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UNDERSTANDING ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE
within Higher Education and the Research Enterprise

Each issue of NRF Research Insights explores a developing topic or theme that influences the global research,
science and technology, innovation, and higher education sectors. The short publications outline these global
developments and trends and consider how they may, or have, had an impact on the South African research
environment. The National Research Foundation’s (NRF) initiatives in response to these developments are also
unpacked to provide readers with an understanding of the NRF’s plans and ambitions.
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‘Machine learning (ML) is a branch of artificial intelligence

This issue is the first in a series to consider the
impact of developments in the area of Artificial
Intelligence (Al) on higher education and the
research enterprise. The potential impact of Al
on universities is significant, whether in the area
of administration and institutional governance,
practices in teaching and learning, or approaches
to research. This NRF Research Insights provides
an overview of global and South African Al policy
and guideline developments, unpacking how
the higher education and research sector is
responding to the use and incorporation of Al.

that focuses on the development of algorithms and statistical
models that allow computers to perform tasks without explicit
programming’.® ‘The core principle of ML is to enable sys-
tems to learn from data, identify patterns, and make decisions
or predictions based on that learning. Instead of relying on
predefined rules, ML algorithms improve their performance
by analyzing and extracting insights from large datasets’.*

Large Language Models (LLM) are a subset of ML. LLM’s
‘...owe their existence to concepts such as Neural Networks
and back-propagation for training, which have revolution-

©0000000000000000000000000000000000000000
© ©0000000000000000000000000000000000000000

©00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

ized fields like computer vision, natural language process-
ing (NLP), and reinforcement learning’.® The most well-known

1. Introduction — —

Al is defined as a computer
The development of Artificial Intelligence (Al) can be traced system that has capabilities to
back to the 1950's when Alan Turing, a British scientist, de- portray human-like behaviour
veloped the ‘Turing Test' to evaluate whether a machine such as adapting, learning,
could think." Al is defined as a computer system that has ca- synthesising, data utilisation,
pabilities to portray human-like behaviour such as adapting, and self-correcting.
learning, synthesising, data utilisation, and self-correcting.? - —
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LLM is the Generative Re-trained Transformer (GPT) models
of OpenAl.8 ChatGPT is an example of an advanced LMM
and an Al chatbot, which makes interaction with significant
amounts of information and data easier by providing hu-
man-like text.

Al is a tool that has been evolving across the globe at an
increasing rate due to technological and innovative devel-
opments. Within higher education, Al has the potential to
transform how knowledge can be taught and produced. Al
models are able to, among other tasks, analyse text, syn-
thesise, produce analysis based on data, and write articles
based on received input.” Al’s rapid growth has moved from
being experimental to operational in most areas of work and
service. Countries have witnessed ground breaking techno-
logical developments and innovation in human and technical
resources, management, administration, service application,
education, and medicine. Al is transforming education, and
while it offers new opportunities it also brings new challeng-
es. These developments have the potential to change the na-
ture and internal architecture of higher education institutions,
affecting governance, learning, interaction, and research.®

These developments have the
potential to change the nature and
internal architecture of higher
education institutions, affecting
governance, learning, interaction,
and research.

2. International Approaches to Al Management

In response to the opportunities and challenges offered by
Al, international education-related organisations and bodies
have developed guidelines or policies on Al, some specifi-
cally focused on universities or research funders. Already in
2021, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) produced the first global standard
on Al ethics, namely the Recommendation on the Ethics of

Artificial Intelligence.® The standard, which is applicable to all
194 UNESCO member states, is developed around four core
values. First is the protection of human rights and dignity in a
technological age, with a focus on fairness, transparency, and
human oversight. The second emphasises ‘Living in peace-
ful, just, and interconnected societies’.'® The third focuses on
diversity and inclusivity, recognising the technological divide
between societies. Finally, the standard highlights the impor-
tance of the environment and ecosystem, recognising Al’'s
advantages and disadvantages and adopting the principle of
the need for appropriate and proportional use of Al. A key ele-
ment of the Recommendation is the Policy Action Areas, which
‘allow policymakers to translate the core values and principles
into action with respect to data governance, environment and
ecosystems, gender, education and research, and health and
social wellbeing, among many other spheres’.™

