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Introduction
The transformation of the higher education sector in South Africa is among critical issues that have
been topical in the post-apartheid dispensation. There were important debates, as an example, that
took place during the Thabo Mbeki administration. In the early 2000s Mbeki established working
groups which were made up of key representatives from each of the sectors. Among them was the
Higher Education Working Group, which was made up of all vice-chancellors of universities and the
leadership of the Council on Higher Education. These working groups were coordinated in the
erstwhile Presidency’s Policy Unit. The main focus of the Higher Education Working Group was the
transformation of the higher education sector. This is one indication that this issue has exercised the
minds of many for a long time.
As Nkomo, Akoojee and Motlhanke (2007) indicate, the transformation of the higher education
sector is about ensuring that obvious barriers to access to education imposed by the apartheid
regime are dismantled so that the higher education sector can become more inclusive and widen
access and participatory outcomes. The starting point was the mandate given to the National
Working Group (NWG) that government set up to formulate proposals for mergers of the different
public higher education institutions (HEIs). The NWG was to recommend how 36 existing universities
and technikons were to be reduced to no more than 24 public HEIs (DOE, 2001). That process led to
HEI mergers in 2002 which established 21 universities and universities of technology as an attempt
to bridge the gap between racial and territory-based HEIs, and to make these institutions accessible,
inclusive and meet certain standards of equity (Chetty, 2010).
It is in this context that this chapter analyses the challenges and the prospects of the transformation
of the higher education sector in South Africa. It is important not only to examine the challenges but
to consider prospects for sound transformation in the sector. I start by giving background. I then
analyse throughput of Masters and Doctoral graduates, profile the students and academics and
analyse research and development in South Africa. That is followed by an analysis of the various
inequalities in the South African higher education sector and a discussion of prospects for
transforming it. It is important to indicate that the focus of the chapter is public HEIs.
Background
The Higher Education Act of 1996 presented a higher education policy that was encapsulated in the
vision of the government called the National Qualifications Framework. The National Commission on
Higher Education made various recommendations resulting in the Green Paper on Higher Education
(1996), the White Paper on Higher Education (1997) and the National Plan for Higher Education
(2001). Among the objectives of the White Paper for Higher Education was to promote equity of

access and fair chances of success to all who are seeking to realise their potential through higher
education, while eradicating all forms of unfair discrimination and advancing redress for past
inequalities; contribute to the advancement of all forms of knowledge and scholarship, and in
particular address the diverse problems and demands of the local, national, southern African and
African contexts, and uphold rigorous standards of academic quality (DOE, 1997: section 1.14).
In addition, the 2001 National Plan for Higher Education required that universities develop and
implement employment equity plans that would result in a changed staff profile as a medium-term
measure. Universities were given space to appoint African academics from the rest of the African
continent as a short-term intervention. The long-term goal was to produce more black/African
postgraduate students who could become lecturers. By “black/African”, I refer to South Africans in
the so-called black population group. Statistical information used for this chapter uses “black” to
refer to the African population group.
In 2008, the Ministerial Committee on Transformation and Social Cohesion and the Elimination of
Discrimination in Public Higher Education Institutions identified a range of inadequacies in
addressing curricula and knowledge creation. The Higher Education South Africa Working Group (an
association of vice-chancellors and principals) was established as part of the drive for
transformation. Interestingly, some of the members were not comfortable that a president was
engaging with such issues. Some argued for the independence and autonomy of higher education
institutions. In 2012 the group agreed to adopt the Integrated Transformation Plans (ITPs) as a tool
to support universities in developing an institutional social contract that would assist them in
managing transformation. As the Department of Higher Education and Training (2015:4) puts it, “it
was envisaged that the ITPs would provide an overview of what drives transformation in each
institution that in turn could assist management to conduct a reflective self-assessment and selfevaluation of the university’s progress towards, and commitment to, transformation”.
However, there have been challenges in the implementation of ITPs since they are viewed by some
as largely aspirational and compliance-driven due to the absence of related legislation. Some
institutions have been criticised for not developing ITPs and there have been calls for greater
commitment by individuals and stakeholders, including assertions that institutions should not act as
though they are merely responding to legislation (DHET, 2015). The ITPs could have made a
difference if HEIs had taken them seriously. Part of the reason why transformation has not been
satisfactory in the higher education sector is because leaders, including councils, have not vigorously
pursued it.
After the 2012 Green Paper on Post-School Education and Training, the government published the
White Paper on Post-School Education and Training in 2013, which emphasises the importance of
integrating and articulating the system for education, training and development. The White Paper on
Post-School Education and Training recommends, among other things, “higher education
programmes and modes of provision that are responsive to students’ needs and realities and which
take into account their varying life and work contexts …” (DHET, 2013:48). The Fees Must Fall
movement and similar initiatives (e.g. Rhodes Must Fall, Decolonisation of the curriculum etc.) imply
that universities might not be fully responsive to the needs and realities of the students. In addition,
the 1997 White Paper on Higher Education quoted above envisaged upholding “rigorous standards
of academic quality” (DOE, 1997:11).
It does not look like this is being done in many South African public universities. Indeed, there have
been and continue to be many initiatives to transform the higher education sector in South Africa.
Although the numbers imply progress, many challenges remain as hinted above. It is not surprising

