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Abstract 

Vice chancellors of public universities in the Southern African Development Community (SADC) region face a 

myriad of challenges that require research- and data-driven decision-making. This paper presents a decision-making 

model for college and university leadership - The Two-Way Practitioner-Researcher Loop. This scholarship of 

practice has the twin goals of developing a knowledge base for college and university leadership and improving 

leadership practice in the university. The scholarship of practice comprises two “loops”. In the 

practitioner-to-researcher loop, vice chancellors develop practitioner-defined research agenda to be researched 

internally by Departments of Institutional Research and externally by members of Higher Education research 

communities. In the researcher-to-practitioner loop, research findings are communicated back to vice chancellors for 

immediate application to institutional planning, policy formulation, and decision making. This scholarship of 

practice develops a knowledge base comprised of both “knowledge for practice” and “knowledge in practice” at the 

level of university leadership. To build capacity for vice chancellors to craft research agenda and questions 

emanating from their “knowledge in practice”, we identify internal mechanisms and external associations, training 

programmes and other forums that provide leadership development and support for these university executives.  

Keywords: scholarship of practice, university leadership, university presidency, leadership effectiveness, institutional 

research 

1. Introduction  

The twenty-first century is rapidly forcing, not just encouraging, a different skill-set crucial for effective 

presidents of colleges/universities. The reduced time in which to make decisions and respond to crisis has 

spurred the need for expertise in areas many presidents did not anticipate. … As the national and global 

environment in which institutions of higher education operate has become volatile and unpredictable, 

presidents adept at managing rapid, radical changes and challenges are a necessity. (Lake, 2006, p. 112) 

Principal academic and administrative officers of college and universities face a myriad of global and institutional 

challenges that require research- and data-driven decision-making. At the global level, leaders of public Higher 

Education institutions within the developing world continue to wrestle with persisting two-decades-old challenges 

indicated in the World Bank’s (2000) Task Force Report, Higher Education in Developing Countries: Peril and 

Promise. Practical solutions are sought for problems related to quality (e.g., faculty quality, underdeveloped 

curriculum, and teacher-centred teaching approaches); problems faced by students (e.g., inequalities of access and 

outcomes, overcrowded classrooms, inadequate library and laboratory facilities, academically underprepared 

students at entry, limited access to remedial programmes, low enrollment rates, high graduate unemployment, and 

the need to promote an entrepreneurial culture among students); and problems related to limited resources and 

autonomy (e.g., high dependence on central government for financial resources, reduced and poorly coordinated 

capital and operating budgets, deteriorating buildings, scientific equipment in need of parts and supplies, and limited 

research funding for elite scholars and scientists) (World Bank, 2000). 
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At the institutional level, the leadership of individual colleges and universities may share several of the issues that 

challenge today’s presidents of US colleges and universities. Presidents require feasible strategies to deal with cost 

containment, providing appropriate institutional responses to the COVID-19 pandemic, being entrepreneurial to 

generate revenue, and adapting to changes demanded by the emerging knowledge economy, globalization, an 

evolving marketplace characterized by new needs (e.g., lifelong learning), new providers and competitors (e.g., 

for-profit universities), new paradigms (e.g., competency-based educational paradigms), and the need for technology 

across all aspects of the university landscape (e.g., for online learning and wireless connectivity to facilitate social 

distancing by students and staff) (Duderstadt, 2007; McFaddin, 2015; Morris, 2017; Soares et al., 2018). These 

adjustments arise at a time when US presidents report technology planning as the greatest deficiency in terms of their 

preparation for their university roles (Hartley & Godin, 2009).  

Still at the institutional level, these principal officers require data and analyses on potential students, student 

enrollment, retention and persistence strategies, academic programmes, student services and facilities that promote 

student success, the academic and nonacademic experiences and career outcomes of students (e.g., student learning, 

degree completion and job placement), returns on government and institutional investment, among other 

management issues (Freeman & Kochan, 2012; Gagliardi & Turk, 2017). Given that university leadership “do not 

exercise their institutional leadership in a societal vacuum”, they also require up-to-date information about the 

institution’s immediate external environment (e.g., the country’s political, economic, and socio-cultural 

environment) and world affairs that impact the institution’s ability to effect and achieve its mission (Lake, 2006, p. 

112).  

