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ABSTRACT
This paper explores the emerging approaches to the governance and management of institutional change at South African higher education institutions. The discussion firstly locates these approaches within the broader context of the new governance framework that is contained in the new higher education legislation, and in particular the emerging forms of institutional governance that this has spawned. The paper then describes and discusses the challenges facing institutional leaders in shaping higher education organisational change in the light of the transformation challenges that arise from the implementation of the new legislation.

INTRODUCTION

South African higher education institutions,1 not unlike their counterparts in other publicly funded systems internationally, are facing major transformation challenges as they gear themselves for playing a pivotal role in the new millennium. The South African higher education system entered a new era with the coming into power of a democratically elected government in 1994. In February 1995, soon after the election of the new government, former President Nelson Mandela set up the National Commission on Higher Education (NCHE) to advise the new democratic government with regard to:
2

a) what constitutes Higher Education
b) the national goals of the (new) system of Higher Education
c) the institutional types required for the system, their particular functions and missions, their respective inter-relationships and their relationship with the state 
d) the structures required to govern and administer Higher Education
e) funding mechanisms for institutions and students in Higher Education 

The NCHE reported its findings to President Mandela in August 1996, and many of the recommendations formed the basis for the emerging legislative framework, which culminated in the adoption, by the newly elected parliament, of the White Paper on Higher Education Transformation and the Higher Education Act, No. 101, 1997 (henceforth referred to as the White Paper and the HE Act, respectively). These two pieces of legislation together form the pillars of the transformation agenda for higher education institutions in South Africa.
CHALLENGES FACING HIGHER EDUCATION

The key transformation challenge facing higher education institutions in South Africa is to redress the inequities that were brought about by the apartheid system of racial discrimination, and to simultaneously respond and address the development needs of an emerging society within the context of a globalising, and technologically oriented, world economy. Institutions in South Africa are not at leisure to respond to these two challenges when it best suits them, but are enjoined, in terms of government legislation, to address these simultaneously. The legislation therefore seeks to provide a framework that will facilitate fundamental change in higher education, both at the systemic and institutional levels. It is intended to be the template, and yardstick, against which higher education transformation will be monitored and assessed. The White Paper further posits the following challenges as being central to the transformation of the higher education system and its institutions:
a) Increasing participation: 
that successful policy must overcome an historically determined pattern of fragmentation, inequality and inefficiency, by increasing access to higher education for disadvantaged groups, and developing new curricula and flexible models of learning and teaching.
b) Responding to societal interests and needs:
that, in order to meet the challenges of a globalising and technologically-oriented economy – and to simultaneously address the needs of a developing society – the higher education system and its institutions must be restructured to deliver the requisite research and knowledge, as well as produce high-level human resource capacity.
c) Promoting co-operation and partnerships in governance:
 that the relationship between higher education, the state and civil society – and among institutions themselves – must be reconceptualised. More importantly, the governance arrangements and practices within institutions must reflect and strengthen the values and principles of South Africa’s fledgling democracy and create an environment and culture that affirms diversity, protects individuals from racial discrimination and sexual harassment, promotes reconciliation and the respect for human life. (§1.12, 1997: 10) In response to these challenges, most higher education institutions have undertaken major and ambitious transformation initiatives which, although ostensibly guided by a national policy framework, have taken different, if not unintended, directions.
 Not unexpectedly, there are already growing tensions and contestations between the different stakeholders within institutions: between management and students, between Councils and institutional Forums, 3 etc. – with regard to the trajectory of institutional transformation processes and the roles that different roleplayers and structures are meant to play within these processes. This paper forms part of a broader research project that is assessing the first four years of higher education transformation in South Africa. It is also draws on interviews that were conducted with Vice-Chancellors from 11 of the 36 institutions that make up the South African higher education system.
THE NEW GOVERNANCE FRAMEWORK

