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It by now is conventional wisdom that Universities, all over the world, are in a period 
of profound transition.  The sudden and pervasive influence of the Internet, the 
squeeze on research funds, the demand for skills rather than knowledge, the 
disappearance of the notion of a job for life, perhaps also millenarian angst – all 
these things contribute to the view that Universities need to reappraise their function 
in society.  There can hardly be a University left anywhere in the world which has not 
yet had its assessment panels, strategic plans, mission statements and 
transformation forums. 
 
This is particularly true in South Africa.  The global changes apply here as well, but 
the effect is compounded by our local circumstances.  We carry a lot of baggage 
from the past;  we must address the challenge of Africanisation; we have embarked 
on a hazardous experiment with outcomes-based education; we need to redesign our 
curricula; we have poorly-prepared entrants, and we face stringent financial cutbacks 
while our students vehemently reject the idea that tertiary education must be paid for.  
It is widely agreed that our Universities should transform themselves.  But there is 
less agreement on what this transformation should involve, and considerable 
confusion as to how it should be effected.  And no wonder.  How does a University 
transform on all fronts simultaneously without deleterious effect on the quality of its 
programmes or the morale of its staff?  How does it turn out more and better 
graduates when its intake is proportionately lesser prepared each year?  How does it 
keep its star performers, or attract good young people into academic careers, when 
the best ones can double their salary elsewhere?  How, in particular, is a University 
supposed to attain both excellence and equity when its budget is cut, to all 
appearances randomly, year after year? 
 
Spare a thought, then, for University management.  Theirs is not an easy job, nor a 
popular one.  Indeed, for a while there seemed to be more vacancies for being a 
Rektor  than for being a Lektor.  Moreover, university management is subject to 
intense scrutiny.  From the government to the parents, from the students to the staff, 
from the media to the masses, everybody is an expert.  Not that this is a bad thing.  A 
University is an integral part of society, and society must have its say.  However, 
since the advice from various quarters tends to be contradictory, the net effect falls 
short of being useful.  A more modest perhaps more helpful contribution may be to 
point out a few pitfalls.  Herewith, then, a little list of easy mistakes for a University to 
make. 
 
1. Ignore the infrastructure. 
 
The infrastructure of a University consists of its grounds, its buildings, its equipment 
and its services.  It is easy to take these for granted.  It is difficult to argue every year 
at budget time that scarce money should be spent on planting flowers, on painting 
walls, on keeping the windows clean, and on replacing equipment that can still be 



regarded as serviceable.  It is easy, in short, to ignore the infrastructure.  But this is a 
mistake.  When the grass starts growing through the cracks in the brick paving, when 
the floor tiles curl up because the roof wasn’t fixed, when the mirrors remain broken 
in the toilets, and when the Coke cans rattle dismally in the wind across the 
courtyard, something shrinks in the soul of your University.  If the place does not give 
the appearance of well-orderliness, morale goes down; when morale goes down, the 
quality of work goes down.  Likewise for services, likewise for equipment.  One surly, 
mumbling, incompetent, gum-chewing receptionist can do damage to your University 
which half a dozen outstanding academics cannot redress.  A few slip-ups with the 
monthly payroll, and staff start losing confidence.  Mess up the exam results, and the 
students will begin to wonder.  Get to the point where you have to chain the toilet 
paper to the wall, and conclusions will be drawn. 
 
So ask yourself a few simple questions.  In your University, do the telephones work?  
Can you make a photocopy when you want one?  Does the mail arrive every day?  
Does a broken window pane get fixed as a matter of course?  Is your building clean?  
Would you use your public toilets?  Do you replace worn-out equipment?  Does your 
computer network function for more than a week at a time without crashing?  In the 
middle of an ordinary working day, would you find most of your staff at their desks?  If 
you cannot answer yes to most of these questions, your University is neglecting its 
infrastructure.  And if this is the case, put to yourself the following simple test 
question: if you had a choice, would you stay? 
 
2. Assume the obvious. 
 
Universities are changing because the world is changing.  Assumptions that have 
been ingrained into us, and are thus considered obvious, may no longer be valid.  
For example, it is obvious that after twelve years of schooling, students entering 
University will be able to read, write and do arithmetic.  Or is it?  Here is an instructive 
little experiment.  Take a random group of (say second-year) students from a 
Humanities Faculty, and put to them a few questions designed to test whether they 
are effectively numerate.  E.g: “One American Dollar is worth R4.68.  What is one 
Rand worth in American money?”  Allow the students as much time as they like to 
ponder these questions; allow them to use their calculators if they wish, and allow 
them to consult any maths book they may be familiar with.  Then, (a) get their 
answers, and (b) ask them to write down, in ordinary English, with correct grammar, 
spelling and punctuation, how they got their answers.  Only be warned: you may find 
this a depressing experience. 
 