College and university leadership require robust research mechanisms that directly address these challenges and 

day-to-day concerns. Research scholarship produced by individuals studying these issues often provide research 

findings useful to university leadership. However, a key implicit goal of such research is to contribute to the 

literature and knowledge bases of the research scholars’ own fields, rather than to the university’s needs. There is 

therefore a data and research gap in the provisions for institutional leadership. This initial study sought to determine 

whether such a gap exists at universities in the Southern African Development Community (SADC) region. The 

study’s purpose was two-fold. It sought to investigate the extent to which executive leadership at SADC universities 

have access to institutional research structures and the requisite Higher Education knowledge to support their 

decision-making on critical institutional issues. The study also sought to propose a decision-making model – a 

scholarship of practice - for college and university leadership that closes any perceived Higher Education knowledge 

gap.  

A scholarship of practice would be essential for vice chancellors at universities in the SADC region. Colleges and 

universities around the world differ as to the title used to denote the institution’s principal academic and 

administrative officer or chief executive officer. Whereas colleges and universities in the USA and Canada use 

“President,” the title “Vice Chancellor” tends to denote the principal academic and administrative officer at the 

over-100 public universities within the 15 countries comprising the Southern African Development Community 

(SADC) region - Angola, Botswana, Democratic Republic of Congo, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, 

Mozambique, Namibia, Seychelles, South Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe (Kotecha, 

Wilson-Strydom, & Fongwa, 2012; Universities South Africa, 2020).  

While scholarly work that examine the administrative experiences of the North American university president is 

relatively limited (e.g., Bensimon, 1989, 1990; Birnbaum, 2002; Fleming, 2012; Gearin, 2017; Glassner & Schapiro, 

2013; Hart, 2018; McDaniel, 2002; Michael et al., 2001; Monks, 2012; Neumann & Bensimon, 1990; Patrick & 

Caruthers, 1980; Perrakis et al., 2010; Spendlove, 2007; Tunheim & McLean, 2006, 2014), research on the 

experiences and decision-making approaches of the vice chancellorship in the SADC region is virtually non-existent. 

The state of research on university leadership within the SADC region fits Kezar’s (2000, p. x) comment that 

researchers are “less likely to examine the key challenges that confront administration; this proves disappointing for 

educators who need information to address daily crisis”. Little is known about how these principal officers approach 

Higher Education decision-making, their backgrounds, and whether and how they draw on institutional and external 

research findings to address day-to-day institutional issues and challenges. In order to provide the basis for a 

scholarship of practice, three research questions drove the exploratory first part of this study: 

1. To what extent do vice chancellors at SADC universities possess a terminal degree in education? 

2. To what extent do the organizational structures of SADC universities include a department or directorate of 

 institutional research? 
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3. To what extent do SADC universities offer Master’s and PhD programmes that specialize in the study of 

 college and university administration and Higher Education issues?  

This study is significant as it breaks new ground with regards to studies that specifically examine the vice 

chancellorship within the SADC region. It contributes to the body of knowledge on institutional research structures 

important for decision-making on Higher Education issues within universities in the region. The study also informs 

on support mechanisms that can assist newly-appointed and even sitting vice chancellors in the SADC region to 

acquire the insight and vocabulary needed to craft research agenda that will ultimately improve the effectiveness of 

their decisions. 

2. Conceptual Framework 

The study derived its conceptual framework from Braxton’s (2005) notion of the scholarship of practice for 

administrative work in Higher Education, and Braxton and Hossler’s (2019) Two-Way Practitioner-Researcher Loop 

for Enrollment Management.  

A scholarship of practice bridges “the gap between the theories developed and research findings obtained by 

academicians, and the questions asked and approaches adopted by practitioners in their daily work” 

(Lyken-Segosebe, 2017, p. 21). It couples knowledge generation and knowledge use “into a single enterprise” 

(Kielhofner, 2005). Braxton (2005) outlined a scholarship of practice for administrative work in Higher Education 

institutions to guide the practice of college and university administrators. The development of a knowledge base for 

administrative work in Higher Education institutions and the improvement of administrative practice in these 

institutions constituted the two primary goals of this scholarship of practice. The improvement of administrative 

practice also involved the use of findings of empirical research to develop institutional policy and practice by 

practitioners in individual colleges and universities (Braxton, 2017).  

The development of a knowledge base for enrollment management in Higher Education institutions and the 

improvement of the practice of enrollment management formed the basis of Braxton and Hossler’s (2019) Two-Way 

Practitioner-Researcher Loop for Enrollment Management. Braxton and Hossler recognized a pathway leading from 

enrollment managers to a community of researchers. This pathway involved the sharing of topics for research needed 

by enrollment managers to conduct their day-to-day work. This practitioner-defined agenda is shared in the 

practitioner-to-researcher loop. The two researchers also recognized a pathway of research findings leading from the 

research community back to enrollment managers. Accordingly, this dissemination pathway constituted the 

researcher-to-practitioner loop. 

