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				Debunking the myth: Can the university develop resilience in graduates?

				Abstract

				There has been an intense focus on the 21st century skills and on universities developing graduate attributes through teaching, learning and innovative curricula. One example is resilience, frequently cited as desirable, especially during and post the COVID-19 pandemic. Resilience gained momentum across a number of fields, such as development studies, ecology and education, examining the ability of people, institutions, environments, and societies to ‘bounce back’ from crisis or adversity. Despite its popularity, however, resilience has no shared meaning, with scholars emphasising the looseness, potential vacuousness, and lack of ideological clarity of the concept (van Breda, 2018; Brewer et al., 2019; Zembylas, 2021). This paper examines resilience with specific reference to higher education and interrogates its deployment as a graduate attribute with respect to individual students and higher education curricula. It will be argued that tensions inherent in the South African system are brought to the fore, particularly in the context of current debates on the relevance of resilience for the complexity and change anticipated in the 21st century. The resulting ambiguity burdens universities, which requires courageousness in the quest for accessibility and self-awareness of precarity as an operational feature (Barnett, 2000). It is argued that universities are trapped by supercomplexity on the one hand, with its “multiplicity of frameworks” and competing demands (Barnett, 2000) and, on the other hand, access to resources and state regulatory and policy requirements. Furthermore, apartheid-defined realities continue to define the present, rendering the future more complex. The rhetoric in South African higher education policy imbues universities with an apparent superpower: to produce graduates with a (continuously shifting and increasing) set of attributes. The development of attributes is a complex process and is dependent and contingent on multiple variables. Among these are the contexts and histories of individual students, which define whether and to what extent graduate attributes are achieved, and a set of outcomes that can neither be determined nor guaranteed. Through the lens of resilience, the paper interrogates whether the development of graduate attributes can be solely the university’s task and whether this expectation is justified both in the absence of consideration of students’ agency and in the complex worlds outside the university.
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				Introduction 

				This article critiques the myth that universities can and should be solely responsible and accountable for developing graduate attributes (GAs) as part of the university curriculum using resilience as an example (DOE, 1997, 2001; DHET, 2013). While acknowledging the universities’ general moral responsibility to develop graduate attributes in students, extraneous factors and forces contribute to or impede their development. The choice of resilience in this paper is deliberate as it is not a ‘hard’ skill, and lessons derived from the pandemic signalled a strong need for universities to support the building of resilience in students. It will be argued that tensions inherent in the South African system are brought to the fore, particularly in the current debates on the relevance of graduate attributes (such as resilience) for the complexity and change anticipated in the 21st century. The resulting ambiguity burdens universities, which requires courage in the quest for accessibility and self-awareness of precarity as an operational feature (Barnett, 2000: 409). In part, the ambiguity arises from universities, trapped by supercomplexity, with its “multiplicity of frameworks” and competing demands (Barnett, 2000: 415), which are hindered by increasingly limited access to resources and state regulatory and policy requirements. Barnett’s (2006) conceptualisation of the student as a ‘being in the world’ (in a supercomplex world, specifically) provides the base for the discussion, as does Freire’s (1970) humanising pedagogy. 

				In the South African context, preconceived assumptions about the innate ability of higher education (HE) to develop resilience (as part of a suite of GAs) stem from an instrumentalist view of HE (Badat, 2010): the curriculum leads to the development of a set of characteristics embedded therein. Instrumentalism stands in clear contrast to the long-established Humboldtian paradigm of the university as a partner in the student’s personal development and journey as a scholar, in which the university leads the student to choose research and studies which result in comprehensive learning and knowledge (Humboldt, 2022). The shift to an instrumentalist view has led the discourse in HE in South Africa (SA) and elsewhere to be propelled by mechanistic approaches to ‘embedding’ GAs into curriculum frameworks and to a set of unrealistic expectations about what can be achieved. 

				Are graduate attributes a ‘silver bullet’?

				Boud and Solomon (2006) argue that for GAs to be developed, students must be committed to the process and develop a meta-awareness of the expected attributes. Bestowing teaching and learning encounters in an instrumentalist fashion relies upon assumptions that learning outcomes, curricula, assessment tasks, teaching, and a pedagogical approach adopted will automatically result in a defined set of GAs. In the emptiness of this discourse, there is no appreciation of the diversity of student agency, different knowledge domains, pedagogical approaches, the length of a programme of study, students’ contexts, or even diverse personality types. Unlike in a factory production line, the results will be differentially attained. 

