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PART A

SETTING THE SCENE






CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Paul Ashwin and Jennifer M. Case

In what ways does higher education have a transformative impact on people and societies?
What conditions are required for this impact to occur? What is the relationship between
pathways through undergraduate education and the public good?

These questions, which are the focus of this book, have urgency across the globe and
particular resonance in the South African higher education context, which is actempting to
tackle the challenges of widening access and improving completion rates in an historically elite
and racially segregated system. In this chapter, we first introduce the project that was designed
to engage with these questions and then give a brief introduction to the South African higher
education context. We then provide an outline of the remaining chapters in the book and show
the different ways in which they engage with the relationship between undergraduate education
and the public good.

The project

The chapters in this book are based on the Economic Social Research Council, UK, and
National Research Foundation, South Africa, funded collaborative project ‘Pathways to
Personal and Public Good: Understanding access to, student experiences of, and outcomes
from South African undergraduate higher education’ (ESRC project reference: ES/N009894/1;
NREF project reference: UID 98365). The project emerged from a collaboration between the
Centre for Global Higher Education and a cluster of NRF projects in South Africa located at
the University of Cape Town, University of the Free State and Rhodes University.

This partnership examined the relationship between undergraduate education and personal
and public goods in South Africa through three interlinked themes: access to higher education;
students’ experiences whilst studying; and the economic and social contributions made by
university graduates. Understanding that these themes describe undergraduate pathways
through higher education, for this project we also conceptualised the relationship to the public
good in terms of a pathway. In South Africa the issue of access to higher education is crucial,
given the transformation imperative to redress the historical legacy of an unequal and segregated

system resting on the systematic exclusion and political disempowerment of the majority of the
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population (Department of Education, 1997). The South African higher education system has
expanded considerably, doubling overall enrolment since democracy, with just under a million
students now in the system. However, some groups of students remain under-represented. For
example, while about half of the white and Indian youth cohort participate in higher education,
for black and coloured young people this is under a fifth of the cohort (Council on Higher
Education, 2018).

Although questions of access are crucially important in their own right, any examination
of the transformative potential of higher education must also consider the experiences of
students within higher education. There is a pressing need to understand the forms of
curriculum, pedagogy and social experiences that support ‘epistemological access for all
students (Morrow, 2009). There is also a need to understand the ways in which transformative
university experiences can lead to social change through the development of graduate
professionals who are orientated to and contribute to the public good (Walker & McLean,
2013). In terms of graduate outcomes, there remain concerns about the availability of graduate
employment, particularly for certain groups (Bhorat, Mayet, & Visser, 2012). This has also led
to renewed interest in traditional arguments around the public good value of higher education.
This perspective brings to the forefront the values, understandings and commitments that
might be shaped by the university experience, in addition to ‘skills’, in order to build the
essential elements for an engaged citizenry who can participate and contribute in a democratic
community (Coetzee, Botha, & Holtzhausen, 2012).

The project brought together internationally leading higher education researchers from the
UK, South Africa and further afield in order to explore the relations between these themes
(access, student experience and graduate outcomes). The partnership also sought to contribute
to higher education research capacity building through the development of an internationally
networked cadre of South African post-doctoral researchers, who had the opportunity to work
with these internationally leading researchers in the field of higher education over a sustained
period of time.

The project created a group of researchers to focus on each theme, and each group held
meetings over a three-year period to discuss what we could glean from existing research into
South African higher education. There were also meetings in which the work of the three
theme groups was brought together and the overall project team discussed how integrating the
work from these themes extended our understanding of South African higher education. The
distinctive contribution of this work at its conclusion is thus to bring together empirical
evidence and conceptual debates across these three domains of the higher education trajectory
that are often considered in isolation.

South Africa has an active education research community with strong public funding, and
a significant amount of higher education research has been conducted over the years. However,
as is common in many other contexts, there is less critical review or synthesis of this work. As
mentioned, this project had an objective to properly take stock on what is already known, and

what is not known.
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With an unusually late transition to democracy and a racially offensive prior regime with
notoriety on the world stage, it is easy to adopt a position of ‘South African exceptionalism’;
that is the view that this context is so unique that it does not permit comparison or even
serious analysis. We do not align ourselves with this popular (and attractive, for some) view,
but neither do we fall into universalism, especially of a Western inflected version. Thus, this
project also worked closely with the potential for bringing South African research findings into
conversation with an international literature, not only to bring new light to bear on South
African challenges, but also to allow for potential impact of South African-derived insights
into other contexts. In case study terminology, South Africa, while not unique as noted above,
could potentially be termed a ‘crucial case’ — one which exhibits some unique characteristics
but also shares a number of common characteristics with other higher education systems. This
makes understandings of South African undergraduate education potentially valuable when

thinking about other systems of higher education.

The South African higher education context

South Africa is a country defined by extreme inequality and this plays out in many ways across
its social landscape, including higher education. Its history in colonialism and apartheid
continues to structure the present. The university is situated within this broader socio-
economic context which includes significantly high levels of unemployment (most recently
recorded as 26.7%), particularly youth unemployment, with 32.4% of young people not in
education, employment or training — the NEETs (Statistics South Africa, 2018). For the
majority of young people, schooling outcomes are poor, even taking into account regional
comparisons. This is arguably the major impediment for access to higher education. In terms
of post-schooling options, the vocational sector is weak, and thus for many young people
higher education is considered the only route to social mobility. There has been a dramatic
growth of enrolments in higher education since the early 1990s, and the academic performance
outcomes that have been recorded in terms of graduate rates are not strong: only 55% of
students who register for three-year degrees at contact institutions have graduated five years
after starting (Council on Higher Education, 2018).

Following a process around the turn of the century of institutional mergers, the public
higher education sector currently comprises 26 public universities, currently classified by the
Department of Higher Education and Training as 12 ‘traditional’ universities, 8 universities of
technology, and 6 comprehensive universities. The latter two categories offer both diplomas
and degrees. Within the ‘traditional’ category there is considerable variation in how ‘research-
intensive’ the institution is, with the racial inheritance of ‘historically advantaged/white’ and
‘historically disadvantaged/black’ tending to line up with resources and capacity to do research.

The book is located in the period when significant student protest rocked the South African
higher education system. The two core cries of the student protest movement — #RhodesMust
Fall (RMF) and #FeesMustFall (FMF) — exposed a disconnect between the policy based (and
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widely perceived) core role of higher education in facilitating social mobility and redress, and
the realities facing many young people across the country. The protests highlighted barriers,
both at the point of access and within higher education for those who were successful in
gaining a place at university.

A key tension is between the aspirations of South African school leavers and the current
arrangements for provision of undergraduate higher education. Public funding has not
grown in accordance with growing enrolments in South Africa and thus an increasing share
of the cost has been shifted to students and their families. A second tension relates to
stratification of the higher education system: massification of higher education is typically,
but not inevitably, accompanied by increased stratification. Stratification limits higher
education’s capacity to be an engine for social mobility because there are disparities in who
has access to the most prestigious universities, which are seen to offer the highest economic
and social returns. As such, even for students who gain an undergraduate degree, their
possibilities for engaging in further higher education and entering the world of work are
significantly structured by social background and geographical location. The many students
who do not complete their degrees, regardless of which institution they attend, are left with
substantial debts but little return from their engagement in higher education, and these
students are more likely to be from poorer backgrounds. These tensions, crucially, have
contributed to new patterns of inequality. The debate has thus expanded beyond that of
access, by drawing attention to the ways in which the experiences and academic success of
students in higher education differ in terms of their social and schooling background, as well
as questions about the kinds of knowledge that universities offer students access to. At their
core, these debates centre on questions around the purpose and focus of the university in a
democratic society, as well as perceived uncertainties about employment prospects for
graduates. They also raise the difficult question of whether we might be overestimating the
power of higher education to change society.

This book tackles these complex issues by examining one key question underpinning all
of these debates: to what extent does undergraduate education in South Africa support the
public good? In engaging with this question, the chapters in this book draw on a wide range
of theoretical resources and literature and data from both inside and outside of South Africa.
The rationale behind this approach is that a variety of perspectives can offer us a number of
different ways of understanding these pathways, rather than only examining them from a

single viewpoint.

The structure of the book

The overall structure of the book first sets the scene for examining undergraduate education in
South Africa, then looks at different ways of understanding the pathways to the public good
that undergraduate education offers, and finally examines empirical evidence about particular

aspects of these pathways.
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Part A of the book sets the scene, locating higher education within the broader context of
relations to the state and to society. In Chapter 2, Naidoo and Ranchod focus on the relationship
between higher education and the state, noting how in the democratic period in South Africa
there have been distinctly different policy periods in terms of the stated commitment to a
‘developmental state’, and that this has worked through into the political economy of public
higher education. In Chapter 3, Wangenge-Ouma and Carpentier review the system for the
funding of higher education in South Africa, and how these arrangements link into ongoing
concerns around accessibility, as well as international debates on cost-sharing. Allais, in
Chapter 4, continues the exploration of relations between higher education, the state and
society, showing the complexity especially of the relationship between higher education and
the labour market. In Chapter 5, Deem and McCowan explore the concept of the ‘public
good’ in reference to undergraduate education but also in relation to debates about the wider
purposes of universities and the contribution made by university graduates.

In Part B of the book we gather a series of chapters that look further at ways of understanding
key aspects of the relationship between higher education and the public good. In Chapter 6,
Walker shows how access to higher education is shaped by the complexity of the relationship
between social inequalities, poverty, academic achievement, educational ‘choices’ and life
chances. Walker notes that, compared to international findings, South African students from
poor backgrounds are less put off by immediate costs of higher education because of the
anticipated future returns. In Chapter 7, Carpentier, Lebeau and Vilimaa take a comparative
look at issues of accessibility, availability and attainability of higher education, looking at
higher education systems in Finland, France, Senegal and Nigeria. McLean provides an
overview of the Capability Approach in Chapter 8. This approach offers a normative framework
for thinking about what kind of educational experiences support human well-being and
fulfilment, focusing especially on firstly, those students who have accessed university against
the odds because they are black and come from poor rural and township areas, and secondly,
on how educational experiences might shape graduates oriented towards contributing to social
transformation. In Chapter 9, Ashwin and Komljenovic present a review of literature examining
the ways in which students’ senses of identity are changed through their engagement with
South African undergraduate education, with a focus on how this relationship between
students and universities is conceptualised. Schendel, in Chapter 10, examines the assumed
links between ‘institutional culture’ and processes of pedagogical change within universities,
looking especially to see whether the theoretical assumptions present in the international
literature are applicable to the South African context. Finally in this section, in Chapter 11,
Hlengwa, McKenna and Njovane examine the ways that student experiences in South Africa
are conceptualised in research by analysing postgraduate theses on this topic.

Part C moves in further to look at what the empirical evidence tells us about access to,
students’ experiences of, and graduate outcomes from South African higher education.
Chapters 12 and 13 examine issues of access. In Chapter 12, Maschela explores how students

from low-income families without any form of financial assistance manage to register and
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commence their academic studies. In Chapter 13, Mathebula and Calitz explore what student
voices in the #FeesMustFall protest reveal about questions of access to South African higher
education, and universities in particular.

Chapters 14, 15 and 16 examine evidence about different aspects of students’ experiences of
undergraduate education in South Africa. Shay and Mkhize focus on issues of the curriculum in
Chapter 14. They consider how curriculum structures and content might enable parity of
participation, looking specifically at the extended degree which was introduced with this in
mind, and exploring the features of a ‘transforming curriculum’ for the future. In Chapter 15,
Clarence looks at academic staff development in South Africa, to identify how the student
expetience of higher education is represented in this field of practice. Kerr and Luescher, in
Chapter 16, review the literature on South African student experiences of university life beyond
the curriculum. They show a rather bleak picture of the student experience in which the university
appears mainly as a place of personal struggle and campus life a source of anxiety for students.
However, there are also some indications that the experience is positively transformative.

Chapters 17 to 20 offer differ perspectives on the experiences of graduates. In Chapter 17,
Case, Marshall and Fongwa review the literature on the post-graduation trajectories of young
South Africans, using both labour force surveys and graduate destinations studies, showing
that while graduate unemployment on average is not a cause for concern, race continues to
play a significant role in graduate employment. In Chapter 18, the same author team offer a
more fine grained approach by looking in depth at two narrative studies of student experiences
to interrogate what lies behind these differentiated outcomes, showing how students
experiences before and during university shape what graduates can aspire to and how they
navigate, or not, through institutional structures to achieve diverse outcomes. In Chapter 19,
Oanda and Ngewangu take our understanding further by offering a comparative dimension
and examining the graduate employment trends in a number of sub-Saharan African countries.
In Chapter 20, Pedrosa and Kloot examine how focusing on the graduate outcomes from a
single discipline in different countries (engineering in South Africa and Brazil) can further our
understanding of how undergraduate education contributes to the public, or common, good.

The concluding section of the book, Part D, consists of a single chapter in which those who
led the access, student experience and graduate themes of the project, consider what the book
as a whole tells us about pathways to the public good from South African undergraduate
education. They identify a number of tensions in our ways of thinking about these pathways
and discuss the implications of the project for researching higher education and policies and
practices in South African undergraduate education.

The chapters in the book thus provide a fresh engagement with the question of how
undergraduate education contributes to the public good in the South African context. They
also make a contribution to broader discussions about how universities are situated in society.
These discussions are vital if we are going to develop richer understandings of the ways in
which higher education can contribute to the transformation of society that is key to the future

of a more inclusive and equitable South Africa.
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CHAPTER 2

TRANSFORMATION, THE STATE
AND HIGHER EDUCATION:
TOWARDS A DEVELOPMENTAL
SYSTEM OF HIGHER EDUCATION
IN SOUTH AFRICA

Rajani Naidoo and Rushil Ranchod

Introduction

The concept of transformation in South African higher education has evolved as a powerful
motif with historical roots in the struggle against apartheid projecting into different phases
of the post-apartheid era. Transformation in higher education has been framed by wider
aspirations for transformation linked to the public good role of higher education. We
conceptualise the contribution of higher education to inclusive development in South Africa
as a particular component of the public good; and characterise South Africa as an aspirant
developmental state. This chapter focuses on changing conceptualisations of transformation
in higher education in the context of the changing developmental role of the state; and the
extent to which government policies combine to empower higher education to contribute to
goals of inclusive social and economic development.

We begin by outlining the characteristics of South Africa as an aspirant development
state by focusing on transformation through various periods in the post-apartheid era. Next,
we outline the state-higher education policy nexus before focusing on key conceprualisations
and policies related to transformation in higher education. We conclude by presenting an
assessment of how these conceptions and policies come together to impact on the potential

for higher education to contribute to inclusive development.
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Transformation in an ‘aspirational’ developmental state

Our understanding of the evolution of the concept of transformation in higher education is
embedded in the state-higher education nexus, by which we mean the changing points of
connection between the state and higher education, which are in turn related to the evolving
political, economic and social strategies of the South African state economic. For the purposes
of our chapter, we bracket out the relationship with civil society, as the state, higher education
and society relationship is the focus of the next two chapters in this edition. The developmental
role of the South African state, its relationship with national and global corporations, powerful
governments, the trade union movements and its own citizens has, and continues to be, highly
‘contested ideologically and politically’ (Satgar, 2012, p. 34). We begin by introducing the
notion of the developmental state in South Africa before focusing on three post-apartheid
periods roughly divided by the Mandela, Mbeki and Zuma/Ramaphosa presidential regimes.

Ideological principles underlying the national liberation movement and popular democratic
struggles envisioned an interventionist state which would play a central function in wholescale
transformation leading to economic, political and social development. Encapsulated in the
Freedom Charter, and then further operationalised through the Reconstruction and
Development Programme (RDP), the democratic settlement was imbued with an activist role
for the state in managing domestic and international pressures (Naidoo, 2017)

The notion of the developmental state first appeared in the African National Congress's
(ANC) 1992 Ready to Govern document (Gwaindepi, n.d; ANC, 1992), but was given greater
political and policy centrality by the ANC after 2007. At the ruling party’s Polokwane Conference
in 2007, the ANC noted that it was in the process of building a developmental state — this state
form stood in counterpoint to the welfare state, ‘given that in a welfare state, dependency is
profound’ (ANC, 2007). These 2007 ANC Conference resolutions permit an insight into the
particular orientation and contours of an emergent South African development state. They
display elements of both classic models of state intervention, but also critically aimed to play a
capability-expanding role for citizens while building national and democratic consensus for
development and economic growth. This conception of the developmental state was extended
into South Africa’s long-term National Development Plan (NDP), which had the explicit aim of
‘[b]uilding a capable and development state’ (National Planning Commission [NPC], 2012).
The NDP has recognised the centrality of capabilities-expansion for realising socio-economic
and political development: ‘A development state builds the capabilities of people to improve their
own lives, while intervening to correct historical inequalities’ (NPC, 2012, p. 27). The core
capabilities identified are: ‘Political freedoms and human rights; Social opportunities arising from
education, health care, public transport and other public services; Social security and safety nets;
An open society, transparency, disclosures and a culture of accountability; Economic facilities,
work, consumption, exchange, investment and production’ (NPC, 2012, p. 27). Ciritically, the
NDP recognises the need for effective institutional capacity to function efficiently and

recommends contending approaches to building a stronger and more efficient state apparatus.

11
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While these policy statements provide a clear outline of a developmental state ‘in-the-
making’ (and hence it can be described as ‘aspirational’) (Routley, 2012), critics contend
that the ‘general approach to the developmental state in South Africa has been “propagandistic
and declaratory”; it has “helped legitimate the state’s contradictions” and that while it has
subscribed to a developmental approach, the state is deeply embedded in neoliberalism’
(Satgar, 2012, p. 37). To better understand the move towards a developmental state in
democratic South Africa, we periodise its political economy by bounding state activity in
different presidential administrations viz. the Mandela, Mbeki and Zuma/Ramaphosa
periods. While such periodisation presents an artificial boundary between each presidential
term, it nevertheless serves an analytical purpose to better understand the character of the
South African state over time. Critically, however, it should not obscure the continuities

across each of these periods.

