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CELEBRATING WOMEN LEADERS

MM  aa  ll  ii  bb  oo  nn  gg  wwee
SSeerriieess

ACADEMIC WITH A NEW VISION

MAYEKISO received a C3 rating from the
National Research Foundation recognis-
ing her as an established researcher. She
counts this as another highlight in her
career as it was important for her in her
position then to lead from the front.

She has published extensively. She has
published in accredited journals including
Journal of Black Sexuality and Relation-
ships, and Journal of Social Aspects of
HIV and Aids. She has also contributed

chapters in no less than seven books.
M a ye k i s o ’s influences

She credits her late parents for having
laid a firm foundation in her by instilling
the importance of education.

“They imbued me with the love for
reading and piqued my own interest in
sport. They encouraged me to focus on
tasks at hand and [to] stay disciplined in
all that I do ...” says Mayekiso. – Bongekile
Macupe

The other side of Mayekiso

Varsit y’s fate in professor’s handsBongekile Macupe

WHEN Professor Thoko Mayek-
iso joined the University of the
Witwatersrand in
2001 as head
of the

Human and Community Develop-
ment School, she was struck by
what she terms “an alienating
culture”.

But being a black woman
meant that she was well

placed to be one of the
agents for change.

“People wanted to
continue to do

things the way
they used to. If
you come and
suggest some
changes you
were asked,
‘who are you?’”
she says.

More than a
decade later, the

issue of transfor-
mation is still high
on the agenda of
universities. “I think
many institutions

are working on their
culture to make them-

selves more welcom-
ing.”

I meet the vice-chancellor of the
newly established University of
Mpumalanga shortly after she
attended a meeting of the oddly
named Universities South Africa
(Usa), an association of vice-chan-
cellors whose goal is to advance
the interests of universities and
lead transformation.

Mayekiso believes many univer-
sities have made strides in tack-
ling transformation, but concedes
that “there is still a long way to
go”.

Well, at the University of
Mpumalanga, she has been given
an opportunity to demonstrate her
ability to establish a transformed
university from scratch.

She is a member of Us a , pre-
viously called Higher Education
SA. The renaming was apparen t ly
motivated by the desire for leaders
of universities to distinguish them-
selves from colleges.

Mayekiso is one of three women
in the organisation. The others are
Professor Cheryl de la Rey, the
vice-chancellor of the University of
Pretoria, and Vaal University of

Technology vice-chancellor Pro-
fessor Irene Moutlana.

Mayekiso began her aca-
demic career at the then Uni-
versity of Transkei, now
known as Walter Sisulu Uni-
versity, as a lecturer. Since
then she has served as asso-
ciate professor, professor
and head of the department

of psychology.
At Wits, the psychologist wo r ke d

her way up to deputy dean and
acting dean in the faculty of
humanities. Before joining the Uni-
versity of Mpumalanga, she was
deputy vice-chancellor at Nelson
Mandela Metropolitan University
(NMMU), a position she held for
over four years since joining the
institution in 2007 as a dean.

She believes all these roles pre-
pared her for her current task as
v i c e - c h a n c e l l o r.

She also believes her role at
UMP will serve as motivation for
other women in academia.

But she doesn’t think there are
short-cuts to the top.

Wo m e n
academics
still need to
go through
all the ranks
before get-
ting to the
top seat.

M aye k i s o ,
who was
born in Lusikisiki in Eastern Cape,
is aware of the responsibilities
that come with the job.

She knows establishing a uni-
versity won’t be smooth-sailing.

It will take a long time before
the university can be at the same
level as some of the country’s old-
est institutions.

“Very few people have the
opportunity to start something
from scratch. So if you are given
that responsibility, you want to
embrace it and you want to make
sure that you succeed.

