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1 Illuminating Change and Transformation in Higher
Education

While the old Heraclitan adage: “The only constant in life is change” remains true,
it is the scale and impact of that change that distinguishes the routine from the
radical, and the evolution from the revolution. This difference is captured succinctly
by Palinkas who asserts:“Change uses external influences to modify actions, but
transformation modifies beliefs so actions become natural and thereby achieve the
desired result ” (Palinkas 2013). Higher education, in its current state of disruption, is
forcing us to revisit everything that we know and believe about education, in pursuit
of its continued relevance and sustainability as a “new normal”.

Key contributors to the state of disruption are fundamental and influential shifts
in geo-socio-economic and political practices, rampant technological and scientific
innovation, a multiplicity of role players, many of whom reside outside of the tradi-
tional higher education sphere, changing views on the nature and value of knowledge
and the role of the university, and compelling contextual realities such as the need
(and demands) for equity, social justice and redress. If we were ever in any kind of
doubt as to the urgency of the transformation, then the current COVID-19 pandemic
has brought into sharp focus the current precariousness of global higher education,
revealing our weaknesses and shortcomings and galvanising a collective rethinking
of virtually everything that we know and do and which we regard as “education”.

This essay will briefly examine four key drivers of the current transformation in
higher education which will need to be addressed to ensure relevance and sustain-
ability. These are elucidated below.
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2 Co-dependent, Borderless, Yet Profoundly Unequal and
Conflicted Global Societies

Gross socio-economic disparities and increasing political polarisation, even within
affluent societies, are increasingly prevalent and deleterious (OECD 2015). Poverty
often scaffolds on pre-existing socio-economic inequality, and the affordances of the
digitisation, when it comes to access to a quality and affordable education, more
especially for women, have not been significantly reflected in the lives and develop-
ment of those who need it most (Bennett and Kent 2017). This picture of exclusion
is growing quite rapidly to also include disadvantaged people within more affluent
societies. Diarra observes appositely [that]: “Globalization does not render the world
a space with clearly delineated borders, but rather a mosaic of zones of prosperity
and zones of poverty which fragment and intermingle in perpetuity….” (Diarra 2004:
122).

The nexus of these forces and trends has contributed materially to the disintegra-
tion or “unbundling” (Czerniewicz 2018); of global higher education into contextual
enclaves, weakening the status of universities and shifting higher education world-
wide from once a public good to a benefit for those who can afford it. Technological
innovation and digitisation, firmly ensconced and facilitated by a neoliberal ideology
which ostensibly encourages capitalism in the form of marketized education, even
where this excludes the so-called “have nots”, continues to play a fundamental role
in this trajectory of disintegration.

3 The Changing Nature, Relevance and Value of
Knowledge

As growing numbers of articles attest to massive job losses and redundancies, it
is unsurprising that questions are being asked about the purpose and relevance of
education. Schwab and Samans predict [that] “On average, by 2020, more than a
third of the desired core skill sets of most occupations will be comprised of skills
that are not yet considered crucial to the job today…..” (Schwab and Samans 2016).
Primary drivers of this growing irrelevance include the transience of knowledge,
skills and expertise in the era of the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR), the unpre-
paredness and inability of graduates to “hit the ground running” when they enter the
workforce, the changing locus of knowledge production (it is estimated that 65% of
knowledge is now generated externally), and a (still) growing number of learning
organisations external to the formal university sector (Veldtsman 2019). At a time
when 21st Century graduates need to be contextually relevant, socially mobile, ethi-
cal, critical, responsible, adaptable and appropriately equipped to navigate an opaque
future, it would seem that the current understanding of knowledge, its creation and
dissemination are increasingly out of touch with the lived realities of our societies
and our students.
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4 The Growing Redundancy and Harsh Reality of the
Current Business and Delivery Models

Universities have been impacted by the pandemic in a fundamental manner, chal-
lenging notions of their role and function at the most basic levels and laying bare
shortcomings which for generations have been ignored, glossed over or remained
undetected. The impact of the pandemic on higher education has been quite catas-
trophic, with many countries reporting the possible loss of the academic year as both
staff and students have been sent home, and academic activities moved “online” for
continuity. Success has been varied, and responses have been contextually circum-
scribed. Academics, students and parents have been brought down to earth with a jolt
as the realisation of what it means to study “online” hits home. At this unpredictable
stage, four realities have emerged and are growing, as the pandemic unfolds:

1. The shocking entrenched and systemic inequalities in education across the world.
Even in first world countries, there are glaring inequalities between those who
have, and those who don’t; in the same communities and in the same institutions.
Assumptions made about the capacity and capabilities of students (and staff) to
move seamlessly into remote learning environments, and even what it takes to do
so, are proving to be woefully out of touch with reality. Many students, even those
at ivy league institutions, just don’t have the capacity, ability or desire to engage
in self-directed learning. Many are electing to take a gap year or to “lose” a year
of study, rather than struggle online with what is perceived to be inferior teach-
ing, learning and assessment. The same inadequacies are noted among academic
staff, who are genuinely struggling to adapt and cope with the avalanche of work
that the remote teaching context encompasses. The issue of access, social jus-
tice and equity has thus become an immediate reality for many higher education
institutions.

