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half of white students’ completion 

rate, thereby neutralizing the gains 

deriving from the expansion of 

access to black African students 

(Council on Higher Education 

2013). The same inequalities could 

be observed in the staffing of South 

African universities predominantly 

dominated by whites. In other 

words, while whites accounted for 10 

percent of the overall population in 

2015, they accounted for 60 percent 

of academic staff.

Besides disparities and inequalities, 

the higher education sector in 

South Africa is regarded as one of 

the best systems in Africa. Times 

Higher Education’s World University 

Ranking placed universities in South 

Africa as 4 out of 5 best universities 

in Africa for the period 2016-17, 

with the University of Cape Town 

ranked as best in Africa and among 

the top universities in the world 

based on various ranking systems 

(Times Higher Education 2016). 

Furthermore, South Africa has a 

number of independent science 

councils that work closely with 

universities in the production 

of knowledge and innovation. 

Between 2012 and 2013, South Africa 

invested $1.7 billion on research and 

development (HSRC 2014). South 

Africa has been ranked number one 

nation in knowledge production in 

Africa in most scientific fields (Adam 

et al. 2010). 

Informed by a human-rights 

approach, quality in this context 

has meant, among other things, 

seeking to increase participation 

and graduation rates of the students 

from the majority population of the 

country, or in other terms growing 

the number of black and women 

graduates. Other legislative and 

policy frameworks that have made 

a connection between quality, 

social justice and transformation 

were the government’s Education 

White Paper 3: A Programme for 

the Transformation of Higher 

Education in which quality was 

“identified as a guiding principle 

for the transformation of higher 

education in a package that included 

equity, redress and democratization, 

in addition to effectiveness and 

efficiency, academic freedom, 

institutional autonomy and public 

accountability” (Singh 2011, 207). 

Moreover, the Higher Education 

Act (1997), the South African 

Qualifications Authority Act and the 

Skills Development Act all establish 

a link between achievements of 

quality and equity and envisage 

the role of quality assurance as 

“delivering key national objectives 

of equity and development” 

(HEQC 2001, 1). The South African 

evaluation system was launched in 

2004. Quality was overseen through 

the Council on Higher Education 

and the Higher Education Quality 

Committee (HEQC) having functions 

of program accreditation, audit 

of quality assurance mechanisms 

of higher education institutions 

and quality promotion. To redress 

historical inequalities, “Minimum 

standards were instituted across 

historically white and historically 

black universities, and a capacity-

building program undertook to 
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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY 

Higher education is increasingly caught 
between the state and the market in 
contradictory ways and with damaging 
effects on basic freedoms. Today universities 
are subject to contrast-ing roles, trends and 
expectations that exert different, sometimes 
diverging pressures: On the one hand, one 
finds the idea that universities are a public 
good and should contribute to national 
development; on the other, a hegemonic 
narrative according to which universities  
are and should be significantly affected  
by global markets.

MAIN
FINDINGS

Higher education as an international-ized competitive commodity: Higher education is being 
internationalized, multinationalized and globalized as a result of tectonic shifts in the global political 
economy, in technological and IT sectors, as well as pervasive mobility of students and highly educated 
personnel. Generally, the flows of international students and scholars move from the Global South 
to the Global North. The risk of such academic migratory flows is that they might weaken academic 
systems in developing countries and reproduce the same inequality patterns.  

Rapid privatization of higher education: The higher 
education privatization agenda is increasingly supported 
by a range of international actors such as the World Bank, 
UNESCO, the OECD, and substantiated through research 
and policy report such as the Education Commission. 
Their effects are tangible in developing, low- and middle-
income countries where national governments actively 
promote further privatization of the sector and increase 
student fees as a means to meet costs and demands of 
higher education expansion. 