First period: Mandela presidential term

The Mandela presidency saw the creation of a ‘policy state’ wherein the state undertook a ‘wide
ranging policy review and formulation’ as it sought to rebuild a representative, inclusive and
democratic policy and state apparatus (Naidoo, 2017, p. 13). The exigencies of post-apartheid
state formation, and the awareness of the need to respond to ‘pent-up public demands’” saw
both the reconstruction and expansion of the state apparatus to manage increased demands in
an effective and efficient manner (Naidoo, 2017, p. 13). The Mandela presidency was expected
to implement the social-democratic, corporatist Reconstruction and Development Programme
(RDP), but by 1996, the RDP had been discarded and replaced by the more neoliberal Growth,
Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) policy. Critics charged the ANC with duplicity of,
in the words of the title of Bond’s (2004) book, ‘talk[ing] Left and walk[ing] Right’, while
other analysts point to a number of local and international pressures that had forced the state’s
hand in ensuring greater macroeconomic stability (Seekings & Nattrass, 2016), albeit in a
neoliberal mould.

The adoption of GEAR exposed the ‘ambiguities’ in South Africa’s economic and social
provisioning. While GEAR prescribed an orthodox set of tools to restrain public expenditure,
the South African state also undertook a significant social protection agenda in which social
transfers and welfare grants continued to function as important buffers against deepening
poverty (Seekings & Nattrass, 2016). This provisioning has created a universal, transfer welfare
state which, despite the ANC governments reluctant implementation of pro-poor welfare
programmes, has become ‘more (not less) redistributive over time’ (Seekings & Nattrass, 2016,
p. 169). Discursively, the state has maintained that such welfare provisioning would be part of
an individual empowerment agenda in which an enabling environment would be created for
capability-enhancement. However, in practise, the growing reliance on welfare as a means to
stave off poverty, together with the lack of macro-economic reform and employment

opportunities, undercut any viable claim to empowerment.

12



PART A: 2. TRANSFORMATION, THE STATE AND HIGHER EDUCATION

Second period: Mbeki presidential term

The second period, the Mbeki presidency, did not see significant expansion in government
departments to manage the functions of state; instead this period has been defined as one of
‘fine-tuning’ the existing configuration of the state with greater centralisation of functions and
decision-making moved to the Presidency (Booysen, 2011). In addition, the shift to a ‘whole-
of-government” approach aimed to create a more functionally integrated state which could be
better managed from the centre (Naidoo, 2017). Thus, greater emphasis was placed on the
implementation capacity of the state and its ability to deliver on its developmental mandate.
GEAR would maintain its centrality in economic policy; it was a precursor for a subsequent
market-friendly economic policy agenda.

The interaction between the state and market was also more nuanced. Seekings and
Nattrass (2016, p. 219) state that while the state was pro-market, it was less pro-business:
white business was viewed with suspicion given their role during apartheid and thus, “The
state’s priority ... was more to “discipline” and to “transform” existing business than to work

with it.” The ambiguous nature of the state toward the market meant that

[w]hile the state viewed markets with approval in various policy areas, not least
because of the evident limits to state capacity, it also intervened in and subverted
markets in other policy areas. ... it institutionalised corporatist collective bargaining
over wages and employment conditions, provided minimum wage setting in sectors
where workers were weak and introduced industrial and other growth path policies
that benefitted unionised workers. (Seekings & Nattrass, 2016, p. 220)

While adhering more toward these Scandinavian corporatist-style interventions, the state also
undertook greater intervention in ‘corporate ownership and management through Black
Economic Empowerment (BEE) and affirmative action (‘employment equity’) policies
(Seekings & Nattrass, 2016, p. 220). For the former, a preferential procurement framework
aimed to support black business: rather than creating winners in key economic sectors, the
state created winners through constituency politics. A clear, strong and symbiotic relationship
between the state and capital was not established.

The capacity of the democratic state in this era to implement policy was uneven. While
it succeeded largely in distributing social and welfare effectively, as well as undertaking
critical economic functions such as tax collection efficiently, it ‘lacked the developmental
capacity to direct economic growth and change in the same way as ... the Korean
developmental state’ (Seekings & Nattrass, 2016, p. 200). Instead, the creation of the
aforementioned ‘transfer welfare state’ has been largely by ‘default’: the state’s ‘deficient
policy and policy implementation in the areas of health and education leave its grants and
social transfer policy as the effective social policies’, and given the enduring problems of

adequate provision in these social fields, ‘there is little prospect for welfare-dependent
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households to acquire much needed human capital to escape their welfare-dependent living
conditions’ (Burger, 2014, p. 176).

The challenges to human capital development remain particularly acute, especially when
consideration is given to the changing nature of the South African economy since the 1970s
away from primary sectors and into secondary and tertiary sectors and compounded by a
distinct skills bias in favour of higher end skills (Bhorat, Goga, & Stanwix, 2013). While
welfare provisioning may have supported some measure of capability-development, it did not
go far enough in building a capability-expanding state.

Moreover, there has not been a singular, binding hegemonic vision that has driven a
developmentalist orientation within the state. Policy shifts, historical and ideological differences
within the party-political machinery, as well as a changing global context have functioned to
nullify an overarching national vision to mobilise society. While the RDP and more recently,
the NDD, have attempted to develop a binding vision, they have fallen short in articulating a
clear developmental project with significant buy-in from all segments of society. In addition,
the charges of neoliberalism have deepened fissures and factionalised the African National

Congress, contributing to the lack of a cohesive developmental vision.

Third period: Zuma/Ramaphosa presidential terms

The third period, the Zuma administration, has attempted to give flesh to the bones of the
developmental state, at least at a rhetorical level. The state has grown, and a number of new
ministerial departments have been created in this period to effect greater implementation of key
policy areas. A distinct politics was in play in the Zuma administration. Analysts have noted that
patronage has functioned to shape the functional and organisational structure of the state
(Naidoo, 2017). Departmental duplication and the lack of clear policy remits have led to a
misalignment between the professed goals of greater developmentalism and the functional
capacity of the state to deliver on it. Moreover, this expansionary state apparatus has also led to
greater fiscal bloating. The South African state has been characterised as approaching a financial
and political crisis, which has limited its ability to implement and reach its developmental goals
(Southall, 2016). The Zuma period has been marked by a lack of distinct policy clarity, and while
the overarching vision of the NDP attempts to provide a framework for a South African
developmental state, there has not been sufficient, tangible progress on realising its core goals.
Increasingly, the South African state is being hollowed out by a lack of leadership capacity and an
inability to manage the economic, administrative and social levers required of a developmental
state. It has also accelerated an enduring process of politicisation of the bureaucratic apparatus
with negative consequences on capacity development and delivery (Cameron, 2010).

In February 2018, a change in the leadership of the ANC elevated Cyril Ramaphosa to the
presidency of South Africa. Inaugurating the change as a ‘moment of hope and renewal,
Ramaphosa’s agenda has been marked by attempts to arrest the decline of state institutions, to

improve the governance and operation of large state-owned enterprises, and to drive economic
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growth and development through a renewed commitment to employment creation, increased
foreign and domestic investment in productive sectors, and boosting industrialisation by
stimulating the creation of black industrialists (The Presidency, 2018). The continued commitment
to building ‘a strong and capable state’ informs these transformation processes. In response to
Zuma’s expansionary state, the new administration has resolved to ‘initiate a process to review the
configuration, number and size of national government departments’ (The Presidency, 2018).
While there is a recommitment to building state capacity and effectiveness, strong neoliberal
drivers are being maintained or strengthened. An analysis of the budget shows that corporate taxes
have been set at half the level they were in 1994, while social programmes have been cut, and
general sales tax has been increased, with the potential to disproportionately hit the poorest in
society, while exchange controls for the country’s largest financiers have been liberalised.

The state in South Africa thus displays certain features of a developmental state, including
being interventionist and shaping market-based policies as well as measures of redress and equity.
However, these features are uneven and there are a number of challenges to the realisation of an
effective democratic developmental state in South Africa. While the state has implemented a
range of policies in the pursuit of economic growth, the interaction of such growth with poverty,
inequality and unemployment has been complex. Structural and institutional factors have
hampered state efforts at generating mass employment. The lack of a clear, hegemonic,

developmentalist vision has hindered large-scale progressive societal mobilisation.

The state-higher education nexus and the question of transformation

We turn now to an analysis of the mutually constitutive relationship between the state and
higher education in relation to the transformation imperative. Many of the tensions that exist
in the state’s own conflicts and issues with transformation are replicated both in the state—
higher education relationship, as well as in the state’s steering of higher education and the
responses of higher education institutions across all three presidential regimes.

A key feature of a developmental state is the need to coordinate the different parts of the
overall system, including higher education in order to ensure coherent policy formulation and
implementation (Edigheji, 2007). In higher education, this process is facilitated by the Council
on Higher Education (CHE), a coordinating body which interfaces between the universities
and the government’s Department of Higher Education and Training. The state-higher
education relationship has been characterised as ‘cooperative governance with state supervision’
(Cloete, 2002, pp. 54-55) or as ‘conditional autonomy’. This bi-directional relationship results
in tensions with respect to autonomy and accountability. Changing alliances to accommodate
or resist state steering are heavily dependent on historical hierarchies in the field of higher
education and to university connections to dominant fractions in the field of political power
(Lepori & Naidoo, 2017).

An analysis of the shifts and contestations in transformation needs to start in the context

of the specific post-apartheid historic juncture. Jansen (2001, 2002) has asserted that

15



HIGHER EDUCATION PATHWAYS

establishing the legitimacy and credentials of the government in the post-apartheid period
required an overarching discourse about transformation which was largely symbolic and
which would eventually undermine implementation when confronted with pressing local
and global constraints. Thus the symbolism embedded in government policy generated
unrealistic expectations about redress (Cloete, Fehnel, Maasen, Moja, Perold, & Gibbon,
2002) and left the government open to criticism for half-hearted implementation (Jansen,
2001). Throughout the various transformation phases, tensions emerged which were not
anticipated by the key players in South Africa (Cloete & Moja, 2005; Kraak & Young,
2001). Ideological and political differences and the realities of limited resources underlay
such tensions. Further tensions were caused by the gap between the high expectations that
followed from the end of apartheid, the difficulties of accommodating competing priorities
and demands and limited government and institutional capacity (Thaver & Thaver, 2009).

Transformation as equity of access

The Mandela presidential period was dominated by discussions of a break with the apartheid
past and redress for past inequities. Government policies in this era, namely the NCHE
Framework (1996), the Education White Papers and the Higher Education Act (1997)
provided the rationale and the specific direction for the reconstruction of higher education.
In the early years of the Mandela regime, emphasis was placed on achieving social justice
through redress via a reconstruction and development programme which was envisaged to
break with the apartheid past, achieve redress for past inequities and correct apartheid social
engineering (Cloete et al., 2002). In higher education, the key transformative principle in
this early period appears to be a narrow focus on demographic transformation particularly
of the student body in relation to race, although this was extended to gender, age, and
disability (Department of Education [DOE], 1997). As indicated in the report by the
Council on Higher Education (Council on Higher Education [CHE], 2016), hegemonic
discourses on transformation were equated with equity, and equity was equated with race.
There appears to be the assumption that access to higher education for those who were
previously excluded would automatically contribute to development in general and the
public good in particular. In contemporary times, race is still a key factor in transformation
debates, but this is infused with new debates on whether race should remain a criterion,
given the development of a black middle class or whether other indicators of disadvantage,

such as quintile of school, would be more equitable (for further discussion on this topic, see

Chapter 6).

Transformation as massification

As we see in the sections above, the redress of apartheid’s past in relation to equity of access in

undergraduate education dominated the agenda in a relatively unmediated manner, particularly
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in the immediate post-apartheid era. In this context, discussions on what redress strategies
would be most appropriate were raised. One suggestion was to award a disadvantage subsidy
from the government block grant for each black student enrolled. However, this did not come
to fruition (Cloete, 2014). Another concept linked to transformation focused on institutional
rather than student redress. The intention here was to develop policy and funding mechanisms
to transform the system so that the inherited inequalities between the historically black and
historically white institutions were diminished rather than intensified (Badat, Barends, &
Wolpe, 1994). This approach was not wholly successful. Cloete, Pillay, Badat, and Moja
(2004) have noted that a complex set of circumstances led instead to a widening gap between
the historically black universities and the historically advantaged institutions, with only the
historically advantaged Afrikaans institutions gaining any real benefit.

The second redress strategy proposed that was linked to transformation was that of
massification. The concern was, however, that rapid massification in a situation in which
school preparation was unequal, and in which the staff to student ratio in higher education
would become even greater, could result in an overall reduction in quality. Instead, the Higher
Education Plan 0f 2001 called for ‘planned growth’ and in May 2002 a phased series of mergers
was proposed to reduce the number of institutions from 36 to 21. The rationale for mergers
was intended to transform the system to break historical patterns of advantage and disadvantage.
It was noted that the historical legacy of apartheid, together with weak regulation and quasi-
market competition, combined to entrench the crisis in historically black institutions, while
historically white institutions ‘creamed’ off the best students and staff. This resulted in
historically disadvantaged institutions retaining the bulk of the most disadvantaged and under-
prepared students (DOE, 2001). The rationale was that in a period of crisis, all institutions
needed to be transformed to ensure that all take responsibility to redress past inequalities.
Collaboration and combinations of institutions were thus two crucial mechanisms to transform
the system (DOE, 2001). While funding levers to encourage collaboration have been
developed, progress with mergers has been uneven (Arnolds, Stofile, & Lillah, 2013), and

there are some indications of the reinforcement of stratification.

Transformation as differentiation

In 2012, the National Development Plan (NDP) set a target of 30 per cent participation in
higher education by 2030, calling for massification with differentiation, in combination with
robust quality checks. This policy initiative had strong links with the CHE commissioned
report Towards a new higher education landscape, released in 2000, which made a case for
higher education as a public good, and argued that transformation required the creation of a
diverse and differentiated higher education system. In 2012 it was proposed that the system
include a mix of research-led universities, mainly undergraduate teaching universities, a
vocationally driven further education and training college sector and a market-driven sector, as

well as increasing distance education. In addition, a new funding and planning framework by
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the Department of Education called for a system-wide student enrolment planning exercise to
facilitate the implementation of a new funding formula. The government’s argument was that,
in order to maintain a sustainable funding level per student, and improve efficiency, student
numbers should be capped and institutions should increase graduate output, by increasing

throughput rates rather than by taking in more students (DOE, 2005).

Transformation of knowledge and culture

Linked to the ‘transformation debate’ on equity are the fault lines arising from the past but
gaining increasing traction in contemporary times around the issue of institutional culture and
relevant curricula. Lessons from countries such as Singapore indicate the importance of
education in developing social cohesion and responsible citizenship (Goh & Gopinathan,
2008). In South Africa, many gains in relation to institutional culture and the Africanisation
of the curriculum have been made. However, there remains a widespread perception amongst
key stakeholders that elements of apartheid remain embedded in institutional cultures and in
the curriculum, and that these vestiges of the past serve to alienate black and other disadvantaged
students. Initiatives such as the institutional transformation forums have been set up with the
aim of uprooting remaining vestiges of apartheid and transforming culture. However, success
has been reported as uneven (Griffin, 2016). Protests by students demanding the decolonisation
of the curriculum and the removal of apartheid symbols such as the statue of Rhodes has
combined with high-profile cases to call for transformation charters for all institutions to
‘defeat racism and patriarchy’ at South African universities which is believed to be ‘rife’. The
Ministerial Committee Report on Transformation and Social Cohesion of 2008 served to
place the issue of the transformation of institutional cultures firmly on the agenda and led to
the development of a national policy on social cohesion in the post-school sector. In 2013,
Higher Education South Africa (HESA) initiated a project facilitating the development of
Integrated Transformation Plans in which institutions put forward their understandings of the
challenges of transformation and how they planned to address it. This process is reported to
have led to a more nuanced understanding of transformation in relation to institutional
culture, inclusiveness, diversity and redress (CHE, 2016). Codified knowledge has always been
characterised by power struggles and specific interests (Collins, 1998) and clearly the
curriculum in South Africa has been utilised as an ideological device for protecting privilege.
At the same time, as Muller (2000) and Young (2007) warn, there are grave dangers with an
uncritical acceptance of highly relativistic conceptions of knowledge. Moore and Muller
(1999) show that it is all too easy to reach the point where academic knowledge can be
perceived as being unable to make any epistemological claim to validity since it can only ever
be an ideological device for maintaining positions of dominance.

Researchers such as Peter Evans (2010), writing in the context of the developmental state,
have highlighted the importance of expanding access to the existing stock of ideas, increasing

the effective utilisation of this stock and generating new ideas suited to a country’s specific
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circumstances. While high research performance and robust research infrastructure are present
in elite institutions, this is not a characteristic of the South African system as a whole. The
potential of research to contribute to inclusive development is hampered by the difficulty of
maintaining a balance between research which focuses on the country’s specific challenges and
the contribution to global and blue-sky knowledge. While both aims can sometimes be
simultaneously met, often a focus on one undermines the other. In addition, innovation
models such as the ‘triple helix’ which advocate strong relations between universities, industry,
and government may not work well in the South African context as corporations may be
unwilling to fund research and training and may not have sufficient capacity to utilise research
findings or high-skilled knowledge workers (Naidoo, 2011). Many higher education
institutions may therefore face pressures to perform low-level, routine, consultancy-type
activities with the aim of generating income (Arocena & Sutz, 2005). In addition, in a national
context where Mode 1 specialist disciplinary knowledge was never thoroughly institutionalised,
high market demand for knowledge for narrow utilitarian purposes may constrain research to

the point of squeezing out important explanatory and theoretical research (Holland, 2008).

The contribution of higher education to development

In chis final section, we draw on the consequences of the policies related to transformation
presented above to discuss the contribution of higher education to the overall social and
economic development of the country. An analysis of higher education documents in the
Mandela presidential period indicates that there was little focus on development (Cloete &
Moja, 2005). Where development, particularly economic development, was raised, it was
often counterpoised, at least implicitly, to social equity. In other words, there was an analytical
separation between economic development and racial equity, together with the potential for
economic development to be perceived as ‘anti-transformational’. However, initiatives such as
GEAR introduced substantial shifts and brought South Africa more in line with international
neoliberal trends emphasising economic development, the need for fiscal restraint and
structural adjustment (Bond, 2004). In the National Development Plan stronger links have
been made between knowledge and development. The ten-year innovation plan (2008-2018)
has also set out the aim of driving South Africa’s transformation towards a knowledge economy,
in which the production and dissemination of knowledge is expected to lead to economic
benefits and to enrich all fields of human endeavour. However, a close analysis reveals that
there has been insufficient analysis of the role of higher education in such knowledge-
developmental visions.