that Minister Blade Nzimande has established various task teams for the different aspects of the
transformation of the higher education sector – four in 2020 alone. This chapter draws from some
task team or committee reports.
The Presidency (2005), as part of deliberations in the Higher Education Working Group, presented
two main arguments, (among many):
1. There was a problem of self-definition when it comes to higher education.
2. The quality of leadership in South African society and economy was critical in the agenda to
build a society that is united in its diversity and an economy that could sail the tumultuous
global seas to prosperity for all. The quality of the leadership South Africa develops is
dependent on the quality of its institutions, particularly on educators at all levels of the
education system.
Interestingly, the document cited was mainly authored by Mbeki and Minister of Public Enterprises
Alec Erwin. It was probably wise that the authors were not directly involved in the higher education
sector; this arguably allowed the debates to be robust. There was intended to be a follow-up
document but that did not happen, largely owing to changes that finally resulted in Mbeki being
recalled as president. As the document indicated: “the approach we take in this scene-setting Paper
is not solely to be concerned with institutional reforms and practical tasks to improve our system of
higher education. We shall get to these practical necessities, taking into account the responses of
our interlocutors [Vice-Chancellors and Principals] to this Paper” (The Presidency, 2005:2).
More important background information relates to what the democratic government wished
transformation in the education sector to be. The 1995 White Paper on Education and Training talks
of “redress of educational inequalities among those sections of people who have suffered particular
disadvantages” (Department of Education, 1995:21). The objectives of the 2001 National Plan on
Higher Education were promoting research, restructuring the institutional landscape, producing
graduates needed for the development of South African society and achieving equity and diversity in
the South African higher education system. There is still a long way to go to achieve most of these
objectives. New challenges also emerge as the numbers of (African) students needing access to the
higher education sector continue to increase significantly, as do the calls for decolonising education.
The enormity of the challenges was captured in the 2015 Budget Vote Speech of the Minister of
Higher Education and Training, Blade Nzimande:
Despite the significance of symbols such as names and statues [reference to the #RhodesMustFall
and #FeesMustFall movements], we must not conflate these with more fundamental matters of
transformation. There remains an urgent need to radically change the demographics of our
professoriate; transform the curriculum and research agendas; cultivate greater awareness of Africa;
eliminate racism, sexism and all other forms of unjust discrimination; improve academic success
rates; and expand student support (Nzimande, 2015).
To ensure that the transformation of the higher education sector is robust, it is important to take
stock of all the interventions so far. For instance, Gumede (2016:187) opines that “it remains to be
seen whether the approach adopted while restructuring the higher education landscape [in the
1990s] was appropriate or not.” Leadership makes an important contribution to addressing the
challenges currently confronting the higher education sector, but certain government policy and
planning issues should also be attended to.
Throughput and Research and Development

Given that the apartheid period was characterised by the exclusion of the majority, one of the
measures of whether there has been some transformation in the higher education sector is student
enrolments and graduation rates in HEIs. Figure 1 shows enrolments of both South African and
international students.