The scholarship of practice proposed in this study for college and university leadership will have two primary goals: 

1. The development of a knowledge base for college and university leadership in the university, and 

2. The improvement of college and university leadership practice in the university (Braxton, 2005). 

With regards to the development of the knowledge base, it is proposed that college and university leaders will 

develop “practitioner-defined research agenda,” that is, delineate the topics and issues confronting them in their 

day-to-day practice of running the university that require an empirical treatment. With regards to the improvement of 

their practice, these leaders will work towards using the findings of available and current empirical research studies 

to guide their professional practice and to develop university policy and practice (Braxton, 2017). Underpinning this 

scholarship of practice, therefore, is the development of “knowledge for practice” as well as the development of 

“knowledge in practice” (Kielhofner, 2005; Usher & Bryant, 1987).  

Engagement in the scholarship of practice by these principal officers of college and universities will prevent them 

from commonsensical “shooting from the hip” or “trial-and-error” forms of professional action; action that greatly 

requires grounding in empirical research. In this way, these principal officers who use research findings to develop 

institutional policy and practice, function as stewards for the field of college and university leadership as they 

safeguard the welfare of the field in general and the welfare of their institutions in particular (Braxton & Ream, 

2017).  

3. Method 

The population of inference for this study comprised public universities within the 15 SADC countries - Angola, 

Botswana, Democratic Republic of Congo, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, 

Seychelles, South Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe. An online search revealed 109 public 

universities. Thirty-three universities were removed from consideration including those with non-English language 
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websites (e.g., in Angola, Democratic Republic of Congo, Madagascar and Mozambique), no websites or suspended 

websites. This yielded a set of 76 public universities.  

The methodological approach utilized was interpretative content analysis of the websites of the 76 universities. 

Content analysis is an exploratory approach that involves making inferences through the “systematic reading of a 

body of texts, images, and symbolic matter” (Krippendorff, 2004, p. 3). It is a “research technique for making 

replicable and valid inferences from texts (or other meaningful matter) to the contexts of their use” (Krippendorff, 

2004, p. 18). University websites were assessed for evidence of vice chancellors’ academic backgrounds (i.e. the 

fields of their terminal degrees), departments or directorates of institutional research, and Master’s and PhD 

programmes in Higher Education. Data from the content analysis were analysed using a descriptive analytical 

strategy and Stata software. 

4. Findings 

Findings are organized according to the three research questions that guided this study. 

Research Question One: To what extent do vice chancellors at SADC universities possess a terminal degree in 

education? 

Vice chancellors within the SADC region bring a wealth of specialist expertise to their decision-making. They derive 

from a diversity of academic backgrounds. Table 1 indicates the fields of the terminal degrees of these principal 

officers. A significant number of the 76 vice chancellors at public universities were recruited from Science-related 

fields. Twelve of these principal officers derive from the field of Education.  

Table 1. PhD Fields of Vice Chancellors at Public Universities in SADC Countries 

SADC Country Number of Public 

Universities 

PhD fields of Vice Chancellors’ Qualifications 

Botswana 4 Animal Science, Soil Science, Chemical Pathology, Education 

Lesotho 1 Commercial Law 

Malawi 4 Agriculture, Chemistry (x2), Nursing 

Mauritius 4 Education, Mathematics, Chemistry, Physics 

Namibia 2 Innovation Diffusion and Development, Public Administration 

Seychelles 1 Education 

South Africa 26 Mathematics (x3), Media Studies, Political Science, Medicine, 

Management, Chemistry (x2), Physics (x2), Engineering (x2), 

International Political Economy, Psychology (x3), 

Sociology(x3), Zoology (x2), Education (x3), Law 

Swaziland 1 Chemistry 

Tanzania 13 Education (x2), Material Science, Environmental Technology, 

Medicine, Forest Management, Microbiology (x2), 

Development Studies, Oceanography, Systems Engineering, 

Hydrology, Library and Information Science 

Zambia 9 Education (x2), Biology, Chemistry, Medicine, Veterinary 

Medicine, Mathematics, Public Management, Business 

Leadership 

Zimbabwe 11 Education (x2), Agriculture, Soil Science, Anthropology, 

Electronic Engineering, Chemical Engineering, Metallurgy, 

Microbiology and Biotechnology, Industrial Engineering, 

Biochemical Immunology 

Total 76  

Research Question Two: To what extent do the organizational structures of SADC universities include a 

department or directorate of institutional research? 

