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DR. MALKA

Hello, I'm Dr. Amaleya Goneos-Malka, welcome to ‘“Womanity— Women in
Unity’. The show that celebrates women’s milestone achievements in their
struggle for liberation, self-emancipation, human rights, democracy and much
more.

DR. MALKA

Joining us today is Professor Karin Baajes who is the Vice Dean of Learning
and Teaching in the Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences at Stellenbosch
University. Welcome to the show!

PROFESSOR
BAAJES

Thank you very much, it is such an honour to be here.

DR. MALKA

Prof Baajes, as | was mentioning in our offline conversation, we have kind of
spoken to so many women in the faculty Medicine and Health Sciences at
Stellenbosch University and it really is an amazing offering that you have 15
departments spanning from anaesthesiology and critical care to global health,
to surgical sciences. In this type of discipline, it is really vital that graduates
are highly competent in their disciplines, because sometimes they are literally
holding people’s lives in their hands. Can you tell us a little bit about some of
the focal points in your portfolio?

PROFESSOR
BAAJES

Thank you very much. My portfolio is, as you said, it is situated around
the teaching, learning and assessment component of all of our
programmes both the undergraduate and postgraduate programmes, and
we have a wide variety of programmes, for example we have six
undergraduate programmes and a vast array also of postgraduate
programmes which stretches beyond medicine, occupational therapy,
physiotherapy, nursing, etcetera. So, it really is quite a wide net that we
serve, and my portfolio is around the academic governance of these
programmes and also to stay | want to say up to date or current with new
educational and pedagogical methods and trends and to be responsive to
that all within the backdrop of the healthcare and the healthcare system.
So, it is a blend between | want to say almost health education or health
sciences education and science, as well as the healthcare system, both
within South Africa and internationally.

DR. MALKA

And the world is evolving so rapidly, how do you ...

PROFESSOR
BAAJES

Exactly.

DR. MALKA

... keep up with innovating the curriculum and staying ahead of the teaching
curve, never mind the content side of things?

PROFESSOR
BAAJES

Yes, so it remains a challenge I think, but it is a challenge that | almost
want to say take on courageously, and it speaks to having | think a very
comprehensive team that is for certain not a one person job, it is
impossible to stay on trend and on track with all the new developments,
but it is around having a team that can facilitate different aspects of the
learning domain or learning environment and can stay abreast with
literature, with new trends, new methods and that can test these
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techniques and I think it is also very important to not be siloed within the
medicine and within healthcare and health sciences, but also to have a
keen eye on what is happening, just as an example, in the world of
technology, what is happening in climate change or planetary health. So,
it really is around having a large contingent of colleagues that are
interesting in the field or the disciplines, but also on how to teach in the
pedagogical methods too, because different programmes have different
foci of how to teach and there are different opportunities within that.

DR. MALKA The next question | was going to ask was, what is your greatest challenge
leading this portfolio, but that sounds like one of them.

PROFESSOR Yes, so | think it is. I do not know what my greatest challenges is, because
BAAJES I think it is mixed between having a sense of the complexity of the
healthcare system and as well as some education systems, because those
are our two main fields that overlap and within each of these there are
rapid changes, rapid innovation and | think it is quite important to stay
on track with both of these. The other, I think, big challenge is also | am
myself a clinician, I am a surgeon, and it is often difficult to function within
those different or dual identities, as both within in leadership and
management within the educational sphere, but also to stay on track with
the clinical domain for your own growth and for improved patient
outcomes. So, for me that is the complexity that runs within those different
domains and how to remain focused.

DR. MALKA So those are some of the challenges, which you seem to have creative solutions
for, what would you say are some of the most rewarding parts of the work that
you do?

PROFESSOR So, | think the rewarding part is, | view these two things as, and | am not

BAAJES a double-edged sword, but two sides of the same coin, because all of the

things that are seemingly challenging is also what brings the reward and
for me one of the big rewards remains that one can have an impact across
a large, I want to say amount of people and aspects and disciplines, within
one post. So, for me that is quite rewarding, and | always want to remind
myself as to why | applied to this position, and it really was that one can
influence and impact on a larger scale and | think that is one of the
rewards of this position.

