,7 billion in 2017 to R11,9 billion by 2019 which 
is simply unsustainable for public higher education.  

Mr Maritz immediately latched onto the question of the PQM and 
the existence of programmes that are not viable. According to his 
estimates of the cost drivers surrounding the mounting of a 

programme, if one is not getting between 25-30 students per year, 
then it cannot be viable. In fact, echoing Professor Kupe, he calls for 
a fundamental re-thinking of the curricula to bring it into line with 
what can be managed. He focused on four points: 

1. Optimism bias. When his team started planning, they assumed 
some kind of normality by September 2020, now extended to 
September 2021.  

2. Student mobility.  We have to factor this into the future, both as 
remote, online teaching but also from an internationalisation 
perspective where students who have long since returned to 
their home countries are still very keen to continue studying 
within the context of an African university.  

3. Sustainability. This, he describes as a kind of short-sightedness 
endemic to public institutions—the belief in the ‘great 
benefactor’ theory where if funds were forthcoming in one year, 
it will continue next year.  But we need to think about what we 
need to invest in for five years later rather than simply waiting 
for the next tranche.  
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4. Strategic compass. We’ve already seen cuts this year and more 
are expected next year and projects have been shut down. 
However, it is necessary to constantly check back on valuable 
priorities to invest in.  

He foresees greater investment in health surveillance, 
pandemic research and maybe even transdisciplinary 
research on climate change. The unspoken assumption 
here is how do we deal with uncertainty and that does 
mean moving out of our comfort zone into new ways of 
doing things—fail fast and learn as we negotiate these 
times. For example, there are three institutions in the 
Western Cape teaching European languages. Why can’t we split 
these and consolidate them, based on the institution’s existing 
enrolment  numbers? 

We are caught in the middle of an incorrect assumption argued 
Professor Kupe. Because the university has such a long history, it 
seems immovable and the way of doing things within the university 
seem equally fixed. However, since the time of #FeesMustFall, the 
University of Pretoria has embraced a hybrid model of “prepare, 
engage and consolidate”. While some courses can be run fully 
online, others require contact and that is the point. We need 
ongoing fast shifts in budget allocations to adapt to this changing 
world while at the same time pursuing ever bigger ideas that will 
be needed in the future. This is the time to move beyond the 
structural obstructions (fees, student throughput rates, etc.) that 

have bedevilled the sector since the promulgation of the White 
paper. 

As someone who works across the spectrum of education, Mr 
Nxasana points out that with the separation of education 
into Basic and Higher education in 2009, the two systems 
seem incapable of talking to each other. Nor are they 
plugged into other social debates like digitalisation and the 
freeing up of the spectrum.  This overall resistance to 
change within the university has also seen a dramatic drop 
from R25 billion in 2018 to R19 billion in 2019 and probably 
much lower in 2020. However third stream funding is the 

only way out of this downward spiral and it is evident (based on the 
commitments to the Solidarity Fund) that business is ready and 
willing to partner with universities on new ventures. This is 
specifically an opportunity for HBUs and UoTs who have minimal 
third stream revenues. This requires that they start thinking about 
their funding modals in completely different ways, starting with 
developing back-end systems that allow for better accountability.  
According to Mr Maritz, UCT is working on a generic back-end 
accounting system that can be rolled out across the sector to those 
institutions who might benefit from it.  

At the heart of the matter is differentiation. The future will be 
kindest to who best plays to their strengths. The universities in the 
north of our country should be focussed on agriculture, should be 
making use of their geographical position to assist the community 
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and to carve out a distinct personality for themselves. Perhaps 
some of this could be addressed via a more differentiated funding 
system that would incentivise massive community driven projects in 
teaching and research.  
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Session 3 
 Technological disruption and implications 

Main discussants: 
Mr Ewan Prezens, Instructure  

Mr Subhanu Saxena, Director, Gates Foundation 

Facilitated by Mr Prezens, this section consisted of a panel of 
experts on technology and education from Europe and South 
Africa. In his opening comments he tries to find an anchor that 
will locate the inputs that will follow and takes as a point of 
departure the IDC’s graphic of the  future of work (opposite). 
Guided by a number of questions, the first panelist Jennie 
Paldunuis from Lund university and she tackled the question of 
the lasting impact of the pandemic on higher education and 
digital learning.  

Although Sweden adopted a different strategy to the pandemic, 
Lund university did go online with the usual challenges of 
upskilling staff and students on their LMS systems.  After initial 
reluctance on the part of staff, it has been a revelation on how 
much they have embraced the unique benefits of a LMS.  She 
was joined by Maria Hedberg from Canvas who spoke of the 
impossibility of bridging the divide between 
lecturer and student and the ongoing efforts to 
replicate that sense of a community of 
belonging.   

Mr Saxena was asked about the impact of the enhanced role of 
digital learning platforms have on community health care 
workers. He responded by pointing out that this time will be 
known as the single greatest global collaboration of health 
expertise in the history of humanity. To create a vaccine in under 
a year is unprecedented and directly due to this collaboration. 
Secondly, it highlighted the crucial role that health care workers 
played in providing care and knowledge—especially around the 
vaccine— throughout the African continent. The other positive 
disruption has been the collaboration between organisations 
like the Gates Foundation and pharmaceutical companies who 
assisted in building online platforms dedicated to providing a 

range of courses, over and above Covid-19 specific 
information to health care workers. The Foundation, for 
example, has signed a contract with an AI company to 
bring medical knowledge to Rwanda, with the result 
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that they are doing between 2,500 to 3,000 consultations every 
day. For the Gates Foundation, the drive to forming partnerships 
across a range of apparently disconnected services—like fast 
moving  goods companies—has been a concerted strategy 
within the uncertainty of the pandemic. For Mr Saxena, seeking 
out new partnerships are key and he notes that in his 
interactions he is guided by the notion of “putting the 
constraints at the end” so as to actively look for solutions first.  

