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Will the proposal to
merge universities really
help the higher education
crisis! Professor
Jonathan Jansen, dean
of education at Pretoria
University, has doubts

y late 1998 it had become clear
that universities in South Africa
were confronting what was per-
haps the most serious crisis in
- their existence. .
Student enrolments, which determine
the subsidy income of universities, were
‘in decline; years of accumulated debt
“(mainly outstanding fees) had reached
unprecedented levels, around R100 mil-
lion in some institutions, and high-pro-
file financial and management crises
* had led to the firing or suspension of at

pals. In the minds of the public, and
among senior politicians, higher educa-
tion (consuming about R7 billion of the
ngitional budget) faced a credibility cri-
sis. This was particularly acute in
“black” universities, where the deadly
calculus of a downward spiral in student
numbers and an upward spiral in stu-
dent debt threatened imminent closure.

It is in this context that one should
understand the release of this week’s
controversial report of a ministerial task
team promising, in its title, “a new high-
er education landscape”. Among its key
proposals, it recommends:

least five university or technikon princi-

1) The merging of certain regional uni-
versities and technikons;

7 The creation of a single institution
offering distance education;

0 The extension of the life of a degree
course from three to four years,

0 The creation of three main institu-
tional types, namely so-called “bedrock
institutions” offering mainly under-
graduate degrees; “comprehensive”
institutions offering the full suite of
qualifications from undergraduate to
doctoral level research programmes, and
(curiously) institutions that also offer a
range of programmes but with selective
doctoral level programmes.

Harsh

The report has obvious strengths, ack-
nowledging the crisis in higher educa-
tion and that the status and performance
of institutions should not be taken as self

. evident. It makes specific cases for the

combination of institutions in different

regions and is very responsive to the

harsh criticism of its “discussion docu-
ment” released two months ago. = -

Yet these recommendations may meef

criticism, even resistance, among the
leadership of both black and white uni-
versities, several of whom have already
sought emergency meetings with the
minister. And for good reason. The re-
port is dehse, bureaucratic and unin-
spiring, and marked by ambivalence on
Key issues. Some key proposals are poor-
1y motivated, raising the question: What
is the restructuring of universities and
technikons really for? N
Second, it lacks the necessary courage
to deal effectively with what motivated
the original inquity, namely, what to do
with dysfunctional universities on the
verge of self-closure. Here, the report is
adamant there will be no closures, only
mergers or “combinations”. This is an

Report neatly |
sidesteps issues

3

@
X
0 SapiEn1 v

3

TREFWOORDE

S

-----------------

...............

.................
--------

.................

--------

---------

.............. NN

8 AN RN

-----------------

-----------------




INSTITUUT VIR EIETYDSE GESKIEDENIS

Die Universiteit van die Oranje-Vrystaat

Bron Datum Onderrwerp Knipset i ;
0.2.6:4 O|01OL7|9|3||3|C3L‘3 o ) Tg{//z{f‘

SUNDAY

Dat.‘?‘?)..i%L.\.(....Qm

TRIBUNE T2 JEOUPNS \\| SERURUIPRRUPRIPRRS IPrLHION
unfortunate language game for in join-
ing weak and strong institutions weaker Courage ‘ .
ones invariably are fully absorbed inio Must we assume that the soft-treading
the stronger partner, losing corporate  of the task team on the merging of the
and institutional identities. Effectively =~ Western Cape universities (as opposed to 1
the weaker (black) institution would  the Eastern Cape) reflects sensitivity to
have been shut down. The reality is high- ~ the New National Party power bloc in
er education cannot be effectively re-  Places like Stellenbosch or, worse, the
structured without a mix of closuresand  authority of the chairman of the task
combinations, which means takingsome  team, whose struggle to create “a world
tough decisions about universitieson the ~ class African university” at UCT would 2
' verge of collapse. _ be ]eopaxjdlseq b}{ cqmblnatlons with
This raises the question: Under what ~ other regional institutions?
conditions can mergers make higher But by concentrating on the inefficien-
education institutions more competitive  cles in the existing system of higher edu-
“and resilient in the harsh global econo-  cation, this report looks very different
my facing SA? These cannot be the sim-  from the more inspired white paper on 3
pleminded kinds of mergers proposed  higher education, which was at pains to
for some regions: A combination bring- position South Africa competitively in
ing the universities of the Transkei, Fort the globalised knowledge economy:
Hare and Rhodes into a single institution Perhaps the most puzzling omission in
would be likely to seriously erode higher the report is the failure to provide a sys- 4
education in that region. tematic analysis of what will be the sin-
Rhodes University, a leading provider gle most important determinant of the
o1 information technology graduates for “size” of higher education in the next 10
the global économy, which has developed to 15 years, namely, HIV/Aids.
a self-sustainable plan for itself, would 1t’s hard to believe the Aids conference
lose that competitive edge in ahy combi- just ended in Durban, pointed to the edu- 5
nation with its crisis-ridden sister insti- cational consequences of rampant HIV
tutions. The plan should be to transform infection in southern Africa, Yet the task
Rhodes itself, so staff, leadership and stu- team report is blind to this crucial deter-
dents are representative of the racial and minant of whether we will have the num-
gender spread in rural Eastern Cape. bers of healthy students to make up the
The tough decision needs to be made: minimum numbers required for sustain- 6
Some institutions should be closed down. able higher education in South Africa,
But here the report is silent. Should we Maybe the task team ran out of ideas
assume that because the University of about how to transform the higher edu-
the North (the most crisis-ridden black cation system through an outward look-
Gniversity) is not mentioned in these  ing, strategic positioning of the coun-
combinations, that it would be allowed to try’s universities and technikons, and 7
slide into self-closure? Or that failure to through creative strategies for empower-
mention the main campus of the Uni-  ing more black and women scholars to
versity of Zululand (as opposed to the | assume leadership in our best institu-
Universities of Durban-Westville and  tions. But maybe this wasn't the task
Natal) stems from a lack of political.  team’s original goal.
courage to confront its chancellor, presi- 8
dent of the Inkatha Freedom Party?
]
10

4 S,
¢ S
& >
L0 Spich 1V

TREFWOORDE

e e a0

"eae e