				For Barnett (2006: 61), ‘graduate attributes’ should not primarily be construed as sets of skills or even knowledge. Instead, different human dispositions and qualities are required. It is not disputed that the current context is dominated by incessant unpredictability and calls for qualities such as resilience, courage, fortitude and strength. Nor is it disputed that the dispositions required include an orientation towards self-change, engagement with the world, inquisitiveness, and a willingness to communicate. However, is it possible to embed these in curricula in the instrumentalist manner envisaged by the SA regulatory bodies? 
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				The socio-economic realities of post-apartheid SA in the 21st century require universities to adopt a holistic approach, in which the student is centred in a complex ecosystem of which the educational system is one aspect. Given this, the hypothetical link between university curricula and the ‘achievement’ or ‘development’ of GAs of supercomplexity is explored by looking at resilience.

				Deconstructing graduate attributes

				Under the transformation agenda of the post-apartheid democratic state, access and success are the twin goals of the South African HE system (DOE, 1997). Universities have adopted various approaches to transform HE and achieve social justice. Universities are primarily responsible for ensuring access and success, with funding and regulatory support from the state. In the post-apartheid trajectory, the #feesmustfall movement and annual student protests highlighted affordability constraints and the physical dimensions of access, which continue to come at a significant cost for students. Universities must deliver Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK) including the best teaching methods for each discipline’s key concepts. PCK implies that generic teaching methods cannot be used across all disciplines in a ‘one size fits all’ manner. Since 1994, the discourse in HE at policy and accountability levels has placed inordinate pressure on universities to develop in graduates a continuously increasing list of skills and attributes (DOE, 1997; DHET, 2013; Badat, 2010, 2016, 2017). Universities must demonstrate that diverse soft skills, exit-level outcomes, graduate attributes, and competencies for the 21st century are intrinsically embedded in teaching and learning. This discourse is not unique to SA, but it is seen as a remedy for economic and social issues and is deeply embedded in the political transformation narrative. Paradoxically, state responsibilities have been transferred to universities and derive from a constricted view of the public good of HE (Badat, 2010). 

				Graduate attributes may be defined as the qualities, capabilities, and understandings a university community agrees students should develop during their curriculum for future professions and to contribute as informed citizens (Christensen & Kift, 2000: 207). Recognising students’ agency, universities have an ethical obligation to ensure that students enter and exit the university as graduates with skills and competencies, the language of which has become core to teaching and learning. Research on how teaching and learning, curriculum, the overall experiences in university, and how these contribute towards developing the skills and competencies of graduates are needed (Badat, 2013; Menon & Castrillón, 2019, 2022). Student protests have further highlighted the importance of the ‘hidden curriculum’ in HE and how it has skewed access and participation among marginalised students.

				For the intentions of this paper, GAs are taken “generously to embrace the human being”; thus “higher education must centre [,] along with knowledge and skills [,] a focus on ‘being’” (Barnett, 2006: 51). Resilience is used as an example of a GA not readily translatable into ‘curriculum’ or outcome. Resilience feeds into Barnett’s statement that HE must “incorporate moments of supercomplexity into the curriculum” (2006: 53). Supercomplexity requires that the teaching and learning enterprises provide what is needed for “living effectively in the world” (Barnett, 2006: 53).

				Barnett (2006) proposes three broad areas: graduates must develop new knowledge, adapt to the evolving environment, and encounter and develop new forms of ‘being’. This view suggests that graduates are expected to possess knowledge, skills, and new ways of ’being 
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				in the world’. In this approach, education should focus on what graduates know, how they approach the world, and their place in it. Lastly, are the attributes of importance. According to Barnett, universities in this complex world order must develop ‘authentic’ human beings, characterised by engagement with the world, inquisitiveness, and personal qualities such as courage, resilience, and quietness. Barnett’s (2006) perspective on ‘graduateness’ suggests education should go beyond acquiring knowledge and skills. 

				Super-complexity and South Africa 

				In complexity, the available resources cannot address what is needed, and the resulting constraints are “in principle manageable if only one had more resources” (Barnett, 2000: 415). In super-complexity, in addition to the constraints present in complexity, there is “conceptual overload” due to the “multiplicity of frameworks” (Barnett, 2000: 415). The various frameworks compete, creating increasingly complex problems. Resilience and ‘being in the world’ (Barnett, 2006) are necessary for surviving in supercomplexity. Given the continued unequal terrain in SA - whether socio-economic, educational, or psycho-social - it can be said that insufficient attention has been accorded to the need for graduates to be resilient in a supercomplex world. 