Source: Based on HEMIS database (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2017)
Figure 1: Enrolments in public higher education institutions by programme level
Of importance is that there has been a significant increase in the number of students enrolling for
Doctoral studies in South Africa since 1996. This is important because more Doctoral qualifications,
especially along the population distribution, would improve the profile of academics (at least as far
as the colour of the faces of the academics is concerned). The 2001 National Plan for Higher
Education envisaged that there should be more postgraduate students as a pipeline for new
lecturers that universities could appoint. Over two decades (1996–2016) Doctoral enrolments
quadrupled and enrolments for Master’s degrees increased by approximately 150% from 2001 to
2016.
Looking at graduates by programme level (focusing on Master’s and Doctoral studies), as Figure 2
indicates, graduation rates of Master’s students effectively doubled between 2001 and 2016, while
the Doctorate throughput rate tripled over the same period. Such growth shows that there are
improvements in HEIs.

Source: Based on HEMIS database (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2017)
Figure 2: Graduates in public higher education institutions by programme level, 2001–2016

The National Planning Commission (NPC) Paper (NPC, 2020) indicates a commendable increase in
enrolments in public universities. As Table 1 shows, from 2010 to 2018 there was an average annual
growth rate of 9.3% for those enrolled for Doctoral degrees in public universities in South Africa. The
average annual growth rate for those enrolled for Master’s degrees is 3.4%, also above the overall
average (2.5%) of all enrolments irrespective of qualification type.
Table 1: Enrolments in public universities by qualification type
Number

% of total
enrolment

2010

2018

2010

2018

Av.
annual
growth
rate:
2010–
2018 (%)

Undergraduates

754 333

908 458

85

83

2.4

Postgraduates

138 610

177 110

15

17

3.1

Postgraduate below
Master’s level

80 321

92 364

9

9

1.8

Master’s degrees

46 699

61 096

5

6

3.4

Doctoral degrees

11 590

23 650

1

2

9.3

Total

892 943

1 085 568

100

100

2.5

Source: NPC (2000:27).
The Report of the Ministerial Task Team on the Recruitment, Retention and Progression of Black
South African Academics (2019) indicates that there were 4 693 black/African Master’s graduates
out of a total of 12 951. The number of Master’s graduates has steadily been increasing it was 8 621
in 2010 and 13 887 in 2018, according to the 2019 Report. The number of Doctoral graduates has
not grown as much: in 2010 there were 1 420 Doctoral graduates and 3 344 in 2018. It is also
reported that between 2010 and 2018, postgraduate enrolments increased from 15.5% to 17.4%.
For the year (2017) in which there is a breakdown by race and gender, according to the 2019 Report
there were 589 black/African Doctoral graduates and 917 female Doctoral graduates. Of the total
3 057 Doctoral graduates, 1 287 were non-South African. The 2019 Report also shows that the
proportion of black/African Doctoral graduates increased from 25% in 2000 to 47% in 2015 and the
proportion of female Doctoral graduates increased from 41% in 2000 to 44% in 2015. Unfortunately,
the Report does not indicate the race of the female graduates or the country of origin of the
black/African graduates.
Overall, although there are improvements, there is still a long way to go to meet the NDP target of
5 000 Doctoral graduates per annum (100 per million). As the Report argues:
The positive relationship between holding a doctorate, research output including postgraduate
supervision opportunities, and progression in the higher education system is well documented.
Therefore, not holding a doctorate is a barrier to progression in the university system. The fact that
much larger proportions of African, coloured and female academics do not hold doctoral degrees is
an impediment to progression for many individuals in these groups (DHET, 2019:27).

South Africa needs to produce more Doctoral graduates. In addition, there must be more and better
support for Master’s and Doctoral students and supervisors and promoters must be assured the
requisite capacity and time. Unfortunately, many Doctoral candidates drop out. Part of the reason is
lack of funding or not enough financial support. The quality of supervision is also not always good.
With regard to the profile of staff members, Figure 3 shows substantial changes in academic staffing
among black/African and white staff with Master’s and Doctoral degrees. One of the important roles
of HEIs is to be centres for research and knowledge creation and dissemination. It is therefore
important that lecturers have the appropriate levels of qualification.

