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ABSTRACT

The transformation process of the South African public sector, commencing with the election of the African National Congress (ANC) into power on 27 April 1994, proves to be challenging for tertiary institutions.  Most notably of these transformational challenges are the amalgamation process that envisaged the merger of thirty-five tertiary institutions into the current twenty-one; the demand for “new” public management skills that will ensure a modern public service that can effectively and efficiently meet challenges of the twentieth century; and accessibility and affordability of tertiary education.

The Tshwane University of Technology officially opened in January 2004 as a result of the merger of three tertiary institutions located in the Tshwane region.  The impact of the amalgamation processes on tertiary institutions is continuously being appraised and the effectiveness and efficiency of these merged institutions will only be known in years to come.  However, what is certain is that the tertiary landscape has forever been reformed and that the subsequent changes need to be managed within a transformational public sector environment.

The Tshwane University of Technology is one of various institutions offering tertiary education in the public sector field.  The Department of Public Management in the Faculty of Social Sciences launched a revised B-Tech Degree in Public Management in 2003 to partially address the demand for “new” public management skills.  First Generation Subjects (Public Management and Development Management) normally associated with public management are now incorporated into study modules that integrate the generic functions of management with learning areas traditionally associated with the private sector.

In order to ensure accessibility and affordability, the Department of Public Management introduced WebCT as an initiative to employ innovative teaching and learning methods.  This electronically based mode of offering focuses on a new market of learners (public servants), whilst addressing demands that tertiary education be made more accessible and affordable to ordinary South Africans.  This article examines these and other related challenges within a merged institution, having due regard for the need to transfer “new” public management skills whilst ensuring accessibility and affordability were instrumental in reinvigorating the teaching and learning of public management at the Tshwane University of Technology.
INTRODUCTION

The Transformation of the South African tertiary landscape is indisputably linked to the race-based education system inherited from the apartheid era.  Racial segregation of the 36 universities and technikons in South Africa was legislated with the passing of the Extension of University Education Act in 1959.  This ushered in the establishment of ethnically based institutions, many which were set up in the “self-governing” states or homelands during the apartheid era, which saw “separate development” for blacks – Africans, Coloureds and Indians – and whites (South Africa Info: 2003).

In the 1970’s and 1980s, universities began to admit students of all races.  South African universities became multicultural places of learning where diversity could be celebrated.  However, the system of apartheid left a skewed educational dispensation, particularly at scholastic level, that disadvantaged black students and failed to meet the social and economic requirements of the country.

INSTITUTIONAL AMALGAMATION

In the period after 1994, through constructive planning and intensive consultation, the higher education sector is being restructured in an effort to address problems associated with the apartheid past.  The Higher Education Act of 1997, the Higher Education White Paper 3 (Department of Education 1997) and the National Plan for Higher Education (Department of Education 2001) paved the way for a formalisation of the so-called “Size and Shape” document which recommended the reduction of the absolute number of institutions and an investigation of the full range of possibilities for combinations, the establishment of a single distance education institution and the non-closure of institutions.  Problems of duplication, fragmentation, the lack of access to higher education in parts of the country and improving the quality of education on offer are general aspects that needed to be redressed (Sunday Times, 7 January 2005).  Other more specific aspects that urged government to reshape the higher education landscape include (Wyngaard & Kapp, 2004:185-201):

· The fragmented system inherited from the pre-1994 government(s), which led to a vertically and horizontally fragmented system along provincial levels and racial lines.

· The inequities and disjunctions of the system.

· Incoherent and poor articulation between various types of further and higher education institutions.

· An unequal distribution of resources and subsidy amongst further and higher education institutions.

· The poor throughput rates by institutions.

· The lack of research outputs in terms of published articles and postgraduate degrees.

· A decline in state subsidy mainly as a result of poor economic growth.

· The impact of legislation which changed the profile of institutions.