To assist their day-to-day practice of running the university, US college and university presidents typically rely on 

Departments of Institutional Research to support their decision-making, planning, and actions by providing 
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high-quality and relevant data, information, and analysis, including predictive analytics. However, no studies exist 

that examine how their counterparts within the SADC region make decisions on Higher Education issues, or the 

extent to which they rely on Higher Education research findings and the research outputs of Departments of 

Institutional Research to inform their decision-making. Table 2 indicates that of the 76 universities, only 40 

universities (53 percent) list a Department of Institutional Research, Planning or Intelligence as part of their 

administrative structures.  

Table 2. Departments of Institutional Research, Planning or Intelligence on University Websites 

SADC Country Number of Public Universities Number of Universities indicating a 

Department of Institutional Research, 

Planning or Intelligence 

Botswana 4 3 

Lesotho 1 1 

Malawi 4 0 

Mauritius 4 1 

Namibia 2 2 

Seychelles 1 0 

South Africa 26 17 

Swaziland 1 1 

Tanzania 13 13 

Zambia 9 1 

Zimbabwe 11 1 

Total 76 40 

Such a department tends to be listed on the websites of public universities across Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia, South 

Africa, Swaziland, and Tanzania, but less so on institutional websites within Malawi, Zambia and Zimbabwe. For 

some universities, particularly South African universities, websites explicitly state the functions of this department as 

data management and/or institutional research. In other universities, the department’s focus is primarily planning - 

the function of the department is stated as physical (e.g., facilities) planning, budgeting and/or strategic planning 

utilising the Balanced Scorecard and other frameworks. Institutions vary regarding the breadth of information they 

provide on their websites. However, the multi-varied missions attached to the various Departments of Institutional 

Research, Planning or Intelligence makes it unclear as to whether the potential of institutional research and data 

analytics for decision-making are being fully embraced by university leaders.  

Research Question Three: To what extent do SADC universities offer Master’s and PhD programmes that 

specialize in the study of college and university administration and Higher Education issues? 

Table 3 indicates the availability of programmes of study in the Higher Education field within the SADC region. 

Content analysis of university websites revealed that the Study of Higher Education within the region tends to be 

conceptualized in terms of Teaching and Learning. We found that study programmes with the title of Higher 

Education focused primarily on pedagogy, curriculum development and other teacher preparation topics. This 

finding contrasts with the situation at US universities where the Study of Higher Education focuses on issues related 

to college and university administration – students, faculty members, university staff, university leadership, 

administration and governance, teaching and learning, college and university sub-populations, contextual issues, and 

related policy, legal, financial, economic, and international Higher Education issues. These study programmes 

prepare graduates for future roles in university administration including in student affairs, enrolment management 

and institutional research.  

Our content analysis of university websites revealed that within the SADC region, the University of Kwa-Zulu Natal 

in South Africa is the only institution that offers a Master of Education degree in Higher Education Student and 

Professional Services and PhD in Higher Education, that match the focus of US programmes in Higher Education. 

This finding suggested that staff within Departments of Institutional Research in the region may not necessarily be 

professionalized or specialists similar to their counterparts at US universities, that is, hired on the basis of a relevant 

qualification in Higher Education, such as a Master’s degree in Higher Education. 
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Table 3. Postgraduate Degree Programmes in the Higher Education Field available in the SADC Region 

SADC 

Country 

University Higher Education Qualification 

Focus: Teaching and Learning Focus: College and 

University Administration 

Namibia University of Namibia • Postgraduate Diploma in Higher 

Education 

 

South 

Africa  

 

University of Cape 

Town  

 

• Postgraduate Diploma in Higher 

Education 

• MEd in Higher Education Studies 

 

 University of Fort Hare  • Postgraduate Diploma in Higher 

Education and Training 

 

 University of the Free 

State  

• Postgraduate Diploma in Higher 

Education 

• MEd in Higher Education 

• PhD Higher Education Studies 

 

 University of Kwa-Zulu 

Natal  

• Postgraduate Diploma in Higher 

Education 

• MEd in Higher Education 

Teaching and Learning 

• PhD in Higher Education 

• MEd in Higher 

Education Student and 

Professional Services 

• PhD in Higher Education 

 University of   

Stellenbosch 

• Postgraduate Diploma in 

Education specialising in Higher 

Education Studies 

• MPhil Higher Education 

 