On the question of partnerships Bas Holter noted that Covid-19 
had opened up a collaborative space over technology that 
hadn’t existed before now. This was especially so because of the 
need of European countries’ higher education sector to speak in 
“one voice” to government and other funders. In Norway, for 
example, the university all use the same LMS which makes it 
easier to track success and mobility across the Norway sector. It 
is anticipated that at least in Europe and Norway there will be 
more and more collaboration. Throughout Europe higher 
education there are more organisations with some kind of “Net” 
(akin to TENET) naming that have collaborated over time and 
are adding other services to the sector or the country. It is the 
issues of data, storage, connectivity that can be pooled through 
these structures to reduce cost and increase efficiencies.  

He also picked up on the issue of what do we know now that we 
wished we had before the pandemic. Firstly, the universities that 
responded well were those who were more student-centric, 

those who communicated loudly and repeatedly as to the 
operational stance of the university in terms of the pandemic. 
Secondly, disruption is here to stay and that needs to be built 
into the way that universities plan for the future. For example, 
many universities had large databases of alumni which were 
barely ever touched and the analytics available make this group 
an important set of segments that may be open to offering an 
internship, support a student or the institutions  or even 
returning to teach or participate in new courses. 

In response to a question about the handling of practical exams 
and assignments on a LMS, Nico Baird noted that it was 
programme specific and spoke of multiple solutions from 
actually going into the lab, practical educational assessments via 
Zoom or making use of virtual laboratories.  He was also keen to 
point out the difference between online emergency teaching—
which was simply taking a class and moving it online—to true 
online which involves a much more sophisticated process of 
curriculum design, technology and change management. He 
went further by arguing that learning should be 100% online 
with some blended face-to-face if possible. He traced the 
history of online learning in South Africa and lamented the fact 
that it was always seen merely as a file management system and 
so was never really utilised. The pandemic changed that. “The 
university is not a place but a set of activities”.  
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In comparison to on-campus learning , online has overlooked 
advantages. Currently we have about a 50% dropout rate at our 
universities. With the rich analytics that  we have at our disposal 
through a good LMS, we can render that number almost 
negligible. We have an early warning system that a student is 
not coping and can support him or her at the very beginning of 
their higher education journey. It is also the case that with a well 
designed online course, the students have a clear idea of the 
outcomes of the course whereas this is often not the case in a 
face-to-face environment. What needs to happen now is that 
South African courses need to get accredited for online tuition. 
Accreditation is a long and cumbersome process (12-18 
months) so there needs to be a way of removing these 
accreditation obstacles for online courses.  

Rassie Louw asked a question about the role that the 
sophisticated LMS data analytics played in the pandemic. Holter 
pointed to a confluence of data sources from risk profiles of 
academics (especially those who were more susceptible to 
Covid-19) and then to establish which courses could go hybrid 
and which to keep online only.  

Nico Baird used the analytics to deal with the question of online 
cheating and plagiarism. The answer, he feels, is that online is 
built for the continual assessment of students and their 
application of knowledge not their repeating of facts.  

Louis Fourie, Deputy  Vice-Chancellor CPUT, dealt with the 
question of social justice and equitable access. He also 
acknowledged that South African universities were very slow to 
adopt any form of technology assisted learning. Quoting Kodak, 
Polaroid and Thomas Cook he points to the demise of 
organisations that refuse to adapt. Universities face the same 
threat. And even those who are keen to adapt, face 
infrastructure issues. But in the case of universities many of the 
remote rural areas have no access to high speed broadband.  

Working from UWC, he participated in a campaign called “Leave 
no student behind”. Although using a technological solution it 
was largely driven by human 
support interventions. Funding 
was acquired for the purchase of 
20,000 laptops and all telecom 
companies supplied zero rated 
data. Academics received 
arduous speciality training to 
ensure that they could take 
courses online and UWC 
achieved the highest assessment 
participation ever in its history. So, inequalities remain but are 
largely due to a lack of will on the part of government to ensure 
broadband connectivity in rural areas.  
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Accreditation is a long 
and cumbersome process 
(12-18 months) so there 
needs to be a way of 
removing these 
accreditation obstacles for 
online courses.



What is required now is for all South African universities to start 
reviewing their policies, admin processes and strategies to 
incorporate online into how the university understands itself at 
its core.   
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Ideas platform 

Critical Reflections on Leading into the Future 

Discussants: 
Professor Tshilidzi Marwala,  Vice-Chancellor, UJ 

Professor Ruksana Osman, Deputy Vice-Chancellor  Teaching 
and Learning, Wits 

Professor Thandwa Mthembu,  Vice-Chancellor DUT 

Covid-19 has accelerated the arrival of the 4IR, argued Professor 
Marwala. Marked by the internet of things, AI and robotics, this 
revolution has massive implications for tertiary education. In fact, 
there isn’t one aspect that can be expected to remain the same. 
They are challenging the notion of freedom and democracy as 
elections can be influenced by machines, but it is also challenging 
the notion of who we are. At the start of the lockdown universities 
were forced to re-imagine every aspect of their functioning towards 
an online medium. It is imperative that even once the pandemic 

has faded that universities do not lose the momentum that they 
gained through this process.  

“We need to give our students education in its totality; it means 
those who are studying social sciences must, at the same time, 
study technology.” According to Professor Marwala this is simply 
because humans and technology are increasingly forming one 
system. This, in turn, requires a leadership that embraces scientific 
thinking, is an omnivorous reader and is technologically adept to 
allow the leader to make use of big data to augment his or her 
leadership style.  

Professor Osman put forward three ideas that need to be thought 
through if we are to survive as universities in the future.  

Changes to the knowledge architecture within the university. The 
knowledge economy has shifted and this opens up new 
opportunities. Is there the possibility of the African university 
leading through this period?  

The people who animate these architectures. Although our 
universities did quality research on the pandemic, it was still based 
on medical science modelling. For Professor Osman, she believes 
that we missed an opportunity to produce cross-disciplinary 
research and to change our research agenda and move away from 
a citation-based idea of merit.  

On the question of teaching and learning, the central question is 
how do we continue to promote social distancing while  
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encouraging the social interplay that makes learning possible. The 
university of the future will need to harness technology so that we 
can provide a holistic education for graduates where they are 
contributors to their own learning outcomes.  