It is against this background that the former Minister of Education, Kader Asmal, embarked on the road to restructure the tertiary landscape.  This resulted in the National Plan for Higher Education, 1997 (Act No 101 of 1997), the culmination of an extensive process of restructuring the higher education system.  Key objectives of the restructuring process (apart from the broader goals outlined above) included increasing the number of students in the system over the next 10 to 15 years, increasing the number of black and female students in under-represented areas, establishing centres of excellence, and reducing the number of institutions from 36 to 21 through institutional mergers.  The government also set up two National Institutions for Higher Education in Mpumalanga and the Northern Cape, two provinces that previously had no higher education institutions.  Government wanted to ensure education was accessible, equitable, relevant and responsive to the country’s social and economic needs (Government Gazette No 23549, 21 June 2002).

In the final phase of the Higher Education Plan, four new universities have been established on the 1st of January 2004.  The new tertiary landscape comprises 11 universities, six technikons and six comprehensive institutions (offering technikon-type programmes as well as a range of university-orientated programmes).  This new organisational form (comprehensive institutions) envisaged the integration of academic and vocational programmes offered across the full qualification spectrum, allowing increased student access and mobility (Sowetan: 7 January 2005).

The benefits of partnerships (institutional mergers) are expected to include (Reddy, 2000: 80):

· Collaborative arrangements between institutions in sharing resources and expensive equipment.

· Reduction in duplication and overlapping of programmes.

· Regional admission offices to streamline the present cumbersome and expensive admission procedures.

· Promotion of open learning, resource based and distance education.

· Exchange and sharing of staff.

· Collaboration in research projects.

· Development of joint access programmes.

· Sharing of strategies of academic development for both staff and students.

Bogopa and Vatala (2004: 2) identified critical aspects that need further investigation when one endeavours to weigh the advantages and disadvantages of the merger process.  Most notably amongst these are the need for a balance between expectations and reality, cultural-shock brought about by the merger, ethnocentrism, group identity in a transformational institution, complex nature of identifiable problems that confront tertiary institutions, the “size and shape” of tertiary institutions, the role of tertiary institutions in a changing education sector and human resources (training and development).

According to Reddy (2000: 87) planning, consultation and provision of resources are essential for successful mergers.  International experience indicates that these exercises are likely to be complex, time consuming, demanding of management time and costly, at least in the initial phases.  Two further points of relevance for the South African Higher Education System can be are made.  The first is “the movement away from higher education systems of many small, specialised, single-purpose institutions towards systems consisting of smaller numbers of large, multi-purpose, multi-discipline institutions”; the second is “the degree and extend of change in a complex system such as higher education, is dependent upon the interaction of interests, strategic behaviour, norms and values and ideologies of all concerned.  Moreover, the more that these factors tend to coincide or converge, the more likely it is that the change will be extensive and ubiquitous”.  Reddy (2000: 87) argues that these are amongst the most complex challenges for the South African Higher Education System.

The scenario of higher education in the post-1994 South Africa, based on the historical development of the country, called for action.  The answer was a total shake-up of the tertiary educational system as stipulated by the “Size and Shape” document.  This article is predominantly founded on political and economic grounds and to a lesser extent on academic considerations.  The consequence will be (and to some extent is) a totally different further and higher education landscape caused by mergers, take-overs and closures on a large scale.  Colleges of education disappeared from the landscape, technical colleges were reduced and universities and technikons were finally reduced to twenty-one.  The impact that the mergers have had cannot yet be accessed and time will tell if cost-effectiveness and programme quality have improved and whether or not institutional mergers were the best way to achieve the broad policy goals and objectives outlined in the National Plan for Higher Education (Act No 101 of 1997).  What remains constant in the changing tertiary environment is that tertiary institutions must continue to produce human capital for participation in a global economy.

ACCESSIBLE AND AFFORDABLE TERTIARY EDUCATION

The National Plan for Higher Education emphasises that the transformation of the tertiary landscape has as one of its key goals increased accessibility and affordability of tertiary education.  The National Education Department has been instrumental in ensuring that this goal is realised.  Various legislative initiatives, including The National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) have been employed to this end.  NSFAS has made bursaries and loans available to thousands of students who have previously been excluded on financial grounds.