The White Paper on higher education provides for a governance framework based on the principle of co-operative governance. Co-operative governance departs from the premise that no single stakeholder, be it management, academic staff or students, can take sole responsibility for determining an institution’s transformation agenda. Thus good governance, the White Paper argues, must be based on the recognition of the existence of different institutional interests, and the inevitability of contestation among them. The legislation further states that in order for co-operative governance to work, higher education institutions must create structures and facilitate processes that enable differences to be negotiated in participative and transparent ways.
In terms of the new legislation, the main governance structures in higher education institutions are the council, the Senate and the Institutional Forum. The Council is the supreme governing body in public higher education institutions. Councils are responsible for ensuring the good governance of an institution, and are required to establish the mission of the institution, ensure that it is in a sound financial footing, and that the executive management carries out its functions responsibly and effectively. The Senate is the highest decision-making body with regard to the academic matters of the institution, and is accountable to Council.
Institutional Forums are new structures that have been set up to broaden participation in institutional governance. Forums are meant to act as ‘shock absorbers’ to the transformation process by providing the arena for issues pertaining to the broad transformation agenda of the institution to be debated and discussed. They function as advisory bodies to Councils, and consist of campus stakeholders who advise Councils on a number of issues, including the negotiation of the agenda for institutional transformation, the mediation of conflicts among campus stakeholders, and overseeing the process of appointing senior managers of the institution.
 Much of the thrust of government legislation has been on the structures and practices that will enable institutions to negotiate and navigate, in democratic and transparent ways, the various transformation challenges facing them. The White Paper has been unequivocal that a ‘critical first step’ towards the transformation of higher education institutions is the restructuring of institutional governance structures. In this respect, most institutions within the public higher education system have indeed restructured their Councils by broadening the membership of these structures to previously unrepresented groups. A typical council will consist of the following constituencies and representatives: 
− The Senior Executive Management

− Senate representatives

− Convocation

− Student representatives

− Academic representatives

− Representatives of non-academic workers

− Organised Labour

− Organised Business/private sector

− Local authority

− Appointees of the Minister of Education
− Civil society groupings (e.g. religious, women’s or youth organisations)

A growing concern of government has been the unwieldiness of governance deliberations at some institutions, arising from the sheer size of their governance structures, especially Councils. This is attested by the following extract from a recent speech made by the Minister of Education, Prof Kader Asmal: One is mindful of the period immediately after our attainment of liberation, and how the noble goal of maximum inclusivity led to some of our Councils consisting of forty or so members. With conditions and circumstances having changed over the past few years, one has to ask whether the time has not come for us to ask if the ‘mean and lean’ principle of corporate stewardship may not in fact be the most appropriate model that our institutions need to emulate.
Although some  institutions are still in the process of restructuring their governance structures, there  seems to be general agreement among the key stakeholders that, by-and-large, the ‘political’ or structural dimension of the transformation process has been  accomplished, or is near to being accomplished.5  As each public higher education institution is governed on the basis of its own statute that has to be promulgated in Parliament, most institutions have now also revised their statutes and submitted these to Parliament for ratification. With regard to the second objective of co-operative governance: that of ensuring that institutions facilitate and promote the involvement of all stakeholders in decision-making, the evidence has been uneven. In many institutions, the new governance structures have played a leading role in many key institutional processes and decisions, most notably the appointment of Vice-Chancellors and other senior managers of the institution.
 Notwithstanding the changes at the level of the representation of stakeholders on governing bodies, it is doubtful whether there have been radical and fundamental changes with regard to how these structures function, in particular with regard to the participation of previously disadvantaged groups in governance deliberations. Although more empirical research is needed in this area, it is already apparent that a number of stakeholder representatives do not have a clear idea of their role within governance structures, and have consequently not been able to play an active role in the deliberations of Councils. Indeed, student and worker representatives who sit on Councils at a number of institutions have expressed dissatisfaction with their level of participation. 
They complain that they have not been afforded sufficient resources to be able to meaningfully participate in institutional governance. It seems that, in many institutions, the newly found opportunity of engaging in democratic governance has been a frustrating one for these hitherto marginalised groups, as many have become overwhelmed by the enormity of the responsibilities that these new roles come with. This seems to corroborate Kooimans’ (1993, p. 44) insight that self-organising systems of (institutional) governance require a pool of high-level skills, experience and resources in order for them to function optimally. Another area of contestation with regard to institutional governance has been on the role of the different governance structures in institutional change. In many institutions, students have challenged the role of Councils as the primary governance body and have sought to establish Institutional Forums as alternative structures of governance authority.
 In these institutions, students have been pushing for Forums not to merely serve an advisory function, but to become alternative policymaking structures. This has been particularly the case in institutions where Councils have tended not to assert their role in institutional governance. In many institutions, Forums have struggled to define the role- they ought to play in deepening institutional transformation, and have found it difficult to transcend the hitherto adversarial nature of campus governance dynamics.
 As a result, a number of higher education institutions have been experiencing periodic crises which, although ostensibly precipitated by specific incidents around student fees, alleged financial mismanagement, or labour disputes, can be attributed to an institution’s inability to manage the new governance dynamics effectively. Indeed, in four cases the institutions concerned had ceased to function effectively to the extent that the then Minister of Education had to intervene by appointing Assessors.
 Judging from the reports that the assessors submitted to the Minister, a common theme that is emerging is of institutions whose Councils have not carried out their mandate effectively, and whose relationship with Vice- Chancellors has all but broken down. It is clear from these reports that in a number of institutions Councils have ceded their responsibility for governing to powerful interest groups, or, in the case of one institution, to the Vice-Chancellor. The literature on higher education governance (Bargh et al. 1996; Meek & Wood 1997), although not addressing the South African situation directly, has attributed some of the major challenges facing governing bodies to the dilemma that councillors confront: namely that of their role as trustee or delegate. According to Meek and Wood (1997, p. 37) members of a governing body can either be seen as trustees, that is, a group tasked with advocating and safeguarding the interests of the institution,