The question of diversity and sustainability of universities.  Now, 
more than ever, we have to re-imagine the university as a locus for 
compassion, truth and reason. Universities have lost sight of these 
qualities as being those which should define the locus of the 
institution. Instead, under the rubric of competitiveness, the 
university is narrowly defining itself—Covid-19 is offering us a way 
out of this myopic conceptualisation. This is crucial in light of our 
sustainability. We need to understand the sector as a pool of 
universities joined by collaboration and cooperation.  

Professor Mthembu’s original idea was to display five pictures and 
to achieve a totally silent presentation. The driving hypothesis is 
that since the original establishment of the university until now, we 
have not changed. We have not changed in form, we have not 
changed in how we conduct teaching and learning and we have 
not changed in how we assess competency.  He proceeded to 
show slides of medieval and modern architecture and drew clear 
lines between them, to classes and how similar the arrangement 
and then to examination halls. With all technology available how is 
it possible that we have not been able to move on?  

The inherent and stubborn stasis of the university is under real 
threat because of the pandemic. For Professor Marwala, the future 

university is going to be remote and online.  This means expanding 
the number of universities and accepting that these institutions will 
be online only. For him the degree is also going to change with 
many of his students arriving at UJ armed with a certificate from 
Stanford for online courses already completed. Professor Osman 
expressed her concern with a online future that must find ways of 
catering for the social aspects that are fundamental to the learning 
process. In addition, the lack of social interaction is impacting 
heavily on the mental health of staff, students and admin.  

Professor Mthembu posits that we are producing graduates in an 
unthinking manner, we are interested in churn and graduate 
numbers, not individuals who are capable of solving the complex, 
real life challenges that we confront.  

The question of micro-credentialing was raised in the chat and 
Professor Osman was careful to propose a balanced view that 
accepted that it could offer value to the workplace and their 
speficities, but that knowledge was not about paper-chasing but 
rather a more holistic kind of education. Professor Marwala agreed 
and spoke of the usefulness of the micro-degree after the basic 
degree had been completed as a way of augmenting existing 
knowledge, not as a substitution. 

There was also consensus on the outcomes of studies and surveys 
run at Wits, UJ and DUT which found that students were becoming 
increasingly engaged with their respective LMS platforms. In that 
sense students had adopted the technology with relative ease and 
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that to ensure that no student was excluded, the diagnostic tools 
built into these LMS systems allowed  for a ‘track and trace’ process 
to ensure comprehensive engagement and to offer rapid response 
support to students.  
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Ideas platform 

Courageous leadership  

Discussants: 
Professor Sibongile Muthwa,  Vice-Chancellor NMU / Chair, 
USAf 

Ms Babalwa Ngonyama, Council Chair, UCT 

Professor Wim de Villiers,  Vice-Chancellor SU 

Professor Muthwa approached the notion of courageous 
leadership by considering three issues. 

1. What has the pandemic revealed? Here she makes the crucial 
point (perhaps seminal to the Summit) that none of the 
challenges can be solved without our ability to “co-create, co-
operate and collaborate.” That also requires the will on the part 
of leaders to achieve this. What it has also revealed is that 
science has been re-inserted into the global psyche which is a 
necessity in the face of fake news.  

2. What are the imperatives that require our attention?  

i. Inclusive innovation. The university needs to think beyond the 
existing limitations of its operations and mobilise knowledge 
practices beyond the conventional. 

ii. Transcendental intellectual mindset. This is a new intellectual 
compact that pushes knowledge across discipline fields to 
answer global challenges. 

iii. Public accountability and legitimacy. To acknowledge the 
university as a public good that “drives social change” 
through “transgressive inquiry”.  

iv. African-purposed human-centred higher education. By this 
she means an intra-Africa knowledge mobility but also the 
embedding of technology in such a way that it allows for the 
realisation of a human-centred pedagogy.  

v. Critical human rights. Higher education needs to embed 
human rights as core to the university’s agenda.  

3. What is being asked of leadership in the future?  

i. Visionary presence and accessible leadership. This entails the 
establishment of different 
platforms for ideas to be 
discussed and co-created. 
This also entails closing the 
gap between academics, 
admin and students into an inclusive ongoing discussion.  

ii. Advocate the common good role of the university. This 
includes sharpening the purpose of the university so that it 
converges with society and presents reliable public research 
to counteract political opportunism.  

Ms Ngonyama examined the human in the face of the pandemic. 
Acknowledging that leaders lead people not institutions , she 
spoke of the way that the pandemic had exposed those leaders 
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‘with feet of clay’. This becomes a matter of life and death as shown 
by the very different responses of the USA and New Zealand to the 
pandemic. With all the former’s immense resources and wealth it 
failed dismally to deal with the pandemic. The difference comes 
down to one thing alone: leadership.  

The university’s purpose then is create a safe space 
for the nurturing of our future leaders. Leaders 
who are authentic, compassionate and who put 
their people before their own interests. Through 
this process we can create resilient institutions  
who not only endure and show resolve during 
adversity but can recover quickly.  

The whole sector went into crisis management mode to save the 
academic year and to protect our institutions. That is how Professor 
de Villiers characterised the reaction to Covid-19. Quoting from 
Bob Dylan’s “The times they are a changing” , he speaks of how 
prophetic that song has become since the arrival of the pandemic. 
The university has been “ripe for disruption” for the past decade at 
least. Now that this disruption has occurred it has created an online 
solution that has been overwhelmingly successful. That changes 
what we offer, to whom do we offer it and how do we offer our 
particular services. Obviously an increasingly online mode of 
delivery has the ability to make higher education more affordable 
but universities need to re-commit to an integrated and holistic 
education for our students. To illustrate this, Professor de Villiers 

played a clip of Quinton the robot who acts as a family liaison 
person for people in ICU with Covid-19. Armed with a tablet 
Quinton travels from bed to bed allowing for video calls with the 
patient and her or his family.  This, he argues, shows the crucial 

importance of human contact, even as we go deeper into 
an online environment.  

All three discussants are united in the importance of 
centering the human—student, staff, community—as we 
move deeper into technological solutions. Leadership 
should not manufacture change as much as it should 

grow and encourage change at all levels throughout the 
university.   
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Parallel session 1 

The future of graduate employability and citizenry: How can 
leaders help?  

