
Thierry M Luescher-Mamashela  
with Sam Kiiru, Robert Mattes, Angolwisye Mwollo-ntallima, Njuguna Ng’ethe and Michelle Romo 

THE UNIVERSITY IN AFRICA AND DEMOCRATIC CITIZENSHIP
Hothouse or Training Ground? 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Report on Student Surveys conducted at the University of Nairobi, Kenya,  
the University of Cape Town, South Africa, and the University of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania



Published by the Centre for Higher Education Transformation (CHET),
House Vincent, First Floor, 10 Brodie Road, Wynberg Mews, Wynberg, 7800
Telephone: +27(0)21 763-7100  |  Fax: +27(0)21 763-7117
E-mail: chet@chet.org.za  |  www.chet.org.za

© CHET 2011

ISBN 978-1-920355-67-8 [Full report]

Produced by COMPRESS.dsl  |  www.compressdsl.com

Cover illustration by Raymond Oberholzer

Extracted from The University in Africa and Democratic Citizenship:
Hothouse or Training Ground? Report on Student Surveys conducted at 
the University of Nairobi, Kenya, the University of Cape Town, South 
Africa, and the University of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania to be published in 
April 2011 at which time the full report will be available from CHET or 
from online bookstores such as Amazon. Alternatively the full report can 
be downloaded from the CHET website (www.chet.org.za).



iii

Contents

Acknowledgements  

The project group  

Executive Summary 

CHAPTER 1 
HERANA Higher Education and Democracy: The Student Governance Surveys 
1.1 Project Overview 

1.2 Analytical Framework of the Study 

1.3 Research Questions 

1.4 Survey Design and Methods 

1.5 Overview of the Report 

CHAPTER 2  
Background and Context: Three Countries, Universities and Student Bodies 
2.1 Governance in Kenya, South Africa, and Tanzania in International Comparison 

2.2 Democracy in Kenya, the University of Nairobi and Student Politics 

2.3 Democracy in South Africa, the University of Cape Town and Student Politics 

2.4 Democracy in Tanzania, the University of Dar es Salaam and Student Politics 

2.5 Profile of the three Student Bodies 

CHAPTER 3  
Students’ Demand for Democracy and Freedom 
3.1 Introduction  

3.2 Awareness of ‘Democracy’ 

3.3 Preference for Democracy over Other Regime Types 

3.4 Demand for Political Freedoms 

3.5 Students as Committed Democrats? 

3.6 Summary and Conclusion 



iv

CHAPTER 4  
Students’ Perception of the Supply of Democracy and Democratic Consolidation 
4.1 Introduction  

4.2 Perception of the Current Regime 

4.3 Has Multi-Party Democracy Supplied More Political Freedoms? 

4.4 Students as Transformative Democrats? 

4.5 Summary and Conclusion 

CHAPTER 5  
Students’ Political Engagement and Behaviour 
5.1 Students’ Cognitive Engagement with Politics 

5.2 Students’ Political Participation 

5.3 Students as Active Citizens? 

5.4 Summary and Conclusion 

CHAPTER 6  
Student Politics and the University: Implications and Recommendations 
6.1 Overview of the Findings 

6.2 Enhancing the University’s Training Ground Potential 

References  

Appendices  



v

Acknowledgements

In the past two decades, several African nations underwent political transitions from 
authoritarian states to democratic rule. Various comparative indicators of democracy 
indicate, however, that the democratisation of the state and society in Africa is an ongoing 
project. Higher education is recognised as key to delivering the knowledge requirements 
for political development. It is essential for the design and operation of key political 
institutions of a modern political system. Moreover, public higher education in democracies 
typically contributes to the development of an enlightened, critically constructive citizenry. 
Whether and how higher education makes a contribution to democratisation beyond 
producing the professionals that are necessary for developing and sustaining a modern 
political system remains an unresolved question. 

It took a consultation and discussion period of almost three years between the Centre for 
Higher Education Transformation (CHET), senior researchers and the US Partnership for 
Higher Education in Africa to establish the Higher Education Research and Advocacy 
Network in Africa (HERANA).1 Credit must be given to the US Partnership for supporting 
such a complex and potentially controversial project – and one which would not easily 
have been funded by a single foundation. Having on board the Ford Foundation, the 
Carnegie Corporation of New York, the Rockefeller Foundation and the Kresge Foundation 
contributed to the credibility of the project amongst higher education leaders and 
academics. A special word of thanks must go to Dr John Butler-Adam (Ford), who ‘steered’ 
the Partnership in this project, and to Dr Claudia Frittelli (Carnegie), who participated 
actively throughout.

