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Pretoria News

‘Blue ribbon’
panel givena
political mission

This  week Professor Jonathan
Jansen, education policy analyst at the
University of Durhan Westville predicts

a new form of hierarchy in the higher

educatjon system emanating from the
reshaping and resizing of institutions
suggested by Education Minister Pro-
Tessor Kader Asmal

At the end of June 2000, the Minister
of iducation expects a report from a
[3-person task team on “the size and

shape” of higher education. The task °

team consists of prominent people
from labou, higher education, busi-
ness and government, lh(mgh none
of them are official representatives or
spokesmen for their sector, It is my
contention this “bluc-ribbon” panel
is mtended to lend status and credi-

bility to a political task that will -

reshape the profile of higher educa-
tion in South Africa.

The minister is clear: the 36 public
higher education institutions (21 uni-
versities and 15 technikons) reflect
“the  geopolitical imagination of
apartheid planners”. Tn other words,
our universities and technikons are
products of apartheid; there are too
many public institutions too close to-
gether doing the same things for too
few students. Taken (o its logicat con-
clusion, the minister has no choice
but to close down or merge or re-

name as lesser institutions (ep uni-
versities becoming community col-
leges) certain instilutions, But is it
really that simple?

I believe the changies in higher ed-
ucation are at atlempt at aligning
higher education with the logic of the
marlket. It has been increasingly clear
since the mid-1990s that government
was concerned that higher education
become more competitive in the
global arena; that universitics be-
come more pr()ducl'ivc; that pro-
grammes become more vocation-s
alised; that the core business of
aniversitios  and  technikons — are
aligned with the demands of the
labour market; and that graduates
are more flexibly trained. The entre-
preneurial university that regards
students as clients and vice-chanecl-
lors as chief executive officers and
departments as productive unils is

the kind of institution that would be
viable within a changing external en-
vitonment. Studenis would “vote
with their feel” in choosing some in-
stitutions and leaving others; the
fittest will survive, Tt is this logic that
allowed private higher education to
flourish after apartheid, with sach in-
stitutions now absorbing more than
300000 students  following  post-
compulsory ecducation,
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But market pressures are not
enough. While black  universitics
have scen their numbers dramatical-
ly diminished because of competi-
tion from viable (rcad “white”) uni-
varsitios and - private  providers,
many still funp along from one pub-
lic image crisis o the next. There is
increasing pressure from the cabinet
to act firmly against black universi-
ties and technikons which, with few
exceptions, appeat to have misman-
aged “resources and  accumulated
debt. 1is an open secret that the Min-
istry of linance is reluctant Lo contin-
ue pouring money inko black tmiver-
sities thal lack credibility. Ttis for this
reason Mr Asmal, through the offices
of the Council on Higher Education,

has created a task team as surrogate

aclion for a visky political exercise.

That is, no minister will visk clos-
ing down black universities (like Fort
Hare or Zululand) ditectty, without
unacceptably high levels of-political
fall-out. But a task team may recom-
mend stch action, and thereby pro-
vide technical justification for an oth-
crwise political task.

The “typologics” being devel-
oped of higher education institutions
is nothing less thattan attempt {o cre-
ate a hicrarchy with a few small his-
torically while univorsities at the top,
and a second, third and fourth-tior of
infetior institutions at the bottom.

Middle cass and privileged stu-
dents will access the upper tier of
universities; poor and less privileged
studenls will be doomed to a second-
or thivd-rate education, if anything at
all, in the lower Lier of institations.

Class will displace race, though
not perfectly, in defining the architec-

ture of higher education in the fu-

ture. I that sense, little will change
feon our apartheid past.
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