				Given the number of graduates produced, and notwithstanding the integrity of the ideal, achieving these attributes cannot be the sole responsibility of universities as expected in post-apartheid SA. It is reductionist to assume that this is possible. Figure 1 indicates the attributes desired by employers: 
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				Figure 1:	Top 15 skills for 2025 (World Economic Forum, 2020, 36).

				The WEF and the SA regulators presume that universities are responsible for developing resilience, among other attributes. While the link between curricula and professional occupations is often clearer, the link between curriculum and graduate attributes is more ambiguous. Resilience, subject to interpretation, means that consideration must be given to the resilience students enact in meeting the challenges of funding, food security, and a safe environment. Invisible and tenuous links are assumed between the attributes’ achievement, curriculum, learning, and teaching. Many universities would be unable to articulate how resilience is developed and ‘delivered’ through academic curricula. Conversely, they would almost all be able to frame the technical and other skills imparted, establishing a clear connection between the learning activities, the curriculum, assessment and the resulting knowledge, skill, or attribute. Although it is assumed that GAs address state, employer and broad economic needs, it remains unclear how 21st-century resilience can be embedded in a curriculum. 
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				The importance of resilience 

				Barnett (2006) asserts that graduates ‘being in the world’ requires, among others, resilience. The advent of the fourth industrial revolution, artificial intelligence, a rapidly changing job market, the experience of COVID-19, and unemployment rates reaffirm the need for a resilient population. As far as those employed are concerned, on average, companies estimate that around 40% of workers will require reskilling of up to six months, and 94% of business leaders report that they expect employees to acquire new skills ‘on the job’ (WEF, 2020: 5). The report further highlights the need for workers to be able to adapt to shifting skill needs, which requires resilience and flexibility (WEF, 2020: 102). 

				The South African conundrum is ever-increasingly complicated by limited resources and service challenges against which universities struggle to graduate students. The corollary to low graduation rates is that the universities’ obligation to ensure academic success has become embellished with numerous graduate attributes ostensibly designed to transform the economy and society. SA’s statistics indicate that South African students rarely complete their studies in minimum time. The national cohort average for completing a three-year degree in minimum time is 31% (Stats SA, 2023). Dropout rates are high, perhaps because 71% of students entering HE are the first in their families (DHET, 2020). Thirty per cent of students who drop out in the first year do so without passing any course, mainly before the start of the second term (Moodley & Singh, 2015). The need for resilience is clear as youth unemployment exceeds 50% (Stats SA, 2023), and high job uncertainty predominates.

				As a concept, resilience emerged from the scholarship on ecological stressors and the capacity of environments to absorb shocks and rebound from them without evident damage, often to a better state than before (Zembylas, 2021). As Zembylas puts it, resilience describes “more than the capacities of organisms to persist; it describes how organisms learn from catastrophes so that they can become more responsive to future catastrophes” (2021: 2). The scientific origins of early work on human resilience are particularly manifest in the tendency of resilience scholarship to focus on the ability of the individual to respond, adapt and positively overcome challenges. Scholars Zembylas (2021), Morales (2008, 2014), and van Breda (2018) argue, however, that an approach focusing on the individual is ineffective and conservative, as human beings are social actors. Whether attributes such as resilience are individual or social is beyond the scope of this paper. However, some of the debates provide insight into how it could be curricula. 

				Although scholars define resilience variously, all share a common thread: the connection between a shock, challenge, or catastrophe and the ability to ameliorate the negative impact through adaptive behaviours and processes. For Mercer (2010: 1), resilience is “the action or act of rebounding or springing back; the quality or fact of being able to recover quickly or easily from, or resist being affected by, a misfortune, shock, illness, etc.”. Van Breda and Theron (2018: 2) adopt a different perspective and focus on succeeding over recovery. Resilience is characterised by “the capacity to do well, despite adverse conditions”. Brewer et al. (2019) combine aspects of both Mercer’s (2010) and van Breda’s and Theron’s (2018) views in that both the adaptive and positive natures of the outcome are addressed: “Resilience was generally conceptualised as an effective adaptation to stress, adversity or change… occurring when individuals are positively transformed through an encounter with adversity, ultimately resulting in growth or learning” (Brewer et al., 2019: 1109). Storms et al. (2019: 188) note an anticipatory element absent from the definitions canvassed. In this view, “resilience anticipates 
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				a shock to the system or a disaster and then refers to actions and strategies that respond to the setback, helping the system return to prosperity”. Bento et al. (2021: 2) define resilience as a “system’s adaptive capacity to rearrange structures and practices in response to either internal failures or environmental changes”. The focus is neutral, and no value judgement is made about the resulting state. 