Various transformation discourses are related to important and visionary policies in higher
education which have led to the successful integration of racially divided systems into one
national system of higher education. Successes include an appropriate and relevant quality
assurance system, established governance bodies, high research output in some universities and

major achievements in relation to access with an 80% growth in the number of African
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students, as well as implementation of a financial aid scheme (Baijnath, 2016). These successes
are even more impressive against the backdrop of a historical system that was segregated and
unequal, inadequate funding, rising poverty and student protests. These achievements could
not have occurred without the vision, commitment and hard work of national policy-makers,
institutional leaders, academics, and administrative staff and students.

However, as is the case in many other countries, there is also considerable dis-articulation
between various policies leading to tensions, imbalances and contradictions impacting on the
system as a whole. These are likely to lead to adverse consequences and we outline some
illustrative examples below.

The development of a higher education system comprising a diversity of institutions
offering high-quality academic and vocational choices with inter-connected progression routes
is an important step towards both greater equity as well as holding out great potential for the
contribution of higher education to wider social and economic development. However
insufficient attention has been paid to developing policy and funding instruments that are
genuinely differentiated to steer and reward diverse sets of institutions. There are also
inadequate incentives for different types of institutions to excel in different missions. These
factors lead to rising isomorphism and militate against a more inclusive higher education
system contributing to inclusive development. In relation to access, for example, the logic of
policies, when taken together, appear to offer the greatest rewards to institutions that maximise
research output and demonstrate student success and progression in the shortest time possible.
Institutions which have not traditionally included widening participation in their missions are
therefore unlikely to develop admission strategies to recruit students from under-represented
groups. Such students are perceived to be time and resource intensive and are therefore expected
to threaten institutional arrangements around activities, such as research, through which
academic status and financial resources are accrued (Naidoo, 1998). In addition, such students
are unlikely to enhance the institution’s ‘output’ indicators. At the same time, as research in
other contexts has shown, the institutions thatabsorb students from groups that are traditionally
excluded from higher education are likely to be financially and reputationally penalised, since
policy frameworks do not differentiate between categories of students with regard to social
disadvantage and differences in prior educational attainment (Naidoo, 2000). Thus, while
government measures are presented as devices for drawing diverse institutions into a horizontally
differentiated system offering greater choice and quality, in reality, the impact will be to
encourage the development of a sector in which status and resources are likely to be inversely
proportional to institutional and student disadvantage.

Furthermore, expanding access to university whilst reinforcing a stratified higher education
system could have negative effects on economic and social development. In highly stratified
systems, the vast majority of students who face intersecting disadvantage could be recruited
into low quality, cheap, standardised courses which would not provide an adequate base of
skills in areas critically needed for development. Rather than gaining access to powerful forms

of knowledge (Young & Muller, 2013), the vast majority of students will continue to receive
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an education that has been reduced to narrowly defined core competencies. Disciplines such
as Medicine, Engineering, Mathematics, Economics, as well as subjects in the Humanities and
Social Sciences which are crucial to development may be placed in a vulnerable position, while
degrees that are easier and cheaper to teach such as Business Studies may grow exponentially.
In addition, programmes to build indigenous research capacity such as research degrees at
postgraduate level or doctoral level work may be replaced by fee-based masters and postgraduate
diploma programmes based primarily on coursework. Marginson (2001) has argued that such
courses are often hard to distinguish from undergraduate courses and may in fact be augmenting
credentialism rather than developing national capacity through the training of new generations
of indigenous researchers. These factors could combine to lead to a shortage of programmes
and graduates in key strategic areas which may be detrimental to development strategies.

An influential trend which has gained momentum worldwide is the competition for world
class status. The assumption is that the transfer of the lion’s share of resources into universities
identified as world class will contribute in a direct manner to the social and economic
development of the country as a whole. However, the jury is still out on whether the training
of an elite social segment in elite universities automatically contributes to national development,
particularly since world class universities are often embedded in global networks with multi-
national corporations and contribute to global rather than national innovation in developing
countries. In addition, the argument that world class universities in highly stratified systems
are the best route for higher education to contribute to national innovation is challenged by
the success of the relatively non-hierarchical system of higher education in countries such as
Finland and Germany. In addition, the research and prestige mission entrusted to elite
universities is often diametrically opposed to enhancing equality. Few benefits trickle down to
support institutions that admit large numbers of students from the most disadvantaged sectors
of society.

Finally, there appear to be inadequate connections between higher education policy and
wider economic and social policies of the country. Great faith is placed in the high skills thesis
which contends that equipping higher levels of skill to the population as a whole, linked to
technologically oriented mode of working, will unproblematically contribute to social mobility
and economic development. However, researchers have pointed out that even in high-income
countries, high performance production systems and high skills regimes are not all-pervasive
and widely distributed (see, e.g. Kraak, 2004) and that in reality in most countries, mass
producing manufacturing and low skill labour intensive production exist alongside high skill
production techniques. Other analysts such as Keep (1999) go further to argue that Fordist
and post-Fordist modes of production continue to flourish in advanced economies particularly
in the United States of America and the United Kingdom as they are based on the expansion
of low skilled, low cost jobs which give a certain competitive advantage. According to these
analysts, the reality of high skill production strategies is that this only occurs in a few sectors,
mainly in the leading advanced economies. The high skills rhetoric of the knowledge-based

economy also prophesises that the growing importance of knowledge work would significantly
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raise the demand for educated workers, who would enjoy greater autonomy in their work.
However, as Brown, Lauder, and Ashton (2011) show, bursts of creativity in capitalist countries
are followed by the routinisation of work to enable profits to be made. Lauder, Brown, and Sin
(in press) note that changes in the nature of capitalism, including skills replacing technology
and the preference for corporations to move to high skilled low cost countries such as China,
has fundamentally undermined the relationship between individual investments in education
and higher paid employment. Thus, as Lloyd and Payne (2018) indicate, the policy preference
for supply side approaches to skills for economic development based on human capital theory
may be seen as more of a political device that acts as a poor substitute for more direct
interventions in the economy and labour market which would genuinely enhance the demand

for skills and job quality.

Conclusions

The uncertain and ambiguous approach to inclusive development adopted across various
presidential periods in South Africa suggests major challenges to the realisation of a
developmental state in South Africa capable of steering the country towards a model of
inclusive development. While the state has implemented a range of policies in the pursuit of
economic growth, the interaction of such growth with poverty, inequality and unemployment
has been complex. The relationship between the state and higher education which has been
characterised as cooperative governance with state supervision has in practice meant that
universities have at times been faced with the state making far reaching decisions with no prior
negotiation, such as President Zumas’s decision in 2017 to implement free higher education
for poor students. At the same time, there is the potential for university leaders to invoke the
ideal of institutional autonomy at certain times to protect institutional interests, while
proclaiming that state control has curtailed their ability to act in other periods of prolonged
conflict with civil society.

Transformation merely perceived as enhanced access in the absence of support mechanisms
aiding students in overcoming structural, social and individual level barriers (in the context of
transformed institutional cultures) is unlikely to work. The question of transformed curricula
has to be grasped by the horn (see Walker and McLean, 2013, for an example of the
transformation of professional education) at the same time as acknowledging that equating
knowledge in a simplistic manner to the national context or certain cultures may result in the
detachment of higher education from powerful global knowledge structures and from wider
procedures for generating better knowledge

In addition, undifferentiated governance and funding mechanisms are likely to lead to
mission drift and isomorphism and the development of a dysfunctionally stratified system
unable to contribute fully to inclusive development. An important paper by Carpentier
(2018) drawing on historical data in comparative perspective suggests that the relationship

between mission differentiation and social reproduction could be ameliorated by challenging
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the cultural heritage which tends to undervalue vocational higher education and to encourage
transfers across the various parts of the system thereby contributing to social mobility. In
addition, a balance needs to be found between funding and governance mechanisms that
protect the existing quality of research and teaching while incentivising a diversity of
missions across different types of institutions. Further attention on how policy and funding
can shape the relationship between different types of domestic institutions, as well as foreign
and private institutions, in order to build capacity is vitally important. An important area
for research consideration is the extent to which policy fosters collaboration, competition or
functional differentiation between the different sets of providers. In addition, the assumption
that publicly funded institutions are likely to contribute in an unproblematic way to the
public good is misplaced. Universities have historically played multiple roles, sometimes
contributing to the transformation of societies and at other times reproducing unequal
relations in society and more often than not, doing both simultaneously (Brennan, King, &
Lebeau, 2004). Research therefore needs to be conducted on which functions of the higher
education system need to be publicly funded and protected. While regulation normally
operates through rules and sanctions, it might also be useful to look at the provision of
incentives so that institutions contribute to developmental goals. In most countries,
governments have responded to the perceived insularity of higher education by implementing
mechanisms to open up higher education to economic forces, to encourage higher education
to contribute more directly to economic development and to foster closer relations with
industry. However, while there has been a great deal of policy rhetoric, there has in general
been little corresponding link between financial or performance incentives and the provision
of public goods.

It is undoubtedly true that research-focused public institutions may be best able to succeed
if the goal to provide certain levels of higher education on a mass scale can be met by other
providers. However, at the same time for countries such as South Africa, given the national
resources consumed, it could be argued that in addition to chasing prestige, elite universities
should be tasked with a certain level of responsibility for building capacity in the South African
higher education system as a whole. Scarce national resources could also be distributed to
create world class systems of higher education that contribute to inclusive development, rather
than world class universities that contribute to the development of an elite in higher education
and to the reinforcement of stratification in the wider society (Naidoo, 2018).

Finally, a development strategy linking national, social and economic development
strategies to higher education policy in the context of an appropriate measure of institutional
autonomy is an important area to address. The idea of developing a skills strategy around the
interlocking potential of low, intermediate and high skills to allow for greater variability and
unevenness is persuasive (Kraak, 2004) and has implications for a mixture of investment
strategies in higher and other levels of education, including vocational training. At the same
time, such efforts to expand human capabilities through education have to be linked to the

redistribution of material resources to South African citizens as a whole, while providing
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incentives for individuals to invest in their own capabilities through joined up macro industrial
strategies linked to equitable and dignified forms of employment.
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CHAPTER 3

SUBSIDY, TUITION FEES AND
THE CHALLENGE OF FINANCING
HIGHER EDUCATION

IN SOUTH AFRICA

Gerald Wangenge-Ouma and Vincent Carpentier

Introduction

The funding of higher education is a hot topic in South Africa. During apartheid, higher
education was deliberately steered to marginalise a significant section of society. The funding
systems were instruments used in the implementation of the apartheid government’s so-called
‘separate but equal’ policy. In the post-apartheid period, higher education is required to
transform the legacy of the past, expand access, improve quality and respond to South Africa’s
broader societal and developmental objectives. Similar to the apartheid period, funding is a
critical driver for the realisation of public policy objectives in the post-apartheid period, mainly
in regard to adequate funding for the university system and affordability, especially for students
from lower socio-economic backgrounds.

For many years, researchers have identified a number of challenges with the various aspects
of the financing of higher education in South Africa, inter alia, the adequacy of public funding,
mechanisms for allocating subsidy to universities, tuition fees (cost-sharing), student financial
aid, student debt, and third stream income (Bunting, 2002; de Villiers & Steyn, 2006;
de Villiers & Steyn, 2007; de Villiers, van Wyk, & van der Berg, 2013; Wangenge-Ouma, 2010,
2012a, 2012b; Wangenge-Ouma & Cloete, 2008). These challenges can be understood within
the context of the often complex and evolving relationship between higher education institutions,
the state and society, as captured by Clark’s triangle of coordination (Clark, 1983). Clark’s
triangular space is characterised, inter alia, by tensions and evolving relationships among the
three key actors (higher education institutions, the state and society). For instance, in the South
African context, these tensions are manifested, among others, by a mismatch between state

funding and political expectations on the one hand, and societal and institutional realities and
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expectations on the other hand. This chapter focuses on tensions related to two key elements:
the adequacy of funding for the university system and tuition fees. Our approach is part of the
political economy tradition, looking at higher education at the interface of political and
economic processes. We review the financing of higher education in both the apartheid and
post-apartheid periods, mainly to highlight the antecedents of the present challenges; examine
the trends in the public appropriations for higher education within the context of enrolment
growth and the performance of the South African economy, and finally, we engage the tuition
fees question. Our empirical data were obtained mainly from official reports, treasury data and
previous research.

We argue that the tensions are, to some extent, the product of a lack of a shared
understanding of the needs, resources, challenges and visions of all three actors. For instance,
universities have argued that the raising of tuition fees is a response to a decline in state funding.
However, some analysts (for example, Pundy Pillay' as reported in Scott, 2016) have argued
that public funding of higher education has in fact been adequate, given the country’s depressed
economic circumstances vis-a-vis demands for public funding from other equally important
priorities such as health, security, basic education and infrastructure development. On its part,
the state has argued that while it has increased student financial aid significantly, the impact
has been minimal because of the tendency by universities to increase tuition fees. Universities,
especially historically advantaged universities, have countered this view by arguing that a
significant portion of the income generated from tuition fees goes toward providing financial
aid to indigent students, hence advancing the goal of enhancing equity of access (Higher
Education South Africa [HESA], 2008; Wangenge-Ouma, 2010).

Higher education funding during apartheid

Bunting (2002) provides a detailed analysis of the manner in which the government funded
higher education during the apartheid era. He identifies two broad types of government
funding that were in place, namely, negotiated budgets that were associated with blacks-only
universities and technikons (for example, the Universities of Fort Hare and Venda) and formula
funding, associated initially with whites-only universities (for example Universities of Cape
Town, Stellenbosch and Pretoria). The funding systems were instruments used in the
implementation of the government’s so-called ‘separate but equal’ policy.

Whereas whites-only universities enjoyed considerable autonomy in the manner in which
they spent government subventions, and decisions regarding what their tuition fees should be,
blacks-only universities did not have similar autonomy and freedom. Their tuition fees and the
details of their expenditure had to be approved by the government (Bunting, 2002; Wangenge-
Ouma, 2007). The system of negotiated budgets involved the university or technikon

1 Presentation at a colloquium by the Council on Higher Education on funding in higher education in South Africa held on
3 December 2015.
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concerned submitting a ‘needs’ budget for expenditure and partial income to its controlling
government department. The income side was the amount the institution expected to collect
from student fees. The final amount which the institution was permitted to spend in that
financial year would have been a net amount of approved expenditure, less student fees
(Bunting, 2002; Council on Higher Education [CHE], 2004). The expenditure budgets
finally approved were not determined by the student enrolments of the institution concerned
but on assessments of current needs in the context of historical expenditure patterns. In many
cases ‘this amounted to adding a percentage to the allocation for the previous year, and did not
overcome disparities with the more advantaged institutions or ensure adequate library,
laboratory and computer facilities’ (Bunting, 2002, p. 118). Expenditure by the institutions
had to be strictly managed in terms of this budget, and any unspent balances on a negotiated
budget would have to be returned to the national treasury. Further, institutions were not
permitted to transfer these amounts to reserves under their control, hence leading to two
consequences: unrestricted spending at the end of every year to discharge accumulated funds
and no build-up of a reserve fund.

In 1982 the apartheid government started allocating subsidies and other financial resources
to universities and technikons through the South African Post-Secondary Education (SAPSE)
base formula funding (Bunting, 2002; Wangenge-Ouma, 2007). This formula was initially
developed for whites-only universities. The overall amounts available for higher education
were allocated to institutions in terms of a formula which contained as input variables full-
time equivalent (FTE) student enrolments and as output variables student success rates and
research publications (CHE, 2004). Unlike blacks-only universities and technikons, these
amounts could be spent at the discretion of the council of the higher education institution,
and unspent balances could be retained.

Although the funding formula was originally intended for whites-only universities, by
1988, the formula was applied to all universities and technikons. The formula had the effect
of generating and perpetuating institutional inequities such that larger amounts of subsidy
were available to whites-only universities because they ‘had larger numbers of natural science
enrolments, produced better student success rates, had more postgraduate students, produced
more research outputs, had better management capacities, and so on’ (CHE, 2004, p. 190).

Bunting (2002) argues that the SAPSE funding formula satisfied several principles of
higher education funding; the principles of effectiveness, efficiency, and sustainability and the
principle of shared costs. He contends further that the formula directed government funding
of higher education at ensuring that the system achieved its pre-determined goals at the lowest

possible cost. An analysis by CHE (2004, p. 190) takes a different view:

The formula encouraged growth which was not financially sustainable — especially
as student enrolments increased from the mid-1980s — and which was not linked to
issues of quality. ..., the a-factors [adjustment factors] introduced to contain the
effects of growth created a climate of financial uncertainty for HEIs [Higher
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Education Institutions], acting as disincentives to creative planning at institutional
level and as incentives to expanding cash reserves, or devising strategies of cross-
subsidisation, including distance learning activities. Finally, the formula encouraged
larger numbers of cheaper enrolments in humanities, rather than in the more costly

natural sciences.

One issue on which the various analyses of the SAPSE funding formula converge is the
question of equity and redress. Bunting (2004, p. 132) perhaps captures the general consensus
when he argues that the SAPSE funding formula ‘explicitly rejected the principles of equity
and redress, holding that it was not the business of the higher education system to deal with
social inequalities which affected either individuals or institutions’. Following the regime shift
in 1994, a change in the manner in which higher education was funded became a priority and
was inevitable. The SAPSE funding framework was regarded as essentially an apartheid funding
framework that could not be used to transform the higher education system in line with the

new governments policies of equity, redress and development.