Discussants: 
Professor Thierry M. Luescher, Research Director: Post-
Schooling and Work, HSRC 

Dr Luci Abrahams, LINK Centre, Wits  

Professor Francois Strydom, UFS 

Professor Luescher’s focus was clearly on student-centeredness and 
from this anchoring point how notions of critical, compassionate 
and creative graduates could be articulated. But he was clear that 
he was going to come at the subject 
differently. He took issue with the “self-
congratulatory” tone of some of the 
discussions regarding the student 
experience and instead dug deeper into the 
lived student experience, especially relating 
to the 2015-2016 period of #FeesMustFall. 
This has culminated in a project called 
“Aftermath: Violence and wellbeing in the 
context of the student movement” which 
arose out of work he did with students at the 
university of Venda. Covering five campuses, 
the culminating exhibition addressed the 

experiences of students in their quest for free education, a 
transformed curriculum and insourcing for the poorest of the 
workers. 26 student leaders and activists were involved in the 
project. The intention was to raise awareness about the cost of 
university leadership, the extreme violence which has impacted on 
their ability to be compassionate citizens.   

Comprised of black and white photographs accompanied by 
explanatory text, the first theme depicts instances of police 
violence visited on students; trauma is the second theme and 
details, for example, pictures of academic records that show the 
impact of the protests on the student’s success (from Distinction to 
Incomplete). The point repeatedly made is that there is a chasm 
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between the student’s lived experience, the police and university 
leadership.  

Professor Luescher was at pains to point out the divergence 
between his understanding of leadership as articulated by the 
conversations during the morning of the second day and the 
leadership examples he points to here. “Courageous leadership 
has consequences, it has real costs”. 

On the questions of students, Professor Luescher feels that it is 
imperative to know your students from the time they enter the 
system until they leave the system. That can be achieved through 
internal research and ongoing surveys and the question has been 
complicated through Covid: to know your student means to 
understand their ability to navigate this virtual learning 
environment in ways that would empower them not further 
diminish them. 

Dr Abrahams took a near- futuristic perspective and focussed on 
“digital bilinguals”. She defines them as “a person who has 
knowledge, skills and capacities in their chosen field… as well as in 
the applications, programming languages, design skills, digital 
pedagogies… relevant to the field or context”. Often positioned at 
technology hubs these digital bilinguals currently exist and 
perhaps posit an evolutionary step in the making of the 21st 
Century human. It is self obvious that this bilingualism is going to 
become ever-more important for graduates to possess this kind of 
digital savviness in the future. This is ably depicted in the 

remarkable work carried out by scientists modelling a twin of 
Covid-19 to understand its characteristics.  

For Dr Abrahams, digital bilingualism is sine qua non for the 21st 
Century and she feels that key assumptions that underpin 
knowledge within the university context also need to be 
questioned. The digital divide that currently exists between ‘IT 
specialists’ and academics, across the fields of a university and 
between lecturers and students need to be re-considered in the 
light of bilingualism.  

Tracing the journey of developing a workable model for graduate 
employability at the University of the Free State, Professor Strydom 
is in the process of developing a system that consists of five inter-
woven phases: Definition and consensus building; Approach 
selection and deep contextualisation; curricular and co-curricula 
mapping; quality enhancement through a re-imagined curricula; 
and empowering students to reflect on and display their attributes. 
Using a wide range of international studies from Professor Strydom 
narrows down the necessary attributes for graduates to possess 
and also makes use of the VALUES rubric that allows one to 
measure degrees of competency.  

This process led to the establishment of the Graduate Attribute and 
Skills Development Forum (GASDF) comprised of staff and 
students. It is here where the forum is engaged with the third 
phase, that of mapping the curricula and establishing where it can 
be changed or improved based on the adapted rubrics already set-
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out. The last two phases which will be commenced in 2021, will 
look at meta attributes, like the application of knowledge, 
awareness of self and others as well as the establishment of a e-
Portfolio for students where they can display and reflect on the 
knowledge journey as well as being able to display it to the 
employment community (through platforms like LinkedIn). 

The hugely divergent perspectives offered by the presenters 
prompted a discussion on the possible commonalities that may 
exist between these versions: between the victimised student, the 
future student and the attributed student. For Dr Abrahams, the 
common theme was that of communication. The growing 
bilingualism is not just an ease with a technology it is a language in 

itself and the attributes of which Professor Strydom talks signals a 
language that graduates need to articulate to help them navigate 
the impending world of work. For Professor Strydom it was clear 
that Professor Luescher’s argument was to point to a violent 
moment in South African higher education that cannot be 
forgotten by either staff or students. He quotes an example from a 
survey commissioned by DHET in 2020 that wanted to understand 
the access and use of technology among students. About 49,000 
students where asked to answer simple questions and one that was 
particularly telling was when a student noted that he was expected 
to go and collect water during an examination and the constant 
pressure from his family to access his NSFAS funding to support the 
family.  

Professor Strydom also took issue with the ‘northern narrative’ that 
today’s students are “digital natives”. While they can use WhatsApp, 
they cannot locate and join hotspots, can’t use Word or Outlook, 
which points to the context in which technology resides in South 
Africa. While his research uncovered 16 challenges produced by 
technology, it also uncovered 12 benefits of online learning. Chief 
among these was that students were forced by Covid-19 to use 
YouTube and Ted Talks when a lecturer’s notes were not enough, 
they grappled with Word and PowerPoint but they finally ‘got it’ and 
in the process were dramatically empowered and “found strength 
that they did no know they had”.  
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The general discussion that followed these inputs broadly 
expressed the following: 

‣ Incredulous that the academic year was salvaged through 
technology, together with lecturers giving out their number to 
form support WhatsApp groups. 

‣ An awareness that educational online platforms need to learn 
from social media so as to better integrate features from media 
into education. 

‣ The importance of content design over and above the access 
to data and laptops etc. 

‣ What matters for leadership in this domain is that it is crucial to 
listen to what students and staff are saying, to communicate  
clearly and to respond tangibly.  