Source: Centre for Higher Education (CHE) (2014, 2015, 2016 & 2017)
Figure 3: Public universities: Percentage of permanent academic staff by race and qualification
type, 2010–2016
Blacks/Africans constituted 19.4% of staff with a PhD in 2010, and this rose to 27.9% by 2016. The
proportion of white staff members with PhDs declined from 67.4% to 55.1% over the same period.
The trend was the same for holders of Master’s degrees, with blacks/Africans experiencing a rise
from 31.6% in 2010 to 42.2% in 2016, while there was a decline for whites from 51.5% (2010) to
40.5% (2016). The decline can be attributed to various factors such as retirement or an increase in
black/African staff members reducing the proportion of white staff.
The NPC Paper (2020) confirms the growth in numbers of academic staff with Doctoral degrees. As
Table 2 shows, the proportion was 47% in 2018, from 35% in 2010. It is possible that the New
Generation of Academics (nGAP) programme, which started in 2015 and it has 125 posts shared
across all universities, is playing a role. The nGAP is a six-year programme that assists newly
recruited lecturers to complete Doctoral studies and undertake Post-doctoral fellowships.
Table 2: Permanent academic staff in public universities by highest formal qualification
2010

%

2018

%

Av. annual growth
rate 2010–2018 (%)

5 855

35

9 278

47

5.9

Master’s degree 5 349

32

6 298

32

2.1

Below Master’s

5 480

33

4 205

21

-3.3

Total

16 684

100

19 781

100

2.2

Doctoral degree

Source: NDP (2020:33)
Put differently, academic staff in public universities with Doctoral degrees increased from 5 855 in
2010 to 9 278 in 2018. Unfortunately, there is no breakdown by population group and country of
origin. Regarding gender, the 2019 Report indicates that of the 46% academic staff members with
Doctoral degrees, 19.4% were female and 26.6% were male. The Report also indicates that there is
faster growth in female academics than males. It is also good that the number of academics with a
qualification below a Master’s degree is declining it was 5 480 in 2010 and it reduced to 4 205 in
2018. It would be better if only academics with a Doctorate were employed in universities. Similarly,
the practice of making some academics professors without a Doctorate should be reviewed, because
these academics supervise and examine Doctoral theses.
The DHET Report on Instructional and Research Staff in South African Universities (2018) indicates
that there were 3 199 professors in South African universities in 2000. This number increased to 4
484 in 2017, an increase of 40.2%. The number of black/African professors was boosted significantly
by non-South African professors from the rest of the African continent who accounted for 315 (34%)
of the 921 black/African professors in 2016. South African black/African professors therefore only
accounted for 14% of total in 2016. More needs to be done to groom more black/African professors
who are South African citizens, because other African professors could return to their countries of
origin. There is also value in academics being able to converse with students in the student’s home
language.
Regarding publications, as expected, the institutions with a higher proportion of academics with
Doctorates have higher research outputs than institutions that have academics with Master’s
degrees as their highest qualification. Table 3 confirms this: it shows the journal publication outputs
of selected HEIs for 2016. The NPC Paper (2020) indicates that research publications have increased
by 93% between 2010 and 2017.
Table 3: Journal publication output units by index

Source: Department of Higher Education & Training, 2018
With regard to research and development, Figure 4 shows that the expenditures on research and
development (R & D), expressed as a share of gross domestic product (GDP), declined from about
2008 and only started to improve in 2015.
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Figure 4: Research and Development expenditure (% of GDP)
South Africa is not investing sufficiently in R & D, which has implications for Doctoral graduates and
publications. That said, there has been an improvement in R & D expenditure as share of GDP in the

past five years although it is not yet at the levels of 2005–2008. It is encouraging, as Table 4 shows,
that government continues to be the main investor in R & D in South Africa; the second-largest
contributor is the private sector.
Table 4: Funding for R & D by source in South Africa, 2008–09 to 2017–18