Changes to funding policies in the post-apartheid era

The apartheid era formula funding, adopted by blacks-only universities — which acquired the
moniker ‘historically disadvantaged universities’ (HDUs) in the post-apartheid period — by
1988, remained in use up to 2003. The continued use of the funding formula, which was
principally FTE driven, occasioned financial difficulty to a number of HDUs. After 1994,
many black students enrolled in former whites-only universities (which later became known as
historically advantaged universities [HAUs]) occasioning a decline in enrolments in the HDUs.
Headcount enrolments in the HDUs fell from a peak of 111 000 in 1995 to 83 000 in 2000.
This, combined with a range of other factors such as growing student debt, governance and
management failures and general instability, resulted in the rapid erosion of the sustainability
of a number of the HBUs (CHE, 2004; Cloete, 2002; Ministry of Education [MOE], 2001;
Wangenge-Ouma, 2007).

Both the Education White Paper 3: A Programme for the Transformation of Higher
Education, 1997 (Department of Education [DOE], 1997); and the 2001 National Plan for
Higher Education in South Africa (MOE, 2001) emphasised the need for a new higher
education funding framework that could serve as an effective steering mechanism for the
attainment of transformation goals of the post-apartheid state. And in 2004, a new funding
framework was introduced. The funding framework is generally consistent with some
international accounts of the role which government funding can play in the implementation
of national higher education policies (Merisotis & Gilleland, 2000; Ziderman & Albrecht,
1995). Unlike the apartheid era funding frameworks which rejected the principles of equity
and redress, the present funding framework is generally aligned with government’s policies of

equity, redress and development.
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While the architecture of the funding framework has been maintained since its introduction
in 2004, a number of changes have since been introduced. For instance, an HDI (historically
disadvantaged institution) development grant, which would benefit the universities of Fort
Hare, Limpopo, Venda, Walter Sisulu, Western Cape and Mangosuthu University of
Technology and Sefako Makgatho Health Sciences University, was introduced in 2015/2016.
The main purpose of this grant is to assist with establishing systems to develop and sustain the
financial health of these universities and strengthen the academic enterprise. The introduction
of this grant can be regarded as an acknowledgement of the inherent funding challenges faced
by HDUs, inter alia, because of the historical, path-dependent factors referred to in the
preceding section.

A review of the funding framework by the Ministerial Committee for the Review of the
Funding of Universities (DHET, 2013), in terms of the goals that were set for it at its inception,
suggests that many of the targets (set for 2010) were unmet. The unmet targets were in regard
to gross participation rates, enrolments in science, engineering and technology fields,
enrolments in masters and doctoral programmes, staff qualifications, throughputs, and research
productivity. It should be pointed out, however, that there are many factors, beyond funding,
involved in the achievement of university goals. Accordingly, the failure by the university
system to achieve the targets cannot be attributed entirely to the funding framework. Having
said that, the funding framework is not entirely blameless: one of the key critiques of the
funding framework is that it is not driven by the actual costs of higher education provision, but
by the amount of funds made available in the national higher education budget, which makes
it a mechanism for dividing a pre-determined total grant allocation (de Villiers & Steyn, 2006;
Wangenge-Ouma, 2010).

The manner in which public funding is allocated to universities is known to have a major
impact on their behaviour, institutional performance, sustainability and their long-term
success. While the collapse of apartheid occasioned dramatic transformative changes in the
governments approach to the allocation of resources to universities, for many HDUs, the

changes have not gone far enough to remedy their long history of underfunding

State appropriations for higher education

Allocations to the university system can be examined using indicators such as the percentage
of total public expenditure that is devoted to higher education, public higher education
expenditure as a percentage of gross domestic product (GDP), public higher education
expenditure’s share in relation to total government budget expenditure, public higher education
expenditure’s share of the overall education budget, and per student expenditures. In this
section, we focus on public expenditure per student, which is a measure of public investment
adjusted for full-time-equivalent students enrolled in the university system. It reflects the
general purchasing power (or standard of living) given up (through public sources) to support

the education of each university student.
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Table 1 provides an important set of data regarding the funding of higher education in
South Africa. The key observation from this table is that, while state funding for universities
increased year on year in nominal terms and also in real terms (with the exception of 2007/08
and 2009/10), the rate of growth in funding did not however match the growth in the number
of students as shown by the per capita growth in real terms (i.e. adjusting for inflation). With
the exception of three years (2007/08, 2008/09 and 2009/10), the per capita growth in real
terms shows a declining trend. Overall, over the ten years, per capita FTE allocation declined

by 1.35%.

Table 1 Block grant allocations to universities from 2004/5 to 2014/15

Year Block grant | Growth in Inflation | Deflator (B) | Block grant | Growth in HEMIS  |Per capita in| Per capita
for nominal (CP)* for real terms |Student FTEs| real terms | growth in
universities terms universities (%) (D) using FTE | real terms
in nominal (%) in real terms students (%)
terms (ZAR million) (ZAR)
(ZAR million) (C) = (A/B) (C/D)
(A)
2004/05 8568 - 2.0% 1.00 8568 - 505 473 16 950 -
2005/06 9145 6.7% 3.6% 1.02 8966 4.6% 500 931 17 899 5.6%
2006/07 9956 8.9% 5.2% 1.06 9421 5.1% 497 772 18926 5.7%
2007/08 10 234 2.8% 8.1% 1.1 9205 —2.3% 518 560 17 751 —6.2%
2008/09 11 550 12.9% 11.2% 1.20 9614 4.4% 538 457 17 854 —0.6%
2009/10 12701 10% 6.9% 1.34 9511 -1.1% 569 708 16 694 —6.5%
2010/11 14 533 14.4% 3.8% 1.43 10176 7.0% 600 002 16 960 1.6%
201112 16 387 12.8% 5.6% 1.48 11 051 8.6% 628 409 17 586 3.7%
201213 17 434 6.4% 5.6% 1.57 11134 0.7% 634 548 17 546 —0.2%
2013/14 18 439 5.8% 5.8% 1.65 11151 0.2% 665 856 16 747 —4.6%
2014/15 19 561 6.1% 5.6% 1.75 11181 0.3% 668 705 16 721 -0.2%
Net % change in nominal 128.3% Net real change in block grant 30.5% Net change in per capita -1.35%
terms in block grant from FTE student allocation
2004/5 to 2014/15

Source: DHET (2015)

In 2004, the South African government acknowledged that, despite increasing appropriations,
little improvement was being made in the real resources expended per student. University
student enrolments were exerting unsustainable pressure on the fiscus. Partly to address this
situation, the government introduced enrolment caps, thus limiting the number of students

that individual institutions could sign up. In introducing the caps, the government argued that

the [South African] higher education system has grown more rapidly than the
available resources. The resultant short-fall in funding has put severe pressure on
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institutional infrastructure and personnel, thus compromising the ability of higher

education institutions to discharge their teaching and research mandate.

(DOE, 2004, p. 3)

The quote above acknowledges the need for adequate funding for universities to deliver on
their mandate; specifically, the need to align funding with enrolment growth. However, the
continued pattern of underfunding, even after the introduction of enrolment caps, requires
some explanation. We suggest three possible explanations: the failure of enrolment planning,
that is, the inability to align enrolment growth with the available resources; strong demand for
university education which could not be channelled to alternative opportunities within the
post-school sector; and poor economic growth vis-a-vis the demands from other equally
important public needs, such as infrastructure development, basic education, security
and health.

During the 2016 mid-term review of the enrolment plans of universities for the period
2014-2019, and while the #FeesMustFall students protests® were raging, the Department of
Higher Education and Training (DHET) attempted to remedy the misalignment between
enrolment planning and funding, by encouraging universities to pursue slower enrolment
growth in the remaining three years (2017-2019). The national enrolment growth was
adjusted to 1.0% from the originally set growth target of 1.9%. It should also be pointed out
that the university system in South Africa is notoriously inefficient in terms of student success
and throughputs, which, inevitably, adds to the pressure on public funding. While throughput
rates have improved, they remain poor. For instance, the throughput rate for the 2009 cohort,
after five years, was 53.5%, an improvement on the 2000 cohort, whose throughput rate, after
five years, was 44.2% (Green, 2016). The high levels of internal inefficiency in the university
system have reinforced the view that the public is paying more for less. In response, universities
have argued, inter alia, that the funding received is inadequate to provide sufficient academic
support for the many underprepared students who join universities.

Clocte, Sheppard, & van Schalkwyk (2016), among others, have identified the ‘shape’ of
the post-school system as one of the challenges with implications for public funding in South
Africa. Unlike many post-secondary systems, for example, the United States of America (USA),
where the majority of students are enrolled in technical institutions and colleges below the
university level, the bulk of students in the South African post-school system are enrolled in
the university system. In 2016, 975 837 students were enrolled in public universities in South
Africa, compared to 705 397 who were enrolled in technical and vocational education and
training colleges (DHET, 2018).

The ‘decline’ in state funding for higher education needs to be understood in the context

of South Africa’s economic performance. We seek to demonstrate that trends in the allocation

2 In October 2015, student protests erupted across South African universities against, among others, high levels of tuition fee increases and
inadequate funding support from student financial aid. The protests intensified in 2016, leading to the closure of many universities.
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of financial resources to higher education cannot be interpreted adequately in isolation from
the economic and social contexts in which higher education is located. As shown in Figure 1
below, the past decade was an economic nightmare for South Africa. Economic growth was
sluggish and inflation rates were high. Persistent low growth has led to the stagnation of GDP

per capita compared to other economies, especially from 2010.

Figure 1 South Africa’s GDP growth, 2000-2016
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Source: Makhanya (2016)

The poor economic growth has had a number of implications, among them, lower tax revenue
collections (falling revenue growth — see Figure 2), increasing deficit, and borrowing by
government. It therefore seems defensible to conclude that the decline in per capita FTE
allocation shown in Table 1 reflects the economic challenges experienced by the country. In
fact, compared to other sectors, the university sector seems to have fared better. For instance,
the report of the presidential Commission of Inquiry into Higher Education and Training
(2017) states that the shortfall in budget allocations to Technical and Vocational Education
and Training Colleges (TVET) increased from 19% in 2013/2014 to a projected shortfall of
47% in 2017/2018. Regarding basic education, Spaull (2018) reports that funding per
schoolchild has declined by 8% in the last seven years. This decline is projected to increase to

10% by 2019.

Tuition fees

The overriding principle in South Africa’s public higher education funding is that costs must
be shared between government and students (or their families). Van Harte (2002) notes that
South Africa, even before it became a republic, charged tuition fees at those postsecondary
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institutions that over time fully evolved into the modern universities of today. However, there
were provisions made for some students to attend for free at the discretion of the governor
(Cape of Good Hope Ordinance 11 of 1837, cited in van Harte, 2002). In 1922, van Harte
(2002) reports, an amendment was passed that set into motion a system that continues today
in which charging tuition fees is acceptable, and in which government signals its support of
public higher education by providing financial support to it. During apartheid, government
did fully fund both the tuition and living costs of students studying for careers deemed to be
for the public benefit, for example police officers, nurses and teachers, through direct
government allocations or through bursaries directly to the students (van Harte, 2002). All the
programmes in this category were offered in the college sector. So, though the dominant
thinking regarding higher education funding was that which emphasised private investment,
in some cases, where public benefit was deemed to surpass private benefit, government met all
the costs of higher education training.

South African individual universities set their own fees, unlike many African countries,
for example Tanzania, Mozambique and Uganda, where tuition fees are controlled by
government, are often undifferentiated across institutions and programmes, and are frozen.
Accordingly, fees at South African universities are differentiated by programmes and
institutions. The differences in tuition fee levels between universities, even for similar
programmes, can be considerable. Every year, except in 2016 when a freeze on tuition fee
increases was implemented, South African universities increase their tuition fee levels. For a
long time, students, government and the general public, lamented the high tuition fee
increases, but the practice persisted. Universities argued that the tuition fee increases were
necessitated by existential needs — to mitigate inadequate public funding and avoid
institutional decline. This argument regarding the need to increase tuition fee levels speaks
to the balanced budget constraints experienced by universities, whereby their costs must be
offset by the sum of tuition fee revenue and non-tuition fee revenue. The gist of this
perspective is that tuition fee levels have to be increased whenever costs rise by a larger
amount than non-tuition fee revenue (Cheslock & Hughes, 2011).

The continued increase in tuition fee levels resulted in tuition fees becoming the fastest
growing source of university income, compared to state funding. Bunting’s (2016) analysis (see
Figure 2) shows that the growth rate in tuition fee levels not only surpassed that of state
funding for universities (subsidy), but also tax revenue to the state. From 2007 to 2009, fees,
subsidy and taxes increased at roughly equivalent (and therefore sustainable) rates. However,
in 2010, tax revenues declined sharply, but state funding remained relatively stable. From 2011
onwards, despite the country’s economic challenges (see Figure 1), fee revenue continued to
increase steadily while subsidy slowed down.

The strong growth in tuition fee levels resulted in tuition fees accounting for a significant
proportion of the income of universities. As illustrated in Figure 3 below, from 2000 to 2014,
the share of tuition fees in the income of universities increased by 11 percentage points while

that of subsidy (state funding) declined by 8.1 percentage points.
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Figure 2 Growth in tuition fee revenue, subsidy income, and tax revenue, 2007-2016
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Figure 3 University income sources 2000 and 2014 (nation-wide), ZAR billion
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The increased reliance on tuition fees by universities to mitigate the effects of decreased
government investment in higher education, in the context of an ineffectual student financial
aid scheme and declining economy, triggered various responses prior to the #FeesMustFall
student protests of 2015 and 2016. In 2006, the Minister of Education lamented the high
levels of tuition fee increases. In her budget speech to the National Assembly on 19 May 2006
the Minister protested that:
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Student tuition fee collections have become a critical resource issue in the higher
education sector. Institutions have funded increases in their volumes of activity by
raising student tuition fees to ‘unreasonably’ high levels. In turn this has put pressure
on state funding to NSFAS. While fees have doubled over the last five years, the
increase in funding to NSFAS has risen by 30 percent. (quoted in Wangenge-
Ouma & Cloete, 2008, p. 910)

In the same budget speech, the Minister announced that she was considering the introduction

of a mechanism for regulating tuition fees. In 2007, the Department of Education, which then

also had responsibility for universities, made the following proposals aimed at regulating

tuition fee increases by universities (HESA, 2008):

a)
b)

o)

Placing upper limits on the levels of tuition fees collected by universities;
Determining what shares institutions will receive of the joint block grant and tuition
fees totals; and

Requiring universities to keep the sum of their individual tuition charges within the

limits of their approved total tuition fee income.

The response by universities to these proposals was both defensive and insular. Universities

invoked the principle of institutional autonomy and reminded the DOE that the determination

of tuition fees was their (universities) prerogative (HESA, 2008). Further, universities

argued that:

a)

b)

They increased tuition fees to mitigate declining state funding and therefore tuition
fee regulation, without enhancing state funding, would have a negative impact on
educational delivery by universities;

Universities would introduce additional charges that were notionally optional
(e.g- notes levies and charges for sports facilities) hence negating the purpose of
capping tuition fees; and

Capping tuition fees would have an impact on equity of access since universities,
mainly HAUs, utilised some of the revenue generated from tuition fees to finance
university bursary schemes. In other words, high tuition fee levels were having a
redistributive effect whereby the fees paid by students from well to do families
was used to support poor students (HESA, 2008). According to this logic, fee
increases did not affect poor students or harm equity since the high charges were

offset by bursaries.

However, given the context of declining public funding and the inability by universities to

alter public funding in their favour, it can be argued that the response by universities was

geared at guaranteeing financial stability. It is generally agreed that, in contexts of uncertainty,
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organisations actively seek to create for themselves environments that are better for their
interest (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978).

The response by universities maintained the status quo. As demonstrated in Figure 2,
tuition fee levels continued to rise steeply, which created new patterns of dependence — the
universities became increasingly dependent on tuition fees (see Figure 3). Unfortunately, the
rise in tuition fee levels was not matched by a concomitant rise in financial aid and household
incomes, which impacted on the ability of students to pay. As several analyses (DHET, 2010;
DHET, 2015; Wangenge-Ouma, 2012a) have shown, many students who qualified for
financial aid did not receive funding support from the National Student Financial Aid Scheme
(NSFAS). An important point, which South African universities seemed to have failed to
consider, is that given the country’s history of exclusion and marginalisation of a significant
section of society, the expansion in higher education participation rates brought with it cohorts
of students who required financial support. Unfortunately, the rapidly rising tuition fee levels
were not matched with a concomitant increase in financial aid.

Opverall, while the raising of tuition fees may be described as an adaptive response by
universities to declining resource support, the #FeesMustFall student protests of 2015 and
2016 demonstrated that the response was out of step with the broader socio-economic contexts
in which South African universities are located. The new patterns of resource dependence
produced consequences: the significant dependence on tuition fees made the universities
vulnerable to shifts in this funding source. In response to the #FeesMustFall student protests
in 2015, a decision was taken not to increase fees in 2016, which contributed to a number of
universities becoming financially distressed. An analysis by the Council on Higher Education
(CHE, 2016) projected that 19 of the 26 universities could have become financially unstable
by 2018 if the 0% increase was extended to 2017. In addition, the student protests invited a
political and regulatory response, which was hitherto ‘impossible’. The non-interventionist
policy environment with autonomy to set tuition fees, which universities hitherto enjoyed,
came to an end. As already mentioned, in 2016 tuition fees were frozen (0% fee increase) and
in 2017 and 2018, increases were capped at 8%. More importantly, despite the presidential
Commission of Inquiry into Higher Education and Training (2017) finding that there was
‘insufficient financial capacity in the state to provide totally free higher education and training
to all who are unable to finance their own education, let alone to all students, whether in need
or not...’, the government decided in December 2017 that the state would provide free
university education for poor and working class students. This decision will have a number of
potential implications for universities: (a) given the prevailing circumstances of slow economic
growth, which is expected to continue, competing public spending needs and slow growth in
tax revenue to the state, it is unlikely that public funding for universities will improve, unless
the state increases its borrowing or cuts spending on other priorities; (b) there will be more
pressure on tuition fee levels that universities can charge considering that the state will be

paying the fees for a significant number of students.
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The de facro regulation of tuition fees, together with the decision to provide fee-free
university education for poor and working class students, has framed the higher education
funding challenge in South Africa in terms of affordability and accessibility. The state’s actions
have placed emphasis on the importance of minimising costs to students and their families,
and enhancing the participation of students from poor families. The changes to the higher
education cost-sharing model in South Africa illustrate the complex and unpredictable
interaction of politics and economics in the making of policy decisions. Despite economists,
higher education policy experts, universities, the National Treasury and the presidential
Commission of Inquiry into Higher Education and Training warning that South Africa did
not have sufficient resources to provide fee-free higher education, a decision was taken to the
contrary largely to satisfy political pressure to do something and prevent a possible recurrence

of the 2015/16 disruptions.