or as delegates who are representing the interests of the constituency that (s)elected them. In South Africa this dilemma is far from being resolved. Indeed, some of the differences between Institutional Forums and Councils, and between Councils and management, can be traced to this dilemma. Although the legislation does specify the role and responsibility of Councils, and clearly states that representatives must  discharge their duties ‘in the best interest of the institution concerned’,6 the Councils

themselves have not yet developed a level of maturity such that lay members are able to distinguish between these roles.
 It is instructive that in the three cases where the Minister of Education has had to appoint assessors to intervene in institutions that were deemed to be in crises, the common thread running throughout the assessor reports is of a lack of understanding of the roles of Councils and institutional management. A common finding within these reports is of Councils that have either not properly fulfilled their governance mandate of providing support to management, or that have been too involved in the operational aspects of institutional governance and management.
Finally, there is also an emerging shift within the current debates on what constitutes the most effective lever for facilitating institutional transformation. The dominant view has been articulated in the report of the National Commission on Higher Education (NCHE) as well as in government legislation. This perspective sees institutional transformation

as being contingent on the reconfiguration of legal and structural arrangements, primarily through widening the representation of stakeholders on governing bodies, or creating new ones (e.g. Institutional Forums) in order to inject a new (participatory) dynamic in institutional governance. It had also been expected that the moral authority enjoyed by the new democratic government, buttressed by a healthy dose of stakeholder goodwill, would be sufficient preconditions for propelling institutional change. More recently however, reservations have been expressed about the exclusive reliance on structures (albeit democratically elected and accountable ones) and stakeholder goodwill as the engine of institutional transformation. There has been an emerging view that has proposed that what differentiates the institutions in a state of crisis, from those that are characterized by (relative) stability is the role that leadership has played in institutional- transformation. Indeed, it has also been argued that the lack of leadership has rendered many of the transformation initiatives at higher education institutions ‘rudderless’. In a hard-hitting article published in a daily newspaper,7 the former Minister of Education even went so far as to argue that: some of our vice-chancellors are still using historical disadvantage as an unconvincing cover for the mess they have caused in their tertiary education institutions. We will now turn to some of the challenges facing leadership with regard to higher education institutional transformation. 
LEADERSHIP AND INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE 
The concept of leadership is a fairly novel one in the context of South African higher education. As one of the Vice-Chancellors (VCs) of a major university has pointed out, most institutions in South Africa have had a culture and tradition of ‘administration’, rather than ‘management’. During the period of apartheid higher education, the nature of governmental regulation of higher education institutions was a complex mixture of weak state supervision in the case of historically white institutions, to more authoritarian state control for historically black institutions (NCHE 1996, p. 42). Consequently many institutions, barring a few notable exceptions, were largely managed via administrative fiat, with the role of institutional managers limited to day-to-day administrative operations, rather than providing strategic leadership to their organisations. 

