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D ISCUSSIONS at the
second national
Higher Education
Transformation
Summit held in

October 2015 in Durban
foreshadowed the national
student protests over the past few
weeks over student fees.

Almost all contributions
raised the urgent need for
substantial new resources to be
sought and obtained to address
the serious underfunding of the
higher education system. 

Altough at the summit the
headline issue was undoubtedly
that of student funding, it was by
no means the only challenge
raised. 

Clearly, capable students must
be afforded the means to study,
but urgent questions remain
about who should teach them,
how such staff could be
recruited, developed and
retained, and what
arrangements (curriculum
design and delivery, learning
environment facilities, support
structures) would most
effectively ensure the generation
and dissemination of knowledge. 

In relation to staff and
student numbers, it is quite clear
that the 42% rise in permanent
instruction/ research
professionals from 1994 to 2014 is
out of line with student growth,
which has almost doubled in this
period. 

There has been an increase in
the number of temporary staff,
in the order of 20% over the last
decade, but since the majority of
temporary staff are part-time,
and include large numbers of
tutors, this does not adequately
address the urgent need to
increase academic staff
numbers. 

Other troubling features
revealed by the Department of
Higher Education and Training’s
Higher Education Management
Information System (HEMIS)
data are that: 
●Coloured and Black South
African staff remain severely
under-represented in the
university workforce as
academics – for example, in 2014,
Black and Coloured staff
represented only 33.1% and 6.4%
respectively of the permanent
academic staff at universities; 
● In 2014, although 45.6% per cent
of academic staff were women,
they hold less than a third (31.6%)
of senior academic positions
(professor or associate professor
levels); and, 
●Only 42.9% (7 825) of the
permanent instructional staff at
universities had a doctoral
degree in 2014. This is a
considerable improvement on
the percentage in 2012 (35.5%) but
is still far too low to allow the
sector to realise its ambitions
and responsibilities, and to meet
the National Development
Programmes goals in this regard
of 75%.  

In summary, the data show
that the South African university
system as a whole is currently
experiencing severe challenges
in relation to the size,
composition and capacity of its
academic staff.

In response to these
challenges, the multifaceted

“Staffing South Africa’s
Universities’ Framework”
(SSAUF) was developed and
approved in 2014. 

The SSAUF also recognises the
need for more explicit attention to
be paid to creating much wider
awareness of academic work as a
career that is both attractive and
attainable for those with ability,
and sets out ways through which
staff at all levels can be effectively
recruited, developed and inducted
into an academic career. 

The SSAUF includes
programmes designed to create
opportunities for existing staff
to enhance their research and
teaching skills, improve their
qualifications, and expand,
build and exploit international
networks. 

It also emphasises the
importance of, and provides
support for, forging closer links
between industry, work and
academia; of retaining, in
appropriate ways, the knowledge
and expertise of retiring
academics; and of actively
identifying and encouraging
experienced senior staff outside of

South Africa to take up positions
(contract or permanent) at our
universities to help provide and
build capacity. 

One of the innovative features
of the SSAUF is its recognition of
the need for development
opportunities for staff at
universities who, while not
employed in an academic capacity,
support the academic processes
that impact directly on teaching,
learning and research. 

The University Capacity
Development Programme is
designed to develop expertise in
this regard, and the first cohort
of candidates is currently being
recruited to undertake
professional training in higher
education management at
doctoral level at the University of
Bath, United Kingdom.

The “New Generation of
Academics Programme”
(nGAP), another component of
the SSAUF, aims to identify and
nurture academic talent early in
an individual’s academic
development trajectory, at senior
undergraduate level or early
postgraduate level. 

It provides support for newly
recruited academics to acquire,
where needed, doctoral degrees
(or master’s degrees in selected
fields), develop teaching
expertise, and develop research
skills, including scientific
publication skills. 

This year, 125 nGAP
permanent posts were allocated,
across all 26 universities, on the
basis of institutionally-identified
priorities and sustainability
plans. 

The process for the next nGAP
intake of approximately 130 posts
in 2016 has begun. It is envisaged
that 400 posts could be supported
across the sector per annum,
once the scheme is fully
operational. 

An aligned development
programme supports nGAP
appointees to develop strong
teaching and research
competencies.

The nGAP programme is
based on a funding model that
sees the Department providing
full funding (for salary and all
development activities) for three
years, and continuing to provide

approximately 50% of the
funding needed over the further
three years, after which
institutions will provide full
support. 

The question has been raised
about whether the nGAP posts do
indeed provide additional
capacity, or are merely a strategy
to provide temporary financial
relief. 

This is an important
question, because there is no
certainty yet on South Africa’s
economic outlook over the next
years, and the SSAUF does
represent a belief in at least
continuing levels of subsidy. 

However, the nGAP initiative
provides six years of funding to
devote to effective development of
high-functioning staff: together
with the other programmes of the
SSAUF, it is believed that this
injection of funds into quality
improvement of teaching and
research will result in more
effective functioning of the system. 

In turn, this should contribute
to improved throughput
(graduation) rates which in
themselves will increase the
overall teaching subsidy of
institutions, thereby enabling the
employment of more staff. 

It should be noted, moreover,
that the costs of the high rates of
student failure at present do not
only represent a crisis in human
terms, but also a huge economic
efficiency cost. 

Improving the effectiveness of
our academic and management
staff at universities is therefore a
necessary precondition for
comprehensive system
improvement. 

In itself, this has a direct
bearing on the numbers and
quality of staff, and indirectly, on
the attractiveness of the academic
profession to a greater number of
capable staff.

On October 15, at the Summit’s
gala dinner, the Minister was
introduced to, and congratulated,
representatives from the first
group of young nGAP appointees. 

In a moving address, he
described how as a young
academic himself at the University
of Natal, he had been deeply
concerned about the low numbers
of black academics in universities,
and remarked how pleased he was
that the nGAP initiative had been
developed and was being
implemented “on his watch”. 

As with all complex and large-
scale innovations, the SSAUF
will take several years to achieve
full implementation. 

The Department looks
forward to working closely with,
and learning from, colleagues in
the universities – and indeed,
across the whole post-school
sector – in the rolling out and
further development of the
framework. 

Achieving a transformed,
high-quality, effective and
affordable system at this level is
crucial to the wellbeing of our
country and its citizens, and will
require a high degree of
constructive and energetic
collaboration. 
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