The South African reality versus global trends

The South African case offers key lessons for understanding the tensions between funding and
affordability, which have generated worldwide debates (Carpentier, 2012; Oketch, 2016;
Schendel & McCowan, 2016; Wangenge-Ouma, 2012a). Furthermore, the South African
context can be informed by these global trends and debates. Although it is difficult to compare
and contrast countries with different histories, and impossible to characterise a generic pattern
of funding higher education, an overall global trend in the funding of higher education can be
discerned, with varied impacts across various national settings. We take seriously Cowen’s
warning about the circulation of ideas, policy and initiatives in education when he argues ‘as
its moves, it morphs’ (2009, p. 315). It goads us to base our understanding of these debates
contextually, to reflect on the variety of economic, social, political, and cultural factors that
explain the connections and tensions between expansion, affordability, and funding of higher
education in specific settings. The following looks at several global trends in relation to
South Africa.

First, the key debates and tensions regarding funding higher education should be understood
as the result of a historical trend with an increase of public funding in higher education after
the Second World War, followed by a decrease after the crisis of the 1970s (Carpentier, 2012).
These post-1970s trends should be seen as part of a wider retreat of state spending associated
with, among others, a shift of most economies towards a low taxation agenda (Piketty, 2014).
Higher education debates are thus part of wider debates on the funding of the social sphere,
which did not start with the post-2008 global economic downturn, but with the crisis of the
1970s (Carpentier, 2015). The South African case confirms the acceleration of the policy of
public austerity observed in other countries.

Secondly, this retreat of public funding is connected to another key historical trend, which
is the increase of private funding in higher education and especially tuition fees, which started
in the 1980s (Carpentier, 2012; Wangenge-Ouma, 2008, 2018). This development has been
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driven by a variety of rationales, ranging from a pure neoliberal marketisation agenda to a more
or less moderate version of what came to be defined as cost-sharing (Carpentier, 2018). The
principle of cost-sharing is based on the idea that students and their families should, in the
name of equity and sustainability, contribute to the cost of their studies alongside the state
(Johnstone, 2004). The impact of the various models of cost-sharing is widely debated. Those
models differ according to the types of fees, and financial mechanisms in place to support
students. Fees can be upfront or deferred, uniform or variable, paid by grants, loans or graduate
tax. Loans can be commercial as in the USA, or backed by the government as in England. A
number of university systems are still free, while others, for example South Africa, have decided
to move to free education for a particular segment of students, or are considering reducing the
tuition fee levels (England).

Thirdly, the implication of cost-sharing differs according to its design and the contexts,
and depends on the links between the public and private dynamics of funding and especially
whether private funding is additional or substitutive (Carpentier, 2012, 2018). In some
countries, cost-sharing started in a period of higher economic growth during which the rise in
fees coincided with relatively slow but still resilient public spending. The post-2008 world has
led to a change of context where the acceleration of tuition fees has coincided with a sharp
decline in public funding, leading to a shift in the main driver of cost-sharing — from generating
additional resources to public/private substitution in the USA and England (Carpentier,
2018). The diminution of spending per capita after 2008 observed in Table 1 confirms this
trend in the South African context where substitution seems to have clashed with expansion.

Fourthly, the impact of those changes in the trends and structure of funding higher
education have implications for access and equity. At the same time, it is key to acknowledge
inequalities at the society and school levels, as well as the intersection of socio-economic
background with other forms of inequality such as gender, race and ethnicity (Burke, 2012;
Morley & Lugg, 2009; Wangenge-Ouma, 2012a). For example, the trends towards public/
private substitution have produced a shift in cost-sharing policies where the rising fees are
increasingly funded by loans rather than grants (Carpentier, 2012). Since the 2008 crisis —
which has been described as a crisis of inequalities (Stiglitz, 2012) — this shift has been
connected to the question of student debt. This raises not only equity issues, as debt aversion
has been shown to be connected to social class (Callender & Mason, 2017), but also systemic
issues regarding the sustainability of the funding of higher education. The current debates and
policy changes in South Africa are at the heart of these trends with key tensions between the
level of fees, grants and student debt.

The consequence of public private substitution on increased institutional stratification
(Carpentier, 2018) and the question of the funding of the public good are also important to
consider (Lebeau, Stumpf, Brown, Lucchesi, & Kwiek, 2012; Marginson, 2011). A key
question raised in this paper is the contingency across space and time. The effect of cost-
sharing in one particular time might be different from another. Moreover, the consequences of

cost-sharing might be different according to the level of socio-economic development and
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stage of development of the higher education system of a country. This is probably why there

has been a backlash in many countries, including South Africa.
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CHAPTER 4

SOUTH AFRICAN HIGHER
EDUCATION, SOCIETY AND
ECONOMY: WHAT DO WE KNOW
ABOUT THE RELATIONSHIPS?

Stephanie Allais

Introduction: Development versus sorting roles of education

This chapter reflects on relationships between higher education, society and the
economy in South Africa today, with a focus on undergraduate education. I suggest that
we can gain some insight into these relationships by looking at the nature of research
and evaluation of higher education outcomes — how research is conducted, what are the
main kinds of research, how the research understands the relationship between education
and the economy, and what inferences, analyses, and policy implications are drawn out
from research. Instead of assuming that they give us useful information about higher
education (to some extent they do), and instead of considering what we can learn from
the results of these studies and forms of evaluations (which is also important), here I
seek to explore them as phenomena which are part of the systems they seek to understand
and evaluate.

I suggest that relationships between higher education, society and the economy are more
complex than is generally understood. I argue that much of the focus of research and systemic
evaluation of graduate outcomes is focused on benefits, and not on interrelationships or
interactions, and therefore can easily trap us in a fairly superficial set of debates and analyses
about how higher education interacts with society. What is needed, then, is more analysis of
relationships between different institutions in society in a way that provides insight into the
wider system, that is revealing systemic issues and tendencies beyond the confines of one set
of institutions. This entails research that does not attempt to quantify the individual
(contingent) and social (not easily quantifiable) benefits of higher education, but rather tries

to understand better the relationships between universities, society and the economy in
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different contexts today. Education exists relationally. It changes when the context changes,
and the roles that it plays change.

To make this case, I use an analytic distinction between the developmental and the
screening roles of education (Halliday, 2015). Education plays a role in screening (or signalling)
and sorting individuals according to academic criteria, within education and training systems,
and from education and training systems into labour markets and workplaces. This is
completely separate from the developmental role that the learning which happens through
education plays: the substantive goods of education play a role in preparing children for
autonomous life as adults; enriching children, young people, and adults; preparing people to
do different kinds of work; contributing to well-being; preparing young people for citizenship;
and enabling them to share in the bodies of knowledge that have been developed over thousands
ofyears, across continents. I suggest that much South African (and to some extent international)
literature on the role of higher education in society does not adequately pull out the differences
between these two roles, which need to be understood in their own right in order to attempt
to gain insight into the complexity of interrelationships between higher education and the rest
of the education and training system, as well as between the education and training system and
the labour market. What is also important is to look at the ways in which these relationships
shape each other. This is of concern not only analytically, but also because the act of
measurement and of evaluation shapes the nature of higher education.

In the next section, I discuss the large body of research that aims to consider the impact of
undergraduate education on society in terms of graduate outcomes. This includes return studies
and tracer studies which attempt to understand labour market outcomes of graduates. I argue
that although they are used to extrapolate analyses of the skills needs of the economy as well as
funding priorities for education, they are suggestive of labour market stratification — with
education functioning as a screening device. I then consider another major type of evaluation
and research in higher education which reveals a similar pattern — ranking systems, which seem
focused on facilitating distinctions between graduates. I also consider quality assurance systems
that try to gain systemic insight into the nature of universities. Both the graduate outcomes
research and the systemic evaluations focus on the benefits that higher education produces —
whether to society or to individuals, and both assume implicitly that these benefits are due to
the developmental role of higher education. I conclude this chapter by arguing that this results
in inadequate attention being paid to the complexity of interrelationships between higher
education and the rest of the education and training system, as well as between the education
and training system and the labour market, and the ways in which these relationships shape

each other.

Graduate outcomes

Rates of return studies are a major source of insight into graduate outcomes. These are done

using labour force data, aggregating the individual incomes of people who hold different levels
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of educational qualifications; the idea is that this reveals the private returns to education
(Psacharopoulos, 1994; Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2004; Woodhall, 1987). In South Africa,
this type of research reveals that graduates are dramatically better off than their non-graduate
counterparts (Bhorat, Cassim, & Tseng, 2016; Cloete, 2015a; van den Berg, 2015).

The South African literature on graduate outcomes is reviewed in detail in Chapter 17.
In short, their review demonstrates that in South Africa graduates have good labour market
outcomes, in a context in which general labour market outcomes are very poor. This is
confirmed by Haroon Bhorat et al. (2016), who show that the long-run average
unemployment for degree holders is 4.2%. This is in a context of extremely high
unemployment: the official rate is currently 26%, and 36.9% for youth according to
Statistics South Africa.? An expanded definition of unemployment puts youth unemployment
at around 68% (National Youth Development Agency, 2015). My interest here is the use to
which this kind of information is put.

One key argument that is made based on rates of return analyses is that South Africa is
observing skill-biased economic growth, which means we need more higher education
graduates. Bhorat et al. (2016) argue that the South African economy increasingly requires
workers with higher levels of skills. They base this argument on two main data sets: labour
force surveys, which show a consistent trend whereby the more educated are improving their
labour force positions relative to the less educated; and analyses of the sectoral composition of
the economy, which show growth in capital-intensive industries and a growing finance sector.
They describe this as ‘skill-biased economic growth’. In other words, rates of return to graduates
are used to extrapolate about the kinds of education the country is believed to need, which
should then inform various policy levers. Of course, funding is a key policy lever which is
affected by this kind of analysis. In South Africa currently there is significant contestation
about the proportion of funds that should be spent on the small college sector (vocational and
adult education) that is intended to service the huge percentage of adults without access to
university education, relative to the proportion of funds that goes to the university sector,
which currently vastly dominates the post-school sector (Department of Higher Education
and Training, 2016).

Rates of return are used to make other arguments about funding policy as well. For
example, some researchers argue that the high benefits that accrue to graduates suggest that the
state should not contribute to the full cost of study for wealthy individuals, and even poor
individuals should repay some of the costs of their study. For example, Nico Cloete (2015b)
surveys the graduate outcome literature in order to make an argument about higher education
funding. He argues that there is a relationship between inequality and returns to higher
education — the higher the inequality, the higher the returns to individuals. He demonstrates
that in a highly unequal society such as South Africa, the rate of return from higher education

is of a dramatically higher order than that in more egalitarian societies. The high rates of return

3 www.statssa.gov.za accessed 21st September 2016
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enjoyed by graduates at an aggregate level in South Africa are bolstered by a system in which
there are weak transition systems from technical and vocational education, and technical and
vocational education (TVET) graduates tend to obtain poorly paid and poorly rewarded work
— often no better than their counterparts with a school leaving qualification (Bhorat et al.,
2016). Cloete concludes, then, that a higher education system in which wealthy individuals
were not expected to pay something at the door would be unfair.

Analysts such as Cloete (2015a) argue that fiscus-based funding is regressive because all
South Africans contribute to the fiscus, through value added tax. So Cloete’s argument is that
even if those who earn in the formal labour market contribute much more, the life time private
benefits that are obtained from higher education are dramatically higher than those who don’t
access higher education, and the implication is that a higher education system which is fee-free
at the point of access would mean that the poor, whose children do not attend higher education,
are subsidising the rich. This line of argument can be seen as reinforced by van den Berg’s
(2015) analysis that 80% of those who qualify to apply for higher education attended schools
in the top two income quintiles, and van Broekhuizen, van den Berg, and Hofmeyer’s analysis
(2016) that for every 100 individuals, the state already spends substantially more on the
roughly 10 individuals from a particular age cohort who graduate compared to their
90 counterparts who don’t.

A third, and again different argument made by van den Berg and colleagues (2011) based
on analyses of rates of return analyses, is that labour market outcomes are driven by education,
and therefore, improving education levels will improve the labour market outcomes of South
Africans. They argue that 80% of inequality in South Africa is driven by wages, and wages are
strongly related to levels of education.

In other words, rates of return studies demonstrate that university graduates do better than
non-graduates in the labour market. Some researchers point out that in addition to this
ultimate better performance, in general, those who enter higher education are more wealthy
than those who don’, and that the relative amount of funds spent by the state on the former
group is dramatically larger. Some of the implications that these researchers then draw out is
that the economy needs higher levels of skills; the state should encourage more people into
more higher education; that individuals who can afford to should pay directly for at least some
of the cost of higher education; that raising education levels will improve labour market
outcomes in general. I suggest that the picture is much more complex than this.

Rates of return and analysis of labour market statistics simply point to aggregate outcomes
—and often obfuscate important trends (Lauder, Brown, & Ashton, 2017). Part of the problem
is that there is not sufficient analytic separation of the screening versus developmental role of
education. Take the first argument: Bhorat et al. (2016) argue that economic growth in South
Africa is skill-biased by showing that in areas that do not require education, workers with no
education are being replaced by those with education. But this does not prove their argument.
Rather, it provides insight into hiring practices. Hiring practices often reflect the screening or

signaling role of education: employers select potential employees with the highest possible level
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of qualifications relative to the potential pool of applicants. Similarly, they point out that there
is growth in the ‘technical’ category, but add that this category has mainly been absorbing
people with degrees. Their explanation for this is that there is inadequate preparation at TVET
college level — and employers are therefore selecting graduates instead. It is just as likely that
this phenomenon is caused by qualification inflation in the context of a large reserve army of
the unemployed: employers have a pool of graduates to draw on, and therefore ignore
technically trained workers. What is at stake here is how employers use qualifications in hiring
decisions: whether qualifications are seen as a proxy for skill, or a proxy for ability relative to
other job applicants. Different labour markets operate differently in this regard (van de
Werthorst, 2011).

Take the third argument — that raising education levels would improve labour market
outcomes in general. Giving more people more education would only improve labour market
outcomes if the developmental aspect of education was what was leading to improved labour
market outcomes. In classical economics terms, this would mean that human capital theory
would apply: education would provide people with skills and knowledge that would make
them more productive at work; their good labour market outcomes would be the result of this.
But if the good labour market outcomes of those with more education are as a result of
signalling in the labour market, raising levels of education will not make a difference. To the
extent that education is used for screening in labour markets, it is a positional good. Positional
goods have absolute limits on their supply. Supplying more education to more people can
increase the role education plays developmentally — by providing more people with the
opportunity to learn. But increasing the supply of education cannot increase the positional
gains made by achieving particular educational levels. Put differently, in labour markets what
matters is often not so much ‘the type of education that different groups receive (whether
defined through formal content, the hidden curriculum or the social relations of education),
but the relative differences between the amounts and status of education regardless of content
or form’ (Moore, 2004, p. 101). This helps to make sense of the fact that world education

levels are converging far faster than economic levels:

This implies that the average developing country adult in 2010 had more years of
schooling completed (7.2) than developed country adults had in 1960 (6.7).

Developing country stocks of schooled adults have already (in 2010) exceeded the
levels of schooling that the current developed countries had when they already were,

in every meaningful sense, fully developed. For instance, the Barro and Lee* data

shows that the adult population in France, an undeniably developed economy/
society/nation-state in 1965, had only 4.71 years of schooling in 1965, a level
exceeded in 2010 by many of the poorest places on the planet: Haiti ar 5.16, Uganda

at 5.36, and even Afghanistan at 4.75. (Pritchett, 2018, p. 6)

4 Barro and Lee (2011)
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Fredriksen and Fossberg (2014, p. 248) make a similar point that ‘at the start of the 20th
century, the majority of the labour force in most of today’s “old” industrialised countries had
made the transition out of agriculture, at a time when the coverage of their secondary education
was well below that of SSA [sub-Saharan Africa] today’.

One implication of this is that extrapolating the value of higher education for individuals
may be accurate only for a moment in time. Thus degree holders do currently, in South Africa,
reap substantial rewards in labour markets. But this tells us little that is helpful in terms of the
nature and shape of education provision required by a particular society, because the
relationships between education and labour markets are far more complex than a simple
function of the increased productivity of educated workers. The economists cited above argue
that skill-biased economic growth means that economies need more skilled people. A public
policy response that attempts to increase levels of higher education participation would then
be correct. But in the main education levels have risen much faster than knowledge requirements
in most jobs, and technological change has not been the driving force in rising credential
requirements (Collins, 1979, 2013; Livingstone, 2012). Increasing participation in higher
education around the world (Collins, 2013; Meyer, St John, Chankseliani & Uribe, 2013;
Schofer & Meyer, 2005) has coincided with rising inequality (Piketty, 2014). So skill-biased
growth is at best a highly partial explanation for the observed trends in education/labour
market interaction. It is particularly implausible in sub-Saharan Africa where there has been a
weak association between economic growth and education: between 1960 and the mid-1980s,
this region experienced the fastest education expansion in the world but, on average, sluggish
economic performance (Languille, 2014). Similarly, changing the mix of graduates to non-
graduates may do very little for labour market outcomes, if there is no absorptive capacity in
the economy. This kind of analysis, therefore, should also be treated with caution in the making
of policy decisions, including of funding policy.

There are a range of issues in a given society which shape these relationships. For example,
Lauder et al. (2017) show that rates of return depend on the industrial development path
taken — they show that South Korea and Republic of Ireland have made similar investments in
higher education, but with very different results for individual labour market outcomes,
because of different industrial development trajectories that require different actual skill mixes
(developmental role of education). These interrelationships are discussed further in the
conclusion to this chapter. For now the point is that where employer demand for skilled
workers is shaped by the relative availability of different types of qualified workers, the structure
of the labour market, and conditions of employment for different levels of workers, it is less
focused on the specific knowledge and abilities of graduates.