‣ Throughout the sector billions of Rand have been sent on 
physical infrastructure over the years. When are universities 
going to realise that their model is decaying as quickly as the 
banks who have been forced to close down and re-purpose 
physical sites within this digital economy? Surely we should be 
giving the students data and devices rather than building more 
pointless buildings? 
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Parallel session 2 

Leadership context, culture and identity  

Discussants: 
Dr Carolyn Stefanco, Senior VP, Lindauer Global (and former 
USA University President) 

Professor Thandwa Mthembu,  Vice-Chancellor DUT 

Professor Pamela Dube, Deputy Vice-Chancellor Student 
Development and Support, UWC 

Her last position as President was at a university in New York state 
which typically enrolled poor first generational students. By the 
time Dr Stefanco concluded her term as President she had students 
from 70 countries across the globe. This necessitated a change in 
the culture of the university to create a sense of belonging for all on 
campus. To achieve this, the university established a separate 
international building where international and local students could 
come together, share a kitchen and get to know each other. They 
adopted a longer orientation for students from abroad, bridging 
bursaries, using country flags at graduation and throughout the 
university, and encouraged international clubs and events. 
Everything changed with the pandemic.  

Most of the  international students could not return home, even 
though this had been the initial government response. They ended 
up living on campus and taking classes online. This meant that with 

the severe lockdown they were completely marginalised and 
excluded. Dr Stefanco worked with others to survey these students 
to better understand their needs, create networks in other 
countries for students who had returned so that they could 
continue to study and sought financial aid for them. 

For Professor Mthembu, all of these issues (identity, culture and 
leadership) are highly contested notions within South Africa. On 
the notion of identity he points out that while the final purpose is to 
lead people, it is necessary to understand that the university is a 
thing that equally needs leadership. Culture then, is to be 
understood as the ideas and customs that cohere within the 
university space and is, in some sense, subordinate to the idea/
culture of the university.  

The university, for Professor Mthembu, is sacrosanct and that to 
give into ideological demands from students, council or alumni 
risks the value of the university. Above all, for him, it is that intrinsic 
value that needs to be preserved and treasured.  

Professor Dube starts from the position of the adaptability of 
universities. She claimed that there was already a clamouring cry 
from diverse stakeholders before the onset of Covid-19 for the 
sector to become more adaptable to funding constraints and 
digital access. Her input focusses on four areas that have been 
impacted by Covid: 

1. Social solidarity. The pandemic has exposed the glaring 
inequalities within the South African sector as a whole but it has 
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also brought universities together to collaborate to ensure that 
no student would be left behind.  

2. Inclusive recovery. Without glossing over the competition that 
exists among universities, what is remarkable is the ability to 
put these aside under the greater threat of the pandemic and 
as universities to work with other institutions in areas like 
resources and innovate solutions, especially in the online 
teaching space.  

3. A new social contract for the digital age. She quotes Dan 
Tapscott and the need for new principles for this new age. 
These principles go far further than initially anticipated and 
include rethinking democracy and identity for citizen 
participation, a new commitment for justice and re-configuring 
of our understanding of work and education.  

4. Collective response and leadership agility. For Professor Dube 
this requires the re-allocation of budget lines within the 
university as well at government level. The importance of 
advocating for the DHET to earmark funds specifically for 
digital infrastructure. In addition,  to use this extended period 
to re-gain the trust of the university with the wider population, 
as has happened with regard to the leading university research 
scientists playing a crucial role in modelling and analysing the 
virus. 

During the open conversation that followed these inputs, it became 
clear that the question of institutional culture—and especially toxic 

institutional culture—featured prominently. On the notion of 
collaboration and sharing during this period, Dr Stefanco noted 
that leadership, both inside and outside the university, still remains 
wary of change. She points to the USA leadership that (under 
Trump) continued to pursue an isolationist approach whereas 
among students at her university there was a desperate need for 
the support of others.  Professor Dube echoes this leadership 
resistance, but notes that the establishment of multi-disciplinary 
task teams on campus to deal with the pandemic opened up 
people to new ways of thinking about what the university is and 
does.  

The temptation is to avoid the huge new demands set upon the 
sector through the pandemic by focusing on the multitude of 
internal issues which usually occupy management’s collective 
wisdom. This temptation must be pitted against the sense that the 
Covid-19 crisis is important because it forces participants to move 
outside of their familiar domain into new areas and to collaborate 
with other groupings who, normally, have views foreign to the 
participant. A crisis poses a collective threat that temporarily 
dismantles self-interest in lieu of collective interest. It is that creative 
energy that needs to be fostered and used to drive the re-
imagining of the university. But if this  happens it needs to be 
conveyed via communications and advocacy to the wider 
population to further and/or rebuild trust.  
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As a logical extension of this conversation, the facilitator, Professor 
FitzGerald steered the discussants towards the question of 
leadership and professional development. Dr Stefanco claimed 
that it was a central part of the USA leadership process and argued 
that she had spent her entire academic life finding mentors, 
reading more, attending courses and participating in leadership 
associations. This matters, she argues because all this development 
brings with it different and deeper perspectives which is probably 
the most important thing a leader can bring to any problem.  

47



Parallel session 3 

How can leaders ensure non-racism, diversity and inclusion 
during times of complexity and uncertainty?  

Discussants: 
Professor Denise Zinn, HELM  

Professor Andre Keet, Research Chair in Critical Studies in 
Higher Education Transformation, NMU 

Mr George Mvalo, Director: Social Justice and Transformation 
Unit, VUT 

“Are we universities in Africa or are we African universities?” That 
was the opening salvo from Mr Mvalo as he made the distinction 
between a university placed in Africa but upholding the Western 
standards of ‘excellence’ as perpetuated by the colonial replication 
of knowledge systems. Or are our universities embedded in the 
country, feeding off of indigenous knowledge and responding to 
the socio-economic needs of the immediate and larger community. 