For the 59-year-old, laying a
good foundation includes coming
up with a good vision for the insti-
tution, having proper systems in

place and developing
qualifications that are
relevant to the coun-
try’s needs.
“The main challenge

with setting up an insti-
tution is that one

has to deal
with strate-
gic and

op e r at i o n a l
issues at the
same time

while the pro-

cess of developing a strategic plan
for the institution is ongoing,” she
s ays .

Fortunately for her, she has not
had difficulties recruiting staff.
“We received overwhelming
response each time we advertised
positions.

Many people would like to be
part of the process of establishing
a new institution as part of the
democratic dispensation.”

She does not count the student
protests that took place at the uni-
versity early this year as a chal-
lenge because of the “good” rela-
tionship she believes she has
developed with students.

“I believe if you have a good
r e l at i o n s h i p
with the stu-
dents repre-
s e n t at ive
council, when
there are chal-
lenges they
will not burn
things, they
will come to

you [to talk] because they have
already established that relation-
ship.”

She believes that listening to
even the most “t r iv i a l ” issues stu-
dents raise and looking at things
from their perspective results in
trust being developed.

Trust can’t be built over night.
But trust between students and

university managers cannot
replace the need for funding.

Mayekiso says money needs to
be made available to ensure more
people access higher education.
Funding needs to come from dif-
ferent sources, including the pri-
vate sector.

New funding models should also
be developed.

Her former colleague at NMMU,
Professor Simphiwe Sesanti, says
when he met Mayekiso a few years
ago he assumed she was a soft
person but later realised that was
not the case.

“Many people mistake softness
for weakness, but I realised that
behind the smile and soft eyes is a
person who analyses, questions
and finally when she gives her
views, she comes with very strong
v i ews . ”

“

Very few people
have the opportunity

to start something
from scratch

UP TO THE TASK:
Professor Thoko
Mayekiso, the
vice-chancellor of the
University of
Mpumalanga, has a
great task of
ensuring the
university prospers
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LONDON – A “brain training” i Pa d
game developed in Britain might
improve the memory of patients
with schizophrenia, helping them in
their daily lives at home and at
work, researchers said yesterday.

Scientists at Cambridge Univer-
sity said tests on a small number of
patients who played the game over
four weeks found they had improve-
ments in memory and learning.

The game, Wizard, is designed to
help so-called episodic memory –
the type of memory needed to
remember where you left your keys

several hours ago, or to remember
a few hours later where you parked
your car in a multi-storey car park.

Schizophrenia is a long-term
mental health condition that causes
a range of psychological symptoms,
ranging from changes in behaviour
through to hallucinations and
delusions.

While some psychotic symptoms
can be reasonably well treated with
medication, patients often still have
debilitating problems with memory
and cognitive function, meaning
they struggle to get back to

work or stay in education.
There is increasing evidence that

computer-assisted training can help
people with schizophrenia over-
come some of their symptoms, with
better outcomes in their daily lives.

This study, published in the jour-
nal Philosophical Transactions of
the Royal Society B, found that 22
patients who played the memory
game made significantly fewer
errors and needed significantly
fewer attempts to remember the
location of different patterns
sp e c i f i c t e st s .

They also improved their scores
on the Global Assessment of Func-
tioning scale, that doctors use to
rate the social, occupational and
psychological functioning of adults.

Importantly, the patients also
said they enjoyed the game and
were motivated to play it across the
eight hours of cognitive training.

The researchers said this was
important, since lack of motivation
is a common feature of schizophre-
nia.

“We need a way of treating the
cognitive symptoms of schizophre-

nia, such as problems with episodic
memory, but slow progress is being
made towards developing a drug
t r e at m e n t , ” said Barbara Sahakian
from the department of psychiatry
at Cambridge University.

“This proof-of-concept study ...
demonstrates that the memory
game can help where drugs have so
far failed.

[And] because the game is inter-
esting, even those patients with a
general lack of motivation are
spurred on to continue the train-
ing.” – R e u t e rs

Memory game a breakthrough for schizophrenia patients