Graduate tracer studies in South Africa, reviewed in detail in Chapter 17, confirm the basic
gist of the rates of return studies, but provide more nuanced insights, telling us what precise
benefits are obtained by particular individuals — the types of jobs that different groups of
graduates get, how fast they get them, and sometimes, their experiences within them. In South

Africa, they reveal other factors which are at work in labour markets, as they show that race and
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gender are a substantial predictor of labour market success within the graduate group, while
field of study, predicted by socio-economic status, is also significant (Cape Higher Education
Consortium [CHEC], 2013; Cosser, 2015; Koen, 2006; Rogan & Reynolds, 2016; Rogan,
Reynolds, du Plessis, Bally, & Whitfield, 2015).

So for example, in the Eastern Cape province of South Africa, students from the historically
white university, Rhodes, fare better in general than their counterparts from the historically
black university, Fort Hare. This raises inevitable questions about stratification: is it just
perception, or are there grounds for believing that the former institution on the whole offers
better education than the latter? Are Rhodes graduates better equipped for the labour market
because the institution is able to take in school leavers who are better prepared for higher
education study? Or is their intake simply better networked? All of this starts to suggest the
complexity of the myriad interactions between race, socio-economic success, and educational
success in South Affica, which cannot be unravelled through tracer studies. Charlton Koen
(2006, p. 3) argues in his analysis of 46 such studies in South Africa that they frequently do

not tell us more than what a plausible guess would have predicted:

Key graduate employment problems relate to the demographics of graduates,
mismatches between graduate skills and labour market needs, graduate shortages in
key fields, bias in terms of institutions attended, and crucial differences in time-ro-

employment Across economic sectors.

So we know that in South Africa, white men generally have the faster paths to employment
and that once employed, they get better salaries and job satisfaction. African women have the
worst labour market outcomes. We know that the vast majority of graduates are better off than
their non-graduate counterparts. We also know that race, gender, geography and poverty
continue to be key factors in determining who enters higher education, as well as who enters
the world of work and how. Indirect effects are also at play: a recent PhD thesis found that
students from wealthy backgrounds tend to enrol in the natural, mathematical, engineering
and health sciences, while poorer students are more likely to be enrolled for diploma
programmes in business, commerce and the human or social sciences (Cosser, 2015).
Predictably, wealthier students had considerably higher success rates in their chosen course of
study (Cosser, 2015), in line with findings from other countries. Many schools serving poor
communities don’t even offer the subjects required to gain entrance to studying engineering or
medicine. If they do offer these subjects, good performance in subjects such as mathematics,
physical science and first language English is required. Socio-economic background is highly
correlated with attainment in these subjects (van den Berg et al., 2011). This is in line with
much sociological and economic analysis of the role of higher education, which shows that it
is unable to counteract stratification because both access and success in higher education are
substantially shaped by socio-economic status (for a recent argument about this issue in

developing countries, see Ilie & Rose, 2016).
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All of this seems to tell us as much, if not more, about the changing nature of work and
labour markets than about the quality and nature of higher education and the nature of the
goods — public or private — that it might provide. The tracer studies also provide some
insights into the ways in which stratification within higher education interacts with a
stratified labour market.

Another major set of research and analysis of our university system — quality assurance or
systemic evaluation — reveals a similar pattern: while the outcomes of research are used to
inform funding and other policy decisions, we seem to learn as much about the nature and
functioning of South African labour markets. I now turn to a brief discussion of systemic

evaluation of South African universities.

Systemic information

Quality assurance, systemic research and rankings systems are some of the key mechanisms for
system-wide research and analysis about higher education. Looking at what is measured and to
what use such measurements are put, can be telling.

The more market-oriented form of systemic evaluation is ranking systems which operate
nationally and internationally and compare composite scores of universities on teaching,
research, student experience and interaction with industry (Shin, Toutkoushian, & Teichler,
2011). There is a large body of literature engaging with and critiquing rankings, both in terms
of how they are done and the role that they play within higher education systems (for example,
Hazelkorn, 2015). For the purpose of considering what they tell us about interactions between
universities, society and economies, there are four points to draw out.

First, while the hierarchies that they present cannot be completely dismissed — it seems
plausible that the institutions at the top are offering better quality education than those at the
bottom — the fine grained distinctions that they claim to provide about the hierarchy between
universities is spurious (Castells, 2009).

Second, while rankings provide some, limited, information about quality of education —
and by implication ‘value for money’ for those paying fees — they tell us more about the nature
of labour markets than they do about universities.

Third, because theyare in the main driven by a focus on benefits, and not on interrelationships
or interactions, they can easily trap us in a fairly superficial set of debates and analyses about
how higher education interacts with society.

Fourth, universities feel compelled to compete in ranking systems, and therefore shape their
activities towards those that will improve their status in the rank, regardless of the intrinsic
benefit of such a pursuit. This is classic of any target-based system — the pursuit of the target,
which is a proxy, can distort the practice and ultimately not ensure that the end goal is reached.

The reason ranking systems are so important, despite all the convincing critiques of them,
is because higher education systems are increasingly treated as markets, but they are markets in

which ‘consumers’ (the role that both students and employers are placed in, in different ways,
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by marketisation logics) have extremely weak information about the market value of what is
being purchased. Rankings offer a solution to this problem, however problematic they may be
in terms of the substance of teaching and learning. To the extent that higher education is valued
for its signalling role in the labour market, signals need to be as differentiated as possible.
Ranking systems offer ways for ‘consumers’ to differentiate amongst higher education systems.
Rankings can be understood primarily as a consumer service and advertisement mechanism,
and it is for this reason that institutions are keen to participate; they are there not to provide
hierarchies of meaningful fine-grained distinctions between universities, but to respond to
labour markets that want some way of making finely-grained distinctions from a growing pool
of graduates. Add to this that graduate outcomes are often included as a factor in such rankings,
and we have a circular system whereby employers perceive that certain institutions produce
better graduates, leading to stronger or better prepared applicants favouring these institutions,
leading to good outcomes, leading to them being likely to be employed. This is reminiscent of
the ‘beauty competition’ described by Brown, Lauder, & Ashton (2011) in their description of
the mutually reinforcing hiring patterns between elite universities and multi-national employers.
To this extent, the increasing focus on higher education measurement can be seen as a symptom
of labour markets characterised by growing inequality and fragmentation. And its effects on the
ability of universities to deliver the ‘goods’ or the developmental aspects of education is
undermined — as universities focus on meeting criteria that will boost their rankings, to the
detriment of thinking about the actual education offered (Hazelkorn, 2012, 2015).

The negative side effects of measurement are also visible in government attempts to
assess universities systematically through quality assurance systems, which originate from
governments attempting to manage institutions and systems to ensure value for money
and effectiveness, as well as to regulate possible new entrants (Brown, 2013; Vidovich &
Slee, 2001).

Quality assurance systems generally attempt to measure institutional performance against
institutional or national goals, through national systems of audit, evaluation and accreditation.
South Africa’s system is relatively new but established, and provides a great deal of data and
analysis about institutions and systems (CHE, 2015).

Unsurprisingly, like the graduate outcome studies discussed above, they are also mobilised
in funding policy debates. Chapter 3 has already provided an overview of the complexities of
the funding debate. For now, my focus is on how these systems are used, and what we can learn
by considering them as part of the phenomena that they seek to evaluate.

One of the long-standing debates in South Africa is whether more money should be given
to strong institutions (they are giving good value for money) or to weak institutions (we need
to help them to do better) (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2013, 2014;
NCHE, 1996). This is in the context of a fragile system with a small number of institutions in
almost constant crisis, and many institutions that are unstable, with falling enrolments, high
failure rates and management crises (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2014).

Another debate is the mechanism for funding — should individuals be levied fees on registration,
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or through a graduate tax, for example. Currently, in South Africa the fee component, paid by
students and government bursaries for poor students, creates a system with differential income.
A tax-based funding model is easier to administer than a sliding arrangement of fees and
financial aid, and avoids the stigmatisation of means-testing; all of these are significant
considerations in the South African context. A model which incorporates a component of
direct fees offers protection against fiscal erosion, which is likely over time, both considering
research in other African countries (Cloete, 2015a) and also given that it is what led to the
2015/2016 funding crisis in the first place. It also enables universities to extract additional
payments from the rich directly at the point of interface with the system, where they are more
likely to be willing to pay, which could be decisive in preventing a seriously underfunded
system over time. Robust insight into the universities, but also into issues such as tax politics,
is important for the resolution of such debates.

There are many other considerations, such as fairness of access. The Department of Higher
Education and Training estimates,’ on the basis of data from Statistics South Africa, that about
30% of South African university undergraduate students can comfortably pay fees; about 25%
are supported through public financial aid. About 45% of students come from households that
currently face some degree or a high degree of economic difficulty. A fair system would support
these students to undertake studies without financial anxiety.

The point for this chapter is not to further unpack these complex debates, or to provide
policy recommendations on funding models. Rather, it is to consider how the information that
we have about the role of higher education is used in national and economic policy decisions, and
what the limitations of this kind of information are. One limitation of much quality assurance or
systemic research is that it evaluates institutions and systems in terms of the goals that they set for
themselves. These goals tend to be things such as enrolment and output numbers, as well as
throughput times, bug, like all target driven systems, they can have positive or negative effects,
depending on how attempts are made to meet the targets. It is difficult for any society, but
particularly a highly unequal one, to fund a mass higher education system. The bigger the system,
the more pressure there will be for accountability mechanisms — and proof that the tax payer is
getting ‘value for money’. But the systems which attempt to obtain such proof distort the nature
of the very system they are claiming to examine. This is not to argue in favour of small elite
systems, but simply to point out that trade-offs may be inevitable. If a system grows to the extent
that it places a heavy burden on the fiscus, there is more need for government systemic evaluation.
But this evaluation is costly, and can have negative side effects. So the larger system which results
is never going to be substantively the same thing — when considered from the developmental
aspect of education — as the elite system. And, as argued above, it is never going to change labour
market outcomes to the extent that they are driven by education’s screening role. All of this can
have a range of negative effects. For example, employers who feel that education doesnt prepare

people adequately for work could find firstly, that their new employees have an increasing

5  Personal communication with Diane Parker, the official in charge of higher education at the DHET.
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disconnect — because they are driven to acquire higher education qualifications that are not
substantively required to do the job. Secondly, universities under pressure to increase throughput
and increase enrolment could also increasingly cut corners — and thereby reduce the substantive

education obtained by their students.

Preliminary conclusions

Currently in South Africa we know something amount about who gets access to what, how,
and in what contexts, and how it benefits them in terms of labour market rewards. There is
much more to learn about these crucial questions, and better data systems would enable far
more analysis. Much of the current findings are put to use in policy debates about funding,
because the research is focused on who benefits from higher education and how, and who
should pay and how payment should be allocated. Despite this focus, funding policy remains
unresolvable because, as elaborated in Chapter 3, there is no convincing way of quantifying
public and private benefits of higher education in relation to each other. More fundamentally,
this focus, as well as the systemic focus on value for money and efficiency, leads to a focus on
the quantifiable, in a context where we have poor analysis of the bigger picture, or of long-term
relationships. This focus, and the increasing types of measurement, can affect systems in highly
undesirable ways.

But we can also learn from the ways in which higher education systems are evaluated,
assessed, and researched, and the uses to which findings from these evaluations are put, and
gain some insights into the relationships between universities, society and the economy. I have
argued above that one major learning from higher education evaluation — and its increasing
dominance — can be understood when considering the screening role of education. Employers
are increasingly looking for higher levels of qualifications as well as ways of distinguishing
between graduates. Another implication that can be drawn from a consideration of the various
arguments above is that the ways in which education relates to work is far less direct than is
generally held to be the case. Much better insight is needed not only to unpack relationships
in terms of how the economy shapes the education system, but also how different parts of the
education system interact with each other.

Much analysis of the South African higher education system suggests that there is an
inverted pyramid with too many students at university and two few in TVET, and further, that
this situation puts strain on universities. There is much focus on how the poor quality of basic
education creates problems for higher education in South Africa. Where the relationships are
reversed, and the effects of higher education on basic education are considered, the main issue
under the spotlight is teacher training, with small pockets of research into the role of universities
in contributing to knowledge about education improvement. There is much less interrogation
of how the nature of higher education and its interaction with labour markets in South Africa
shapes the rest of the education system in terms of who attends what kind of institution,

motivation to continue to study, and so on.
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If we look historically and globally, there is a relatively small set of countries that have built
vocational education systems that have attracted a majority or even reasonably large percentages
of upper secondary students, and that have been supported by industry. In these countries,
relationships between secondary education and higher education, as well as between education
and the economy, are different to those in which academic education is the only valued
educational pathway.

One key set of countries, the ones that are generally regarded as the most successful in
ensuring that a significant share of the typical youth cohort chooses to pursue vocational
education instead of academic upper secondary and then higher education, are referred to in
the literature as ‘collective skill formation systems’ (Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2012). These
countries are referred to as ‘collective skill formation systems™ because they are collectively
organised: ‘firms, intermediary associations, and the state cooperate in the process of skill
formation in initial vocational training’ (Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2012, p. 4). In particular:
firms are strongly involved in financing and administering workplace-based training;
intermediary associations play an important role in administration and reform of these systems;
the systems provide portable, certified occupational skills; and training takes place not only in
schools but also in companies.

There are other examples of countries that have developed relatively successful TVET,
even if without the systemic success and relative stability of the collective skill formation
countries. For example, in the late industrialising countries of Asia, strong state coordination
of the education and training system ensured that the industrialisation, which was also being
strongly driven by the state, got the skills it needed (Ashton, Green, James, & Sung, 1999;
Ashton, Green, Sung, & James, 2002; Park, 2013). In Latin America, what can be seen is
industry developing strong national systems for the development and provision of TVET at
a point in time at which economies were growing and there was strong growth of industries
— in other words, the import substitution period (Cintefor & the ILO, 1991; de Moura
Castro, 1979, 2000).

Key in all instances was demand for intermediate skills. It is present across all, whether
there is strong coordination between employers, workers and the state, or strong centrally
driven industrialisation and the TVET system, or strong industry-driven provision of TVET.
Successful upper secondary level TVET systems grew and developed in response to
industrialising economies (Ashton & Green, 1996; Ashton et al., 2002; Bosch, 2017;
de Moura Castro, 1979, 2000). They also grew before or jointly with the worldwide trend to
massification of secondary education and the more recent massification of higher education
(Pritchett, 2018).

In the absence of some combination of these factors, the pattern which emerged over the
course of the twentieth century was of general education playing more of a role in the economy,
and being used more as selection for work. This forced TVET into a residual role. There are
many countries in which general education is the key component of skill formation for the

economy. In these contexts, there are often relatively small TVET systems, with pockets of
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excellence, and pockets of good relationships between education and work, but in the main
weak relationships. In other words, during the 20th century period in which education systems
have massified, in the absence of specific factors, populations tend to push for higher levels of
general education (Foster, 1965; Hall & Soskice, 2001; Nherera, 2000; Wolf, 2002).

This is not necessarily a bad thing. Hall and Soskice (2001) argue that in the developed
world high levels of general education have led to self-reinforcing virtuous cycles in terms of
economic growth, and that liberal market economies are more likely to be home to radical
innovation, enabling substantial shifts in production lines or the development of completely
new goods. However, this has generally been accompanied by a negative pattern for those
people who don’t achieve well at school, and who don’t make it to university education (or
who realise early on that they won’t make it). In other words, more people are left behind.
The notion of an educational arms race (Halliday, 2015; Livingstone, 2009) captures the
situation whereby labour markets respond to the demand for positional consumption — as
more people get higher levels of education, demand for ever higher educational levels is
proliferated more and more, a process which leads to no real economic gains, and has a range
of effects on school systems, including undermining the motivation of those who are not at
the top of the academic achievement spectrum. The demand for non-positional or
developmental education — such as the actual knowledge needed to do work, or for the
intrinsic value of learning — then remains relatively weak and unstimulated. Arms races in
education are self-reinforcing, making education disproportionately about screening, and
less about development.

The point is that there is a large body of literature that considers the complex
interrelationships in the organisation of occupations as well as in the labour process on the one
hand, and the organisation of education and training systems on the other (Busemeyer &
Trampusch, 2012; Hall & Soskice, 2001; Iverson & Stephens, 2008; Warhurst, Mayhew,
Finegold, & Buchanan, 2017). All of these intertwine with broader social policy — social
welfare spending, labour market regulation, employment protection, and industrial strategies.
Very little of this type of analysis has been done in South Africa or indeed any African countries.
But some preliminary analysis can be made by considering the political economy of skill
formation in South Africa.

The education arms race described above seems to have a particularly detrimental effect in
economies with only a very small percentage of good, well-paying, protected jobs. South Africa
has a weak TVET system, and students seem to attempt to complete upper secondary education
in school, rather than electing to move to TVET (DHET, 2018). South Africa also has a very
small (by middle income country standards) formal and industrial sector. As shown by the
economists who analyse labour market outcomes (Bhorat et al., 2016; van den Berg, 2015; van
den Bergetal., 2011), the best jobs within this sector go to graduates. My preliminary analysis
suggests that the tiny size of the formal and industrial sectors in South Africa — and the small
number of good jobs — as well as the extreme difference between options inside and outside of

these sectors, and the desirability of getting a job outside of the country, seems to make
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‘screening’ dominate the functioning of education and training. The small number of good
well-paying protected jobs available could be aggravating the ways in which education is used
for screening (gaining access to a good job or place at university), which then undermines the
developmental roles of education (learning). As discussed above, the two functions are not the
same, and they can interfere with each other. In other words, it could be argued that the
relationship between the higher education system and the labour market that is a factor
hampering the development of a stronger TVET system, with perverse outcomes for individuals
and the development trajectory of the economy.

This makes it difficult for policy-makers who are involved with developing educational
institutions and educational curricula for mid-level skills — that is, TVET colleges and
apprenticeships — to develop curricula which contain the knowledge and skills needed to
perform mid-level skilled work. No matter what they do, it seems that the offerings developed
are low status, in low demand, attract poorly prepared students, which then aggravates the
limited possibilities of such programmes. While there are pockets of success despite these
extreme structural challenges, the possibilities for building dynamic skill formation systems are
highly constrained. The possibility for changing this by changing aspects of the education and
training system seem very remote because the dynamics which are driving it don’t emanate
from the education system. And yet, lack of mid-level technical skills, lack of basic general
education, and lack of high level skills, are all argued to be critically undermining efforts for
industrialisation and economic development, and flooding universities with students who are
poorly prepared and equipped for success. These kinds of relationships need far more research
and analysis.