From this basis, he goes on to look at institutional culture within our 
universities and notes that it can have an enabling or disabling 
impact. In the worst case scenarios, it is marked by gatekeeping, 
access to publishing, exclusion from sources of power and often 
racism. For the past 26 years the higher education sector has 
commissioned a large number of reports looking at entrenched 
racism and discrimination but real change originates with 
deliberative and deliberate action taken by the leadership at our 

institutions. On the question of gender based violence he notes 
that it has, in the past few years, permeated our universities and 
that as a microcosm of the larger society, universities should be 
well placed to put in place the necessary policies to act as a safe 
space, a beacon of hope for society.  

There has been so much talk about African languages being 
integrated into the university and yet nothing has really changed. 
The privileging of English on our campuses will be something that 
future generations will hold us accountable for. This is reflected in 
the predominance of English-based publishing houses and has the 
further ramification of marginalising indigenous African knowledge 
systems which perpetuating Western knowledge systems.  

Professor Keet comes at institutional culture from the perspective 
of justice as the underpinning of conversations on race, gender 
and culture. But to get to the notion of justice, there need to be 
some givens outlined: 

1. The constraints of transformation. For Keet, transformation is 
inhibited by structural impediments already built into the way 
South Africa operates as a society and economy.   

2. Steering ‘agencies’ like DHET, NRF and CHE have made efforts 
at transforming the system but this praxis has been based on 
notions of value which merely privilege existing inequality. 

3. He disagrees with those arguments that hold that Covid-19 can 
provide us with new opportunities. Rather, for him, it simply 
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offers a clearer mirror of existing systems. Moreover, Covid-19 
provides an “exception” that has the danger of pausing or 
suspending the transformational and justice agenda.  

Out of these points he posits two scenarios that are “slightly 
exaggerated” to make his points clearer. Scenario 1 posits that all 
these terms that have been used during this gathering—like 
creativity, disruption, uncertainty, innovation—are perfectly attuned 
to predatory capitalism because they revolve around the notion of 
the Network. The university, by playing into this discourse, simply 
becomes a neoliberal company. The fetishising of Online also 
allows for increased ways that managerialism and a market-
response can be fostered within our institutions. That means that 
transformation, in this iteration, will be placed in opposition to 
sustainability and efficiency, it will be tolerated as a performative 
praxis rather than as a substantive issue. The end result is that it will 
be relegated into “corporate diversity training”.  

Scenario 2 considers what would happen if leadership pursued 
radical social justice as part of real transformation. That would 
mean questioning the corporate catch phrases of the Network and 
Online and pursue the reinstatement of the Social and the public 
good. Here, sustainability becomes “a function of transformation”. 
Then uncertainty wouldn’t be managed but lived with as a way to 
sharpen social justice.  

Five out of 26  Vice-Chancellors are women. That was the starting 
point for Professor Zinn. Her talk entitled “Where have all the 

women gone, long time passing,” initially glanced back over the 
opening day to consider the many references to gender and, in 
particular, the productive and reproductive perspective that 
women can offer to our universities. Disruption is a concept that 
resonates with women because of the rupture, the break that is 
fundamental to reproduction.  

While Covid-19 may have been seen as an opportunity to work 
from home, this added an additional burden to women academics, 
with the addition of home schooling and ongoing childcare 
impacting disproportionately on women. In fact, the abiding 
paradox in our higher education system is that even though there 
are more women students and academics, there are fewer 
professors than men, fewer women deans, fewer executive 
management and fewer Vice-Chancellors. The issue, finally, is a 
structural one. Unless we are prepared to confront the structures 
that normalise existing power structures we will forever be 
tinkering away at the fringes of the system without getting to the 
heart of transformation. Do we have the will and the agency to 
undo these structure and where will the rupture come from? 

For Professor Zinn, the Women in Leadership (WiL) programme is 
such an example of working towards shifting the structure that 
underpins gender discrimination. Part of it’s success has been to 
work in between the spaces which has allowed for the creation of 
extended coaching and mentoring  agreements and peer learning 
groups which fall outside of the usual pedagogic practices. If Covid 
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19 has shown one thing it is the resilience, especially of women, to 
negotiate these many ruptures en route to building the new.    

GBV repeatedly appeared in the Chat as requiring something more 
than bureaucratic policies and directives and it formed the opening 
of the general discussion. For Mr Mvalo, it was a matter of 
“throwing the book” at those guilty of GBV and any leniency could 
not be tolerated without severely compromising the system.  
Professor Keet expands on this by describing a higher education 
sector that has had virtually no policies for GBV for so long and that 
the only things will change is by ensuring that a strong feminist and 
African feminist culture is cultivated within the space of the 
traditional university. Professor Zinn agreed with both the 
preceding suggestions but went one step further: “what is the 
educative work that needs to be done with men so that they 
assume co-responsibility?”  

From the discussion turned to de-colonising the pedagogy and the 
broader distribution of racism. Professor Keet pointed to the 
committee as the structure within our university that acts as the 
most powerful gatekeeper and enforcer of inequality. Not only as 
the locus of an intellectual cabal but how these committees are 
connected to finance, to policy making, to donor funding, even 
access to conference opportunities etc. On the question of 
gatekeeping, Professor Zinn, moves beyond the university 
infrastructure to talk of institutions like the NRF that ironically 
“delegitimises” certain kinds of research and researchers. This is 

especially true regarding research from women and young 
researchers who collaborate to produce chapters and publications 
and in so doing unearth new kinds of thinking that can dismantle 
colonial and patriarchal practices. She argues that these are the 
new thinkers that can achieve a critical mass towards 
transformation.  

Professor Keet picks up on this last point in his concluding remarks. 
The very existence of the South African university is built upon the 
notion of competitiveness, each institution is tone deaf to the 
realities of modern life and is constantly posturing as the best in 
this or that arcane measure. And in the process, ignoring the huge 
potential of academics assuming dual positions at different 
universities or collaborative research across institutions.  
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Ideas platform 
Leading for uncertainty 

Plenary Panel: Leading the University in Africa   

Discussants: 
Professor Paul Zeleza, Vice-Chancellor, United States International 
University-Africa in Nairobi 

Professor Goolam Mohamedbhai, former SG AAU and former  
Vice-Chancellor University of Mauritius 

Professor Puleng LenkaBula, Vice-Rector: 
Institutional Change, Student Affairs, and 
Community Engagement, UFS 

The engagement for the final day attempted to 
adopt a broader discussion, one that located the 
Summit clearly within the African context. Given the 
diversity of institutions  across Africa, how does one 
build strong, resilient universities and leaders of 
those universities in a time of complexity and 

uncertainty? The answers to this question are not simple, but the 
various inputs manifested a number of human fundamental 
qualities that can serve as a ballast against this global uncertainty.  