The new legislative framework, as well as the broader challenges of globalisation, has put enormous pressure on institutions to devise new ways of managing what have become more diverse and very complex institutions. Within the space of five years, the leaders of higher education institutions have been confronted with the following challenges: 
− to do more, and different, things, with increasingly less reliance on the public purse

− to cater for a diverse, and differently prepared, student population
− to reconfigure their institutional missions, and the traditional way in which institutions have produced, packaged and disseminated their primary product – knowledge – in order to meet the challenges of a diverse student population, as well as an increasingly technologically oriented, and globalising, economy 
− to forge new kinds of relationships with other knowledge producers within and outside higher education, especially in industry and the private sector
− to develop new modes of governance and leadership so that institutions are able to navigate these challenges in ways that are both innovative and productive; Before we discuss how institutional leaders have dealt with these challenges, it is useful for us to get an idea of the profile of those in leadership positions in South African universities and technikons. The table below provides a brief profile of Vice-Chancellors in the South African higher education system. What stands out from the above table is the fact that the overwhelming majority of Vice-Chancellors (26 out of 36, or 72.2%) have less than five years experience in their job. As evidence of the volatile nature of higher education institutions, a number of these Vice-Chancellors were in acting positions, after the previous VCs had been suspended. The table also shows that although there has been a radical change with regard to the racial composition of institutional leaders at South African higher education institutions, the gender profile has hardly improved. This stands in stark contrast with the gender profile of students in the higher education system as a whole, where women are now in the majority.
TABLE I

Profile of vice-chancellors at South African institutions
	Institutional
	No
	Gender
	
	Population group
	
	Duration in office
	

	Type
	
	Male 
	Female
	Black
	White
	Less than five years
	Five years or more

	Universities
	21
	18
	3
	11
	10
	15
	6

	Technikons
	15
	14
	1
	 9
	6
	11
	4

	Total
	36
	32
	4
	20
	16
	26
	10

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


This term encompasses the African, Indian and Coloured population groups. Source: South African Universities Vice-Chancellors’ Association (SAUVCA), Committee of Technikon Principals (CTP), 1999.
 One of the ironies of the current higher education dispensation is that whilst government has played a leading role in articulating its role with regard to steering of the higher education transformation agenda in South Africa, it has been silent about how it sees the role of leadership in institutional transformation. Thus, while the Ministry has been at pains in expressing its desire not to micro-manage institutions, it has not been able to clarify what role it sees those in leadership playing in the transformation agenda of institutions. The overwhelming emphasis within the legislation on the role and functions of governance bodies in institutional transformation, and the concomitant silence on the role of leadership in institutional change, has created the impression that government is relying primarily on legal and structural mechanisms as the drivers of change.
The rise of managerialism