Besides the irony of the growing necessity and rising cost of higher education, another
irony is the growing focus on the need for higher education to inculcate ‘employability’. If
university education is in fact so necessary for work, it must then be doing a good job of
preparing people for work, so it seems paradoxical that universities should also have to change
their curricula in untried ways to ensure employability. This apparent paradox is, I suggest,
symptomatic of shrinking good employment (Mohamed, 2017) combined with qualification
inflation. Similarly, debates about ‘graduateness’ are symptomatic of the soul-searching caused
by massification. These debates emerge just at a time when the role we believe higher education
to play in society is increasingly not the role that it really plays. In South Africa, these play into
debates about decolonisation which are furious precisely because higher education has become
the default gatekeeper of good jobs, albeit still in the racialised, gendered ways discussed in
Chapter 17.

We need more critical approaches to the range of different institutions, political systems,
and policy environments that interrelate with each other, and analysis of higher education
needs to be located in such a broader sociological and political economy approach which takes
a long-term perspective. Better information along the lines described above would not only be
crucial for sociologists trying to understand the social world, but could also help policy-makers

in a range of different ways, including on priorities for funding policies.

57



HIGHER EDUCATION PATHWAYS

Acknowledgements

This paper draws on Allais, S. (2017) Towards measuring the economic value of higher
education: Lessons from South Africa. Comparative Education, 53(1), pp. 147-163; and Allais,
S. (2018). Analysis must rise: A political economy of falling fees. In Khadiagala, G., Mosoetsa,
S., Pillay, D., & Southall, R. (Eds.), New South African review 6: The crisis of inequality.
Johannesburg: Wits University Press, pp. 152-166.

References

Ashton, D., & Green, F. (1996). Education, training and the global economy. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.
Ashton, D., Green, F., James, D., & Sung, J. (1999). Education and training for development in East Asia: The
political economy of skill formation in newly industrialised economies. London: Routledge.

Ashton, D., Green, F,, Sung, J., & James, D. (2002). The evolution of education and training strategies in
Singapore, Taiwan and S. Korea: A development model of skill formation. Journal of Education and Work,
15(1), 5-30.

Barro, R. J., & Lee, J. W. (2011). A new set of educational attainment in the world, 1950-2010 (NBER Working
Paper No. 15902).

Bhorat, H., Cassim, A., & Tseng, D. (2016). Higher education, employment and economic growth: Exploring the
interactions. Development Southern Africa, 33(3), 312-237.

Bosch, G. (2017). Different national skill systems. In C. Warhurst, K. Mayhew, D. Finegold, & J. Buchanan (Eds.),
The Oxford handbook of skills and training (pp. 424-443). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Brown, P., Lauder, H., & Ashton D. (2011). The global auction. The broken promises of education, jobs, and
incomes. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Brown, R. (2013). Mutuality meets the market: Analysing changes in the control of quality assurance in
United Kingdom higher education 1992-2012. Higher Education Quarterly, 67(4), 420-437.

Busemeyer, M. R., & Trampusch, C. (Eds.). (2012). The political economy of collective skill formation.
Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press.

Cape Higher Education Consortium (2013). Pathways from university to work. A Graduate Destination Survey
of the 2010 cohort of graduates from the Western Cape universities. Wynberg: Cape Higher Education
Consortium Study.

Castells, M. (2009). The role of universities in development, the economy and society. Lecture, University of the
Western Cape.

Cintefor, & the ILO. (1991). Vocational training on the threshold of the 1990s Volume 1. Montevideo: Education
and Employment Division Population and Human Resources Department The World Bank.

Cloete, N. (2015a). The ideology of free higher education in South Africa. The poor and middle class subsidising
the rich (Kagisano No. 10. Student Funding.) (pp. 115-124). Pretoria: Council on Higher Education.

Cloete, N. (2015b). The third force in South African higher education activism. Cape Town: Centre for Higher
Education Trust.

Collins, R. (1979). The credential society. New York: Academic Press.

Collins, R. (2013). The end of middleclass work: No more escapes. In |. Wallerstein, R. Collins, M. Mann,

G. Derluguian, & C. Calhoun (Eds.), Does capitalism have a future? (pp. 37-70). Oxford and New York:
Oxford University Press.

Cosser, M. (2015). Differential pathways of South African students through higher education: Settling for less,

but learning to like it (unpublished doctoral dissertation). University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg.

Council on Higher Education (2015). VitalStats: Public higher education 2013. Pretoria: Council on Higher
Education.

58



PART A: 4. SOUTH AFRICAN HIGHER EDUCATION, SOCIETY AND ECONOMY

de Moura Castro, C. (1979). Vocational education and training of industrial labour in Brazil. International Labour
Review, 18(5), 617-629.

de Moura Castro, C. (2000). Vocational training at the turn of the century. Frankfurt: Peter Lang.

Department of Higher Education and Training (2013). White Paper for post-school education and training.
Building an expanded, effective and integrated post-school system. Pretoria: Department of Higher
Education and Training, Republic of South Africa.

Department of Higher Education and Training (2014). Report of the ministerial committee for the review of the
funding of universities. Pretoria: Department of Higher Education and Training.

Department of Higher Education and Training (2016). Submission to the Presidential Commission on the
feasibility of fee-free higher education and training. Pretoria: Department of Higher Education and Training.

Department of Higher Education and Training (2018). Statistics on post-school education and training in South
Africa 2015. Pretoria: South African Department of Higher Education and Training.

Foster, P. J. (1965). The vocational school fallacy in development planning. In J. Karabel & A. H. Halsey (Eds.),
Power and ideology in education. New York: Oxford University Press.

Fredriksen, B., & Fossberg, C. H. (2014). The case for investing in secondary education in sub-Saharan Africa
(SSA): Challenges and opportunities. International Review of Education, 60, 235-259.

Hall, P. A., & Soskice, D. (Eds.). (2001). Varieties of capitalism: The institutional foundations of comparative
advantage. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Halliday, D. (2015). Private education, positional goods, and the arms race problem. Politics, Philosophy &
Economics, 15(2), 150-169.

Hazelkorn, E. (2012). Striving for excellence: Rankings and emerging societies. In D. Araya & P. Marbert (Eds.),
Emerging societies. London and New York: Routledge.

Hazelkorn, E. (2015). Rankings and the reshaping of higher education: The battle for world-class excellence.
London, New York, and Shanghai: Palgrave Macmillan.

llie, S., & Rose, P. (2016). Is equal access to higher education in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa achievable
by 20307 Higher Education, 72(4), 435-455.

Iverson, T., & Stephens, J. D. (2008). Partisan politics, the welfare state, and three worlds of human capital
formation. Comparative Political Studies, 45(4/5), 600-637.

Koen, C. (2006). Higher education and work: Setting a new research agenda (Occasional Paper 1). Cape Town:
HSRC Press.

Languille, S. (2014). Secondary education expansion in Tanzania, 2004-2012: A political economy perspective
(unpublished doctoral thesis). Department of Development Studies School of Oriental and African Studies
University of London, London.

Lauder, H., Brown, P., & Ashton, D. (2017). Theorizing skill formation in the global economy. In C. Warhurst,
K. Mayhew, D. Finegold, & J. Buchanan (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of skills and training (pp. 401-423).
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Livingstone, D. W. (2009). Education and jobs: Exploring the gaps. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Livingstone, D. W. (2012). Debunking the ‘knowledge economy’. The limits of human capital theory.
In D. W. Livingstone & D. Guile (Eds.), The knowledge economy and lifelong learning. A Critical Reader.
(pp. 85-116). Rotterdam: Sense.

Meyer, H.-D., St John, E. P., Chankseliani, M., & Uribe, L. (Eds.). (2013). Fairness in access to higher education
in a global perspective. Reconciling excellence, efficiency, and justice. Rotterdam: Sense.

Mohamed, S. (2017). Financialization of the South African economy. Development. https://doi.org/10.1057/
$41301-017-0065-1

Moore, R. (2004). Education and society: Issues and explorations in the sociology of education. Cambridge: Polity.

National Youth Development Agency (2015). National youth policy 2015-2020. Pretoria: The Presidency,
Republic of South Africa.

NCHE. (1996). National Commission on Higher Education report: A framework for transformation.
Pretoria: NCHE.

Nherera, C. M. (2000). Globalisation, qualifications and livelihoods: The case of Zimbabwe. Assessment in
Education: Principles, Policy & Practice, 7(3), 335-362. https://doi.org/10.1080/09695940050201343

59



HIGHER EDUCATION PATHWAYS

Park, S.-Y. (2013). The political and institutional basis of Korea’s skill formation system. Journal of Education
and Work, 26(3), 291-308.

Piketty, T. (2014). Capital in the twenty-first century. (A. Goldhammer, Trans.). Cambridge, Massachusetts and
London, England: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.

Pritchett, L. (2018). The politics of learning: Directions for future research (RISE-WP-18/020). Oxford and
Washington, DC: Research on Improving Systems of Education.

Psacharopoulos, G. (1994). Returns to investment in education — a Global update. World Development Update,
22(9), 1325-1343.

Psacharopoulos, G., & Patrinos, H. A. (2004). Returns to investment in education: A further update. Education
Economics, 12(2), 111-134.

Rogan, M., & Reynolds, J. (2016). Schooling inequality, higher education and the labour market: Evidence from
a graduate tracer study in the Eastern Cape, South Africa. Development Southern Africa, 33(3), 343-360.

Rogan, M., Reynolds, J., du Plessis, U., Bally, R., & Whitfield, K. (2015). Pathways through university and
into the labour market. Report on a graduate tracer study from the Eastern Cape (Labour Market
Information Project Report 18). Pretoria: Human Science Research Council.

Schofer, E., & Meyer, J. W. (2005). The worldwide expansion of higher education in the twentieth century.
American Sociological Review, 70, 898-920.

Shin, J. C., Toutkoushian, R. K., & Teichler, U. (2011). The past, present, and future of university rankings.
Dordrecht: Springer.

van Broekhuizen, H., van den Berg, S., & Hofmeyr, H. (2016). Higher education access and outcomes for the
2008 national matric cohort (Stellenbosch Economic Working Papers: 16/16). Stellenbosch:
Stellenbosch University.

van de Werfhorst, H. G. (2011). Skills, positional good or social closure? The role of education across
structural-institutional labour market settings. Journal of Education and Work, 24(5), 521-528.

van den Berg, S. (2015). Funding university studies: Who benefits? (Kagisano No. 10. Student Funding.)
(pp. 173-186). Pretoria: Council on Higher Education.

van den Berg, S., Burger, C., Burger, R., de Vos, M., du Rand, G., Gustafsson, M., ... von Fintel, D. (2011).
Low quality education as a poverty trap. Stellenbosch University.

Vidovich, L., & Slee, R. (2001). Bringing universities to account? Exploring some global and local policy
tensions. Journal of Education Policy, 17(5), 431-453.

Warhurst, C., Mayhew, K., Finegold, D., & Buchanan, J. (Eds.). (2017). The Oxford handbook of skills and
training. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Wolf, A. (2002). Does education matter? Myths about education and economic growth. London: Penguin.

Woodhall, M. (1987). Human capital concepts. In G. Psacharopoulos (Ed.), Economics of education: Research
and studies (pp. 21-24). Oxford: Pergamon Press.

60



CHAPTER 5

UNDERSTANDING THE ROLE OF
UNIVERSITY GRADUATES IN
SOCIETY: WHICH CONCEPTION
OF PUBLIC GOOD¢?

Rosemary Deem and Tristan McCowan

Introduction

This chapter examines how concepts of public good can be utilised to understand what
happens to South African graduates after graduation, which at present is a quasi-marketised
higher education system highly stratified by ‘race’ and social class. We draw mainly but not
exclusively on concepts of public good developed in the Global North which are extensively
present in the literature but also recognise the gradual emergence of Global South
perspectives. One consequence of the introduction of substantial fees in public as well as
private universities around the world is that taking a degree is now regarded in such countries
as something which benefits only those who graduate and not society at large. That is,
higher education has come to be perceived as a consumption good in which students position
themselves primarily as consumers, not learners, particularly in subjects such as business and
management (Naidoo, Shankar, & Veer, 2011). However, as Budd (2016) notes in a recent
comparison of undergraduate views in the UK (mainly market-driven) and Germany (fee-
free), it can be more complex than that and responses tend to be specific to particular higher
education systems. This consumerist lens can shape attitudes to teaching, with responsibility
for learning passed from student to teachers, and is oriented around enabling graduates to
enter graduate jobs. Also, in theory, a degree raises life-time earnings, though the ‘graduate
premium’ is decreasing as higher education continues to massify and formerly ‘graduate’
professional jobs become deskilled or even replaced by technology (Cooke, Watson, &
Webb, 2018; Naylor, Smith, & Telhag, 2015). Furthermore, the kind of job obtained by
graduates is heavily dependent on gender, ethnicity, social class and discipline studied, as

well as the prestige of the institution attended (Behle et al., 2015; Macmillan, Tyler, &
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Vignoles, 2015; Purcell & Tzanakou 2016), rather than the quality of teaching. But more
importantly, the ‘higher education as consumption’ debate tends to see degrees as having
little or no wider social benefit beyond the student and their immediate families. Yet
universities still train many professionals from doctors and nurses to teachers and social
workers, many of whom choose their jobs in order to significantly benefit the wider society
and who still mostly work in public-service professions.

The contestation in South African higher education, following the #RhodesMustFall and
#FeesMustFall protests, is predicated on a fundamental difference of view about the purpose
of higher education and its role in eradicating inequality. On the one hand, there are those who
perceive that higher education should be a fundamental right for all, funded by the state, and
that it should address historical and continuing injustices of recognition (political, cultural and
epistemological). The widespread corruption and luxurious living of those in power in South
Africa do little to support claims that funds could not be found to support such a free higher
education system, given political will. On the other hand, some in government, university staff
and society more broadly (e.g. Cloete, 2015), tend to see the idea of universal free higher
education as overly idealistic, given the constraints on public finances. Furthermore, the latter
group assert that taxpayer funding of free-of-charge places is really a subsidy for the privileged,
given the social class-demographic currently accessing higher education. The demands for
decolonisation are generally seen to be justified, but requiring time and regarded as a lower
priority than other aims, such as producing employable graduates.

However, to a large extent, this deadlock is based on a misconception about higher
education: namely, that the returns to higher education are predominantly, or even
exclusively, private. In a system in which benefits of attending a higher education institution
are solely for the individual, it would be perverse for the state to pay, particularly if this level
of study was not related to either personhood or citizenship. A state concerned with equality
of opportunity may, in line with this logic, intervene to ensure that all people have the
potential to access these benefits, and mitigate the effects of a free market: but this
intervention might be in the form of loans or a graduate tax, repaid in relation to the benefits
directly gained (which implies an income threshold when repayment kicks in). Furthermore,
it is problematic to assume that society is comprised of discrete individuals, with largely
separate interests, or that the purpose and benefits of higher education are largely economic.
This chapter takes these assumptions to task, arguing that a much broader role for the
university in society needs to be acknowledged, alongside significant public benefits. On
this basis, a proposal is put forward as to how the public role of higher education can be
better acknowledged and supported, creating a virtuous cycle.

There has been substantial work on higher education and the public good (e.g. Marginson,
2011, 2018; Nixon, 2011; Singh, 2014; Walker & McLean, 2013), and this chapter concurs
with much of these previous analyses. The distinctive characteristic of the contribution
presented in this chapter is the focus on graduates: rather than addressing the totality of

functions of university (including research and community engagement), the chapter develops

62



PART A: 5. UNDERSTANDING THE ROLE OF UNIVERSITY GRADUATES IN SOCIETY

a more extensive analysis of the teaching function, which expresses itself in society through the
work and lives of graduates. As will be outlined more fully, the analysis is relevant to reasoning
around policies on student fees, but also to questions of access to higher education and the
openness or otherwise of university curricula. Furthermore, there are implications for those
conducting research on graduates, involving a broader set of concerns than might conventionally
be included in graduate destination surveys and other forms of data collection.

Conceptualising and measuring the public good dimension of higher education is essential
for current debates on international development. While higher education was largely absent
from the Millennium Development Goals, the debates around the post-2015 agenda and the
Sustainable Development Goals subsequently agreed give the sector a more prominent role
(Boni, Lopez-Fogues, & Walker, 2016; McCowan, 2016a; United Nations, 2015). However,
in order for the rhetoric to become reality, a much clearer understanding of the benefits that
universities provide to society (beyond the improvement of career opportunities for individuals)
is needed.

This chapter presents an exploration and conceptual mapping of higher education and the
public good, serving as a base for the subsequent chapters in this book in the application of the
ideas to the specific challenges of contemporary South Africa. The chapter starts with a general
outline of notions of public good, before assessing the positions of key theorists and finally

drawing out the specific implications relevant to the contribution of graduates to society.

The notion of public good

A good in this sense is something of benefit to people, and a good is public when its benefit
extends beyond the confines of an individual or group. Yet that is where the consensus ends.
Contestations over public goods in higher education involve questions of how they manifest
themselves, whether and how they can be produced by universities, which goods should be
prioritised, and how funded and distributed. This section presents an initial foray into this
complex area, presenting some basic conceptual distinctions and outlining the ideas of some
of the key theorists in political philosophy and education rooted in the Western tradition.
The central divide in uses of the term public good is between countable and uncountable
versions. The notion of a public good or public goods is used in economics, drawing on
Samuelson’s (1954) work, to signify those products or services that are non-rivalrous and non-
excludable and which cannot be used to generate profit. In relation to higher education, the
clearest example is knowledge generated through research and scholarship: it is not possible to
exclude certain people from the benefit of a mathematical theorem and use of it by one person
does not detract from its use by another. In a singular uncountable sense, public good has a
different meaning, signifying collective benefit, a state of affairs in the interests of all.
Marginson’s (2011) well-known account distinguishes between these two, and adds a third
conceptualisation — that of the public sphere, drawing on Habermas’s work, and historical

reference points such as the English coffechouses of the 17th and 18th centuries. The third
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conception of higher education as a public sphere also draws on Kant’s ideas on critical reason,
and the need for universities to maintain autonomy from the state in order to critically
scrutinise society.