DR. MALKA Certainly. We spoke earlier about the innovation that happens both within the
discipline as well as in learning itself and | wondered, how do you think that
blended learning approaches can help women in medicine try and balance their
professional and personal lives, and also, how you see blended learning in the
future of medication?

PROFESSOR Okay, that is quite an involved question, but I will try to unpack it a little
BAAJES bit. So, | think the first part for me how I think around the blended
approach and specifically for women in medicine is, there are two aspects,
the one is let us say the women as teacher, in whatever capacity or post,
and then the women as student that has to learn, because we all have to
learn throughout our lives. So, sort of, how do you teach and if you the
recipient of, for example in continuous professional development, how do
stand within those two things, and | think furthermore, for blended
learning to be executed or implemented well one has to have an
appreciation that you have to be gender responsive, it is not a one size fits
all. There are, from my perspective, unique differences and needs that
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women may have, and the beauty of blended learning and especially
blended learning offerings is that it can happen in a hybrid format, so
either you can be in person in the classroom fact-to-face, or you can be
online, and it can happen also synchronous and asynchronously. So many
women may have different or many people have different demands or
requirements for different times slots and also just if you are
geographically in a different time zone, so that also | think facilitates that
component for asynchronous learning and engagement, it may be in
discussion forums or similar, but I think I know we are talking specifically
around women in medicine, but | think there is also a big component on
teaching men, alerting, one cannot be aware of something if nobody
exposes it to you or does not make it explicit. It does not help if women
only speak amongst themselves about it, so | think one must also highlight
or showcase to men these are the needs and this is where you can perhaps
fit in or fall in to alleviate that role, and not in any kind of accusing kind
of manner, but if you do not educate men, or any person for that matter,
how will they know. And then | do think also in terms of the blended
learning, if one thinks a little bit more around development, there is also
for me the facet of doing networking and having support in the blended
learning platform, having access to mentoring and role modelling, so |
think there is multiple facets and multiple opportunities within the
blended learning space.

DR. MALKA Thanks for sharing your views there and | am tapping into what you are saying
I think that with the synchronous, the asynchronous, the hybrid dynamics, it
really gives an opportunity to include everybody according to their own
requirements so that they can satisfy their educational demands. Prof Baajes,
prior to this appointment you were Head of Clinical Anatomy and you
consulted as a breast and endocrine surgeon, having qualified as a doctor in
1997 and then going on to do surgery; please, reflecting back to that period,
tell us about some of your reasons for wanting to, (a) pursue medicine, and (b),
specialize in breast and endocrine surgery.

PROFESSOR Yes, so it feels like such a long time now, in 1997. Yes, so | think as all
BAAJES young people I had an inclination | want to say, you know, to want to help
people and work with people, I think that is what most students say, but
specifically when | started or already from when | was an undergraduate
student, | knew | wanted to do surgery. | like to work with my hands, |
want to, or | like to see the immediate impact of what | have done, of course
with that comes also if you make a mistake, you will see it immediately as
well. So, | think it was for me quite important to have that skill and
competence, that surgery for me is some kind of art form, it is a very
meticulous way of not only, and | think maybe just to say it is not just
about the cutting component or doing the operation, it is about thinking
carefully about why you are doing it, is it indicated, how am | going to do
it and also the postoperative care. So, the surgery, the actual physical
procedure is but one small part of the whole, so I like to think in a
methodical kind of way and surgery allows that and then to execute that
with your hand and is very gratifying to work with the patient and it
remains to do this day an honour that the patient would allow somebody
else to do the treatment in that kind of manner. So for me that was sort of
the main reasons why | became a surgeon, why, so | am a general surgeon
and why | chose the field of breast and endocrine surgery, | find it very
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rewarding, breast cancer is one of the fields where again the research is so
dynamic, it is continuously changing so you also have to stay abreast of
what is happening within the field and | can see it now across my career,
how small things, nuances, have changed over time. So that is always very
refreshing to experience and then the endocrine part, which is the thyroid
and covers thyroid surgery and so on, is also for me quite unique and |
want to say all parts of the human anatomy is beautiful, but also that part
is very skillful surgery and again all the thought processes that within
where, as you know, we function within multidisciplinary teams, so also
all of the decision making and planning around that, what is in a very
individualized manner or personalized manner, what is appropriate for
this patient at this time. So, those are sort of the reasons why | chose my
career as | did.