To assume the obvious is a mistake, because it is inconsistent with the basic premise 
that the ground is moving under our feet.  What we consider obvious today may well 
be an artefact of yesterday, and an impediment tomorrow.  Mostly, it is not very much 
trouble to design and execute a little experiment to test what appears to be obvious.  
That is not the difficulty.  The difficulty is to identify for testing things that we 
habitually take for granted.  At least, that is the first difficulty.  The eventual difficulty, 
when you do find that the apparently obvious happens to be false, is what to do 
about it.  Take numeracy, or literacy.  Should you become convinced that you do 
actually have students that are not effectively numerate, or literate, what are you 
going to do about it?  Graduate them? 
 



3. Dichotomise. 
 
A dichotomy is the division of some universe of discourse into two components, 
supposedly mutually exclusive and jointly exhaustive.  Under apartheid, the 
archetypal dichotomy was between black and white, and some of this still remains.  
But there are many such apparent dichotomies, and Universities seem particularly 
prone to creating their own variations.  Spend some time in University committee 
debates, and you will soon discern a pattern.  The topic could be a distinction 
between Arts and Science, between Research and Teaching, between Pure and 
Applied, between Knowledge-based and Outcomes-based, or between many other 
things, but after a while it becomes clear that what is at play is that a dichotomy is 
being used, or created, as a tool of categorisation. 
 
This is almost invariably a mistake.  It is a mistake, in the first place, because a neat 
two-way categorisation is usually just not true.  As South Africans have had to learn 
with considerable difficulty, there are many shades between white and black; and a 
similar continuum of possibilities can be discerned between the two sides of almost 
any apparent dichotomy.  But, perhaps more crucially, such categorisation is also a 
mistake because it is at bottom an attempt to re-create the distinction between Us 
and Them.  University politics, though often petty, can be quite fierce, and those who 
take part in it usually do not scruple to use whatever means come to hand.  The Us-
and-Them distinction can be a powerful tool in the short term, since it whips up useful 
emotions.  (Management will know how often they find themselves cast in the “Them” 
role.)  In the longer term however, these dichotomies are a millstone around a 
University’s neck.  For an analogy, just consider the way apartheid’s dichotomy 
dragged society down.  It would be a mistake for us to repeat this, albeit on a smaller 
scale, to reap short-term advantages. 
 
4. Prioritise secondary functions. 
 
The primary functions of a University are to teach, to do research, and to serve the 
community.  Secondary functions are those which are meant to support, improve or 
evaluate primary functions.  A Teaching Methods Unit, for example, serves a 
secondary function, since it is meant to improve the primary function of teaching 
subject disciplines.  Likewise, a Research Administration Unit serves a secondary 
function: it is meant to serve the researchers by doing the necessary paperwork.  
There are many such secondary functions at any University: communication, 
development, finances, information technology, liaison, planning, sport – and these 
are only a few.  A good rule of thumb for seeing how many secondary functions your 
University is actively engaged in is to check how many people are called “Director”.  
This title is typically associated with a Unit or an Institute or some University structure 
responsible for a secondary function. 
 
No doubt secondary functions are important.  For example, most people would argue 
that a University cannot do without a library, even though librarians typically do not 
teach, do research or concern themselves directly with societal service.  In similar 
vein, the argument for almost any secondary function is deceptively simple: a 
University ought to seek continually to improve them, and it ought to reflect critically 
on its own performance. 
 



True, true.  But to what extent?  For how long?  And at what expense?  How many 
secondary functions can a University afford without detracting from the primary 
functions they are meant to support?  The problem with secondary functions is that 
they not only come at a cost, they come at a double cost.  First there are the direct 
costs of having a particular Unit, with its Director and Director’s secretary and staff 
and offices and equipment and computers, down to the printed letterhead.  But then, 
secondly, there is an insidious indirect cost: secondary functions must by definition 
demand some time and attention from those engaged in primary functions.  Every 
memo that your various Directors address to “All staff”, every questionnaire they send 
out, every strategic plan or annual report they require, every new Committee they 
constitute, every course they offer which staff are strongly advised to take – every 
one of these activities takes time, and effort, from a lot of people.  Every one of them 
comes with its own overheads.  Every secondary function by its nature not only 
supports primary functions, but also makes inroads upon them. 
 
As with a car engine, the more contrivances you add on to your power source, the 
more heat and noise you generate, and the more you sap the power that is supposed 
to drive the vehicle.  So beware: to prioritise secondary functions is to treat a means 
to an end as an end in itself. 
 