Global public goods are those public goods that are able to pass beyond national boundaries.
Stiglitz (1999) provided an influential analysis of knowledge as a global public good, and the idea
has also been applied to basic education by Menashy (2009). The idea of global public goods has
generated significant interest in recent years, and has been endorsed by agencies such as the
World Bank (2007), consequently seen by some as tarnished by their neoliberal associations.

A close correlate to the public good is the ‘common good’, a notion that has a long history
in Western political philosophy, from Plato and Aristotle, through Rousseau, Adam Smith, to
Rawls in the 20th century. In much of its usage, common good is equivalent to public good.
However, there is a dimension of the common good that is distinctive, namely its indication
of a shared space of collective construction — thereby having a procedural, in addition to a

substantive, meaning. Deneulin and Townsend (2007, p. 25) state:

[T]he common good is not the outcome of a collective action which makes everybody
better off than if they acted individually, but is the good of that shared enterprise itself:
It is the good of the community which comes into being in and through that enterprise.

The idea of ‘common good’ has been applied to education to indicate a shared space for
community construction (see UNESCO, 2015 and Locatelli, 2017) and serves as a critique of
the individualist conception of public goods. Marginson (2016, p. 17) defines common good
in relation to higher education as formation of common relationships and joint (collective)
benefits in solidaristic social relations within a country’, although how this would work in
heavily divided societies such as South Africa is not fully addressed.

Linked to the idea of common good, but with distinct elements is the ‘commons’, an open,
cooperative and non-hierarchical space, where people come to use a commonly owned resource.
This idea has been extended from its original usage as shared agricultural land to include the
cultural and political, thereby having extensive applications in education in relation to digital
knowledge, online learning and open access courseware (Hess & Ostrom, 2007).

Conceptions of public good, therefore, vary along two key axes: first, unitary versus
multiple (the extent to which there is a single public good, or alternatively many goods from
which individuals benefit); and second, substantive versus procedural (whether the public

good is an outcome that is beneficial for all, or a process of collective sharing and construction).

The ‘public good’ and higher education

There have been many debates about the public good, some directly applicable to higher
education. The concept of public in social science owes much to the work of Habermas in

relation to his discussion of the public sphere, a space or area where people can openly
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discuss social problems, shape public opinion and consider how to solve societal challenges
through political activity (Habermas, 1989, 1992). The notion of a ‘public sphere’
presupposes some kind of public authority such as the state, but also a civil society ‘private’
realm. The relevance of a ‘public sphere’ to universities lies partly in the possibility of
universities acting as an arena for discussing public problems and the possible political
actions that could be undertaken. Though clearly before the massification of higher
education, higher education institutions were clite organisations offering little public access
to anyone other than academics and (selected) students. In contemporary South Africa,
students have used university campuses to debate whether the cost and content of higher
education should change (Keet, Nel, & Sattarzadeh, 2017; Pennington, Mokose, Smith, &
Kawanu, 2017), although the 2016 student uprisings were marked by sporadic acts of
violence which were at odds with the more orderly and peaceful public debate Habermas
imagined. In contemporary UK, some students have tried to exclude certain speakers from
campuses (the ‘No-platforming’ approach). Furthermore, the English government counter-
terrorism ‘Prevent’ regime, designed to detect young people who may be attracted to
terrorism (Ramsey, 2017), has threatened to identify and even arrest people who are simply
studying controversial political topics at university, rather than identifying those at risk by
absorbing ‘Islamic State’ ideology. Additionally, the use of ‘trigger warnings’ to students in
class about potentially disturbing texts seems to suggest that rather than opening minds,
universities might actually be closing them (Cares, Franklin, Fisher, & Bostaph, 2018;
Halberstam, 2017). A controversy was sparked in the UK in 2017 when a Conservative
Member of Parliament, who was in favour of the UK leaving the European Union (Brexit),
sent a letter to all universities demanding to know what their lecturers were teaching students
about this topic. The recently formed Office for Students in England has, however, vowed
to retain free speech in universities.

While Habermas traces the public sphere back to the 18th century, recent changes to
societies, to what we understand as democracy, and the rise of social media and their role in
politics (Fenton, 2016; Highfield, 2016) have significantly altered what might be understood
as ‘public’ and ‘private’ spheres. Much of the conceptualisation of public good and even the
notion of ‘public’ itself are relevant only to certain political conjunctures and climates. We face
a world dealing with the implications of increased tensions in conflict-torn countries such as
Syria, the instability of countries such as Turkey, with arrests and sacking of academics and
journalists on the basis of flimsy charges and increasing numbers of violent terrorist incidents
both in Turkey and in mainland Europe, as well as dramatically divided and new forms of
political opinions (such as the alleged post-truth era), even in what had hitherto been described
as stable democracies. The last was evidenced in the UK in June 2016 with the UK referendum
vote to leave the EU and the election of Donald Trump as President of the United States in
November 2016. Added to this, we have the student movement protests against fees and a
colonial curriculum in South African higher education. This might lead us to ask whether the

concept of public good can survive anywhere and if so whether it has much meaning left in it.

65



HIGHER EDUCATION PATHWAYS

Singh (2014), in questioning how useful the notion of public good is, contends that the very
idea of public good is a precarious one, given that universities worldwide have adopted a corporate
and sometimes overtly neoliberal approach (Harris, 2007), making any other radical change very
challenging, both ideologically and practically. Nevertheless, Singh also indicates that there may be
some mileage in continuing to resist what could be seen as public ‘bad’ and in striving for continued
interventions in higher education focused on public good, however difficult that may be (Singh,
2014). Nixon (2011) argues that the concept of public good is critical to the future of universities,
particularly in the post-2008 Eurozone financial crisis, as efforts to alleviate national public debt
arising from the failures of the banking system denude public services and increase the likelihood
(as has happened in many Western higher education systems) that there will be not just indirect
payment for public services through taxation, but also direct payment of fees or charges.

Nixon identifies commercialisation (in universities and other organisations with an interest
in higher education), commodification (of student learning, of knowledge, of degrees),
competition (between institutions in the same system as well as in other systems) and classification
(as in national and international league tables and rankings) as the new ‘core’ businesses of
universities, all of which need addressing if higher education is to continue as a public good
(Nixon, 2011). Nixon suggests that it is possible to resurrect the university as a base from which
to foster human capability, reason and purpose. From the perspective of either the current student
movement in South Africa or the high-fee-paying students in UK higher education systems,
reason and purpose may be a long way from what they seek. But this idealistic view of what
universities should be about perhaps requires a different type of university, one with a distinct but
non-consumerist rationale, a student-centred approach and a more collaborative and collective
organisational form than the standard Western university currently has (Boden, Ciancanelli, &
Wright, 2012; Wright, Greenwood, & Boden, 2011), such as cooperatives or trust/partnership
models. Though debates about this are starting to gain momentum, there are as yet few examples
of such institutions. Those that do exist, such as Mondragon in the Spanish Basque country (a
cooperative university) or Berea in the USA which charges no fees but expects students to work
on campus, often have very specialist roots and purposes. In Latin America, these alternative
forms of university organisation are more common, many drawing on Paulo Freire’s ideas of
conscientisation and dialogue, and Ivan Illich’s ideas of deschooling (Esteva, 2007; McCowan,
2016b), although only some award degrees.

Other writers who have tackled the public good concept in respect of universities include
Dill, Calhoun and Marginson. Dill and Calhoun explore the broader issues of how the idea of
public good affects the university per se. Calhoun (2006) enquired into the challenges to the idea
of public good that recent changes to universities such as greater privatisation, increases in social
inequality and a change in how people access knowledge have brought about. He suggests we also
need to ask of supposedly ‘public’ universities where all their funding comes from, who is on their
governing bodies, who benefits from what those universities do and what the conditions are
under which knowledge is produced and disseminated. In particular, Calhoun says we need to

examine how and to what extent academics act as public intellectuals or translators of academic
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knowledge for the public, rather than for private organisations (Calhoun 2006). The answers for
universities in the systems we are examining here suggest that the idea of ‘public’ universities may

be under some strain. As Calhoun (2006, p. 8) expresses it:

Two tacit Enlightenment premises have underwritten much thinking about the
public roles of science and scholarship, teaching and research. They are that knowledge
can be at once authoritative and democratic and can simultaneously inform expert
instrumental use and public debate but ... the two dimensions could readily come
into tension or even contradiction ... intensified inequalities and new patterns of
instrumental evaluation of universities as providers of private goods are making the

integration of the two ideals all but unsustainable.

There are also, Calhoun suggests, tensions between the best universities being highly selective,
the use of public money to fund higher education and questions about access to knowledge for
a wider social group and a broader set of societal purposes. Indeed, this is exactly what is one
of the tensions in South Africa about the cost of higher education is focused upon. There is
also another contemporary tension present, between ‘expert’ knowledge so derided by Brexit
campaigners in the UK EU referendum and pro-Trump supporters in the American presidential

election and other forms of knowledge or ‘common sense’:

On the one hand, higher education and research produce esoteric knowledge to be
deployed by experts. On the other hand, they produce accessible knowledge to inform
public discussion. (Calhoun, 2006 p .14)

Universities are valued both for their contribution to specialised excellent knowledge and for also
being open and making knowledge publicly available. But these do not always sit well together,
particularly when, as in South Africa, the current student unrest is raising questions about the
nature of the knowledge produced in universities and in whose interests that knowledge is created
and disseminated, given the highly unequal nature of South African society and the continuing
sharp divide in life chances between black and white populations. Calhoun also points out that
sometimes the private interests of academics and university students can get in the way of
universities serving wider public purposes, a point not always made in the public good debate.
Dill (2011) also concentrates on ideas of which public and for whose good and how universities
can best be organised to ensure that teaching and research serve the public purpose. He advocates
both a system of markets and a series of quality checks on teaching and research to ensure that
universities work effectively and efficiently (Dill, 2011). This highly market-oriented view reflects
exactly what Calhoun notes about the global dominance of an American model of higher
education in which even private universities benefit significantly from public money. Dill suggests
that it makes no difference whether universities are public, for-profit or not-for-profit, since all

three can contribute to public good, but many would disagree with him.
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Finally, Marginson has made a number of contributions to the debate on higher education
and public good (Marginson, 2007, 2011) but here for reasons of brevity the focus is on his most
recent paper on the topic at the time of writing (Marginson, 2016). The approach taken on this
occasion is to produce a synthesis of two different conceptions of the public good, an economic
and a political definition, both of which look at the costs of public expenditure on public goods.
Samuelson (1954) made a distinction between public non-market-produced and distributed
goods and market-produced and market-distributed goods; only the former form part of public
expenditure. Public goods are both non-rivalrous and non-excludable. Dewey’s (1927) approach
is based on political theory and a notion that ‘public’ relates to state ownership and control. Social
transactions are seen by Dewey as ‘public’ when they have effects on people other than those
directly involved and thus are relevant to the state. Dewey therefore included but distinguished
between those activities controlled by the state and those not. Marginson develops a model
utilising both approaches, developing an almost Parsonian (see Parsons, 1951) categorisation
with four quadrants (civil society, social democracy, quasi markets and commercial markets)
which he applies to both education and research, which perhaps does not fully recognise how
research and teaching are linked. This diagram uses both state/non-state distinctions (vertical
axis) and non-market/market distinctions (horizontal axis). Higher education activities are
located in this diagram according to the extent that they are market-driven or non-market driven
(derived from Samuelson’s theory) and whether public (or not) in Dewey’s sense of being of

common relevance and state-controlled.

Figure 1 Public and private goods: The four variations

. . Non .

Quad I: Civil society TR Quad II: Social democracy
Teaching: Private learning in internet goods Teaching: Free places, low value differentials
Research: Self-made scholarship and inquiry Research: Publicity funded, integral to
researcher

Non state State
sector sector
goods goods
Quad VI: Commercial markets Quad llI: State quasi-market
Teaching: Commercial market in tuition/ Teaching: Quasi-market in student
degrees places/degrees
Research: Commercial research and Market- Research: State quasi-market product
consultancy produced formats

goods

Note: State, institutions and individuals are active agents in 4 quadrants

Source: Marginson (2016, p. 10)
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The diagram is useful because it avoids some problems with defining public and state higher
education activity and what counts as market-driven higher education, but just as Talcott
Parsons (1951) sometimes had trouble putting everything into four boxes, this is also a
challenge for Marginson’s model. It does, however, serve to illustrate some of the problems that
South Africa and countries such as Scotland (where higher education is still largely free) face
as they try to decide which model/quadrant to fit into. Also, it poses some of the difficulties
for universities and students of trying to have a fee-free regime, however desirable free higher
education may seem in other ways: for example, under-funding of institutions, treating
everyone the same whatever their socio-economic status and so giving more advantage to
middle class white students, dealing with international students, funding research etc.

One possible problem with using these theories of public good is also that most of them
have been developed in relation to the Global North and it may be more difficult to apply
them to the Global South. There is emerging literature on non-Western conceptualisations of
the public good, in particular Ubuntu in the southern African context, emphasising the
interconnectedness of individuals (Murove, 2014; van der Walt, 2010), and buen vivir in Latin
America, a holistic view of human society and natural environment (Brown & McCowan,
2018; Villalba, 2013). Yet there is as yet limited literature on a distinctively African concept of
public good in relation to higher education. Examples of developing thinking around this issue
can be seen in Unterhalter, Allais, Howell, McCowan, Morley, Oanda, and Oketch (2017) and
Walker (2018), as well as in contributions to this book.

We have already explained that this chapter is largely based on perspectives about the
public good and universities developed in the Global North, drawing on an extensive literature.
As the work underpinning the chapters in this book arises from networks which bring together
both Northern and Southern perspectives in order to develop a deeper analysis of the current
situation of universities and students, as well as the outcomes for black and white graduates in
South Africa, this seems a justifiable approach. There are the beginnings of a Southern
perspective in the work of some South African and other writers such as Walker and McLean
(2013), Singh (2012), Leibowitz (2012) and others. However, we want to suggest that
Northern and Southern perspectives are not completely separate from each other, particularly
since some of those putting forward Southern perspectives have worked in both the Global
North and Global South (Hall, 2012; Walker, 2012; Wisker, 2012). Also, the Southern
approach put forward by the group of writers already mentioned focuses mainly on South
Africa itself and is not always applicable even to the rest of Southern Africa, so it is itself far
from comprehensive or all-encompassing.

The main elements of a Southern approach, as developed in the context of South Africa,
include emphasising the pursuit of social justice and reduction of economic and cultural
inequality, especially among young black people; encouraging wider participation of
disadvantaged and under-represented groups in higher education; developing decolonialised
and inclusive curricula across all disciplines and subjects in higher education (Walker, 2012);

using non-oppressive pedagogies (Subreenuth, 2012) and assessment strategies; thinking about
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how to remove or reduce the dominance of privileged, relatively uncritical, middle class white
academics (Leibowit & Holgate, 2012); nurturing a holistic, critical and democratic approach
to higher education; encouraging those entering the professions after university to be alert to
de-emphasising privilege; tackling inequality and remaining critically reflective; stressing
agency and participation and enabling an emphasis on reconciliation. Though some of these
arise from the specific situation of post-apartheid South Africa, a number of these strategies are
also found in the Global North, such as the current UK National Union of Students campaign
on “Why is my curriculum white?” (El Magd, 2016). Feminists and others have been discussing
radical and anti-oppressive pedagogies since at least the 1970s. Critical thinking is heavily
emphasised in many Global North universities. Intersectional inequalities are pursued in
relation to both students and staff, though of course not by everyone. So perhaps instead of
polarising Southern and Northern perspectives on what constitutes public good in higher
education and employment contexts, both sets of protagonists would benefit from more of a

sustained dialogue?

Graduates’ contributions to the public good

A good deal has been written on the general contribution of the university to the public good,
particularly through its research and community engagement functions. But what about the
impact its teaching has, through the lives and actions of graduates? In relation to this question,
Locatelli (2017) makes an important distinction between education as a public good and
education for the public good, highlighting in turn its intrinsic and instrumental value.
Education as a public good is close to the notion of a (human) right, referring to the opening
of access to education to all. Yet education also has a role in promoting other goods — for
example, employment or political participation — constituting an instrumental rather than a
constitutive role in relation to the public good.

The ideas of equity of access are central to the first theme of this project, and are amply
discussed in other chapters. This chapter has focused primarily on the second of these questions,
higher education for the public good, and as outlined at the start, concentrates specifically on
education (at undergraduate level), rather than research. Teaching and learning are commonly
associated with the private benefits of higher education. Those graduating in medicine, for
example, accrue private benefits in the form of a high salary and a rewarding livelihood.
Nevertheless, as will be explored further below, there are also public benefits resulting from
undergraduate education — in the case of a doctor, the positive impact on others’ health.

The private benefits of the university go in substantial measure to its graduates in the form
of increased earning potential, more fulfilling livelihoods and a range of other social, economic
and cultural benefits. However, graduates also ‘produce’ or ‘deliver’ a range of public benefits
for society and the communities with which they come into contact. These public goods will
be outlined below, in relation to three principal areas: employment, citizenship and

personal lives.
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Of course, we cannot claim that the actions and destinations of graduates are entirely the
result of their university education — their values, skills and knowledge have been formed
through a much longer trajectory of formal education, and fundamental influences from
family, peer group and so forth in a complex process (Allais, 2017). Nevertheless, the
learning obtained within the formally taught component of universities, as well as the
significant learning experiences more broadly on the campus and beyond the gates of the

institution, are substantial.

Employment

Improved employment opportunities are generally considered to be a primary good generated
by higher education — indeed it is conceptualised exclusively in these terms by many. However,
there is international concern that the increase in the percentage of young people entering
higher education is decreasing the extent to which graduates earn a premium compared with
non-graduates (Rospigliosi, Greener, Bourner, & Sheehan, 2014). The UK Institute for Fiscal
Studies (Blundell, Green, & Jin, 2016) found that the gap between graduate and non-graduate
salaries was reducing as the proportion of graduates inc