DR. MALKA

It seems, literally, very, very hands-on. So, what made you transition from
being so hands-on, into going into sort of the management space and | know
you spoke about influence and exerting impact, but office versus in the field.

PROFESSOR
BAAJES

Yes so, from my perspective, I haven’t particularly moved out of the field,
I still operate on a weekly basis, but | view this as approaching the field
now from a different lens and that my impact is not only with one patient
or one student and this is something that came quite strongly to the fore
when | became the head of clinical anatomy, because then | was for the
first time responsible also for the development other colleagues very
directly, and | was surprised by how much | enjoyed and how fulfilling I
found it that one can also then impact the capacity and the development
and the career trajectories of your near peers and | found that very
fulfilling and then when | came into this post, even though almost you
stand a little bit back each time, whereas in the first instance | was flush
at the bedside, then a little bit further as head of division, and now in my
current post it gives one very much a strategic vantage point as to which
part of the system can you strengthen to improve the ultimate outcomes.
So, I still have that hands-on, | almost said injection, to my person that |
obviously still need, but now have the opportunity to be exposed to a whole
different network of thinkers and where that impact goes.

DR. MALKA

What you are saying reminds me of a saying that I am going to get wrong, but
the sentiment is that you cannot see the full picture when you’re in the frame.

PROFESSOR
BAAJES

Exactly.

DR. MALKA

And as you said, you step further and further and further back from the
immediate issue, and then you can see all of these other facets and how things
come together to make up that holistic picture.

PROFESSOR
BAAJES

Yes, and sorry, if you will allow me, I want to say maybe one of the in
brackets (downsides) of that is also one has to accept that you will not
always able to see the impact, it might be far away from you, so that
reward doesn’t necessarily come so directly as in the other parts.

DR. MALKA

Yes, | must say, that was one thing that speaking to surgeons, they have all
expressed how you get this immediate gratification in a way.

PROFESSOR
BAAJES

Yes, | specifically did not want to use those words.

DR. MALKA

So, I will use those words, because | am not a surgeon.
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PROFESSOR
BAAJES

Yes, because we get teased about it, that is why, or | have been teased about
it, those exact words.

DR. MALKA

As a leader, and this is something which I think is really important because it
is kind of an aspirant position that a lot of women should seek out; what are
some of the go-to strategies that you have found to be most effective?

PROFESSOR
BAAJES

Yes, so over time, | think as one grows you also take different things on
board and learn different things and what | have come to realize over the
years is there is not a one size fits all, you cannot be as the leader, you
cannot be rigid in your approach. There are, | think, things that come to
us naturally, when for example, if you stand in theatre and a person is
bleeding, you have to make a decision that is very authoritative, but that
you cannot apply that everywhere. So, | try as far as | can to be, | want to
say authentic in my approach and authentic in the situation and present
in the situation, but also to adjust and to be agile in my response as to what
is needed within that specific circumstance. If you are in a tough
committee meeting, you cannot be authoritative, you have to hear all of
the voices and the different perspectives. So, | try as far as | can to ensure
an enabling environment, that people are willing to speak up, even if it is
in contrast to what | say or somebody else has said, and | think within that,
one has to continuously build trust, that people know that they can, even
if they say something that opposes what you are saying, it will be heard
and it may be countered, but in a respectful manner. So, as you can see,
for me it is a blend of how you must be led by the situation by the people
in the room, and also, sometimes you are the leader in the group, but
sometimes you are a team player, so also to be able to situate yourself into
what is my role at this moment. And | think maybe the last part that |
always additionally also try, is to actively seek potential in people and try
to develop that into something stronger versus just stepping in, delivering
what needs to be delivered and stepping out. So, yes, | think that is more-
or-less how I try to situate my days and my meetings and my interaction
with people.

DR. MALKA

Thanks for sharing your views and | like the diversity of thought, that you are
open, that you allow that to be brought into the room, that you are able to almost
read the room and also at the same time bring out the talents or nurture others
into their development, to find their voice, even if it may be contrary to public
opinion at that point in time. Earlier we chatted about some of the cutting-edge
space that you go towards, whether it is on the actual teaching and learning
front, or within the discipline, and | was really intrigued to hear about your
innovative use of GoPro cameras to train students in surgical procedures,
because generally we hear about GoPro’s and people are hiking ....