Another significant UNSECO development is the establishment
of a Global Al Ethics and Governance Observatory.'? The plat-
form was created in response to the above Recommendation’s
requirement for ‘UNESCO to produce tools to assist Member
States, including the Readiness Assessment Methodology, a
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tool for governments to build a comprehensive picture of how
prepared they are to implement Al ethically and responsibly for
all their citizens’."™® The Observatory also provides resources
for global societies to find ethical and responsible solutions to
challenges resulting from Al. It includes an Al Ethics and Gov-
ernance Lab, where members can share best practices and
toolkits, and a Global Hub with country profiles.

UNESCO’s 2023 Guidance for generative Al in education and
research provides support for countries to take action and
develop long-term policies to ensure the necessary human
capacity for its human-centred vision of Al. The publication
considers the potential risks that generative Al could pose
to core humanistic values that promote human agency, in-
clusion, equity, gender equality, and linguistic and cultural
diversities, as well as varied opinions and expressions.™ The
Guidance encourages educational and research institutions
to promote the responsible and ethical use of generative Al
systems and applications to meet the needs of teaching,
learning and research, emphasising the need for institutions
to validate Al systems in terms of their ethical and pedagogi-
cal appropriateness for education. The publication notes with
concern that ‘While ChatGPT reached 100 million monthly
active users in January 2023, only one country had released
regulations on generative Al as of July 2023'.

UNESCO has also developed two Al Competency Frame-
works, one for students and one for teachers. These aim to
assist both learners and teachers with the integration of Al
literacy into the curricula and when conducting research,
highlighting both the potential and the risks of Al. The frame-
work for teachers notes that Al has changed the traditional
relationship between teachers and students into a ‘teach-
er-Al-student dynamic’.’® This requires a re-examination of

the teacher’s role and their necessary competencies in an
Al age. ‘The Al Competency Framework for Teachers aims to
address this gap by defining the knowledge, skills, and val-
ues teachers must master in the age of Al'.'” ‘The new frame-
works stress that Al should support human decision-making
and intellectual development, rather than undermine or re-
place it. They also highlight the importance of respecting hu-
man rights and cultural diversity in the design and use of Al
technologies’."®

In 2024, the African Union (AU) adopted a Continental Artifi-
cial Intelligence Strategy. Harnessing Al for Africa’s Develop-
ment and Prosperity.” The strategy recognises the poten-
tial of Al to transform the African economy and help to meet
both the African Union Agenda 2063 and the United Nations
(UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). While it is not
focused on education, it is relevant to the sector given the
priorities it highlights. Al is recognised as beneficial for inclu-
sive development, with the potential to create jobs, improve
public service delivery, and advance education, health, ag-
riculture, and environmental protection. It can also promote
access to information, but comes with risks such as bias,
potential discrimination, job loss or change, and can have a
negative impact on indigenous knowledge. These risks are
unpacked, with a particular focus on how Al does not explain

The framework for teachers
notes that Al has changed the
traditional relationship between
teachers and students into a
‘teacher-Al-student dynamic’.
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its decision-making, which can lead to bias and may affect
the promotion of human rights. The strategy recognises the
Al digital divide, which highlights the need for the adoption
and implementation of both principles and frameworks. The
AU highlights the need for African development to mitigate
potential risks, build the necessary Al capabilities, and real-
ise Al's positive and transformative potential. The develop-
ment of African Al systems requires investment by both gov-
ernments and the private sector. In line with this, the strategy
identifies five focus areas, from harnessing Al’'s benefits, and
addressing risks, to fostering regional and international co-
operation, and stimulating public and private investment. To
achieve these focus areas, fifteen action areas are outlined
in the strategy.