The South African higher education system, like most publicly funded systems internationally, has been experiencing a decline in financial support from the government. Indeed, over the years institutions have increasingly had to exclude students who have not been able to pay for their tuition. This has led to an annual standoff on many campuses between students and institutional management, which has often resulted in the boycott of classes by students. Although the government has established a National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS), it is generally acknowledged that more needs to be done to address the plight of most black students, the majority of whom need financial assistance. All of the Vice-Chancellors interviewed have placed the issue of financial stability as the most important challenge facing higher education. Most Vice-Chancellors spend much of their time fundraising, and in one case a Vice-Chancellor is alleged to have spent the equivalent of only three months of an entire academic year at his institution. To many Vice-Chancellors therefore, the challenge facing their institutions has shifted away from achieving the national goals of equity, democracy and relevance, to one of staying solvent. It is thus no surprise that the language of the ‘bottom-line’, of running a ‘tight ship’, is now in vogue. Although all institutions are faced with the challenges of fiscal constraints, it would however be misleading to create the impression that institutions are feeling the financial squeeze similarly, or that they are responding to these challenges in broadly similar ways. It is common cause that the history, and thus the current landscape, of higher education has been profoundly influenced by South African politics. The legacy of apartheid continues to play a significant role in shaping institutional responses to institutional change.
For example, the distinction that Trow has made between the ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ approaches to managerialism in higher education finds resonance in the South African context. According to Trow (1994, p. 11), the ‘soft’ managerialists, although applying management techniques in order to run their institutions more efficiently and effectively, still see higher education institutions as distinct from businesses, and governed by their own norms and traditions. This is similar to a view expressed by Middlehurst and Elton (1992, p. 253) that higher education institutions can be business-like (in the way they run a number of their operations) without having to become businesses. This is contrasted to the ‘hard’ approach to managerialism, where institutional management has resolved to reshape and redirect the activities of [their institutions] through funding formulas and other mechanisms of accountability imposed from outside the academic community, management  mechanisms created, and largely shaped, for application to large commercial enterprises. (Trow 1994, p. 12) As it has been mentioned, within the South African context these approaches are colored by the apartheid legacy in interesting ways. Earlier it was mentioned that the regulation of higher education institutions by government ranged from weak supervision to state control. Similarly, the way institutions were governed and managed largely mirrored their role and relationship vis a vis the apartheid state. 
The historically Afrikaans universities, which were set up to cater for, and serve, the needs of the apartheid state, were characterised by highly centralised and autocratic management practices. Many of the English speaking universities – who were largely opposed to the policy of apartheid – had strong collegial traditions, in which university management was characterised by more participative decision-making processes. These histories have thus shaped the approaches to managerialism within these institutions. Most of the Vice-Chancellors that were interviewed have acknowledged that the extent to which they have succeeded in introducing managerial or entrepreneurial practices within their institutions has been influenced by this past.
Within the Afrikaans institutions therefore, management has had more room to introduce the ‘hard’ approach to managerialism, albeit cloaked in the language of transformation. It has been said that they have been able to push changes in a rapidly short period of time largely because these institutions have had a culture of top-down management that is characteristic of highly administered institutions. Another possible explanation may be that these institutions’ leadership have found it relatively easier to initiate changes as these institutions were ‘eager to change in order to make amends for their past role in buttressing apartheid’.8 In contrast, the executive management in English speaking universities have, with a few exceptions, found it more difficult to usher in radical changes from the centre – irrespective of whether these are driven by political or economic rationales. The tradition of collegiality, and the relative power that academics have wielded in influencing institutional decision making, has made it difficult for the management in these institutions to introduce radical changes. At any rate, these institutions did not anticipate that they themselves would be the focus of transformation struggles, since they had played a central role in opposing apartheid. 
The position that these institutions have suddenly found themselves in has been a bitter pill to swallow: where they had expected to have been applauded for their role in opposing apartheid, they now find themselves being derided by government and some internal stakeholders for not having moved fast enough to effect institutional transformation.
Leadership and institutional change
Whose responsibility is it to drive institutional transformation? This question is, in many ways, at the centre of many of the contestations that have plagued South African higher education institutions. Is providing leadership the sole prerogative and responsibility of Vice-Chancellors and the executive management in institutions? Or is it a role that ought to be shared – in the spirit of co-operative governance – between the executive management and the supreme governing body, namely the Council? As it has been mentioned already, there is hardly a reference within the higher education legislation with regard to how the government conceptualizes the role of leadership in institutional transformation. The major challenge facing higher education institutions, it seems, is the need to balance the (political) imperative of ensuring that institutions are governed in democratic, transparent and accountable ways, whilst providing room for executive management to exercise leadership. Surprisingly, most of the Vice-Chancellors that were interviewed do not seem to regard this as a contradiction, or even a major obstacle, but as a tension that has to be delicately balanced.
Another area of contestation has been the role that institutional leaders are meant to play in initiating change. In some institutions, the role of Vice-Chancellors has been narrowly interpreted, seeing them as no more than handmaidens of institutional stakeholders, especially in institutions with powerful interest groups. In other institutions, Vice-Chancellors have managed to carve for themselves a central role in the institutional change process. In these institutions, senior management see the legislative framework

as having provided sufficient clarity with regard to the agenda for institutional transformation, and see the role of Councils as being to ensure that management carry out this mandate, within clearly defined time-frames and financial parameters.
The problem of capacity