				Common to all definitions is that resilience is both a process response to challenges and a result of that process (Wilson-Strydom, 2017). Implicit in definitions of resilience is success. The difference between process and outcome is important given that it underpins much of the literature on resilience in youth and HE, regardless of ideological or epistemological standpoint. Scholars have been broadly concerned with how resilience is cultivated, produced and replicated and its relationship with positive personal and educational outcomes. 

				In the context of HE, studies on resilience emerged in the late 20th century among global efforts to widen access and participation for historically marginalised students. Although motivations and system dynamics were unique to different countries and regions, the common concern was how to improve the participation and learning outcomes — including throughput — of students from ‘non-traditional’ or ‘first generation’ backgrounds in the unfamiliar, often hostile university environments (Hunter-Johnson, 2017; Brewer et al., 2019). The problem identified is not the hostile environments into which students were admitted but the students’ ()ability to withstand these. The focus on resilience research occurred alongside a more general focus on student health and wellbeing in recognition of the increased pressures of institutional and social change on learning experiences in higher education (Brewer et al., 2019). 

				Studies reviewed demonstrated an interest in two prevailing relationships: one, between resilience and academic success, and two, between resilience and overall wellbeing. In the case of high-pressure programmes, the emphasis was on supporting students in cultivating resilience to thrive in challenging work environments (Morales, 2008). This research orientation is critiqued by Zembylas (2021) and Wilson-Strydom (2017), who argue that it is indicative of an embedded neoliberal individualism in how HE is conceptualised, with a focus on universities needing to prepare all students to ‘cope’ in the labour market rather than to challenge or transform it. Following the examples offered by Brewer et al. (2019), it would be insufficient to prepare students to ‘cope’ in under-resourced hospitals, vulnerable schools, and other professional contexts that require systematic structural transformation without addressing the drivers of the challenges they regularly face. Individuals cannot be removed from their complex contexts. 

				The tensions and differences in contexts are significant and include race, language or gender. These work against certain groups, and students may face multiple biases simultaneously. Students from historically marginalised groups who face situational and societal challenges have their experiences sidelined. The marginalisation of First Nations students in the United States (Shield, 2004), mature and late-entry adult university students in the United Kingdom (Chung, et al., 2017) and historically excluded race groups in SA (Reed et al., 2018; van Breda, 2018) are contextually and historically layered. They form part of a broad sweep of research focused on how these students can ‘beat the odds’ and succeed despite the personal and social constraints they face or the traumatic experiences they may have had. This framing of personal resilience in the face of adversity is colloquially known (particularly in the US context) as ‘grit’ (Wilson-Strydom, 2017). In this guise, ‘resilience’ implies conforming; success means conforming well.
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				In their review of a decade of research on child and youth resilience studies, van Breda and Theron (2018: 3) identify three elements of resilience theory: “adverse conditions, successful adaptation, and capacity or processes”. Cotton, et al. (2017) and Morales (2014) use the more common resilience framework developed by Kitano and Lewis (2005): “risk factors, protective factors, vulnerability areas, and compensatory strategies” (Cotton et al., 2017: 94). The common resilience framework allows for consideration of the multiple forces at work within an individual or group’s overall social reality. It is argued that while marginalised students may be at risk of non-completion due to family issues, experiences of alienation and discrimination in the institution, or financial constraints, protective factors like solid peer groups, a close relative or interested tutor may offer students opportunities to seek guidance and support, or even direct intervention. Students may also use compensatory strategies to offset their challenges, such as finding a place to study away from home conflict. For this reason, van Breda and Theron (2018) suggest that the resilience of individuals emanates from a range of overlapping systems in their social environments. Individuals’ resilience processes translate adversity into productive actions that allow them to overcome and potentially change the odds they face (van Breda and Theron, 2018). In their research on first-generation university students, Cotton et al. (2017) reach similar findings. Using the resilience framework described above, they argue that institutions can learn from the factors that support vulnerable students towards personal and academic success and put supportive policies and programmes in place that buttress them against potential risks (Cotton et al., 2017) to support student success. What is not stated, however, is how support for the development of resilience may be readily integrated into academic curricula. 