The capacity-building component of HERANA is the Higher Education Masters in Africa, 
run jointly between the universities of the Western Cape, Makerere and Oslo, with students 
from eight African countries. The Masters programme is funded by the NOMA programme 
of the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (NORAD) with Ms Tove Kivil a 
constant source of support. 

We must acknowledge the fortuitous coincidence of HERANA and University World News 
starting at almost the same time. University World News, with its 30 000 readers, around 
14 000 of whom subscribe to the Africa edition, has been a source of information for our 
project and a distribution resource. 

For the purpose of this study, Afrobarometer methodology has been adapted and certain 
Afrobarometer data used in comparative analyses. We are grateful to the Afrobarometer for 
availing these to us.

1 For a description of the various HERANA project components, participants and publications, visit the website at http://www.chet.org.za/
programmes/herana/. 



vi

We also acknowledge the comments received by various critical reviewers on parts or the 
full draft of this report.

Finally, our thanks go to the Board of CHET, which not only expressed confidence in the 
CHET leadership, but participated in consultations to establish HERANA. Two CHET Board 
members who participated actively in the project are Prof. Teboho Moja (Chair of the 
Board, New York University) and Dr Esi Sutherland-Addy (University of Ghana).



vii

The project group

Academic advisers Prof. Robert Mattes (University of Cape Town)

Prof. Njuguna Ng’ethe (University of Nairobi)

Senior researcher Dr Thierry Luescher-Mamashela (University of the Western Cape)

Researcher Mr Sam Kiiru (University of Nairobi)

Research trainees Mr Angolwisye Mwollo-ntallima (University of the Western Cape)

Danga Mughogho (University of Cape Town)

Ms Michelle Romo (University of Cape Town)

Project assistance Ms Angela Mias (CHET Administrator)

Ms Tracy Bailey (CHET)

Ms Kathy Graham and Ms Marlene Titus (Funds Management)

External 
commentators

Dr Cherrel Africa (University of the Western Cape)

Prof. Daniel Mkude (University of Dar es Salaam)

Prof. Mokubung Nkomo (University of Pretoria)

University 
contacts

Cape Town: Danie Visser (DVC Research), Ms Moonira Khan 
(Executive Director: Student Affairs), Ms Edwina Goliath 
(Director: Student Development Office), Mr Jerome September 
(Manager: Student Governance & Leadership), Mr Thami 
Ledwaba (SRC Academic Officer)

Dar es Salaam: Prof. Yunus D. Mgaya (DVC Administration),  
Dr Martha Qorro (Dean of Students), Dr Theodora Bali (Director: 
Student Governance Office of the Dean of Students), Prof. Daniel 
Mkude (Department of Linguistics), Dr Kitila Mkumbo (former 
DARUSO President, now Department of Educational Psychology 
and Curriculum Studies), Mr Anthony Machibya (DARUSO 
President 2008/2009)

Nairobi: Prof. George Magoha (Vice-Chancellor), Prof. Jacob T 
Kaimenyi (DVC Academic Affairs), Mr Ben M Waweru (Academic 
Registrar), Prof. Dominic Wamugunda (Dean of Students),  
Mr David Osiany (Chair of SONU), Mr Nickson Korir (Secretary-
General of SONU)

Network Higher Education Research and Advocacy Network in Africa 
(HERANA)





ix

Executive summary

The context

In the past two decades, many African nations embarked on transitions to democracy, 

putting into place key political institutions that allow for competitive multi-party elections 
and liberalising the public realm. In order for democracy to consolidate, however, not only 
appropriate political institutions are needed; democracy requires democrats to be 
sustainable. To what extent and how higher education in Africa makes a contribution to 
democratic citizenship development has remained an open question.

Higher education is recognised as key to delivering the knowledge requirements for 
political development. It is essential for the design and operation of key political institutions 
of a modern political system, from the judiciary to the legislative and executive arms of 
government, the top staffing of the state bureaucracy as well as key institutions of civil 
society. Moreover, public higher education in democracies is typically mandated to 
contribute to the development of an enlightened, critically constructive citizenry. 