The AU highlights the need

for African development to

mitigate potential risks, build
the necessary Al capabilities,
and realise Al’s positive and
transformative potential.

The Global Research Council (GRC), an international body

of heads of science and engineering funding agencies, of
which the NRF is a member, has developed a Statement of
Principles on Research Management in the Era of Al, which
the NRF endorsed at the 13™ Annual Meeting of the GRC
in 2025. The Statement provides guidance on the adoption

of Al in research funding, highlighting core principles. The
Statement notes that ‘Al is increasingly embedded in various
domains... [and] has the potential to significantly improve
efficiency and optimize processes. Its adoption presents a
valuable opportunity to enhance research workflows, stream-

line decision-making, and drive innovation... However, to
maximize its benefits while minimizing the risks, Al adoption
should be regulated and aligned with best practices’.?® The
principles highlight the need for final decisions on funding to
be made by humans, noting that Al should support human
decisions, not replace them. The principles include the need
to be aware of the digital-divide between better and less re-
sourced regions, noting that Al ‘should not exacerbate exist-
ing digital inequalities’, but that funders should rather promote
‘opensource Al systems and [foster] inclusive and globally
accessible Al training programs [to] help build local capacity
and enable broader participation’.?" In this regard, best prac-
tices should be shared globally. Importantly, the statement
focuses on bias, fairness, transparency, and accountability.
It concludes with four actions for GRC members. First, to pro-
mote free and open-source Al models, ‘support research on
building Al models that require less computational power’,
and to ‘increase international collaboration’.?? Second, to be
transparent about how Al has been used and how ‘data and
the research proposals are stored and processed’.?® Third, to
encourage the sharing of public training data, taking privacy
into account. Finally, to continuously evaluate the Al systems
used in research management, and to share details on per-
formance and challenges.

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OCED) adopted Al principles in 2019 and updated
these in 2024 in line with technological developments. The
principles support and advance Al that is innovative and trust-
worthy, with respect for human rights and democratic values
that include transparency, fairness and privacy. Accountabili-
ty and international collaboration for trustworthy Al are central
to the OECD’s approach. The OECD’s Al principles provide
policymakers with effective guidelines on the use of Al, with
countries around the globe utilising them to shape their own
Al policies and risk frameworks. The European Union, United
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‘Importantly, the [GRC]
statement focuses on bias,
fairness, transparency, and
accountability.’

States and the United Nations, amongst others, have incor-
porated the OECD’s definition of an Al system into their own
documents. According to the OECD, ‘[a]n Al system is a ma-
chine-based system that, for explicit or implicit objectives, in-
fers, from the input it receives, how to generate outputs such
as predictions, content, recommendations, or decisions that
can influence physical or virtual environments. Different Al
systems vary in their levels of autonomy and adaptiveness
after deployment.’?* The OECD recommendations cover key
issues such as investment in Al development, fostering an Al
ecosystem, building human capacity, and advancing inter-
national cooperation. The OECD has also developed an Al
Policy Observatory, which is a platform that provides govern-
ments and stakeholders with tools and resources for Al policy
design and implementation.

In response to the rapid developments taking place in Al de-
velopment, the International Science Council (ISC) released
A Guide for Policy-makers: Evaluating Rapidly Developing
Technologies Including Al, Large Language Models and Be-
yond in the lead up to the 2024 OECD ministerial meeting
on science and technology. The purpose of the guide is to
assist policy makers in understanding Al developments and
concerns and to provide an analytical framework to link vol-
untary principles with practical steps.?® The framework con-
siders various dimensions that could be affected by chang-
es, grouped into wellbeing (considering individuals, society,
social life and civic life), trade and the economy, the environ-

ment, geostrategic and geopolitical arenas, and technolog-
ical changes. Criteria are outlined for each dimension, with
questions for consideration.