				Resilience and students

				The literature on student resilience is clear: There is a difference between resilience processes cultivated from and for stress and those cultivated from and for experiences of trauma. For students from marginalised backgrounds (including gender, race, disability and ethnicity), these are so often merged, and managing trauma and the stress resulting from it is a key driver of how their resilience develops (Cotton et al., 2017; Reed et al., 2018; Robbins, et al., 2018). Moreover, HE itself — where racial and other disparities persist — often serves as a space of re-traumatisation and alienation. Higher education plans must support the needs of potentially vulnerable students (at-risk students) in a university’s learning and socialisation processes. It means that the institutional realities of universities need to be contended with to stimulate inclusivity and catalyse meaningful transformation (Shield, 2004; Perez et al., 2009). Researching the experiences of US First Nation youth in HE, Shield (2004) argues that universities rarely engage with the epistemic trauma resulting from the erasure, denial or rejection of knowledge systems and ways of learning outside of the Western tradition. As a result, learning spaces that are intrinsically hostile to the experiences of First Nation youth are created, forcing them to develop resilience to progress through HE and cope with the added stress of being marginalised, simultaneously increasing the likelihood of early withdrawal and non-completion (Shield, 2004). Similarly, in SA, the #RhodesMustFall movement brought to the fore the extent to which curricula and institutional cultures had not transformed to embrace epistemologies outside of the dominant Western canon (Luescher & Holtzhausen, 2023), already evident in the DHET’s (2008) report on transformation. Moothi (2023, 348) asserts that, while the Engineering Council of South Africa (ECSA) identifies its GAs, they need to include “agency, agility, critical thinking, flexibility, purpose, and resilience”. Moothi argues that resilience is important for engineers to navigate the complexities of the workplace. In a different context, Caruana (2014) investigates how international students transition into HE in 
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				the United Kingdom. She argues that resilience is needed for graduates to be global citizens for 21st-century realities. It is a capacity developed and honed for entering the receiving institutions and local students. Although international students may rapidly acquire resilience for the context, institutions rarely harness these capacities to support the development of truly internationalised perspectives and communities (Caruana, 2014). 

				Morales (2014) and van Breda (2018) identify similar factors: agency, aspiration, and resourcefulness. All are essential to how marginalised students can make their resilience ‘real’, i.e., by strategically combining these factors to overcome challenges, barriers or crises. However, van Breda (2018) cautions against the tendency for resilience to be conflated with self-reliance, which undermines the social factors that can and often do provide an alternative foundation to vulnerable students. Pointing again to context (as opposed to curriculum), he suggests that there are strategies universities can apply to support ‘the whole person’ and provide stability for their resilience processes — such as providing guidance for accessing state and private grants, establishing more inclusive student housing policies, or providing open access to important academic and career planning resources (van Breda, 2018). 

				Paolo Freire underscores the importance of a humanising pedagogy in addressing the issues of dehumanisation in education, which can derive from massification and instrumentalism in higher education. He asserts, “The only effective instrument in the process of re-humanisation is humanising pedagogy” (1970: 55). There are four aspects to this. First, re-humanisation, in which students are placed at the centre. Secondly, improved outcomes can be achieved if universities and students are actively engaged in teaching and learning. Thirdly, a humanising pedagogy develops and fosters academic and social resilience in students, providing them with the skills required to navigate both a HE institution and society. The fourth and final aspect is Freire’s alignment to critical pedagogy, which encourages and triggers students to interrogate and challenge oppressive systems and develop a deeper critical understanding of social issues. In the context of SA’s history of deep trauma and inequality, the need for extensive redress of historical deprivation that persists into the present is clear. However, what is not as clear is how an attribute such as the resilience Freire sees as needed can be converted into learning outcomes. Instead, critical pedagogy is needed for teacher and student success given that, as Giroux articulates it is guided by passion and principle, to help students develop consciousness of freedom, recognise authoritarian tendencies, and connect knowledge to power and the ability to take constructive action” (Giroux, 2010). Critical pedagogy is key to establishing the context in which students’ academic and social resilience may be developed (Fránquiz & Salazar, 2004; Reyes, 2007).