Quality assurance: Quality assurance mechanisms have proliferated in the past decade, also as a 
result of an increase in higher education enrolment, private provision and student mobility. While 
many low and middle-income countries experiencing a growth of the higher education sector, quality 
assurance mechanisms are still lacking. Quality assurance has emerged as a regulatory strategy 
in higher education reform both in the developed and in the developing world. The rationales 
underpinning regulatory evaluation are linked to economic and consumer interests which shapes 
also the social purposes of higher education. Non-economic goals related to social justice and equity 
are generally absent in benchmarks that measure higher education achievements and they are 
neither considered nor incorporated among the dimensions of what counts as quality or excellence 
in the assessment of higher education institutions. 

Higher education and the Sustainable 
Development Goals: The changing 
discourse about higher education in 
development policy as embedded in 
the SDGs is very limited and narrow in 
scope, currently focusing only on access 
and, very problematically, international 
scholarships. It is important to go beyond 
an ‘instrumentalist’ reasoning for higher 
education in development, i.e., meeting 
SDGs, training professionals, building local 
expertise in public health and education. 
The less tangible role of higher education as 
critical public space is also very important. 
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Higher education and social justice: A case 
needs to be built for the transformational 
potential of higher education as an engine for 
addressing inequalities and contributing to 
social justice. This starts by deconstructing 
the idea that higher education is a luxury, 
and that by benefiting elites investment on 
it would perpetuate inequality. While this 
‘luxury’ narrative can be traced back to the 
World Bank position in the 1980s, it continues 
to be reproduced, also by activists working on 
issues of education and social justice. Global 
education movements have tended to see 
higher education as a threat to funding for basic 
education. So, while recognising the role of 
universities in reproducing social inequalities 
in its current form, a more transformational 
case needs to be made. REPORT

AUTHOR

Ervjola Selenica, is a visiting research 
fellow at the Centre for International 
Education, University of Sussex. 
She has worked as a consultant 
for UNESCO, the Global Coalition 
to Protect Education from Attack, 
FRIDE, European Parliament, the 
Kosovo Foundation for Open Society.



8

UNIVERSITIES
BETWEEN THE

STATE 
& 

THE 
MARKET. 

Development policy,  commercialization 

& liberalization of higher education.

ERVJOLA SELENICA

Studentenes og Akademikernes

Internasjonale Hjelpefond

MAIN POLICY
RECOMMENDATIONS 

QUALITY AND QUALITY  
ASSURANCE MECHANISMS
• Quality assurance mechanisms 

should be more inclusive and based 
upon the participation of grassroots 
civil society initiatives rather than as 
very often exclusively based upon the 
expertise of external evaluators.

• More attention should be placed on 
the existing tension between access 
and quality in higher education. More 
specifically, more action is needed 
to enable access to higher education 
for hard-to-reach and displaced 
communities in remote and conflict-
affected areas.

UNIVERSITIES AND  
DEVELOPMENT
• Universities should work together 

through transnational networks in 
defense of their nature as a public 
good. 

• Universities from the Global 
South should be protected from 
international regimes that liberalizes 
and commercializes them through 
legally binding regulations. 

INTERNATIONAL AID  
AND ASSISTANCE 
• The overall contribution of 

development assistance to higher 
education in low-income countries 
should grow. 

• Development assistance should go 
primarily to national governments 
conditional upon their investment in 
public higher education. For higher 
education to contribute to the SDGs, 
a more expansive approach to higher 
education in the SDGs is needed 
that is not limited to access and 
scholarships.

STATE AND NATIONAL LEVEL
• For higher education to provide 

the basis of a new and socially just 
contract, it needs to be re-appropriated 
as a human right: universities must 
be free and viewed as a social, public 
good funded by the state.

• The participation of civil society in 
specific areas of higher education 
reform and development should 
be encouraged but also broaden in 
scope to encompass also student 
organizations and social movements.

• Regional higher education 
partnerships and networks in 
developing countries should be 
encouraged.

http://saih.no/vart-arbeid/rapporter
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