At a national level, the Royal Society published a report on
Science in_the age of Al. How artificial intelligence is chang-

ing the nature and method of scientific research in 2024. The
report acknowledges the ‘transformative impact’ of Al on sci-
ence, and how it is a tool that should be harnessed for max-
imum benefit. However, challenges regarding how it is used
and the need for transparency are also highlighted. Overall,
‘the report calls for a balanced approach that celebrates the
potential of Al in science while not losing sight of the chal-
lenges that still need to be overcome. The recommendations
offer a pathway that leverages open science principles to en-
able reliable Al-driven scientific contributions, while creating
opportunities for resource sharing and collaboration. They
also call for policies and practices that recognise the links
between science and society, emphasising the need for eth-
ical Al, equitable access to its benefits, and the importance
of keeping public trust in scientific research’.2® Among the re-
ports recommendations are that ‘Funders and Al developers
should prioritise accessibility and usability of Al tools devel-
oped for scientific research?, and that ‘Scientific communi-

ties should build the capacity to oversee Al systems used in
science and ensure their ethical use for the public good’?,

Funders such as the United Kingdom Research Innovation
(UKRI) and the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF)
have also developed their own Al strategies or guidelines.
The UKRI Al Research and Innovation Strategic Framework

outlines how the UKRI will support Al development through
funding to ensure that the UK *...fully harnesses the power of
Al to drive economic growth, improve lives and livelihoods,
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and tackle major global and societal challenges’.?® In ad-
dition to funding groundbreaking research, the UKRI also
outlines its plans to support shared national assets and com-
mercialisation, while embedding responsible Al.

The SNSF's approach to the use of Al in research funding
applications highlights that researchers remain responsible
for the content of their work, and that they should act eth-
ically.® The SNSF updated their reviewer guidelines to en-
sure privacy and the responsible use of Al. In addition, the
SNSF makes use of Al technology when processing funding
applications to help assign applications to the best suited
reviewers by checking for textual similarities between appli-
cations and reviewer publications. Final decision are made
by SNSF staff. The SNSF was also part of an international
project about using Al for funding assessment. GRAIL (Get-
ting Responsible about Al and machine learning in research
funding and evaluation) was launched by the Research on
Research Institute (RoRlI) in 2023. The project focused on un-
derstanding how research funders can use Al and machine
learning to become more data-driven, and to ensure that they
are equipped to ‘use Al effectively, ethically, and equitably in
research funding and assessment’.®*' The Funding by Algo-
rithm handbook for responsible machine learning by research
funders was published as a open-access publication by
RORI in June 2025.%2

3. Universities and the use of Artificial

Intelligence

The integration of Al into higher education has sparked
debates regarding the potential of the technology to
transform learning and the challenges that come with it.

Within the environment of
utilising the benefits of Al,
academic integrity must
remain central, thus requiring
universities to develop guidelines
for students and researchers.

Al has the potential to ensure more efficient and person-
alised learning and has led to an increase in information
accessibility.®® However, like other organisations, universi-
ties are concerned with challenges around privacy, ethical
use, and potential Al biases. For example, with ChatGPT
(generative Al) and similar Al models, tools and systems,
researchers and learners need to ensure fair use and ac-
curacy. Furthermore, as Al models rely on the data they are
exposed to, a lack of exposure ‘to a diverse range of cul-
tural perspectives and experiences...” may mean that Al
does not ‘... respond in a culturally sensitive manner and it
may be affected by bias’.?* For this reason, it is imperative
to foster a culture of inclusion and respect within organi-
sations and communities where Al systems are developed
and used.

In terms of teaching and learning, generative Al has made in-
formation more easily accessible, which affects approaches
to education. Increasingly, education should move towards a
focus on skills, problem solving, and using information effec-
tively, moving away from older approaches that emphasised
memorising knowledge. The positive impact is a greater fo-
cus on ‘student-centred and experiential learning methods’.*
The shift also requires a move towards different approaches
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to assessment such as ‘project-based assessments focusing
on applying knowledge. Project-based assessments allow
students to demonstrate their ability to use the information
they have learned and to think critically and creatively’.®®
Students can also be encouraged to use Al in a transparent
manner, and Al can be used to create short quizzes and dif-
ferentiated assignments.