In additional to initiatives by government, the Department of Public Management is offering various Certificate Courses that are earmarked to assist students to “bridge the gap” between secondary and tertiary education.  The Tshwane University of Technology has six sites of learning in three provinces as part of its commitment to students from areas that are geographically remote from educational institutions in urban areas.  The University also provides skills programmes that aim to redress general skills related shortcoming of learners.  This reality was inherited from the previous political dispensation that under-resourced black educational institutions – A legacy that continues to haunt the South African educational system, specifically black students who matriculated from schools traditionally associated with black education.  The Department of Public Management took the initiative during the course of 2003 to introduce WebCT, which in essence, is an electronically based mode of offering academic programmes, thus making its academic programmes more accessible to those employed in the public sector as well as students who are financially strained.

Statistical information on “Recent Trends in Enrolments in the South African Education System” provided by the Education Department indicates that, in most part, exceptional progress was made with regard to accessibility and affordability of tertiary education.  A brief overview of these statistics is provided to argue this point ((DOE: 2004):

Total enrolments – 

· During period 1996-2000 head count enrolments in universities grew by 5% to approximately 608 000.  Total enrolments and contact enrolments in technikons showed no increase over this period.

· Total head count enrolments in higher education programmes offered were over 700 000 in 2000, giving South Africa a gross higher education participation rate of 18%

Changes in Head Count Enrolment by Population Groups – 

· In 1993, African enrolments were 191 000 in total, and these enrolments made up 41% of all Higher Education (HE) enrolments.  By 1999, African enrolments had grown to 343 000, and accounted for 59% of all HE enrolments.

· African, Coloured and Indian enrolments totalled 249 000 in 1993, and made up 53% of all enrolments in HE in South Africa.  By 1999, these population groups’ enrolments had grown to 414 000, or 71% of all HE enrolments.

Institutional shifts in African enrolments – 

· In 1993, 49% of all African enrolments were in historically black HE institutions, 13% were in historically white HE institutions and 38% were registered with the two dominant distance-educational institutions, University of South Africa (UNISA) and Technikon South Africa (TSA).

· By 1999, only 23% of all African enrolments were within historically black institutions, and 27% of these students were enrolled with UNISA and TSA.  41% of all African enrolments in 1999 were within historically white institutions

· Despite these increases in African enrolments, gross inequalities in public HE participation rates by population groups were still apparent in 1999.  The HE participation rate amongst African 20-24 year olds was 12% in 1999 (up from 9% in 1993), whilst that of white 20-24 year olds was 47% (down from 70% in 1993).

The Report further highlights certain concerns regarding the proportion of African students in distance programmes and their apparent clustering in the broad humanities as opposed to Science, Engineering, and Technology and Business/Commerce studies.  This point is evidence that the transformational process of the higher education system in South Africa, though put on its path, is still a long way from attaining the vision that the Plan for Higher Education in South Africa has set.

“NEW” PUBLIC MANAGEMENT SKILLS

President Thabo Mbeki at the InfoDev Symposium (1999), quite rightly stated that, “Knowledge, unlike land or capital, resides mostly in human brains rather than physical entities”.  In the new millennium, economic opportunities will increasingly lie in people and the knowledge they have, rather than solely in capital or natural resources.  Well-educated societies, skilled labour forces and economic systems that facilitate the acquisition of knowledge will achieve sustainable economic growth and development.  This development has profound consequences for societies everywhere (DPLG: 2004).

Knowledge is widely understood today as a necessary and sustainable source of effectiveness, efficiency and competitiveness.  In an era characterised by rapid change and uncertainty, successful organisations are those that constantly create new knowledge, disseminate it through the organisation and embody it in technologies, products and services (Nonaka, 1994 14-37).

