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Introduction

What Ethiopia needs is . . .

—A newly arrived VSO volunteer

Ethiopia’s problems are just so complicated. ..

—The same volunteer a few weeks later

MAIN POINTS IN THIS CHAPTER:

Attitudes and skills required for working in sub-Saharan Africa
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)

Judging “success™ and unsuspected consequences

The World Bank Development Innovation Fund in Ethiopia
The action research cycle

The Centre for International Cooperation/VU University Am-
sterdam (CIS/VU) philosophy of collaboration

How to use this book

e have lived and worked in sub-Saharan African countries for a num-
ber of years, working in higher education at the government level

Higher Education in Development: Lessons from Sub-Saharan Africa, pages 1-24
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and within universities and higher education institutions. During this time,
we have seen development workers, volunteers, and consultants fly in and
out, some staying a few days, some for years, sometimes as part of a long-
term project, and sometimes as part of a shorter program, sometimes in-
dividually, and sometimes as a group enterprise. We have noticed each of
these groups trying, with varying degrees of success, to improve the quality
of education in the counury and, often, to promote other agendas, such as
good governance and poverty reduction.

During this time, we have often noted a disconnect between the knowl-
edge and expertise that development workers bring to the situation and
the needs and interests of those working permanently in the country. Very
often the ideas are good, the intentions are good, the methods are good,
the values are good, but somehow the results are disappointing. Generally,
this has not been because of any lack of willingness and interest on the part
of the recipients; frequently consultancy missions and volunteers placed in
institutions are very highly evaluated by those with whom they work. Very
often the changes suggested by the development worker have been enthu-
siastically embraced, only to wither and die after quite a short time.

On other occasions, we have noticed some slower-burning initiatives,
initiated through a development intervention, that have apparently sunk
without trace and yet some time later reemerge within various contexts,
having undergone a “sea change™ the ideas, techniques, and knowledge
that have been applied in the longer term have almost invariably been “Af-
ricanized,” look far different from those originally presented, and seem to
have a greater chance of taking root and effecting longer-term change.

We became interested in this process of successfully achieving some
deep change and the ways that change might become embedded, owned,
and adapted over time. We wanted to tease out what the elements are in
the mix of context, ideas, concepts, attitudes, behaviors, and qualities that
makes it more likely that a development intervention will (a) be adopted
in some form and (b) will then improve the situation. In this book, we are
trying to distill our thinking and our reflections so that readers intending
to work (or already working) to develop higher education in sub-Saharan
Africa might be helped to be a little more insightful about the reality of the
dilemmas Africa and its people face and a little more sensitive to the com-
plexity of the development worker’s task. This is what this book is about.

We felt that this book was needed to set out as clearly as possible the
complex ways that higher education systems are changing, partly in re-
sponse to the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), but also because
of a new focus on the value of higher education and its relationship with
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particular countries’ own poverty-reduction strategies. We were also moti-
vated by a strong belief in the importance of higher education in enabling
developing countries to reduce poverty. We draw from experiences across
sub-Saharan Africa, but focus particularly on South Africa, Ethiopia, and
Zambia as representing a range of political and colonial histories. Ethiopia
is the only African country not to have been colonized and was until recent-
ly a monarchy that spanned millennia; Zambia having experienced British
colonialism and a relatively peaceful democracy in recent times; and South
Africa emerging to democracy from apartheid and protracted struggle for
freedom in the second half of the 20th century.

We have undertaken intensive research into parts of the sub-Saharan
African higher education system and listened carefully to what those with-
in higher education at every level have to say. We have talked extensively
to a range of stakeholders to find out what they expect, want, and need
from higher education in a developing country. This book is intended to
reflect their voices. It is in part the outcome of numerous interviews of top
and middle managers, academic and support staff, and students in each of
26 public and private universities as well as interviews with employers and
other external stakeholders. It is also based on insights from studies into
the higher education systems of various countries undertaken by us and
by others, and of working with staff in Ministries of Education and many
universities on areas such as improved management and governance, peda-
gogy, strategy and policy development, and quality and standards. We draw
on our experience of working with and acting as advisers to Ministers of
Education and Vice Ministers of Higher Education and as leaders of major
sector support units in Ethiopia.

We also bring insights from our work in Scotland, England, and Wales,
including quality-assurance training with the Quality Assurance Agency
for Scotland, senior university management, faculty management, man-
agement of teaching and learning, and research and also of senior man-
agement in the Higher Education Funding Council for England. We have
mediated this experience through the African perspectives and voices we
encountered. Over our time in Africa, we heard many people newly ar-
rived say, “what Ethiopia (or Zambia or wherever) needs to do is...” and
then propound a nice tidy theory—perhaps about land reform, investment
in ICT, laws against early marriage, or female genital mutilation. After a
few weeks, these people became more thoughtful as they realized the eco-
nomic, practical, cultural, and resource complications of their prescription
and the complexity of the situations for which they are suggesting (easy)
solutions. We are particularly concerned to discourage our readers from
too-easy assumptions.
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As a result of our observations, we have become particularly interested
in the dilemmas these higher education systems face within a context of
scarce resources but increasing and urgent demand for a more profession-
alized workforce and expert services. We realize how important it is to have
a book that discusses with some sympathy and understanding the strength
of the factors inhibiting development such as historical conflicts, a legacy of
colonialism, trade and other imbalances with the rest of the world, cultural
attitudes inimical to innovation, the challenges created by poor infrastruc-
ture, and the history of authoritarianism and centralized control of many
aspects of the economy and public sector institutions.