PROFESSOR
BAAJES

For sports.

DR. MALKA

... yes, in sport, so please tell us about this initiative and how it came about.

PROFESSOR
BAAJES

Yes, so | must admit it was a lot of, | want to say a lot of fun, but I did do
it during operations, so maybe it is not right to say it like that. So, what
happened, in 2016, | was approached by a colleague to apply for a teaching
fellowship and she said that one part of the teaching fellowship is the
research component and | said but | was very new to teaching at that time,
I do not know what will the research be about and she made the suggestion
about, so it is actually around point of view surgery. So, | mean you can
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imagine if | start on one side of the bed and you are on the other and I try
to show you how I do something, it is from the opposite side, your view of
my hands is different from my own view of my hands. So, what | then did
is | connected the GoPro onto my head or on a band over my head, prior
to scrubbing and positioning it correctly, and then during the operation |
asked one of the anesthetists to switch on the recording and then the
recording was exactly as I held my hand, where my eyes were focusing on
my hands and then we asked our registrars and some of our students to
review then the procedure because they can then see, you know, if I say
hold the instrument at this angle, they could exactly see what the angle
was. So, it is around having an exact view of the technique as | am doing
it or the surgeon is doing it, without any, so you will know that there are
many camera systems that one can use in theatre, but some of it is quite
far away on the light the theatre, the ceiling, sometimes there is a
disturbance from other views, but literally with the GoPro on one’s head,
it does not impact the sterile field, it does not impact your hands, it does
not need to be changed during the procedure, so it does not hamper the
procedure at all. So, that was | think the base around which we did it. We
then did some further work a while after that, so that was the initial article
that we wanted to see is it feasible and is it practical, and it really was, we
were also at that point asked the view point of for example the anesthetist
and they were also keen to potentially, you know, on how to intubate that
you can exactly see where the tube goes. So then in a later study we also
used some of the videos as part of assessment, so that we then can in a
uniform way, you know sometimes in surgical assessments we ask the
student and we describe an operation, so what you imagine and what |
imagine might not be the same thing in our heads, but during this exam
we would then show the video consistently in a uniform and standardized
way to different students and assess them in a uniform way.

DR. MALKA Yes, because of course you are really giving that first person view now,
whereas if someone was watching you it would be a mirror view, but this is the
actual view in guiding them through that process.

PROFESSOR Yes, so that was the base of how we started.

BAAJES

DR. MALKA And who else has picked this up, because it seems pretty ingenious.

PROFESSOR I am not entirely sure, even prior to my work there were some other

BAAJES international scholars that have used it and many people also use the
Google glasses, | have not had an experience with that just yet, which is
another means of looking exactly as to where my eyes are going is where
the glasses are going, so there is a lot of innovation in that field.

DR. MALKA It is a fascinating space.

DR. MALKA You are listening to ‘Womanity — Women in Unity’ and today we’re talking to

Professor Karin Baajes who is the Vice Dean of Learning and Teaching in the
Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences at the Stellenbosch University. We
would love to receive your comments on Twitter:@WomanityTalk.

DR. MALKA Prof, one of the things about education is that it does come at a cost and
sometimes people simply can’t afford it and I am a passionate believer about
education and | think that poverty should not be a barrier to knowledge and
truly wish that education was freely available to all, but unfortunately that
ideal in our country is not possible yet, but one way around this is about making
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bursaries available to needy students and the Faculty of Medicine and Health
Sciences established the ATEMBA Bursary Fund to provide financial support
for students and you yourself, personally, quite recently managed to raise
R49,000; please tell us about this, how you did it, why you did it and what’s

next?
PROFESSOR So, yes it is actually exciting and so maybe just in the background, I really
BAAJES like numbers, 1 like to function around numbers, so when | turned 42, a