Whether and how higher education makes a contribution to democratisation beyond 
producing the professionals that are necessary for developing and sustaining a modern 
political system has remained an unresolved question. Research conducted in the African 
context has produced so far ambiguous findings, ranging from a strong positive correlation 
between higher levels of education and democratic attitudes and behaviours to conclusions 
that higher levels of education only offer ‘diminishing returns’ for the development of 
democratic citizenship in Africa. 

The research

Much scholarly thinking about the contribution of higher education to democracy in Africa 
has been normative and empirically qualitative in nature. Only with the regular rounds of 
Afrobarometer surveys (since 1999) have large-scale, comparative, quantitative analyses 
of the political attitudes and behaviours of African publics become possible. Provided that 
Afrobarometer surveys are representative of their national populations, the very small 
higher education participation rate of most African countries (hovering at 5% for sub-
Saharan Africa) has meant that the country-specific samples of Africans with higher 
education are often too small to allow robust intra-country and inter-country group 
comparison. Moreover, even where such comparison is possible (e.g. in the South African 
sample and across ‘Afrobarometerland’), the question of whether there are university-
specific mechanisms or pathways by which higher education contributes to democratic 
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attitudes and behaviours, and how these mechanisms operate and relate to politics on and 
off campus, cannot be explored. The Student Governance Surveys represent an attempt 
to address these gaps. 

To understand the contribution of African universities to citizenship development, the 
project places at its core an extensive investigation of the political attitudes and behaviours 
of students and student leaders. At a general level, the question is whether African 
universities serve as potential ‘training grounds’ for democratic citizenship or whether they 
are merely ‘hothouses’ of student political activism whereby students lose their impetus 
once away from the university. In particular, the investigation has focussed on the following 
research questions: 

To what extent do students demand democracy? Are they ‘committed democrats’? 
What are students’ perceptions of the supply of democracy in their country? Are they  
‘critical citizens’?
To what extent are students cognitively engaged in politics and participating in various  
ways in politics on and off campus? Are they ‘active citizens’?
What are students’ views on democratic consolidation and regime change in their  
country? Can they be considered ‘transformative democrats’?

A particular focus of the study is on exploring the relationship between students’ active 
political involvement on and off campus and students’ attitudes towards democracy. 
Moreover, the surveys were designed so as to enable close comparison between the views 
of ordinary students and student leaders, between data collected from students at different 
universities in Africa, and between the Student Governance Surveys data and data 
representing the political attitudes and behaviours of African mass publics as provided by 
Afrobarometer (Round 4: 2008/2009). Thus, intra-group and inter-group comparisons, 
and cross-case and cross-country comparisons were made possible, provided that the 
survey instruments were specifically designed to be compatible with the Afrobarometer. 

The project began with a review of the international literature on the relationship between 
higher education and citizenship development on the one hand, and student politics and 
student involvement in decision-making in African universities on the other hand. This was 
followed by the adaptation of Afrobarometer instruments for the purpose of the study and 
the selection of three universities located in three different African countries as research 
sites. The universities selected were: in Kenya, the University of Nairobi (UON); in South 
Africa, the University of Cape Town (UCT); and in Tanzania, the University of Dar es Salaam 
(UDSM). The three universities were not chosen for being representative of their national 
higher education sectors; on the contrary, it is their unique status as the oldest and arguably 
most prestigious universities within their respective higher educational and national 
contexts, and thus their potential significance in the reproduction of the social, economic 
and political elites of their countries, which warranted their selection for this study.

The surveys were conducted in 2009 by local research teams with students and student 
leaders, whereby each survey produced a weighted sample of 400 respondents, 
representative of the third-year undergraduate student body of each university. By 
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stratifying the sample by faculty, representation across all faculties was ensured. In 
addition, interviews were conducted with key institutional managers and student leaders 
to gain further insight into the relevant student political and university context.

In the analysis, data from the latest round of Afrobarometer surveys (2008/2009) from 
Kenya, South Africa and Tanzania was added to the university-specific datasets. In this 
way, the students’ responses could be readily compared with those of the general public 
and the relevant age cohorts of youth without higher education in each country. 

A potential contribution of higher education to democracy?