Within the environment of utilising the benefits of Al, aca-
demic integrity must remain central, thus requiring universi-
ties to develop guidelines for students and researchers.®” A
significant challenge is the misuse of Al by students when
completing research assignments and related academic ac-
tivities. This has an impact on the development of problem
solving skills, critical and analytical skills, and writing skills
in preparation for the work environment.® A further concern
is the current difficulty in detecting whether students have
relied on Al to draft their assignments, as Al is not always
picked up by traditional plagiarism software tools.* Students
who compromise academic integrity not only create a gap
in their learning process,* but also risk being academically
excluded.

Across the globe, many higher education institutions have
taken the approach of partnering with students rather than
policing Al usage.*' This transition acknowledges the mod-
ern day realities of Al and potential career opportunities. The
partnership puts emphasis on ‘trust, transparency and ongo-
ing skills development’.#> Generative Al models like Gram-
marly for education is one of the practical examples that sup-

ports students with brainstorming, education, drafting, and
revision as a ‘learning management system and writing plat-
form’.“3 This shows how Al discussions have matured beyond
detection, as both lecturers and students are learning and
exploring how Al can inspire creativity and critical thinking.
However, generative Al should not replace foundational ac-
ademic processes, but rather strengthen them.* Questions
such as whether ‘Al-based academic writing supports or
undermines originality and contribution of researchers™ are
frequently asked within higher education and the research
community. These kind of questions have an impact on dif-
ferent stakeholders in higher education such as academics,
researchers, students, and scholarly journal publishers and
research funders.

4. South Africa and the Current Legal

Framework

South Africa has been part of many of the international
discussions about Al and its impact, and has taken an ap-
proach informed by international developments. In 2024,
led by the South African Department of Communication and
Digital Technologies (DCDT) South Africa released the South
African Artificial Intelligence Policy Framework as a step to-
wards developing and adopting a National Al Policy. Evalu-
ation and consultative processes with relevant stakeholders
are underway. The framework aims to ‘promote the integra-
tion of Artificial Intelligence technologies to drive economic
growth, enhance societal well-being, and position South Af-
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rica as a leader in Al innovation’.“® In line with international
guidelines, South Africa notes both potential benefits and
risks, highlighting the importance of adopting ‘Al systems
[that] are transparent, accountable, and designed to pro-
mote fairness while mitigating biases’.*” The importance
of human-centred systems is also emphasised, noting the
need for Al to assist humans in decision-making, rather than
taking over decision-making. The framework is developed
around a number of strategic pillars, namely capacity de-
velopment; digital infrastructure; research; development
and innovation; public sector implementation; privacy and
data protection; ethical guideline development; safety and
security; transparency; and fairness and mitigating bias.

While an Al Framework has been drafted, South Africa does
not have direct legislation or regulations that govern the gen-
eral use of Al. Nonetheless, existing ‘legislation, most notably
the Protection of Personal Information Act (POPIA), the Con-
sumer Protection Act (CPA) and the Electronic Communica-
tions and Transactions Act seek to regulate certain aspects of
Al use, particularly surrounding data protection, privacy, and
consumer rights’.*¢ Section 71 (1) of POPIA for example ‘ad-
dresses automated decision-making, protecting individuals
from decisions made solely by algorithms that have signifi-
cant legal consequences’.*® Elements such as accountability,
transparency, algorithmic bias, and the impact of automation
in society are, however, not covered by legislation.