Zimbabwe  

 

Bindura University of  

Science Education 

• Postgraduate Diploma in Tertiary 

Education 

 

 Great Zimbabwe 

University 

• Postgraduate Diploma in Higher 

and Tertiary Education 

 

 

Given that principal officers across the region generally derive from non-Higher Education backgrounds and 

institutional research or planning departments may not all have a similar focus, we propose a scholarship of practice 

for college and university leadership within the SADC region that will seek to routinely promote the formation of a 

cumulative body of leadership knowledge that is empirically grounded, and which can be readily applied by vice 

chancellors to the planning, provision, and evaluation of university business. We propose an inductive approach to 

knowledge generation whereby vice chancellors initiate and rely on the work of Higher Education research 

communities to generate research findings useful to their practice. Based on practical problems experienced in their 

office, vice chancellors will themselves suggest studies or provide parameters for studies necessary to better inform 

their development of institutional policy and practice. Consequently, the domain of effective college and university 

leadership of universities requires a two-way loop: a practitioner-to-researcher loop and a researcher-to-practitioner 

loop. The modalities of the pathways from vice chancellors to researchers and back to vice chancellors are outlined 

below, together with a discussion of supportive structures for the implementation of this Two-Way 

Practitioner-Researcher Loop for College and University Leadership. 

  



http://ijhe.sciedupress.com  International Journal of Higher Education  Vol. 10, No. 1; 2021 

Published by Sciedu Press                         99                        ISSN 1927-6044   E-ISSN 1927-6052 

5. The Two-Way Practitioner-Researcher Loop for College and University Leadership 

5.1 The Practitioner-to-Researcher Loop 

The key step in forging the practitioner-to-researcher loop entails the development by vice chancellors of an agenda 

for research. Without the development of a practitioner-defined research agenda this loop will fail to develop. Soares, 

Gagliardi, Wilkinson, & Hughes (2018) describe innovative leaders of a college or university as those that gather 

evidence for effective decision-making. According to these researchers,  

Innovative leaders dissuade decision making that is anecdotal in nature. Instead, they promote decision 

making based on evidence, which can increase the tolerance for strategic risk and small failures. They are 

willing to make and advance less traditional decisions if they are supported by accurate evidence and 

compelling stories. Cultivating positive attitudes toward the collection and use of data enables a culture on 

campus that elevates informed decision making at all levels across the campus. (Soares, Gagliardi, 

Wilkinson, & Hughes, 2018, p. 6) 

In the practitioner-to-researcher loop, vice chancellors will develop a “practitioner-defined research agenda”, that is, 

they will delineate the topics and issues confronting them in their day-to-day practice of running the university that 

require an empirical treatment. Research problems and questions will arise from their leadership practice as they 

manage institutional finances, supervise enrolment management and academic affairs, develop strategic plans, 

administer the personnel system, oversee the maintenance of facilities, oversee fundraising activities and institutional 

advancement, consult and cooperate with university governance, and represent the university in public affairs.   

In this practitioner-to-researcher loop, two research communities will undertake the research agenda delineated by 

regional vice chancellors. The first research community is the most direct. It is to be expected that vice chancellors’ 

questions will be answered within their own universities by fully-resourced Departments of Institutional Research. 

Institutional research is “research conducted within an institution of higher education in order to provide information 

which supports institutional planning, policy formulation, and decision making” (Saupe, 1990, p. 6). Content 

analysis of the websites of public universities within the SADC region revealed just over a half of these universities 

indicate the presence of Institutional Research departments on their organizational structures. Universities without 

such a department will not have this research community available to them.  

Beyond responding to the research agenda of their principal officers, such departments will routinely generate 

“organizational intelligence” (Fincher, 1985, p. 34), that is, data and analyses related to student applications, 

admissions, enrolment and persistence, degrees conferred/graduation rates, academic offerings and policies, student 

life participation, the cost of attendance (e.g. tuition rates, room and board, meals, books and supplies, lab fees, 

student activities and recreation fees), financial aid (e.g. aid, scholarships, grants, etc.), instructional faculty, teaching 

loads, and class sizes, administrative staff, post-graduation outcomes and earnings, and labour market projections by 

occupations. Such data are typically displayed through interactive dashboards on university websites.  