Professor Paul Zeleza opened the engagement with a fascinating 
anecdote about Chancellor William McRaven of the University of 
Texas. McRaven is quoted as saying that running a university is 
“the toughest job in the nation”. What makes this interesting is that 
McRaven only lasted as Chancellor for three years and that he was 
a general with the American Seals who planned and implemented 
the attack on Osama Bin Laden.  Zeleza attributes the difficulty of 
the job by pointing to the complexity of the university primarily 
because it had to answer to a large number of different and 
competing constituencies. From students, staff, faculty, trustees, 
alumni, political leaders and the public, these groupings want 
different outcomes and are vociferous in their public utterances. 
These can be further divided between external (media, state 
pressures, other universities , etc.) and internal (staff, students) 

stakeholders. For the Vice-Chancellor, the 
responsibilities expand in widening ripples to 
the extent that he was entrusted with ensuring 
the integrity of the university’s vision, with 
guiding academics to growing the research 
and outreach projects and acting as an 
ongoing public relations liaison between the 
internal actors and civic society.  
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• Constituencies and 

demands 
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• Changing Dynamics 
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Day 3
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All this in the face of changing dynamics, locally and globally. 
First, there are a multitude of generations sharing the same space 
at the university, from Baby Boomers to Generation Alpha and 
these groups have different approaches to and expectations of 
higher education. Secondly, the question of diversity and 
inclusion has become increasingly predominant. From race, 
gender, class, country, disability—these voices are becoming more 
urgent by the day. 
Thirdly, is the move to 
4IR which has been 
accelerated by Covid-19. 
And finally, the 
unbundling of the 
degree, the move 
towards personalised 
competencies, the 
central role of life long 
learning and fundamental 
“changes in the credentialing economy”.  In addition a report from 
2020 from the World Economic Forum called The Future of Jobs 
Report talks of a “skilling revolution” and points to the 15 qualities 
that will be needed for success in 2025.  

Another crucial set of dynamics that are changing is the shift to 
social media where an errant tweet can damage the reputation of 
a  Vice-Chancellor or, indeed, an entire institution. In addition, as 
the old models of internationalisation have largely fallen away 

due to the de-globalisation of Covid, new and virtual types of 
internationalisation are emerging. These are based on mutual 
interests and which (for Africa at least) have the possibility of 
providing more symbiotic and less skewed flows of students. 

Finally, and most importantly, is the devastating effect of Covid-19 
that has decimated economies and health systems across the 

globe. In the case of our universities it 
has brutally exposed inequalities 
within our universities because of 
differing access to technology, 
broadband, but also has exposed 
class, structure and gender inequity.  

So where to? For Zeleza, it requires 
that our university leadership 
doesn’t need new skills but needs to 
sharpen existing skills. These have 

been reduced to 10 points where  
Vice-Chancellors need to go beyond the historic skill set that they 
have and learn new elements of it that have been brought about 
by this array of forces impacting the university: 

1. Financial acuity. Beyond basic budgeting, the difficult 
decisions about reducing staff and programmes and the 
better utilisation of campus spaces. Covid has eroded, if not 
depleted, all existing revenue streams and we need to think 
imaginatively of news ways to ensure our sustainability. 
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Marketing of services to external parties and renting of 
university venues are areas that deserve more consideration. 

2. Cultural competency. Beyond the platitudes of mission 
statements about inclusiveness, to a “deeper awareness of 
systemic injustice, inequality, and privilege and show 
boundless compassion and commitment promoting an 
inclusive institution”. 

3. Technological deftness. Beyond being tech savvy and towards 
using technology to develop analytics that can better track 
and trace student achievements with the idea of being better 
able to support them towards success in their studies.  In 
addition, using that technology to collaborate with other 
institutions  to share courses, programmes, even entire 
degrees.  

4. Crisis management. Not only dealing with student protests 
but handling the mental health challenges and the  
unexpected emergencies that go hand in hand with the 
pandemic.  

5. Entrepreneurial mindset. More than a couple of courses on 
entrepreneurism but leaders who are innovative risk takers 
willing to create mutually beneficial external partnerships that 
generate additional revenue.  

6. Political savviness. Beyond adhering to governance standards, 
towards an active advocacy that advances the purpose of the 

institution and the sector and to offer a discourse that is calm 
and informed.  

7. Empathy and respect. In the midst of financial instability and 
mental stress, the leadership needs to provide additional care 
and empathy for all its constituency.  

8. Multi-genre communication skills. Beyond good verbal and 
written skills, leaders need to be able to use a range of media 
to constantly drive persuasive and clear messaging on an 
ongoing basis.  

9. High emotional intelligence.  Over and above empathy and 
confidence,  Vice-Chancellors need to show self-awareness 
and self-regulation and not egotistic and bullying forms of 
leadership.  

10.  Agility. Beyond professional knowledge and experience the 
leadership needs a clear moral compass to negotiate 
uncertainty nimbly and swiftly. 

Professor Goolam Mohamedbhai focussed his input on sub-
Saharan universities and how leaders need to negotiate through 
this Covid devastation. For him, the disruption has impacted four 
areas: Teaching and learning;  research; institutional financing; 
and graduate employment. The picture he paints is bleak for 
Africa.  

Based on a survey carried  out by the Internationalisation 
Association of Universities on 75 universities showed that 65-70% 
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of African university were unprepared to move to online teaching. 
Moreover, students had very little awareness of an online system 
and were “unhappy overall about extensive online learning”. This 
was also reflected by the staff of whom many are older, struggle 
with the technology and are resistant to online teaching.  