The design of the research assumed that by studying students’ political attitudes and 
behaviours and comparing them with those of mass publics, the contribution of higher 
education to citizenship development and democratisation could be investigated. In the 
cross-university/cross-country comparison, the influence of the respective national political 
contexts on students’ political attitudes and behaviours can be perceived throughout the 
survey findings. Yet, the particularities conditioned by the macro-political context do not 
distract from important commonalities found among the students at the three universities, 
and common differences discovered between students and the non-students and mass 
publics in their respective countries. 

This most general finding indicates that students’ perceptions and experiences of politics 
and their related political attitudes and behaviours are not only honed by a particular 
national context and they are not equally evident among the respective national cohort of 
youth without higher education. Moreover, they cannot be explained by analysing students’ 
social structure and specific institutional or cultural factors. The most plausible explanation 
for certain student-typical commonalities must therefore be that it is higher education, the 
university, and distinctive features of student life, which predispose students to certain 
typical political attitudes and behaviours. Thus, at this most general level, the research 
therefore confirms in important ways the fundamental assumption that gave rise to the 
project. More importantly, if there is indeed something unique about higher education, the 
university, and student life, that conditions students’ political attitudes and behaviours in 
distinctive ways, the conscious cultivation of certain values and practices that are conducive 
to more democratic political attitudes and behaviours offers the potential for higher education 
to uniquely contribute to citizenship development and democratisation in Africa. 

Awareness of democracy

Democracy is not only theoretically a contested concept; it also means different things to 
different people. Thus, the surveys investigated students’ awareness of the term 
‘democracy’, their conceptions of democracy, and their views on what features of society 
were essential for a country to be called a democracy. 

More than nine out of ten student respondents from the three surveyed universities  
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can provide a comprehensible and valid definition of democracy in their own words. 
Almost all of their definitions carry a positive connotation. 
When defining democracy in their own words, nearly half of the students (47%) define  
it in terms of political rights and civil freedoms; just over a third (34%) as popular 
participation and deliberation in politics; and less than a tenth as equality, fairness, 
justice, rule of law or good governance. The notion of democracy as socio-economic 
development or access to basic services is almost completely absent from students’ 
definitions of democracy in their own words (1%).
However, when prompted with a multiple choice of potentially important features of  
democracy, most students consider all of them as ‘absolutely important’ or ‘important’. 
On closer analysis, social-democratic concerns (such as provision of basic services; 
equality in education) now top the preferences of important features of democracy 
marginally ahead of political goods such as freedom of speech or majority rule. 

Preference for democracy and demand for freedom

Taking the notions of ‘demand for democracy’ and of ‘committed democrat’ as touch-
stones, the research investigated to what extent students prefer democracy (and related 
freedoms) over authoritarian regime types. The following findings have been made:

Over two-thirds of students (69%) always prefer democracy and over 80% always  
reject non-democratic regime types such as one-party rule, military rule and 
presidential strongman rule as alternatives to democracy for the way their national 
government should work. 
Demand for key political and civil rights, such as free speech, press freedom and  
freedom of association, is high among students of all campuses (and highest at UCT), 
albeit not as unfettered freedoms. 
Overall, only a minority of students at UON (45%) and UDSM (36%) can be described  
as unreservedly committed democrats in that they always prefer democracy and 
reject non-democratic regime alternatives in all cases. The students from these two 
universities also emerge as less committed to democracy than their respective 
national age cohort of youth who have no higher education (Kenya: 55%; TZN: 43%) 
and the mass publics in their respective countries (Kenya: 63%; TZN: 46%). In 
contrast, 54% of UCT students can be considered committed democrats by this 
definition; which is considerably more than the South African mass public (where 
only 35% are fully committed to democracy) and their age peers without higher 
education (32%). 
There is no significant correlation between involvement in formal student leadership  
on campus and being a committed democrat. Moreover, the attempt to explain 
support for democracy among the students of the three universities in terms of social 
structure, institutional and cultural factors, and attitudinal and behavioural variables 
yields very weak and few statistically significant results.