2. The entire world has had to revisit their understanding of “online education”,
and in that process, their assumptions and shortcomings in their understanding of
what this entails, and its complexity, have been revealed. Clearly, online learning
means something different to just about everyone who has never practised it
before. Many prefer to dub it “remote learning” while still others are now calling
it “emergency teaching by remote means,” because they have realised that the
more traditional Open, Distance and eLearning (ODeL) such as that practised
by the University of South Africa (UNISA) and other open universities simply
cannot happen overnight. ODeL is a model that takes decades to set up efficiently,
and that requires a sophisticated quality assurance model and regime. ODeL has
pedagogical and didactical models that differ fundamentally from those in face-
to-face universities. With that understanding has come the revelation that many
face-to-face teachers and students actively dislike online learning and are simply
unable (or they don’t want to) cope with it. However, there is consensus that
some forms of “online learning” will definitely continue in most universities post
COVID-19 (also as a means of ensuring risk mitigation and business continuity),
and this may possibly result in exciting new business models emerging in line
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with new realities. The almost mythical belief of online learning, promoted in no
small measure by the corporate world, as simply “going online” that is, simply
transposing face-to-face learning online, has been shattered.

3. The pandemic has accelerated the process of redefining the university for sustain-
ability.Most would agree that education as we know it is changing fundamentally,
and that in order to survive, we will simply have to change our way of doing busi-
ness. The pandemic has resulted in massive sums of money being lost, for exam-
ple, in terms of revenue from foreign students and from domestic students who
cannot/will not travel, or who can no longer afford education because of changed
home circumstances, or because of leadership who have neither the capacity nor
the wherewithal to change direction. Reduced income from subsidies and the
corporate world (donors) who are now struggling with their own sustainability
issues must also be factored into universities’ sustainability risks and strategies.
Economically, there is little certainty of what will happen, but we are sure that
recession is upon us, globally and nationally. We have yet to decipher the impact
on finances for our institutions as they are obliged to transform, over the longer
term. No doubt some of the benefits of technology, revealed by “remote teaching”
will be retained post covid-19, but the predominant sites for creating, producing
and disseminating new knowledge have yet to be revealed.

4. The pandemic has brought to the fore many of the issues that ODeL institutions
have been working through for years, such as knowledge hegemony and power
when it comes to courseware utilisation and development, and the appropriate use
of context and language for nation-building and responsible, critical graduates.
For many “going online” and making use of online resources, including OERs
has brought home the fact that many of these resources are not of local origin
and are therefore often contextually inappropriate, even to the extent that they
may perpetuate existing stereotypes and prejudices while being out of date and
inapplicable in specific work environments. This is an issue of epistemic justice
and nation-building which is gaining ground in developing nations and must be
addressed.

5. That said, the need for collaborations and agreements has never been greater,
but this must be done in a sensitive manner ensuring win-win outcomes. Moving
into the future, very few universities will have the means to flourish on their
own, with their own resources and capacities. Collaborations and sharing and
leveraging of one another’s resources and capacities may well become the “new
normal,” especially where institutions decide to take part of their offerings more
fully online.

5 New Models of Organisational Design and Leadership

Clearly, most universities must revisit their purpose and their business and leadership
models to ensure their relevance and sustainability. The current context demands flex-
ible, integrated and holistic solutionswhich, for example, may include a greater focus
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on multi-inter and trans-disciplinarity (MIT) and collaboration with other entities
such as professional bodies, business and industry in the development of courseware
and teaching practice, as well as different modes of student support, assessment and
credentialing to meet different societal requirements and student expectations. There
is a growing emphasis on the Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) and the upskilling
of mature learners to broaden access and employability. Furthermore, higher educa-
tion institutions should be open to very fundamental restructuring (operations and
administration) to build in the agility needed to adapt quickly to changing contexts.

A different kind of leadership will be needed that truly understands and is able
to navigate the complexity and pressures of the prevailing and emerging global and
national contexts. Such contexts may extend beyond that for which they have tradi-
tionally been responsible (or trained), to includemanaging the responses and expecta-
tions (on the part of staff, students and stakeholders) to socio-economic and political
forces globally, continentally and nationally in the best interest of the university; an
ever-increasing community of role players and stakeholders all of whom will have
their own agendas; and crucially, delivering relevant pedagogy and quality graduates
suited to the environment of 4IR.

Leadership will need to be comfortable with pushing the boundaries of transfor-
mation and driving themindset change that is required for a productiveworkforce and
an agile, efficient and effective institution. This presumes an invested academe, that
is likely to require reskilling and successful immersion in a new, transformed insti-
tutional culture. Academics sometimes oppose change under the guise of sacrosanct
academic freedoms, but in truth concerns around marketisation/commercialisation
and excessive workloads and administrative demands that come with it are well-
founded and will require innovative, yet sensitive and productive solutions if the
sustainability of the institution is taken seriously.

6 Conclusion

Higher education is on the cusp of profound transformation, driven by a host of
unstoppable socio-economic and political forces. This provides a unique opportunity
for universities to pause, reflect and reorient to a “new normal” that will secure their
relevance, value and sustainability.
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