On the topic of research, Professor Mohamedbhai spoke of the 
African focus being primarily on doctoral research because this is 
the continent’s greatest weakness. This will impact particularly on 
South African universities, many who have Africans conducting 
their PhDs in the country. In May 2020 a survey coming out of 
Kenya, was undertaken with 500 researchers and found that 73% 
of field and lab work had been placed on hold. Research funding 
for African institutions, which largely comes from USA and Europe 
may well be cut as these donors re-prioritise their funding. 

Institutional (under)funding has always been a challenge for Africa 
with some public universities increasing student fees, removed 
student fees (the case in Mauritius at under-graduate level) and 
engaging in entrepreneurial activities. These have all had 
negligible impacts. What is clear is that government will, across 
the board, be reducing funding to higher education. This 
necessitates that public institutions sit down with government and 
decide once and for all the value they ascribe to higher education 
and base a funding formula on that guiding principle.   

Private higher education in sub-Saharan Africa far outnumbers 
public institutions  and it can be foreseen that many of these will 
be forced to close down.  

The dilemma here is that graduate unemployability is high in the 
region, but the needs of the economy require that more students 
are enrolled to meets the needs of the country. He lamented the 
decline of technical education where the courses on offer directly 
serviced the needs of the private sector and pointed to this 
academic drift—everyone wants to be a university—as being partly 
responsible to graduate unemployability. In addition to the 
homogenisation of higher education around the university, he 
also believes that there needs to be different exit points for 
students to leave and re-enter the system.  Professor 
Mohamedbhai quotes a planning document from India in which 
the idea is mooted that a degree be segmented—1st year 
completed, a certificate; 2nd year completed, a diploma and a 
degree upon completing the final year. This would allow students 
to move into the private or public sector, gain knowledge before 
continuing on with their studies.  

He calls for African universities to hold regular, rapid fire surveys—
student enrolment numbers, programme choices etc.—for the 
purposes of planning in a pandemic. And finally he calls on 
universities at a national and regional level to collaborate more 
comprehensibly. 
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Professor LenkaBula considers the origins of the African university 
as a by-product of the colonial project and the difficulties with 
which it is presently grappling: how to re-structure the university 
for a post-colonial future. The university is both indigenous and 
endogenous and stands at the fulcrum of ideation. However, 
African universities have focussed on theory rather than the 
practical application of that theory through invention and this has 

produced a remote stance rather than this 
intervention being woven into the fabric of the 
institution. Knowledge within the university 
cannot simply exist at the level of ideation but 
must instead promote freedom and the 
enrichment of democracy.  

As hard as it is to admit, the university is no 
longer the sole repository of knowledge. 
Private companies—aided by the digital ease of 

access—are increasingly establishing their own 
sites for training, often without any due consultation with 
universities. We run the risk of becoming invalid in our quest for 
leadership in the knowledge arena.  The urgency for universities 
throughout Africa is to increase and strengthen the link between 
new knowledge production in the university and application in 
the private sector. Why is it that we export raw materials to other  
countries for upstream beneficiation when we have the technical 
know-how here? For Professor LenkaBula, central to the 

sustainability of the university in Africa depends on how it 
participates, indeed drives, the value chain from idea to creation. 

Advocacy for curriculum transformation, embracing the fluidity of 
gender rights, inclusivity, disability rights are urgently needed to 
be placed at the forefront of the enterprise that is the university. 
This is required to restore the university as a site of excitement 
and a safe space that is humanising and empowering. Professor 
LenkaBula concludes  by taking issue with the positive nuances 
that the concept of “disruption” has accrued. Instead, she asks for 
a kind of university and leadership that is interested in building a 
cohesive, inclusive community both inside and outside of the 
institution.  Disruption is useful at the level of rethinking thinking, 
in creating reflexive, inventive knowledge, in forging 
collaborations across and universities to build that stronger 
community.  

Closing reflections 
Professor Patrick FitzGerald,  

Dr Oliver Seale 

Professor Ahmed Bawa 

The reflections that acted as a closing of the Summit can be 
loosely grouped under the following themes: 
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1. Resilience.  There was an overwhelming sense of relief that the 
South African higher education sector had managed to 
survive the Covid-19 year.  Moreover, it meant that leadership 
had to return to the unquestioned assumptions underpinning 
their running of their institution and reflect upon the enduring 
validity of these fundamentals. 

2. The sector was forced to evolve earlier than expected. The 
increasing use of technology to navigate the pandemic has 
meant that the sector has been forced to “embrace its 
inevitable future”. It also offers an opportunity for using 
technology to build better lives for the wider society. 

3. We need to re-imagine the future of higher education. As 
Professor Bawa conceptualised it, was that in every decision 
that we make as leaders in the short-term, we have to 
understand the long-term consequences and the impact upon 
the sector’s sustainability. This is particularly relevant for the 
university to understand its publics and how better to relate to 
and involve those publics in their daily functioning. 

4. Management and  governance. As much as the Summit 
focussed on leadership, especially intellectual leadership, it 
perhaps did not focus enough on management.  Professor 
FitzGerald raised the example of the R1 billion that was taken 
out of the 2020 higher education budget to go to SAA. With a 
couple of exceptions, South African universities are by and 
large well managed and governed public institutions, 

especially when compared to the 
State Owned Enterprises.  

5. Strong social justice rubric. Are we 
doing enough to empower our 
students, so that they can build a 
more just and equitable democracy? 
As Professor Bawa phrases it, 
“between 1995 and 1997 there was a 
real sense of social compact between 
universities and society. That social 
compact has broken down and it is 
imperative that we build a new social 
compact based on trust. And that begins with a leadership 
that embodies humility and empathy”. 

6. The need for partnerships. The days of the competing 
university (for funds, for students , etc.) needs to come to an 
end and the sector needs to understand that without internal 
collaboration, there is no sustainable future. The same also 
applies to the need to forge partnerships with government 
and the private sector to better understand what they need 
from our graduates. 

7. What are universities for? According to Professor FitzGerald, 
there  is still no consensus as to what the role of the university 
is at this point in time. And if there is no cohesive idea within 
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the sector it is not surprising that the South African society is 
equally unclear about the university’s purpose and value. 
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