Perceived supply of democracy and democratic consolidation

Related to the question of students’ demand for democracy is the consideration to what 
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level the present political systems of Kenya, South Africa and Tanzania actually satisfy 
students’ political ideals. The research asked whether they consider their country a 
democracy and related questions as to students’ perception of the freeness and fairness 
of elections. Analysing students’ demand for democracy and perception of democratic 
performance, the research shows the extent to which students may be considered ‘critical 
citizens’ and ‘transformative democrats’ who always prefer democracy, are critical or very 
critical of the current extent of democracy in their country, and are impatient to see regime 
change.

The majority of the students of all three universities consider their country as ‘not a  
democracy’/‘a democracy with major problems’ (86% UON; 66% UDSM; 52% UCT). 
Most critical are students from the University of Nairobi where less than 15% consider 
their country democratic. 
The students from all three universities are generally  far more critical of the extent of 
democracy in their country than their age peers without higher education and the 
mass publics in their respective countries. While 43% of Kenyans consider their 
country a ‘full democracy’/‘democracy with minor problems’ only 15% of UON 
students do. 74% of Tanzanians and 58% of South Africans think their country is a 
full or almost full democracy as against 34% of the UDSM students and 48% of the 
UCT students. The low democracy endorsement that Kenya receives may be 
understood in relation to the post-2007 election turmoil there.
Most of the students from the two East African universities are not satisfied with the  
way government works in their country (UON 87%; UDSM 70%). Only at UCT is a 
majority of the students ‘fairly’ or ‘very satisfied’ with the way democracy works in their 
country (57%), which is more than South Africans in general (49%).
Taking the notions of equilibrium/disequilibrium between demand for democracy and  
supply of democracy as an indicator for the extent to which an existing regime is 
considered as consolidated, it emerges that the Kenyan political system is 
unconsolidated and ready for pro-democratic regime change from a UON student 
perspective, while the Tanzanian regime offers some room for reform and deepening 
democracy from the UDSM student perspective (but less so from the perspective of 
Tanzanians in general). In contrast, South African democracy appears fairly 
consolidated in the UCT students’ view.
Correspondingly, a majority of UON students (61%) emerge as potentially  
transformative democrats, i.e. citizens who always prefer democracy, are critical or 
very critical of the current extent of democracy in their country, and are impatient to 
see regime change. Just under half of UDSM students (47%) and about 40% of the 
UCT students equally qualify as pro-democratically minded potential regime 
transformers. The number of complacent and fairly uncritical democrats is highest 
among UCT students with over 32% of respondents falling into this category. 
The students from all three campuses are significantly more likely to be critical and  
impatient transformative democrats than their respective fellow citizens and their 
same age peers without higher education. (Percentage of transformative democrats 
of same age cohort without higher education in the mass sample: Kenya 29%; SA 
26%; TZN 29%).

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Cognitive engagement, political participation and active citizenship

Democratic processes require the active participation of citizens above participation in 
elections to be sustained. The classic Kantian distinction between active and passive 
citizens implies that only those citizens who in one way or another actively participate in 
decision-making are indeed different from the subjects of a non-democratic polity (Weinrib 
2008). In order for students to be able to successfully participate in politics on- and off-
campus, they need to be cognitively engaged and aware of public affairs and politics 
around them. Conversely, active participation presumably also has a positive feedback into 
cognitive awareness of politics as citizens learn about politics while doing it. The following 
findings were made:

Students are not necessarily more interested in politics than their fellow citizens in  
general. However, they discuss politics far more frequently than their age peers 
without higher education or the general public in their country. Almost all the students 
of all three universities (!95%) say they discuss politics frequently or at least 
occasionally with their friends and family, as against three-quarters of same age youth 
in general in Kenya (78%) and Tanzania (75%) and 63% in South Africa. 
Students make frequent use of a diversity of news media (i.e. radio, TV, newspapers,  
internet) at a level equal to or above that of mass publics. While access and use of 
radio is the most popular and frequently used news medium among mass publics in 
all three countries, the Nairobi students use radio as frequently as TV and the internet 
(86% use it daily or almost daily); the students in Dar es Salaam most frequently use 
radio (93%) and TV (92%); and Cape Town students most frequently use the internet 
(86% daily or almost daily use). 
Use of newspapers among UCT students (52%) is about equal to that of mass publics  
(54%) and their age cohort without higher education (52%). Among University of 
Nairobi students, newspaper use is considerably higher (72% read it daily or almost 
daily) than the national usage (30%). The difference is even larger in Tanzania where 
79% of the University of Dar es Salaam students use newspapers almost daily as 
against only 23% of Tanzanians in general.
Internet access to news is almost entirely a student privilege. While 85% or more of  
the students in all three universities say they have access to and use the internet daily 
or several times a week, only around 10% of mass publics have this kind of access. 
Even among the relevant age cohort without higher education, internet use is no 
higher than among publics in general. 
Thus, on all three campuses, access to information about public affairs and politics  
(and thus potential for informed cognitive engagement) is considerably better and 
more frequent than among the relevant publics in general and the same age peer 
groups without higher education in their respective countries. 
Whether the advantages for cognitive engagement provided by the university  
environment translate into better knowledge about politics cannot be said conclusively. 
The surveys show, however, that UON students are highly knowledgeable about 
political incumbents and officials on and off campus, and about features of decision-
making institutions (albeit much less so), followed by UDSM and UCT students.
Self-reported student participation in national elections is about equal to their age  
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cohorts among UON and UCT students (79% and 62% respectively), but lower 
among UDSM students (62% as against 83% of the national age cohort). 
As has been found in the Afrobarometer surveys, generally a much greater percentage  
of respondents participate in collective political activity (meetings and protests – 39% 
in the student surveys) than in individual political activity (writing letters and contacting 
officials – only 13% of students surveyed).
Student participation in political meetings and protests on and off campus is highest  
at UDSM, followed by UON and UCT. At UDSM, 50% students have taken part in a 
student demonstration in the last 12 months and 36% in a national demonstration; 
29% of UON students participated in a demonstration on campus and 28% off 
campus; and 21% of the UCT students demonstrated on campus and 17% 
participated in an (off campus) national demonstration. Except for UCT students, who 
participate in national demonstrations about as much as South Africans in general, 
students at UON and UDSM are around twice as likely to demonstrate as their 
respective compatriots.
Active organisational membership in non-religious voluntary associations off campus  
is much higher among UCT students (43%) and UDSM students (53%) than among 
their respective national age cohorts (SA: 11%; TZN: 29%). It is slightly higher among 
UON students (48%) than Kenyans of 22–25 years without higher education (43%). 
Active organisational membership in religious groups off-campus is about the same 
(UCT, UDSM) and slightly less (by about 10% at UON) among students than their age 
cohorts without higher education. 
In addition to more prevalent active membership in off-campus secular voluntary  
associations, students are also highly involved in campus-based student organisations. 
As many as 71% of the students at UDSM, 63% at UON and 57% at UCT claim active 
membership or leadership in a campus-based organisation. 
Students are more likely to be leaders of off-campus voluntary organisations than  
their respective age cohort without higher education – 29% of UON students (vs. 
12% of their Kenyan age cohort); 15% of UDSM students (vs. 1% of 22–26-year-old 
Tanzanians), and 13% of UCT students (vs. 4% of South African 20–23-year-olds) 
claim being an official leader of an off-campus secular association.
With respect to cognitive engagement and political participation, all three universities  
therefore offer significant advantages to the politically interested and politically-
participatory student. 
A minority of students on each campus can be described as active citizens in the  
sense that they always prefer democracy and either participate in protesting/
demonstrations or act in formal capacities as official student leaders on campus. The 
active citizens represent 35% of students at UDSM, 27% at UON and 22% at UCT. 
However, compared to their fellow citizens in general, students are much more likely 
to be active democratic citizens. The disaggregation of mass data into the relevant 
age cohort shows that it is not youthfulness in general that accounts for the more 
activist involvement of students in politics, but predispositions and/or conditions 
associated with being at university.
Students specialise politically in that they focus their political activity on a particular type  
of political participation. Student leaders who operate within the formal organisational 
context of student government and student representation also tend to take leadership 
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in other formal organisational contexts (on and off campus); conversely, students 
inclined towards informal collective political activity on campus (especially protesting) 
also engage in such political activity off campus. Formal and informal student leadership 
represent different student political specialisations on all three campuses. 
Overall, the university and student life therefore present unmatched opportunities for  
exercising political activity and organisational leadership at a young age. Students are 
not only seated closer to the political action as observers but also as political actors. 
While the university and various aspects of student life therefore offer a potential 
training ground for active citizenship (both in conventional and unconventional forms 
of political participation), the findings are also consistent with a potential ‘hothouse 
effect’ whereby high levels of citizenship involvement might disappear once a student 
leaves university and loses the advantages for cognitive engagement and political 
participation offered by the university.