Source: Department of Science & Innovation (DSI)
Inequalities in the higher education sector
Gumede and Biyase (2017) found that in South Africa education enhances employment
opportunities and earnings. For this reason, inequality in the provision of education becomes a main
driver of inequalities in other spheres of life. Parents who never had opportunities to obtain
education are more likely to have children who will not be educated, and even if they are, they are
more likely to perform poorly (Cohen, 1987; Davis-Kean, 2000; Dubow, Boxer & Huesmann, 2009).
Thus, access to education determines one’s chances of success in life, as well as the economic and
social development of countries. Individuals who are better educated tend to obtain better jobs with
higher earnings. This enables them to secure better education for their children as well. It is
important to note that educational disparities can persist across generations (i.e. they are
intergenerational).
However, it should be borne in mind that higher education has an intrinsic value beyond assisting an
individual to earn well; it also enables one to critically engage in intellectual exercise. It is important
that the value of education is not reduced to the pursuit of earning well. Those who undertake
advanced degrees, especially Doctorates, should not do so in order to make more money, as
Gumede and Biyase (2017) seem to suggest. Higher education, especially a Doctoral qualification,
should be about generating new knowledge and mentoring others in theorising and problematising
skills. This does not mean that those with higher degrees should not care about living better and
about making the world a better place. It is also important that people are remunerated
commensurate with their skill, expertise and effort.
Before democracy, education was vital to apartheid policies and strategies advancing segregation
and racial hierarchy that was profoundly damaging for the African majority (Gumede, 2013). In a
democratic South Africa, education was prioritised for transformation (Chisholm & Petersen, 1999;
Harber, 2013). The Bill of Rights of South Africa’s Constitution indicates that all South Africans have
the right to a basic education, adult basic education and further education, and the state must take
reasonable measures to make it progressively available and accessible to the people (RSA, 1996). Yet
despite this constitutional edict, there are still huge inequalities in terms of educational access and
quality in South Africa. Educational inequality in South Africa refers to two distinct issues: (i) unequal
access to education and inequality in overall educational attainment between different racial groups

and (ii) differences in the quality of education available to different groups. It must be acknowledged
that South Africa has one of the highest rates of public investment in education in the world: at
about 7% of GDP and about 20% of total state expenditure, the government has been spending
more on education than on any other sector.
Access to higher education and training has long been a problem in South Africa. During the
apartheid era, the state not only ensured that the African majority were denied the sort of learning
experiences which would prepare them for tertiary study but also that access to well-resourced
institutions of higher education was reserved for white students (Branson et al., 2012). Decades
later, the divisions in the higher education system created as part of apartheid are still hard to
eradicate (Council on Higher Education, 2016). After coming to power, the mandate of the new the
democratic government was to achieve equity in higher education.
The historically white liberal universities were the earliest to attempt to achieve a more equitable
dispensation (Boughey, 2002). These universities took advantage of loopholes in the policy to admit
a small number of African students who were seen to have the potential to succeed at tertiary level,
provided that they were offered the necessary support (Bunting, 2002; Steyn & De Villiers, 2005). In
those days, the support provided by the universities to African students took the form of additional
classes in study “skills” and language, complemented by additional tutorials in the mainstream
courses (Chisholm, 2004).
To transform the higher education sector, especially the demographic profile of academic staffing,
policy and legislation were seen as the primary instruments. South African labour policy and
legislation in the last 25 years had the clear goal of redressing the inequities of the apartheid labour
system, and it has played a significant role in shaping the academic staffing complement. However,
although a lot has been achieved since 1994, hiring and retention patterns still appear to perpetuate
largely racialised and gender-biased patterns (Council on Higher Education, 2016). Regarding race, as
indicated above, statistics on the profile of academic staff in the public universities show that, while
a lot has changed, the situation does not yet reflect the demographics of the country as Table 5
shows (though it only includes data up to 2012).
Table 5: Permanent academic staff by population group (1994, 2004 & 2012)
1994