A “new” emphasis on knowledge and knowledge management in a global economy is not only evident in the private sector - The public sector also explores the discourse on knowledge and knowledge management ((Public Service Review Report: 1999/2000).  In this regard the Department of Public Service Administration states that “A learning society needs to celebrate the qualities of being open to new ideas, listening to, as well as expressing perspectives, reflecting on and inquiring into solutions to new dilemmas, learning from experience, co-operating in the practice of change and critical review”.
Modern governments have to address a much more complex set of challenges in their external environment than before, together with dwindling revenue generation and a growth in demands for services.  In this context, leaning and knowledge are possibly the most crucial variables in determining their ability to address these challenges.  The public sector in South Africa has a poor track record in managing knowledge and is particularly poor in leveraging the tacit knowledge required to address the challenges within a transformational public sector environment (Public Service Review Report: 1999/2000).  According to the Department for Public Service Administration, in its Report, states that this is due to the structure, systems and ethos that have characterised much government practice to date.  The Report further outlines specific aspects that need to be challenged if knowledge and knowledge management are to be effectively employed within the public sector:

· The public sector has traditionally been strongly organised on bureaucratic principles with very hierarchical structures and strong reliance on rules.

· It is organised on a strongly functional basis.  This has resulted in much stringer, and more enduring, functional silos than would have been the case in the private and non-government sector.

· The inherent incentive structures in the organisation, and the associated culture, have thus tended to reward compliance at the expense of innovation and experiment.

· A strong internal rather than external focus which makes them unresponsive to changes in the external environment, as well as changes and knowledge developments in the global arena.

· Knowledge and information tend to be stratified within the layers of the organisation, and is not transmitted throughout the organisation.  The flow of information and knowledge tend to be exclusively top down (often in the form of directives), rather than bottom up or horizontal.

· Very little cross-functional working and knowledge sharing within, and outside, the government has taken place.

The need for better knowledge management within the public sector is a central strategic commitment (Public Service Review Report: 1999/2000).  Its successful implementation will enable the government to work more efficiently, by more effective harnessing of its data, information and experiences.  Knowledge management has significant potential to help leverage change with government.  However, this will necessarily be within a broader organisational change and organisational development strategy.  It is within this context that the call for “new public management skills” have been made the Minister for Public Service Administration, Fraser Moleketi, in her address to Parliament in 2001.  The knowledge economy involves fundamentally new ways of working, new management practices, new competencies amongst employees and a new role for government and its regulatory agencies.

If the tertiary sector (and the knowledge it creates, nurtures and directs) is to be perceived as relevant in a knowledge economy, its programmes must be seen as responsive to its external environment and the clients it serves.  The emphasis put on the demand for “new” skills by the Department for Public Service Administration, and the global economy that requires a knowledge economy, necessitated that the Department of Public Management at the Tshwane University of Technology reform its programmes.  The phased-out programmes predominantly included so-called “first generation subjects” (Public Management and Development Management).  The new programmes mix incorporates these generic subjects into study modules that integrate the generic functions of management with learning areas traditionally associate with the private sector.  The new public management programme that has been phased in since 2001 is certified and accredited by the South African Qualification Authority (SAQA).  In terms of the Plan for Higher Education, SAQA, through Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETA’s) established within every training sector, is responsible for the programme and qualification profile for all tertiary institutions.  The approved profiles provide the parameters within which academic programme planning for every training sector should take place.  The first post-graduate students enrolled for the B-Tech qualification in 2004 and the impact that these “new” public management students will have in the public sector is eagerly anticipated.  Feedback from various government departments have thus far been encouraging and their collective inputs are constantly considered when programme material is being revised.

CONCLUSION

Since the introduction of a democratic government in 1994, the South African educational sector has experienced immense challenges in terms of transformation, integration and democratisation of the education system of the state.  The primary challenges which faced South Africa before 1994 were based on racially, divided educational arrangements whereby there was a skewed resource allocation and duplication of services.  By and large, the current challenges facing the education system are unlimited, because the system finds itself in a dynamic and peculiar environment.  One of the primary objectives of the educational sector in South Africa is to re-orientate tertiary institutions, and by implication the respective academic departments, in terms of programmes based on skills, expertise and knowledge acquisition (Bogopa & Vatala, 2004: 15).  Addressing these and other related challenges within a merged institution, having due regard for the need to transfer “new” public management skills whilst ensuring accessibility and affordability were instrumental in reinvigorating the teaching and learning of public management at the Tshwane University of Technology.
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