Student representation and university governance

If extra-curricular student development and student governance can serve as a training 
ground to instil and support democratic values and practices, to what extent do students 
perceive this to be the case already? What are students’ views on their university, university 
governance and student representation in university governance? 

The majority of students of all three universities look to the university to provide them  
with the kind of qualification that will enable them to find quality employment and to 
provide them with an education of the highest international standard. They see the 
university first and foremost as an academic facility and a community of learning; 
moreover a sizeable group also concedes to a national developmental mandate for 
the university (most at UDSM, least at UCT). 
Correspondingly, students have a rather enlightened view of university governance.  
Overall students prefer the university to be governed representatively, whereby 
decisions about the university should be made predominantly by internal constituencies 
(senior management, the professoriate/academic staff and students) rather than by 
national government. Over 80% of students reject the suggestion that student involve-
ment in decision-making is a waste of time; almost the same large majority supports 
student representation at all levels of university decision-making. Yet, even if it may 
present a tempting proposition, the idea that students should have ‘the predominant 
voice and run the university responsive to student interests’ struggles to gather a 
majority at UON and UDSM and receives support of only one third of the students at 
UCT.
Support for representative university governance and democratic student  
representation comes in a context of student dissatisfaction with the way student 
representation actually works as well as relatively high levels of distrust in student 
leadership and perceptions of student leadership corruption (especially at UON and 
UDSM, and to a much lesser degree at UCT). 
The disjuncture between students’ demand for representative university governance  
and democratic student representation on the one hand, and student perception of 
the supply of democratic student governance on the other hand, along with their 
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displayed lack of trust and faith in student leadership, offer an opportunity for 
rethinking student participation in university governance.

Democracy, the university and student development:  
Conclusions and implications 

Overall, the research shows that the potential of a university to act as a training ground for 
democratic citizenship is best realised by supporting students’ exercise of democratic 
leadership on campus. This in turn develops and fosters democratic leadership in civil 
society. Several related findings point towards a distinct student pathway to leadership in 
civil society. The university’s response to student political activity, student representation in 
university governance and other aspects of extra-curricular student life needs to be 
examined for ways in which African universities can instil and support democratic values 
and practices. In this way their potential as a democratic training ground can be realised.

In conclusion, encouraging and facilitating student leadership in various forms of on-
campus political activity and in a range of student organisations is one of the most promising 
ways in which African universities can act as training grounds for democratic citizenship. 
Strengthening student development in various organisational and leadership contexts 
through specific training and targeted support represents a key opportunity for the African 
university to simultaneously enhance student life and the university’s contribution to 
citizenship development and the development of a national democratic political culture. 

The following implications for African universities can be derived from the findings and 
conclusions in this report:

It is necessary to stimulate a series of dialogues between governments, institutional  
managers, student development professionals and student leaders on student develop-
ment as a pathway to democratic citizenship development in Africa.
In-depth investigations into democratic best practice of student development in  
general, and student leadership development in particular, should be conducted and 
the findings presented in a series of handbooks for use by student development 
professionals in African universities.
The number of surveys should be extended to other African universities along with the  
in-depth investigations into best practices of democratic student development.
A study of the role of youth and students in particular, and members of local universities  
in general in the current political transitions in West and North Africa (e.g. Ivory Coast; 
Egypt), should be conducted as a contribution towards a deeper understanding of the 
role of students in democratisation processes in Africa.

Reference
Weinrib J (2008) Kant on Citizenship and Universal Independence. Australian Journal of Legal Philosophy (33)1: 1–25.