Vice chancellors may request Departments of Institutional Research to utilize predictive analytics to develop a range 

of strategies such as resource strategies related to budgeting, and on alternative business models that yield new 

revenue streams and better cost structures (Gagliardi & Turk, 2017). Predictive analytics may be requested to 

improve student outcomes, for example, by using grade-prediction models to place students in courses that offer 

them the highest likelihood of success, and to increase graduation rates using decisions based on the analysis of 

several years of student financial data and thousands of student records. It is expected that the department will also 

generate key predictions to enhance teaching, learning, and advising (Gagliardi & Turk, 2017).  

Furthermore, to generate additional robust data for vice chancellors’ and other internal data-driven decision-making 

and programmatic interventions, the department will routinely develop, implement and analyse annual 

semester-based internal surveys on students’ experience, satisfaction, mattering, quality of life, financial wellness 

and engagement, and on faculty and staff well-being, climate and satisfaction. The COVID-19 Student Experience 

Survey, Graduating Student Exit Survey, and Alumni Tracer Survey lie within the remit of the department. Such a 

department will also facilitate a range of on-request surveys for the government, and the annual world university 

ranking exercises conducted by the Times Higher Education (THE) magazine, Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) Ltd, 

Shanghai Ranking Consultancy and other organizations. 

In order to be adequately equipped to address vice chancellors’ research questions, we recommend Departments of 

Institutional Research be full-resourced in terms of access to statistical software typically used to extract and 

manipulate datasets (e.g., SPSS, Stata, R, SAS), and software affording predictive and visual analytics (e.g., Tableau, 

Qlikview, Power BI). Our content analysis of university websites indicated that the Study of Higher Education in the 
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SADC region is conceptualized in terms of Teaching and Learning and that the University of Kwa-Zulu Natal in 

South Africa is the only institution that offers a Master of Education degree in Higher Education Student and 

Professional Services and PhD in Higher Education resembling the focus of US programmes that prepare future 

university administration staff for roles in student affairs, enrolment management, institutional research, etc. To 

adequately prepare the department’s staff members to address vice chancellors’ research agenda, we therefore 

recommend that these staff members be trained on the definitions and measurement of Higher Education indicators, 

the rationales for the generation of the various indicators, relevant Higher Education theories and topical issues 

related to university students, faculty members, governance, etc. 

In this practitioner-to-researcher loop, members of the Higher Education research community will constitute the 

second research community to fulfil the practitioner-defined research agenda of regional vice chancellors. The 

development of a knowledge base for college and university leadership requires the sustained efforts of this second 

research community. These scholars will be external to the institution and comprise individuals who study topics or 

issues pertinent to the Higher Education field on the African continent in general and in Southern Africa in 

particular. The Council for the Development of Social Science Research in Africa (CODESRIA) and the 

Organization for Social Science Research in Eastern and Southern Africa (OSSREA) represent two groups of such 

scholars.  

The Higher Education research community also includes scholars who study Higher Education from international 

perspectives and occasionally centre their attention on Higher Education issues related to Africa and Southern 

Africa. Additional members of this research community will be doctoral students enrolled in Higher Education 

programmes who are engaged in dissertation research. Funding for the pursuit of this practitioner-defined research 

agenda may derive from the originating university (e.g., the vice chancellor’s vote), or through grants from scholars’ 

individual universities, the Southern African Regional Universities Association (SARUA), the Association of 

African Universities (AAU), the International Network for Higher Education in Africa sponsored by the University 

of Kwazulu-Natal in South Africa, the International Association of University Presidents (IAUP), CODESRIA and 

other international funding sources.  

Members of the Higher Education research community may access vice chancellors’ research agenda in various 

ways such as through survey instruments that request vice chancellors to suggest critical topics or issues that they 

think would benefit from research or through the arrangement of focus group meetings (e.g. at regional conferences) 

whereby critical research agenda is extracted from a group of selected vice chancellors.  

5.2 The Researcher-to-Practitioner Loop  

The Two-Way Practitioner-Researcher Loop for College and University Leadership is completed by the 

researcher-to-practitioner loop. This loop involves the communication of research findings to vice chancellors. Since 

vice chancellors in the SADC region may view the topics and issues of their own practitioner-defined research 

agenda as the most pressing, the usefulness of the findings of such studies and their accompanying recommendations 

depend on their timely communication to vice chancellors (Love & Braxton, 2020). Love and Braxton (2020) state 

the word “rapid” best characterizes the timeliness of communication. We recommend that findings be arranged with 

an emphasis on the most important findings to the topics derived from the practitioner-defined research agenda 

(Love & Braxton, 2020). Recommendations for institutional policy and practice should consist only of realistic 

recommendations (Morphew & Braxton, 2017). Furthermore, researchers should state a priority for the 

implementation of their recommendations and provide rationales for the assignment of these priorities (Morphew & 

Braxton, 2017). Morphew and Braxton (2017) admonish researchers to avoid recommendations involving large 

investments of resources, long timelines or that require changes in institutional mission, or the type of students 

served.  