2004

2012

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

African

1 129

8.8

3 566

23.1

5 430

31.5

Coloured

431

3.4

756

4.9

1 077

6.2

Indian

535

4.2

1 233

8.0

1 477

8.6

White

10 699

83.6

9 854

63.9

9 261

53.7

Total

12 794

100

15 409

100

17 245

100

Source: Council on Higher Education, 2016
In 1994 Africans comprised 8.8% of permanent academic staff members in the country’s public
universities, and the corresponding figures for other population groups were 3.4 for coloureds, 4.2%
for Indians and 83.6% for whites. In 2004 the figures for the same categories were 23.1% for
Africans, 4.9% for coloureds, 8% for Indians and 63.9% for whites. The ten-year period 1994 to 2004

shows a dramatic increase in the number of African academic staff members as a percentage of all
academic staff, and a corresponding decline for whites. Also, the overall permanent academic staff
complement increased by 20.4% in the ten-year period from 1994 to 2004. In 2012, the figures were
31.5% for Africans, 6.2% for coloureds, 8.6% for Indians and 53.7% for whites. The overall staff
complement increased by 11.9% from 2004 to 2012. This shows that there has been a major
improvement in terms of the employment of the previously disadvantaged groups in public higher
education institutions, or this challenge was more pronounced until 2012.
Table 6: Permanent and temporary academic staff by population group (2004, 2008 & 2012)
2004

2008

2012

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

African

9 127

22.8

10 494

25.9

16 429

32.3

Coloured

1 861

4.6

2 176

5.4

2 664

5.2

Indian

3 352

8.4

3 730

9.2

4 346

8.5

White

25 745

64.2

24 009

59.4

27 456

53.9

Total

40 085

100

40 409

100

50 895

100

Source: Centre for Higher Education Transformation, 2016
Looking at the numbers of both permanent and temporary academic staff at public universities, as
Table 6 shows, Africans comprised 22.8%, coloureds 4.6%, Indians 8.4% and whites 64.2% in 2004. In
2008 the corresponding figures were 25.9% for Africans, 5.4% for coloureds, 9.2% for Indians and
59.4% for whites. From 2004 to 2008, Africans, coloureds and Indians managed to increase their
share of the staff complement while that of whites decreased. In 2012, the figures were 32.3% for
Africans, 5.2% for coloureds, 8.5% for Indians and 53.9% for whites. In 2004, the permanent
academic staff in public universities accounted for only 38.4% of all staff members; the remainder
were temporary staff. In 2012, the corresponding figures were 33.9% for permanent staff and 66.1%
for temporary staff. Permanent academic staff comprised 38.4% in 2004 and 33.9% in 2012. This
implies that the majority of the academic staff are temporary, and this applies to all racial groups.
Between 2004 and 2012, permanent academic staff declined by 13.4% of the overall staff
complement.
Regarding gender, as Table 7 shows, women comprised 31.9% of the permanent staff in 1994, 41.1%
in 2004 and 44.8% in 2012. The corresponding figures for men were 68.1% in 1994, 58.9% in 2004
and 55.2% in 2012.
Table 7: Permanent academic staff by gender (1994, 2004 & 2012)
1994