				The COVID-19 pandemic meant that globally, educational institutions had to adapt. The experience of Brazilian universities forms the focus of a study by Bento et al. (2021). Not unexpectedly, students from more socially vulnerable groups experienced greater adverse effects, alongside the drive for greater public resilience in the face of a shared and protracted crisis (Bento et al., 2021). Bento et al. (2021) argue that in the aftermath of this experience, universities should demonstrate greater investment in systems resilience, considering how institutions can bounce back from the crisis much as they expect students to do so, especially as they form part of a wider system of support to enhance the resilience of vulnerable students in their care (Bento et al., 2021). Similarly, studies of the impact of the pandemic in SA reaffirm the findings in Brazil, where the need for resilience and adaptability among already socio-economically or academically disadvantaged students was higher than for students with, for example, access to computers, the Internet, and a suitable place in which to study (Menon & Castrillón, 2022). 
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				In a careful critique of resilience and students in HE, Zembylas (2021) asks that universities consider the concept’s application to students and institutions. He argues against the psychologisation of resilience and its reduction to a feature of an individual’s capacity against adversity. ‘Psychologising’ resilience reduces it to the individual’s capacity for self-help, grit, or ability to ‘beat the odds’ (Zembylas, 2021). By ‘reducing’ it to a ‘graduate attribute’, the limiting structures and institutional cultures that necessitate this remain unchallenged and unchanged, as was so keenly articulated in the #RhodesMustFall protests. Furthermore, individualising resilience requires that students (and others) have constantly ‘to accommodate [themselves] to the world’ (Evans & Reid, 2013) rather than be taught to interrogate how the world should be changed. From this standpoint, Zembylas (2021) argues that resilience is rooted in a politically conservative ontology that demands that people adapt to adverse conditions, take on more pressure, and demonstrate individual strength to an intrinsically hostile or unyielding world, all the while accepting the world as is

				Although some resilience enhancement interventions have been implemented in university settings, demonstrating resilience can be taught (Brewer et al., 2019), these have predominantly been stand-alone sessions delivered outside of the classroom (e.g., Damásio, de Selo & da Silva, 2015; Geraghty, et al., 2010) rather than being embedded into the curriculum. Similarly, where embedding resilience has been integrated into the curriculum in alignment with first-year transition pedagogy (Kift, 2015) with several advantages for the university, staff and students, the scope (transitioning to university) is limited and is not demonstrably a graduate attribute. Although Young et al. (2022) argue that embedding resilience programmes into the curriculum is cost-effective, does not require any extra time and may reduce the burden on resources such as university counsellors, the presumption that university teachers are equipped to teach resilience is not necessarily the case, especially as academics face increasingly administrative, research and teaching workloads. Implicit in a humanising pedagogy is the assumption that resilience can be infused into the pedagogy. However, all GAs, especially those like resilience, which are not skill- or knowledge-based, will be differentially achieved or not achieved by the student. 

				Another critique emerging from the critical literature on resilience argues that resilience is a negotiated capacity between subjects and their environments and asks why it is that some people are required to be more resilient than others; that is, why it is that the conditions producing resilience among particular groups of people are never sufficiently interrogated and dismantled (Walker, et al., 2006; Zembylas, 2021). Zembylas (2021) emphasises the importance of not depoliticising student resilience from its broader socio-political context (e.g. racism, inequality) while recognising and learning from the factors that enable resilient students to succeed, finding an alternative vocabulary that underscores students as agents working in diverse contexts. This approach offers alternative pathways to understanding resilience from a decolonial and historicist perspective, permitting new insights into how student resilience may be supported and cultivated. 

				The burden on universities

				As the above discussion has demonstrated, resilience does not readily lend itself to a curriculum despite its being embedded into, for example, a pedagogy of care. Notably, South African HE is premised on outcomes. Outcomes, by definition, must be assessable and measurable. Perhaps, as a result, some of the curriculum is understood and articulated using the discourse of production. In this model, students enter the university, the factory 
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				that ‘produces’ graduates (Le Grange, 2016: 7), and by some magical – read ‘curriculum’ – process is imbued with attributes such as resilience on graduation. The problem is that the difficulties of articulating GAs (such as those identified by the WEF (2020)) as outcomes and consequently embedding them in diverse and disparate curricula, added to the challenge of assessing these as required, means that universities must resort to formulaic responses. Consider, that a university can instruct students about ethics but cannot assess or ensure that the attribute of being an ethical person is achieved. Similarly, while university studies require resilience, there is no question that success rates and throughput statistics are blunt instruments by which to measure achievement. 