xviii

HERANA-Related Publications

Title Author(s) Status Publication date

Books and Reports

1 Linking Higher Education and Economic Development:  
Implications for Africa from three successful systems

Pillay Published April 2010

2 South African Higher Education Performance Indicators 2000–2008 Bunting & Cloete Published September 2010

3 Universities and Economic Development in Africa:  
Pact, academic core and coordination

Cloete, Bailey, Maassen Published March 2011

4 The University in Africa and Democratic Citizenship: Hothouse or training ground? Luescher Editing March 2011

5 Higher Education and Democracy: Integrated report Mattes Draft 1 April 2011

6 Performance Indicators at Eight African Universities Bunting & Cloete Draft 1

7 Universities and Economic Development in Africa: Key findings Cloete, Bailey, Maassen Draft 1 May 2011

8 Country and University Case Studies: Botswana Bailey, Cloete, Pillay Draft 4 May 2011

9 Country and University Case Studies: Ghana Bailey, Cloete, Pillay Draft 4 May 2011

10 Country and University Case Studies: Kenya Bailey, Cloete, Pillay Draft 4 May 2011

11 Country and University Case Studies: Mauritius Bailey, Cloete, Pillay Draft 4 May 2011

12 Country and University Case Studies: Mozambique Bailey, Cloete, Pillay Draft 4 May 2011

13 Country and University Case Studies: South Africa Bailey, Cloete, Pillay Draft 4 May 2011

14 Country and University Case Studies: Tanzania Bailey, Cloete, Pillay Draft 4 May 2011

15 Country and University Case Studies: Uganda Bailey, Cloete, Pillay Draft 4 May 2011

Chapters in Books

1
Higher Education, Donor Organisations, Nation States and Development  
(Routledge)

Maassen & Cloete Published 2009

2
Higher Education and Development in Three OECD and Eight African Countries 
(Springer)

Cloete Forthcoming

3
Universities and the Effects of External Funding: Sub-Saharan Africa and the Nordic 
countries (Johns Hopkins University Press)

Maassen Draft 4 Forthcoming



xix

Title Author(s) Status Publication date

Papers and Presentations

1
At Arm's Length:  
The relationship between research and policy in arts and culture, 1992–2007

Deacon Published February 2011

2 Higher Education and Economic Development: A literature review Pillay Published February 2011

3 The Limited Impact of Formal Education on Democratic Citizenship Mattes & Mughogho Published June 2010

4 NMMU: An engine of economic growth for South Africa and the Eastern Cape region? Pinheiro Published April 2010

5 Research Output at Eight African Universities Boshoff Published June 2010

6 The Research–Policy Nexus: Mapping the terrain of the literature Bailey Published January 2010

7 The Impact of Formal Education on Democratic Citizenship Across Continents Mughogho Presented July 2010

8 Student Governance at the Nexus of Higher Education and Democracy Luescher Presented March 2009

9
Student Perceptions of Student Leadership: Involved, responsive, corrupt. Evidence 
from HERANA Higher Education & Democracy surveys

Luescher Presented September 2010

10
Student Politics and Student Involvement in Higher Education Decision-making: 
Europe and Africa in comparative perspective

Luescher & Klemencic Presention Forthcoming

11
The University and Democratic Citizenship in Africa:  
Hothouse or training ground? Evidence from surveys conducted at the University of 
Cape Town, University of Dar es Salaam and University of Nairobi

Luescher Presentation Forthcoming

12 Education, Legislators and Legislatures in Africa Mattes & Mozaffar Editing February 2010

13
Scientific Capital and Engagement in African Universities:  
The case of the social sciences at Makerere University

Langa Editing March 2011

Univeristy World News Articles

1 Africa: Development aid must target knowledge Gibbon Published July 2010

2 Special Africa edition no. 3: Role of Higher Education in Development UWN Draft 1

Masters/PhD Thesis

1
Contribution of Higher Education to Regional Socio-economic Development:  
A case study of the University of Buea in the Fako Region, Cameroon

Fongwa
Graduated 
(distinction)

2 Contextual and Policy Positioning of Higher Education for Development Watson Submitted

3
Higher Education and Democracy:  
A study of students’ and student leaders’ attitudes towards democracy in Tanzania

Mwollo-ntallima Submitted

4 Higher Education Policy Changes in Madagascar Rasoanampoizina Submitted

5 Responsiveness and its Institutionalisation in Higher Education Van Schalkwyk Submitted

6 Governance of Higher Education Demand and Supply in Malawi Chivwara Draft 1

7 Human Capital Formation in Kenya Gwendo Draft 1

8 Provision of Access and Skills Development by Private Universities Wanjiku Draft 1

9
The Relationship Between Higher Education Research and Policy-making in South 
Africa: A case study of the use of research in the advisory role of the Council on 
Higher Education

Bailey Draft 1