5. Punish performance. 
 
There are, thank God, plenty of staff of all categories at our Universities who work 
hard and effectively, have a vision of quality education, take pride in what they do, 
and are available when you need them.  Unavoidably, however, we also have the 
clock-watchers, shoulder-shruggers and concrete pourers: those who never move 
except to obstruct, and are better versed in the minutiae of their job descriptions than 
in the job that needs to be done.  It is tempting, then, to make more use of those who 
are willing and able, and less use of those who can’t be bothered.  Every Head of 
Department is familiar with this dilemma.  Say you have an important portfolio that 
needs to be taken care of.  You know that if you give it to A, who has an excellent 
track record with these things, the job will get done conscientiously, on time, and in 
good order.  Unfortunately A already has a number of portfolios, for precisely these 
reasons.  So perhaps you should give the job to B, who does not have any such 
responsibility at present?  But then you know what will happen: B will be 
unenthusiastic, will drag his feet, won’t get things done on time, is prone to mistakes, 
and needs a lot of breathing down his neck.  In fact, B has rather perfected the art of 
making a mess in such a way that takes at least as much work to watch over him 
doing a job as it would have taken to do the job in the first place.  So what do you 
do?  In the best of all possible worlds, where policies are always implementable and 
rules always apply, the answer is clear: you promote A for outstanding service, and 
you haul B up before the Poor Performance Review Committee.  In real life, of 
course, A ends up doing the job without reward, and B gets his annual salary 
increase just the same.  What this means is that in real life we easily punish, rather 
than reward, good performance.  The willing horses always get a heavier load. 
 
There are many manifestations of being punished for good performance.  You might, 
for example, have worked hard and conscientiously at making a savings within your 
limited finances, only to find your budget allocation cut for next year, because, since 
you didn’t use up all your money this year, you clearly didn’t need it all.  Or suppose 



you are an able, well-qualified, hard-working new member of staff – and you happen 
to be black (or female), in a mostly white (or male) environment.  Because of the 
push for transformation, you then find yourself on every imaginable committee or 
forum.  This not only takes time away from the discipline you are meant to be 
pursuing, it also brings a particular dilemma:  under-perform, and you may 
perpetuate a stereotype; perform well, and you will be rewarded with more of the 
same. 
 
We may assume that our best performers are not masochists, nor devoid of 
intelligence.  To demoralise them by continued punishment is a mistake, for the same 
reason as it is a mistake to treat a sustainable resource as a once-off crop.  Maybe 
we should, after all, occasionally shoulder the burden of dealing with B. 
 
6. Equalise misery. 
 
Suppose you are the Head of your Department, the Dean of your Faculty, or the 
Vice-Chancellor of your University.  You have just heard that your finances have 
been cut, and that you will have 10% less money next year than you thought you 
would.  This is a problem, because now you will not be able to do everything you had 
planned.  It is also a nuisance, because you have already made budget allocations to 
your various substructures.  So what do you do?  It seems that the simplest and most 
equitable plan is just to pass the cut on down the line: reduce everybody else’s 
budgets by 10% as well, equally and across the board.  In this way you will equalise 
the misery, which might even give you a warm glow for being egalitarian. 
 
Beware that glow.  It might get warmer.  In fact, it might get hot, and eventually scald 
the skin off you.  The policy of equal misery will leave everybody discontented.  Most 
academics believe themselves to be better than their peers, and will therefore deeply 
resent equal treatment.  Moreover, some of them will have a point.  Some staff, some 
students, some Departments, some activities, some research groups, really are 
better than others, or at least more deserving.  You will be better off deciding who to 
support and whom to penalise, because then you have at least a chance of not 
alienating the best, and possibly even making a point recognisable to the worst.  Of 
course you will incur the displeasure of many, but then, you are bound to incur 
displeasure anyway. 
 
7. Dissemble. 
 
To dissemble is to conceal one’s motives, to talk or act hypocritically, to hide or to 
pretend not to notice.  In other words, it is the opposite of straight talking.  
Dissembling is a tremendous temptation when the going gets tough, when the news 
is bad, and when your next move is not quite clear to you yet – circumstances 
painfully familiar to University management.  Dissembling can have various 
manifestations, from ducking the issue (as in “The matter is receiving attention”), to 
saying one thing but doing another (also known as lying).  But the most common, and 
perhaps the most irritating form of dissembling is the habit of avoiding the words Yes 
and No.  It often manifests itself in long responses to short questions. 
 
In a University, dissembling is a bad mistake.  Academics hate it.  It further erodes 
whatever small fragment may still remain of the old idea that the Rectorate actually 



represent  the academics, and can be trusted to look after their interests.  But this is 
not all.  At bottom, dissembling is distasteful because it negates the ideal that is 
supposed to be the bedrock on which a University is founded: the notion that there is 
such a thing as the truth, that a University will search for the truth, and that it will 
speak the truth.  Once management starts playing managerial or political games with 
this notion, the foundations of the University are being undermined -- and by the very 
people who are supposed to be the guardians of the guardians of the truth. 
 
Is there a common core to all seven these blunders?  I believe that there is, and it is 
this: a failure to recognise that there is a difference between the way the world ought 
to be, and the way the world is.  In the best of all possible worlds there is perpetual 
infrastructure, and a steady stream of money for secondary functions; our 
presuppositions are always true; merit gets its just reward and misery is shared; 
every judgment is either true or false, and facts will be clear to everybody without 
anybody actually having to pronounce them.  That would be nice, but it happens not 
to be the case.  In reality, we have to make do.  Certainly we should have our ideals -
-- not to mention our Vision Statements – and strive to attain them.  But in the 
meantime, the ship must stay afloat. 