5. Al in South African Higher Education

Within the South African higher education landscape, Al op-
portunities and ethical challenges have also been identified.
The Council on Higher Education (CHE) convened a research

colloguium in May 2023 to provide a national platform to dis-
cuss Al developments and the opportunities in higher educa-
tion, which led to the publication of a Kagisano on ‘Artificial
Intelligence and Higher Education in South Africa’ in 2024.%°
Discussions highlighted the many ways in which Al is already
being used by universities, from using algorithms to market
to prospective students, plan curricula, estimate class sizes,
and allocate resources, to providing student support such as
determining course load, recommending courses and ma-
jors, and providing career guidance. The potential effects of
Al on teaching and learning are numerous, with opportunities
to make learning more inclusive and accessible through in-
telligent tutoring systems, flexible pathways, and tools to en-
hance language access. Within research, the impact of Al is
evident in writing support services and data synthesis. The
colloguium discussed the potential risks and threats of Al,
along with mitigation strategies to tackle these challenges. It
noted that Al, similar to other technological advancements, is
developing rapidly and can assist humans in being more re-
source efficient and productive. The various papers present-
ed at the colloquium, and published in the Kagisano agreed
that ‘as a human tool, the value of Al to human beings de-
pends on how it is used’.®" As such, the colloquium observed
the need for caution, rules, and regulations.

A survey of South African higher education institutions shows
that some institutions have started to use Al, and some are in
the early stages of developing guidelines, strategies, or poli-
cy frameworks. While some institutions have adopted guide-
lines, others are ‘yet to start off on this journey, which leaves
academics, researchers, students, professional support staff
to utilise Al as they wish, with the attendant risks of compro-
mising the integrity of teaching and learning, research, and
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engaged scholarship’.%? The other side of the challenge is
that overly rigid institutional rules can limit the pace of tech-
nological transformation,*® and reinforce inequalities that al-
ready exist.

Patel and Ragolane point out that the adoption and use of
Al in Africa remains low due to challenges such as a lack of
critical skills, the absence of a structured data ecosystem,
government policies, and inadequate infrastructure and net-
work connectivity.>* Within the South African university en-
vironment, the adoption of Al ‘presents promising solutions
to unique challenges, such as resource constraints, diverse
student populations, and the need for increased access and
equity’.® It could enhance efficiency across administration,
student services, and data-driven decision-making. Howev-
er, adoption remains limited, with resistance from staff and
academics. One concern is a lack of resources and neces-
sary infrastructure, including human digital skills, but there
is a related concern about ‘the potential displacement of
traditional teaching roles and the perceived threat of Al re-
placing human educators’.%® Patel and Ragolane explain that
concerns are exacerbated by a lack of Al policies and reg-
ulations, including at national level, which creates a barrier
to implementation amid challenges relating to ethical stan-
dards, plagiarism, and data and personnel privacy.

At institutional level, five South African universities discussed
their approach to Al during a webinar5” The University of
Cape Town (UCT), Rhodes University (RU), North-West Uni-
versity (NWU), the University of Mpumalanga (UMP) and the
University of South Africa (UNISA) expressed concern that

university Al guidelines and polices are generally not keeping
pace with both rapid technological developments and stu-
dent use. A UNISA pilot compulsory course on Al academic
integrity in 2025 included over 260 000 students and found
that most were not aware of how to use Al ethically. A UNISA
Al task team is working to develop policies to govern the use
of Al'in learning, assessment, student support and research.

UCT's approach is to promote the use of Al in a responsible
and ethical way, with an emphasis on being human-centred.
This has led to a focus on flexibility and guidelines rather than
on strict policies and compliance. UMP is also developing
guidelines, highlighting transparency, student disclosure on
the use of Al, the protection of privacy, and fairness. At RU,
academics are encouraged to be explicit regarding how gen-
erative Al should be used, focusing on developing the stu-
dent’s ability to judge the validity of an Al response.

NWU has taken a different approach, and was the first South
African university to adopt an official Al policy in 2026.%¢ The
policy was approved by the Universities’ Council after con-
sultation with different faculties and Senate. The university
believes it will ‘help shape national conversations about re-
sponsible Al use in higher education and research’.%® The Uni-
versity acknowledges how rapid Al developments have led
many institutions to delay policy development, but that NWU
prefers a policy with flexibility and adaptability to change.
The policy focuses on ‘embracing Al in a human-centered,
ethical and responsible way across teaching and learning,
assessments, research and postgraduate supervision. The
policy also defines the roles and responsibilities of students,
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lecturers, researchers and management’.®® Al management
is placed within the domain of information technology (IT), as
Al is considered a tool. However, the Al steering committee
includes, among others, students, academics, library repre-
sentatives, and teaching and learning experts. Policy consul-
tations highlighted philosophical concerns with Al, as well as
challenges around energy and water consumption.