number of years ago, | decided to run a marathon which is 42 kilometers
and | then aimed to raise R42,000 for Reach for Recovery, which is a
breast cancer support group, so that was the first incident. So, when |
came into this post, I thought now my focus is much more on students, let
me try and do something similar and raise funds for student bursaries, so
this was last year when | was 49, so I didn’t run a whole marathon because
49 is an odd number, so I just ran 49 kilometers over a number of weeks
around my birthday and we did it here on campus, so many of the students
and staff could join. So that was quite exciting and then this year when |
turned 50 I did it again, but this time I did it a little bit differently, because
not everybody are runners and it makes people uncomfortable to say |
cannot run, so we decided we will take 50 minutes every Tuesday for that
period of time and we could move in whichever way we like. Some people
came with bikes, one student came with a skipping rope, mostly at this
time we just walked and those that wanted to run could run, but it was
about the time 50 minutes, and my age and aiming to raise R50,000.00. So,
it is quite exciting to do that because it is not just about the money, it is
also about creating awareness around student needs and also the fun of
doing something together, you know, after work on a Tuesday afternoon,
not randomly but seemingly randomly. Yes, so that is that and then what
is next, I hope to do it now every year, my birthday is at the end of January,
to do it every year around that time, but what is quite exciting is very much
in the early stages, but recently a colleague contacted me and said that she
would be keen for her and other people to do the ABSA Epic cycling, Ad-
On Cycle, that | would be willing to support it in a similar manner. So, we
are now in the planning stages, so maybe watch this space, | will not be on
the bike, but I will be very much in the support network around that.

DR MALKA It is wonderful how the initiative has grown, how more people have come on
board and obviously the more people that come on board, the more funding
that you have, it is positive feedback into the circle, so well done!

PROFESSOR Thanks very much.

BAAJES

DR MALKA But I worry about you getting older, because it means those tasks are getting
longer.

PROFESSOR Yes, but that is why | went to the minute, you see, you can’t go the distance

BAAJES and | fear when | turn 56, which is the Two Oceans is 56, but it is not on
my list ever to do.

DR MALKA Yet. Prof Baajes, we have spoken, obviously our focus has been on health
today and because that is your domain, it is a broad field, there are many, many
opportunities that touch lives meaningfully. As an expert involved in this field,
what would say to women who are considering a career in health?

PROFESSOR I think 1 would start off by being encouraging. | view the career as having

BAAJES really many rewarding aspects, but I think similarly, even despite the fact
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that it really can bring one a high degree of career satisfaction and
meaning and purpose, but it is important to also acknowledge from the
start that it comes, I don’t want to say at a price, I think all careers come
at a price, but there are nuances that can be challenging and | think
specifically for women, there are gender differences that do exist, one
cannot avoid that or make as if it does not exist, but definitely 1 would be
encouraging and I think one has to as far as possible go in with your eyes
widely open as well as your ears, you know, to think around what would
be potential challenges. For me, for each person it might be different, and
to have a very strong support network as you progress within your career,
I think as a starting point, and I think when you have these, | want to say
support networks, you must also have very specific strategies as to how
you, and the studies is the one component, studying also has its own
challenges, but working in the field and wanting to advance towards
various levels from different sides, you do need specific strategies and
sometimes targeted strategies, you know, let us say for example if you want
to pursue a surgical career, you do want to expose yourself to the surgical
domain and find out before you start specializing, is this really what I
endeavor to do and or for example if you are interested in rural health,
maybe to spend a period of time there and see is this really my inclination
without first diving in too deep. So, | think it is important to do a lot of
research, speak to a lot of people and | think this is where maybe role
modelling, mentoring and coaching can also play a key role in
understanding what | am entering into, what are the pitfalls, what are the
positive things that | can look out for that would resonate. | think for me
all careers, but even within medicine, you choose for example a specialty,
or a specific field based also very much strongly on your personal
characteristics and those things do have to align for me | think to have a
meaningful career.

DR. MALKA Thanks for sharing your points of view on not going in with rose-tinted glasses
but being aware of the good, bad and the ugly.

PROFESSOR No, that is true, and | think also very much not to be put off too quickly. I
BAAJES think any position that one holds has good parts and lots of good parts and
for me it is always about that the good parts, that which give you meaning,
must outweigh the parts that is less pleasant, because all jobs have
frustrations, in all components one can sometimes feel frustrated, but also
to find means and mechanisms to be able to work through those and
beyond those.

