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The Higher Education Learning and Teaching Association of Southern Africa (HELTASA) is a professional 
organisation concerned with staff, student, curriculum and institutional development in higher education. As a 
professional network, HELTASA recognises the need for academic development in southern Africa to be re-
conceptualised in relation to context and students and for more deliberate and considered professional 
development programmes to be created for academics as scholarly teachers.  
 
HELTASA Conference and Membership in the time of COVID-19 
Although activities were adversely affected by the impact of the pandemic, resulting in the executive team 
working under trying circumstances with many portfolios unable to move ahead, one event that was completed 
successfully in December 2020 was the first-ever online HELTASA conference, hosted by the Central University 
of Technology (CUT), with the conference theme, “enabling learning spaces for all”. With 350 delegates in 
attendance, the conference engaged with a range of academic papers and workshops reflecting a depth and 
breadth of interventions that academics had initiated to ensure meaningful online teaching and assessment in 
the pivot to remote teaching.  Through the conference, HELTASA reaffirms the important role it plays and needs 
to play in the field of academic development and professional development in the context of change and 
transformation. In the last year, HELTASA made significant strides and gains in becoming a strong voice in the 
national higher education sector in Southern Africa, especially during the pandemic. 
 

Adjusting to the C-19 crisis and preparing for an uncertain future in higher education 
At the end of 2020, as it watched many universities and members deal with the unprecedented challenge of C-
19, the HELTASA executive team realised that the organisation needed to re-structure and re-imagine its vision, 
purpose, reach, goals and disposition to respond to crises in general and to prepare itself for an uncertain future 
or current challenges. This led to considerable “shape shifting” in 2021, to guide the organisations strategic goals 
in the next 5 years. The focus of the newly shaped HELTASA is premised on and informed by three key strategic 
pillars: Relevance (understanding the broader context our organisation operates in), Responsiveness (being 
proactive and prompt in responding to crises) and Resilience (solidly forging ahead and overcoming all manner 
of obstacle). In addition, the organisation commits to expanding capability and expanding capacity of its 
leadership team and all its members in relation to the university as a public good as well as its commitment to 
its members as academic developers and university teachers. This new structure will be ratified at the 2021 
AGM. In keeping with this theme of shifts and change, HELTASA will host its annual 2021 conference as an 
“(Un)conference” to open up different spaces for academics to engage actively and differently, as co-creators in 
this participatory conference methodology. 
 
HELTASA'S new governance structure  
During a meeting convened by the HELTASA Executive Committee in January 2021, a proposal was tabled to 
amend section 5 of the Constitution of the HELTASA. This proposal serves to align with the ever-changing 
Higher Education (HE) landscape and HELTASA’s continued delivery on its mandate as a relevant, responsive 
and resilient professional entity committed to strengthening HE practice, research and policy. The proposed 
restructure is comprised of a three-tiered system to collaboratively advance and strengthen the mandate of 
HELTASA. The top tier is the Board for strategic decision making across the wide spectrum of teaching and 
learning. The Board is ultimately responsible for the governance of the organisation. The second tier includes 
(i) the Higher Education Representative Council with representation from all relevant HE stakeholders and 
beneficiaries and (ii) the Strategic Partners Council, consisting of national and global partners to provide 
collaborative discursive platforms and networks on strategic HELTASA and HE matters. The third tier is the Co-
ordinating Council, consisting of 10 project managers (three strategic project managers and seven scholarly 
project managers), the scholarly projects coordinator, the executive administration, the legal manager and the 
coordinating council coordinator. The current governing structure and governance mechanism will remain 
operative pending the tabling of said proposal at an Annual General Meeting of HELTASA. The new leadership 
team will continue to engage academics through Critically Reflective Practice as a key methodological lens for 
its activities.  
 



Collaborative Learning Communities (CLCs) 
HELTASA’s Special Interest Groups (SIGs) were reconstituted as Collaborative Learning Communities (CLCs) to 
focus on collaborative and relational communities of practice that were subsumed under three overarching 
themes: Professional Learning; Student Learning and Programme Development. The CLC’s will host a series of 
teaching and learning events in the build up to the annual 2021 HELTASA conference. Thus far, the following 
events are in progress: a national colloquium on the Extended Curriculum Programme; a webinar on the links 
between student assessments in STEM (science, technology, engineering and maths) disciplines and nurturing 
an orientation to wider society and social justice, and continued written reflections by academics on physically 
distanced learning (PDL) in the context of the pandemic.  
 
HELTASA Special Projects  
 
1. HELTASA/DHET PhD cohort programme  
Two doctoral retreats were held online in 2021, to support doctoral candidates in the preparation of their 
proposals for registration at different universities. At the end of 2020, scholars presented their concept notes at 
a student-led seminar where they received detailed feedback from supervisors. Much of 2021 thus far has been 
focused on registrations and finalisation of draft thesis proposals. A supervisory team has been established to 
support candidates at both individual and collective levels. This team will be engaged in a parallel but closely 
linked process of exploring a decolonial supervision approach to PHD studies, to support students in the context 
of knowledge generation on the African continent.    
 
2. ERASMUS PLUS-HELTASA PROJECT 
This project, focused on SDGs and Capacity Building/Staff Development, continued albeit in restricted mode in 
2021. A webinar was hosted by Rhodes University in June 2021 focusing on Community Engagement and SDGs. 
The purpose of the webinar was to stimulate discussion on the interdependent relationship between Community 
Engagement (CE) and teaching and learning in relation to the SDGs, as well as key elements of institutional and 
national development plans.  
 
3. Teaching Advancement at Universities (TAU) 
TAU is a special project of HELTASA and focuses on Teaching Advancement for Established Academics in HE 
through a teaching fellows programme. A revised version of the TAU-3 programme was launched in 2020 and 
HELTASA continues to serve on the board of TAU to advise and lend support. 
 
4. DHET: National Framework for Enhancing Academics as University Teachers 
Due to the challenges of the pandemic, there was little movement regarding this project. At the end of 2020, 
HELTASA participated in a National Co-ordinating Committee (NCC) workshop to discuss implementation of the 
National Framework across the 26 universities. Funding has been successfully solicited for the implementation 
project going forward. 
 
5. CHE-DHET-USAf-HELTASA National Teaching Excellence Awards 
The CHE-DHET-HELTASA National Teaching Excellence Awards, a special project of HELTASA, took a hiatus in 
2020-2021 given the challenges of the pandemic and hopes to be resurrected soon.  
 
HELTASA scholarship 
A Special Issue is in progress with the journal: CRiSTaL based on the 2019 HELTASA Conference on the theme 
Pedagogies in Context. This SI will be published in 2022. 
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