Universities South Africa (USAf) has warned that regulation
of Al use is necessary to avoid misuse in exams and assess-
ments, which would have a negative impact on academic
integrity and the value of qualifications.®' The organisation
highlighted how most universities have Al guidelines, but
adoption for academic and operational purposes is uneven.
An overarching policy is needed to strengthen safeguards
and rethink student evaluation. USAf recommends dedicated
Al staff to ensure proper integration and alignment across
universities. USAF’'s comments were made in response to
reports from UNISA about ‘a marked increase in Al-assist-
ed submissions, contributing to rising plagiarism levels and
a growing backlog of disciplinary cases’.?2 UNISA believed
that while it is acceptable for students to use Al as a tool to
assist with research and writing, the problem is when entire
assignments or sections are generated by Al and submitted
as the student’'s work. Detection software does not always
detect such submissions, and this can lead to disputes be-

Universities South Africa (USAX)
has warned that regulation of Al
use is necessary to avoid misuse
in exams and assessments, which
would have a negative impact on
academic integrity and the value
of qualifications.

tween students and lecturers. Education experts warn that
assessment methodologies need to take Al developments
into account, with potential variations including oral discus-
sions of submitted work; requirements to declare if and how
Al was used; and a greater emphasis on applying knowledge
and explaining interpretations.

6. The NRF and Al

The NRF recognises that Al represents an opportunity to en-
hance its core mandate of supporting, promoting, and ad-
vancing research and human capacity development, while
also grappling with concerns around ethics; the protection of
intellectual property; the protection of critical research data;
and managing regulatory and operational risks. Along with
endorsing the GRC statements discussed above, the NRF is
considering its own set of Al guidelines and has developed a
draft Al Framework, undergoing internal discussion. The NRF
is particularly aware of the need to use Al with cognisance
of legislation such as the Promotion of Information Act (PAIA)
and the Protection of Personal Information Act (POPIA). The
PAIA upholds the principle of transparency and works in con-
junction with the POPIA by safeguarding personal informa-
tion processed by Al. The NRF aims to create an environment
that foresters transparency and accountability. In 2025, the
NRF participated in the G20 Research and Innovation Work-
ing Group (RIWG) meetings, where Al was one of the focus
areas.® In exploring the benefits of Al, the Al Task Force con-
sidered how Al enables ‘data-driven programming and de-
cision-making in response to regional societal needs, such
as healthcare challenges, poverty, and energy crises’.%* The
African Institute for Mathematical Sciences (AIMS) was high-
lighted for its role in advancing Al capabilities and expertise.
Ethical considerations were also discussed, considering the
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need for a regional approach to promote transparency and
build on initiatives such as the African Union’s Continental Al
Strategy, and UNESCO's Al ethics framework.

7 Conclusion

Al in higher education is rapidly transforming both the teach-
ing and learning and research landscape. As international
and national organisations and universities grapple to re-
spond to these changes, students and researchers are al-
ready feeling the impact of Al and are using the tools without
the necessary guidelines and regulations in place. Al, if not
managed, can negatively affect the quality of learning and
research, and could lead to a decline in academic integrity,
and deepen the divide between global institutions. However,
as Al is here to stay, it cannot be ignored or banned. Rather,
we need to find ways to benefit from it, within the bounds
of ethics, transparency, data protection, and human-centred
regulations. We should use Al to the advantage of the high-
er education and research sectors, and to advance diversi-
ty. This issue of NRF Research Insights has focused on the
development of policies and regulations to understand and
manage the use of Al. Future editions will delve more deeply
into the ways in which Al is being used, and its benefits and
regulation.
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