We also realize that it is not just an easy matter of transferring a simplified
version of “what works” in more-developed countries to the sub-Saharan con-
text; that systems, ideas, and practices need to be questioned and modified in
the light of particular local, national, and cultural situations. More-developed
higher education systems are not fault-free, and there is an opportunity for
sub-Saharan countries to learn from the experiences and mistakes that have
been made during the expansion of higher education in countries such as
Britain, the Netherlands, or the United Sates. Working in Africa is a learning
experience too, and one that should lead us to question taken-for-granted
assumptions that we know what is “right” and what is “the right way.”

Sub-Saharan countries cannot wait for higher education systems to
grow and mature as they have done in more-developed countries. The first
European university opened in 1088, the first African universities opened
in the 1820s; Europe has been refining its quality-assurance methods for
higher education for nearly 30 years while many sub-Saharan countries still
do not have any quality-assurance processes in place. So, sub-Saharan Afri-
can countries are in a hurry; they cannot wait a millennia for their universi-
ties to fulfill their role in helping countries to develop; they cannot wait 30
years before they have effective quality-assurance systems. In the words of
a state minister, “We cannot wait so long when we have people starving.”
Sub-Saharan African countries need effective and efficient higher educa-
tion systems in place now to help them address the problems and opportu-
nities of the 21st century.

We set out to write a book that is based on and informed by research
(our own and that of others), but which is not solely (or mainly) designed
to speak to other researchers. We want our book to be both practical and
well informed; not to oversimplify the issues that very poor countries face,
but rather to explore research and look for lessons from particular reforms
in sub-Saharan African higher education that may be applied to other con-
texts. We draw on case studies of reform in higher education in Africa; the
stories of what has been tried, sometimes with mixed success, are useful as a
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means to explore underlying theoretical ideas of development and higher
education management and bring these to life so that they can be analyzed
and a critique developed about their strengths and limitations.

Therefore, in this book, we use actual examples to describe reforms,
and from these, develop ideas as to the means to increase the effectiveness
of higher education systems as a means of fighting poverty and stimulating
economic and social development. Higher education in these countries ex-
ists within a context of a hostile international and historical situation that
has often influenced the establishment of inadequate democratic institu-
tions, ethnic and political tensions, volatile civil relationships, systems run
on influence rather than competence, and a lack of human capacity and
modern infrastructure systems. “Higher education” is a term that has many
meanings, and although we generally use the term to refer to education
within degree-awarding institutions, these might not be universities in name
but also colleges, university colleges, institutes, polytechnics, and so on.

The Reflective Approach

We approach the issues of higher education in development through the
idea of reflective practice. The concept of reflective practice was developed
by Dewey and others (Ashcroft, 1999; Dewey, 1916; Zeichner, 1982),' and its
application is based on the notion that development is a multifaceted issue,
with layers of meaning and complexity.

There is a danger of imagining that some relatively simple intervention,
such as a training workshop, will result in changes in behavior and trans-
form the problems of an institution, when in reality, it can only touch the
issues that need addressing at the very periphery. Most problems faced in
sub-Saharan African higher education involve deep cultural and practical
questions. We suggest that it is useful for those who wish to make positive
interventions to base their actions on deep enquiry into the development
context. Unfortunately, our experience is that there are few simple ques-
tions in development and no simple answers, so it seems important that
potential solutions are properly problematized.

This is not to say that one stands as a helpless bystander until one can be
certain of having all the available evidence. Each of us working within the de-
velopment context must do the little we can based on our state of knowledge
and capability, and each of these little interventions, together, may make
a real difference. Rather, what we advocate is that such interventions are
conducted in a spirit of humility and willingness to learn from those inside
of the situation and from those who are more experienced. These insights
should encourage a partnership strategy and influence the way to approach
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a problem at each stage; in the beginning, as progress is made and toward
the end in the evaluation of actions. Working well within development con-
texts requires knowledge of the subject (for example, management or peda-
gogy), but just as important, a responsiveness to the context and a willing-
ness to adapt the approach, the content of actions, and the methods used in
the light of an openness to new ideas that emerge from the context.

This brings us to the first of our prerequisite qualities for reflection:
open-mindedness. Open-mindedness implies a willingness to seek out and re-
flect on alternate perspectives to your own. These alternative perspectives
may be found in the literature or in the development field. Some of them
may be discovered just by being approachable; allowing and encouraging
people to talk, communicating ideas, and seeking feedback from those who
have more experience of development issues, listening, observing, and test-
ing out emerging ideas.

This is a good start for development work and is the very minimum for
effective action. However, it is not enough. There is also a need to actively
research the issues and contexts. This implies a process of critical enquiry into
what you are doing, what the effects are, and how people you are working with
interpret what you are doing. It also implies that you seek out the wisdom of
people who are separated from you in time and space; through reading the
research and through discussion (for example, using ICT-based SIGS?).

There have been a great many critiques of the development process
and those who have worked within in it; some suggest interventions are
based on the pursuit of self-interest rather than the interests of those living
with the consequences of underdevelopment (see, for example, Hancock’s
The Lords of Poverty, 1989*). Dambisa Moyo (2009) suggests that aid is in fact
counterproductive and produces a culture of dependency;* Paul Collier
(2008), a former director of research at the World Bank, indicates that for
the “stagnant bottom billion,” aid is often ineffective and can exacerbate
poverty by encouraging corruption and kleptocracies.” Many schemes set
up by the developed countries lead to resources flowing, not into the de-
veloping country, but rather back into the donor country. It is common in
capacity building for contracts to be awarded to universities or other bodies
within the donor country to manage the scheme. Most of the funds might
be used to pay for experts sent from the donor country or to the managing
body for their administration costs. The less-developed country benefits to
the extent that the scheme does indeed increase capacity, though the ex-
tent this might happen is likely to be limited by the terms of reference for
the scheme set up by the donor organization. However, it gains few of the
incidental benefits from spending the donor funds on goods, services, and