Members of the Higher Education research community who conduct research on topics or issues in the 

practitioner-defined research agenda could place their research findings in multiple outlets (Braxton & Hossler, 

2019). While required communication forms will be dictated by individual vice chancellors, technical reports may 

provide an appropriate form to disseminate such findings. Other possible outlets for the rapid dissemination of 

findings and recommendations include blogs, podcasts, and webinars (Love & Braxton, 2020). The Association of 

African Universities (AAU) hosts such webinars. For blogs and podcasts, we recommend that associations such as 

the AAU, the International Network for Higher Education in Africa and SARUA expand their member services to 

include the postings of blogs and the sponsorship of podcasts. Summaries of findings and their associated 

recommendations for policy and practice may also be disseminated via the Newsletter of the AAU, African Higher 
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Education News of the International Network for Higher Education in Africa, SARUA’s News, and CODESRIA’s 

Bulletins and Working Papers.  

It is expected that members of the Higher Education research community and doctoral students will also utilize 

traditional channels of communication to publish their findings. Such publication mediums as articles in refereed 

academic and professional sources, books, books chapters and monographs form the “traditional scholarship 

assessment template” (Braxton & Del Favero, 2002). Some members of this community may have academic 

appointments at universities that emphasize publications in this traditional template for faculty personnel decisions 

such as annual salary increases, reappointment, tenure and promotion. Relevant regional academic journals may 

include the International Journal of African Higher Education, Journal of Higher Education in Africa, the South 

African Journal of Higher Education, and the South African Journal of Education.  

Relevant international journals include the Journal of Research on the College President, the Presidency, Journal of 

Higher Education, Review of Higher Education, Research in Higher Education, Higher Education, Studies in Higher 

Education, Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education, Higher Education Research and Development, 

International Journal of Higher Education, Management in Education, International Journal of Sustainability in 

Higher Education, Higher Education Policy, Innovative Higher Education, Higher Education Quarterly, Journal of 

Higher Education Policy and Management, Perspectives: Policy and Practice in Higher Education, and Journal of 

Applied Research in Higher Education.  

In addition to these possibilities, specific academic and professional journals routinely accessed by vice chancellors 

may emerge during preliminary discussions of the research agenda. Researchers may post information about their 

publications in the African Higher Education Resource Database sponsored by the International Network for Higher 

Education in Africa., and SARUA’s Leadership Dialogue Series, Communities of Practice Initiative and Higher 

Education Reports.   

6. Preparing SADC Vice Chancellors for the Practitioner-to-Researcher Loop 

Ascending to the position of vice chancellor does not require the possession of a Master’s, EdD or PhD in Higher 

Education Leadership or Higher Education Administration (HEA). However, after arrival in office these college and 

university leaders must quickly acquire critical skills and knowledge to handle Higher Education issues. According to 

Chandler (2006, p. 25), “leading the modern college or university is a complicated affair, requiring the organizational 

affairs of a field marshal, the fiscal acumen of a CPA, the diplomacy of a politician and the vision of a prophet.” Lake 

(2006, p. 112) states that university leadership require “the capability, knowledge and sophisticated tools to assist them 

in meeting tomorrow’s global educational challenges. Consequences of Higher Education institutions mismanagement 

can have dire and long lasting-effects.” These comments reveal that, half a decade later, the vice chancellor’s role at a 

SADC university remains within the parameters identified for the leadership of the US multiversity created after World 

War II and as described by Clark Kerr in his 1963 Godkin lectures:  

The university president in the United States is expected to be a friend of the students, a colleague of the 

faculty, a good fellow with the alumni, a sound administrator with the trustees, a good speaker with the public, 

an astute bargainer with the foundations and the federal agencies, a politician with the state legislature, a 

friend of industry, labor, and agriculture…(p. 22). 

Several support mechanisms are available to assist newly-appointed SADC’s vice chancellors to acquire the insight 

and vocabulary needed to craft research agenda for the attention of the various Higher Education research 

communities. Vice chancellors of universities in South Africa benefit from Universities South Africa’s (USAf) 

“Higher Education Leadership and Management (HELM)” programme that is provided through a strategic partnership 

with that country’s Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET). HELM offers vice chancellors and senior 

university management evidence-based “strategic insight into the specific challenges that exist within the South 

African higher education landscape”, and “valuable perspectives on the contemporary leadership and management 

context, complexities and challenges facing universities” (Universities South Africa, 2020). Universities South Africa 

reports that the HELM programme produces pooled data and information on leadership/management capacity issues. 