2004

2012

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

Women

4105

31.9

6344

41.1

7820

44.8

Men

8747

68.1

9104

58.9

9631

55.2

Total

12 852

100

15 448

100

17 451

100

Source: Council for Higher Education and Transformation (2016)
This implies a steady increase in the number of women appointed in permanent academic posts in
public universities. This could be attributed to the progressive nature of the country’s labour laws in
terms of advancing gender equality and to the changing nature of the academic space, which has
allowed more women to enter the profession. Women are now able to enter fields that were
“traditionally” men’s domain such as law, engineering and construction. However, women still face
various forms of discrimination. The editors of a recent book that presents short biographies of
academics make the point that “although blacks, in general, experience exclusion, it is particularly
true for black women” (Khonou et al., 2019:2). Among other issues, they opine that “the presence of
black women in the academy brings discomfort to those who have crafted them out of the
biopolitics of knowledge” (loc. cit.).
The challenges of Africans in the academy have been documented in various reports and
publications – some of these were cited earlier. Most of the challenges are not new and they have to
do with racism and gender discrimination in the wider South African society. About two decades
ago, Makgoba (1997) reflected on such challenges and transformation in the higher education
sector. Africans, as he explains, are not given space to fully participate and grow in the academy.
Africans also experience many other challenges, such as the example of Professor Bongani Mayosi,
Dean of Health Sciences at UCT, who committed suicide in 2016 (Huisman, 2020).
The report of the enquiry into the circumstances surrounding Professor Mayosi’s tenure (UCT,
2020:117), among other things, indicates that “there are prominent historical examples of eminent
black scholars who are globally recognised for their outstanding work, who fell afoul of the UCT
[University of Cape Town] system and subsequently suffered frustration and exclusion.” This raises
the question: what are the Africans doing about this? In a country where Africans are a majority and
political power is predominantly in the hands of Africans, why are Africans allowing themselves to be
excluded? There are good examples of Africans opposing this trend, such as what Malegapuru
William Makgoba did at the University of Witwatersrand and the University of KwaZulu-Natal.
Africans must challenge racism and other forms of exclusion.
Prospects for the transformation of the higher education sector
Given the analysis undertaken in this chapter, the transformation of the higher education sector is
still feasible in South Africa. With the right leadership in the sector and in government, the sector
can further transform. Among urgent, actually overdue, interventions are (i) ensuring equal access to
education and (ii) ensuring that the quality of education available to different groups is similar.
The 2019 Report indicates:
while significant improvement in the representation of black academics in the academic staff
complement of universities is noted, the population profile of academic staff at universities remains
inequitable in comparison to the general population demographic (DHET, 2019:24). It also says:
racism and sexism are experienced both blatantly and covertly, for example in how discourses
relating to excellence, quality and tradition are couched, often with underpinning insinuations that
people are not recruited or are not progressing in the system because they do not meet a particular
standard, or that they were recruited for demographic rather than academic reasons (DHET,
2019:31).
Concerted efforts should be deployed to achieve the objectives of the National Plan on Higher
Education (i.e. promoting research, restructuring the institutional landscape, producing graduates

that are needed for the development of South African society and achieving equity and diversity in
the South African higher education system). In addition, in line with the National Plan on Higher
Education, the target of increasing participation in higher education to 20% for the 18–24 age cohort
should be prioritised.
Programmes aimed at increasing the numbers of African academics in universities and improving
their qualifications should be assessed. Although there are improvements, the pace of positive
change is relatively slow. It is disappointing that after 26 years of democracy the demographic of
academic staff in the higher education sector is still far from matching the share of population by
different races. Similarly, although Master’s and Doctoral graduates have increased, it is important
that an assessment is made of why there are still few Doctoral graduates who are South African.
Government should further increase R & D investment and better target such investment to ensure
that the African population group benefits, in order to increase its throughput at Doctoral level and
its publications. Of critical importance is that relevant government policies and legislation aimed at
reducing inequalities in the higher education sector should be better implemented and better
enforced.
There are other important issues that need to be considered to ensure the further transformation of
the higher education sector in South Africa. Leadership, especially thought leadership, is important.
Thought leadership is a progressive leadership approach that is largely about better understanding
the challenges at hand. Without appropriate leaders at the helm of universities and without proper
leadership in government as far as higher education is concerned, the transformation agenda will be
compromised. This implies that even members of university councils should be appropriate leaders
in society. The same can be said about the deans. As for African academics, it is important that they
do not see themselves as victims. It is also important that they take being an academic seriously and
provide good-quality learning for the students.
Conclusion
Although there is progress in many areas, there is still a long way to go in transforming the higher
education sector in South Africa. While various initiatives are being pursued, as argued earlier, the
entire landscape of the higher education sector in South Africa should be revisited. It might have
been appropriate to reduce the number of public HEIs in the early 2000s. There appears to be a case
for increasing the number now. In addition, should the demarcation along the lines of
comprehensive, traditional and universities of technology be maintained, or should it be changed?
Lastly, decolonising knowledges and transforming curricula, as well as ensuring that indigenous
languages thrive, are fundamental aspects of the transformation of the higher education sector in
South Africa.
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