One of the main findings of a research report9 that was commissioned by a consortium of higher education bodies, is that South African higher education institutions are facing a management and leadership capacity problem of crisis proportions. The previous table on the profile of Vice-Chancellors also bears testimony to this finding. The problem of management capacity is however not unique to South Africa. It is widely acknowledged that higher education institutional leaders – many of whom have secured their jobs primarily because of their academic standing and reputation – do not posses the requisite skills for running as complex an organization as a university. For over and above the function of providing academic leadership, institutional leaders also have to play the (political) role of representing the institution in external forums, maintaining good relations with funders, and also making sure that the institution is run effectively and efficiently. In South Africa, higher education institutional leaders face the added challenge of having to address a myriad of demands from both government and stakeholders.
These relate to the need to:
− develop three-year rolling plans that will prioritise and target the institution’s transformation programme,
− increase access to historically disadvantaged students,
− implement the Employment Equity Act, which seeks to promote affirmative action in employment practices,
− improve the quality of the academic programmes,
− diversify the institution’s source of funding – and improve institutional efficiencies – in the light of the declining proportion of state funding to the public higher education sector,
− develop partnerships with other institutions and with industry,
− compete with the fast developing private higher education sector for fee-paying students and
− manage institutional change in a democratic and accountable manner. This is a daunting list by any standard, and becomes an almost impossible task if the expectation is that institutions should address these demands simultaneously, as the legislative framework has suggested.
CONCLUSION

The South African government’s agenda for the transformation of higher education institutions seems to have placed much of its emphasis on the structural and the representational aspects of governance restructuring. Obviously this is an important aspect – and the most visible one – of any transformation agenda. Indeed, in the same way that the broader political struggle was about giving a voice, through the vote, to the previously marginalized majority, so the rallying call of students during the height of opposition to apartheid education was: ‘People’s Education for People’s Power’.

In a way, the government’s strategy of targeting the democratization of governance structures as the first hurdle of institutional transformation cannot be faulted. It has, however, been shown that the emphasis on structural and legal reform as the pillar of the transformation agenda is not sufficient. As the legislative framework has paid very little attention to issues relating to the processes of institutional governance and management, many institutions are grappling with how to translate the broad governance framework that is spelt out in the legislation into concrete strategies for institutional change.
It has also been shown that many of the contestations on institutional governance revolve around the role of leadership (or the lack thereof) in institutional change. The solution, however, may not lie in the government introducing more legislation in order to address this shortcoming, but in higher education institutions coming to grips with what Wagners (cited in Meek & Wood 1997) has referred to as the first order question. It is apt to quote him in full:
“So the issues which are at the forefront of the governance debate are, I believe, second order questions. How many governors, what constituencies they come from, the transparency and integrity of the conduct of their business are all important questions to which, as far as I am concerned, there are self-evident answers if the first-order questions, which are not being addressed, are considered first. These are: what sort of organisations are, or should, universities become, and what is their relationship with their sources of funding? The debate on governance in universities remains muddled because it has not addressed the fundamental question which must be answered before all others – who are the owners? (quoted in Meek & Wood 1997, p. 43)”
In similar vein, Birnbaum (1988, p. 2) has also argued that what is important about higher education institutions is not the decisions or choices institutional managers have to make, but the understanding they are able to reach with other stakeholders about what kind of organization their institution is, and the nature of the reality within them.
NOTES

1. Throughout this paper, ‘higher education institutions’ will be used to refer to universities and technikons (polytechnics) within the South African public higher education sector.
2. NCHE Proclamation, Government Gazette No. 16243, 1995.
3. These are advisory bodies, consisting of campus stakeholders, which have been set up in terms on the Higher Education Act to provide advice to institutional Councils.
4. White Paper, §3.3, p. 35.
5. This observation has been made on the basis of interviews that were undertaken with different campus stakeholders on various campuses.
6. Higher Education Act No. 101, 1997, §27, (7) (b), p. 24.
7. Business Day, 12 March 1999.
8. This view has been expressed by more than one Vice-Chancellor from a historically

Afrikaans institution.
9. A Draft Framework for Creating Management Capacity and a Culture of Leadership in

Higher Education Institutions, Centre for Higher Education Transformation (CHET),

May 1997.
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