This data and information potentially provide inputs for the researcher-to-practitioner loop. There is a plan to extend 

this capacity development programme to university leadership across the SADC region through the establishment in 

2021 of the HELM Institute in partnership with regional partners such as the SARUA and CODESRIA (Universities 

South Africa, 2020). 

At a continental level, the Association of African Universities (AAU) represents another source of support and 

development for regional university leaders. The Association offers the Leadership Development Training 
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Programme (LEDEV) to enhance the leadership skills of university leaders in the areas of university advancement 

and resource mobilization, strategic planning, quality assurance, promotion of university-industry linkages, and 

leadership and governance, among other critical areas. The AAU also provides two Workshops – the University 

Industry Linkages Workshop and University Advancement Workshop - for university leaders (Association of 

African Universities, n.d.). 

Memberships of several international associations may be developmental for regional vice chancellors. The 

American Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) provides professional development opportunities 

for member presidents and chancellors. Its Millennium Leadership Initiative (MLI) Institute prepares candidates for 

the positions of university president or chancellor through theoretical learning and practical, hands-on training. The 

AASCU’s New Presidents Academy conference is tailored to the distinctive needs of presidents and chancellors who 

lead state colleges and universities. This conference offers mentorship, coaching and practical advice grounded in 

leadership research and complemented by the knowledge and experience of current and former AASCU presidents 

who serve as academy faculty (American Association of State Colleges and Universities, n.d.).  

University leaders within SADC may also acquire mentorship and critical knowledge to deal with and develop 

Higher Education research agenda by participating in forums organized by the American Association of Colleges and 

Universities (AAC&U) such as its conference on transforming STEM Higher Education which, in part, examines 

institutional policies and practices that benefit STEM students and faculty members, and its annual meetings that 

examine current questions, issues, and potential solutions surrounding Higher Education such as those pertaining to 

the COVID-19 pandemic (American Association of Colleges and Universities, n.d.). Furthermore, the American 

Council on Education’s (ACE) Institute for New Presidents, the Advancing to the Presidency workshop, and annual 

meetings may afford regional vice chancellors with opportunities “to explore fresh perspectives for practical 

solutions on campus, network with top leaders across all higher education sectors, and bring data-driven insights 

back to campus” (American Council on Education, n.d.). These initiatives have the capacity to provide vice 

chancellors within the SADC region with a wealth of resources and guidance to effectively marshal their institutions, 

fine-tune their “knowledge in practice,” and direct the practitioner-to-researcher loop and the generation of 

“knowledge for practice”. 

7. Conclusion  

The development of a knowledge base for the leadership of universities in the Southern African Development 

Community (SADC) region requires a two-way loop of research exchange from practitioners to researchers and 

researchers to practitioners. Through this two-way loop, the potential for the development of such a knowledge base 

comprised of both “knowledge for practice” and “knowledge in practice” (Kielhofner, 2005; Usher & Bryant, 1987) 

exists. The development of such a knowledge base depends on the sustained and reoccurring efforts of both 

practitioners and researchers. The use of such a knowledge base by practitioners will assure the grounding of their 

decision-making in the findings of empirical research and prevent them from making “trial-and-error” decisions 

(Braxton & Ream, 2017).  

Social, economic, political, and more recently public health factors are continually re-shaping the Higher Education 

landscape. Principal officers more adept at dealing with these issues will seek to ensure their administration’s 

primary research community – the department/directorate of institutional research – is fully functional and 

effectively capacitated. The range of current challenges confronting universities in Southern Africa desperately 

demand empirically-based actions by their vice chancellors. Leveraging internal data resources for decision-making 

is a key hallmark of the successful vice chancellor. 

It is envisaged that future research work will closely resemble that of the Higher Education research community in 

the practitioner-to-researcher loop. Future research will also seek to build a knowledge base on the vice 

chancellorship within the SADC region. Research studies will be undertaken that inform on the demographic 

characteristics of vice chancellors, their duties and responsibilities, how they make decisions on Higher Education 

issues, the extent to which they rely on Higher Education research findings and the research outputs of Departments 

of Institutional Research and external research communities to inform their decision-making, and how these principal 

officers view contemporary pressing issues facing Higher Education in the SADC region.  
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