DR MALKA As we come towards the end of the show, one question | ask all my guests is
about some of the factors that they feel have contributed to their success. Some
people talk about faith, a particular person, someone once spoke about the fear
of failure, so if you could share with us what have been some of your drivers

of success?
PROFESSOR So, I think two main things, the one is I am very much grounded within
BAAJES my family and within my family setup and in the toughest moments those

are the people that carry you through and even in your most joyous
moments, those are the people. So, I think I am very family centered and
my actions are based on, or that is my point of departure and then I think
good or bad, I am very self-disciplined, so I manage to function very ...
somebody told me not so long ago that one of my greatest strengths is my
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requirement for order and planning, but it is also my Achilles heel. So it
is a fine line to walk in between those two things, but I like to be focused,
I like to have a plan and | like to have an approach, but I am willing,
sometimes painfully, but I am willing to adjust the plan if need be, but I
think that also that one can think around options, as other options so that
you are not stuck with your one plan. So, I would think the two things is
really family focus, or departing from one’s family roots and the second is
to be centered in one’s approach and to have options to think through a
problem and not to be stuck.

DR MALKA

It sounds as though you’re coming from a point of trust, when we’re thinking
about family centered, that it is safety, it is positive, and it is certainly an
anchoring strength.

PROFESSOR
BAAJES

Yes, | wanted to say it is a consistency that lies within that component, and
I think that one must have a space in your life which centers you, because
the onslaught of daily life from various aspects is continuous and relentless
and to be able to be resilient in that space, you have to have a grounding,
something that holds you.

DR MALKA

Can you tell us about some of the pivotal moments in your life growing up?

PROFESSOR
BAAJES

Yes, it is difficult to me this thing, | think | have had a very even, | want
to say even life, I did not have a profound this way or that way, but | think
a great changing force maybe in my life, or let me put it to you this way, I
was born in the Karoo, in De Aar in the Karoo, and when | was seven, we
as a family we moved to Cape Town and | think that is not maybe pivotal
in my exact life, but the change that my parents made at that time to move
to Cape Town, I think shaped, both my parents are teachers, so they were
very forward thinking in their planning and that shaped our family’s lives.
So, as | say, | was a small child, a just came along, but I think that it also
impacted the trajectory of my life thereafter.

DR MALKA

I can only imagine and often we do not really think about those sacrifices or
decisions that parents make that have these benefits for subsequent generations.

PROFESSOR
BAAJES

Yes, and when | was thinking about this question, I think that is the thing
that stood out quite profoundly in my life.

DR. MALKA

And have you had any female role models that have impacted on your career?

PROFESSOR
BAAJES

So, | think that the first three people I can think of is my mom and my
sisters, | am the youngest, so they are all older than me and just looking at
how their lives unfolded and how they steer their personal and
professional lives has always been a guiding force for me. You will know
that in past years the surgical career that | pursued was very much male
dominated, so there were not that many, there were a few women that we
looked up to and also one can look nationally and internationally and
within our local space, but more and more I also find myself having friends
and peers as role models and also even in our students, how they navigate
the current challenges that young people face. So, I like to use from every
possible level input of people as to how also to steer, because how I am
steering my life now and how | steered it 20 years ago is considerably
different, and one has to stay agile and flexible in that way and how I will
steer it 20 years from now, will also be a little bit different.

DR. MALKA

So true, I think one of my takeouts from today’s conversation will be about
innovation and evolution. Please can you share a few words of inspiration that
you’d like to pass onto girls and women that are listening to us?
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PROFESSOR Thank you. | think my biggest words would be to remind women of all
BAAJES ages, but especially young women, that you are your greatest asset and |
think it is important to treat yourself and your time and energy as a rare
resource. | think we are so often giving to others that we don’t realize our
own value and I think also important is to judge oneself only by your own
metrics. There are so many measuring sticks along the way and if you keep
on measuring yourself to some outside tool, you will always be left
wanting, but if one is driven by what your own goal is and your own
metric, that should be your only measuring tool and your only judge.

DR. MALKA That is such a powerful statement of really encouraging every single woman
to recognize the value of themselves and what they bring. Thank you so much
for joining us, it’s been a pleasure having you on the show.

PROFESSOR Thank you, it has been my pleasure to be here as well.
BAAJES

PROGRAMME END
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