				As in other parts of the world, South Africa’s adoption of what has been termed customer-focused higher education (Cele, 2021: 65) results in universities branding in a particular way, which impacts everything that happens internally to the university. Cele argues that although value for money considerations are important, it remains imperative to “define the moral purpose” of HE. Universities must appreciate their students’ contexts and focus on the development of the students’ intellects in ways that transform their values and contribute to their growth as persons (Cele 2021: 65). Cele argues that HE in SA “is increasingly motivated by the demand and supply realities of both graduates and employers” (Cele 2021: 65) emphasising employment and employability which is then linked to the country’s economic prosperity and ultimately the university’s success. In a quantitative study by Collier and Blanchard (2024), students from minority groups (premised on race, gender, first-generation, and minority groups) may have lower levels of resilience. The authors make four recommendations: that mentor and peer support be provided, that the complex issues of financial support be addressed, that provide access and opportunities for research and academic writing, and finally, to provide formal structures to address psycho-social barriers.

				The current narrow conceptualisation of the function of HE results in the view that it prepares employees. Instead, HE ought to be seen as developing graduates critically able to create new ways of being in the world, as Barnett (2006) proposed. It can be argued that the restrictive view of HE is detrimental to the broader mandate of the university. The future is uncertain and unpredictable. Chasing a set of ever-changing graduate attributes, primarily determined by employers or the state, subject to change to meet a set of production needs, results in a frustrating Catch-22 situation not intrinsic to the achievement of the goals of HE. 

				As the discussion above has demonstrated, graduate resilience is necessary given the supercomplexities present in SA. However, the WEF list (Figure 1) and national policy make clear that the onus has been placed on the universities, now solely responsible for the development of GAs, whether through teaching, learning and innovative curricula or other means. The question is whether and how it is possible to embed resilience — or similar GAs — into curricula under the assumption that the university will be able to teach this. Despite its widespread use, there is no shared definition of resilience, with scholars emphasising its looseness and ideological obscurity (van Breda, 2018; Brewer et al., 2019; Zembylas, 2021). Burke and Scurry (2024) argue that resilience about graduate employability has the downside of exaggerating the individual graduate’s ability to develop resilience. The danger is that the barriers to and in the labour market are overlooked. The same can be said for the barriers in HE. Students’ and graduates’ socio-economic, politico-historical contexts are salient to graduate resilience. 
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				Conclusion 

				It is asserted that there is tunnel vision behind contemporary conceptions of GAs, which means that they are narrowly defined as capable of being ‘achieved’ by graduation. It is contended that GAs are not like a can of beans produced in a factory; they cannot be ‘packaged’ and ‘delivered’ to prospective employers. As can be seen from the discussion on resilience, super-complexity in universities makes demands that are not realistic within a student’s time at university. In reality, a person’s attributes evolve continuously across her lifespan, whether a graduate or not. Attributes such as resilience shift, ebb and flow, and are not finite.

				South African universities exist in a supercomplex web in which students’ contexts, variable access to resources, and complex and multi-layered state regulatory and policy requirements push them ever closer to a Sisyphean.1 Condemnation. Apartheid-defined realities continue to taint and define the present, making the undefined future more complex. The goals of HE (variously social justice, transformation of the economy, economic mobility, employability, graduate attributes) become like Sisyphus’s boulder, as the universities get closer to one goal only for that goal to roll back down the hill as they try to progress with the others. 

				The rhetoric in HE in SA imbues universities with a mythical ‘superpower’: the ability to produce graduates with a (constantly shifting) set of attributes able to address all the concerns of the 21st century while transforming the economy and effecting social and political change. This article has attempted to debunk this myth of the universities’ innate potential through complex processes of teaching, learning, curricula, extra-curricular and hidden curricula to ‘produce’ graduates with an ill-defined set of attributes in constant motion. The development of attributes is a complex process, dependent and contingent on multiple variables with no guaranteed equivalence of outcomes. Just as access and success in HE have multiple, layered meanings, endowing graduates with a set of ‘attributes,’ the outcomes of which cannot be determined or guaranteed, means that universities face a herculean task. There is a clear need for a deeper interrogation of the university’s role in SA and whether it is justified to place the responsibility for developing these attributes solely on the university. 
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