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THINKING OUT OF THE BOX: TIPS FOR UNIVERSITY LEADERS

he higher education
leadership landscape is
now becoming complex
and intricate but
exhilarating. As a result, the system
demands energetic and far-sighted
academic leaders. A new generation
of higher education leaders may have
a more diverse perspective of their
institutions’ mission and the type of
strategies they should identify and
execute to be visible nationally and
internationally. Leaders should be
strategic and thoughtful; at the same
time, they should possess the ability to
think out of the box if they envision
being top in the league table, as most

Ethiopian universities declared in their

vision statements.

My reflection in this short discourse
aims to show some internal and
external environmental imperatives
that drive universities to go beyond
business as wusual. Instead, this
manuscript invigorates leaders to have
top-notch ideas and leapfrog strategies
that will transform universities to the
highest level. Consequently, holding
strategic management concepts and
practices help higher education leaders
to wisely audit their institutions’
internal and external environment and

make sound decisions and actions.

In the Ethiopian higher education

system, three wunderlying reasons
justify the need for far-sighted leaders
that could identify leapfrog strategies
and manage them to respond to the
national needs and at the same time
to be amenable to institutional growth
and prosperity. These imperatives are

policy enforcement, the universities’

By Asrat Derb

PhD candidate in Higher Education Leadership and Management

Email: asrat.dereb@bdu.edu.et, or asd.dereb5@gmail.com

motto, and the decline of financial

resources. Let’s see one by one.
1. Policy enforcement

Regarding policy enforcement, the

However, this goal has been slightly
adjusted in a recent higher education

proclamation 1152/2019.

The three overarching ideas, as

HE policy document explicitly states
that HEIs should contribute and have
huge responsibilities to the country’s
overall development agenda. Mainly,
universities enable the country to
be internationally competitive by
producing competent graduates who
are knowledgeable, skillful, and
attitudinally mature. Such a claim is
evidenced by the Higher Education
Proclamation (FDRE, 2009) objectives.

It states:

Prepare knowledgeable, skilled,
and attitudinally mature graduates
in numbers with a demand-based
proportional balance of fields and
disciplines so that the country shall
become internationally competitive. (p.

4979).

mentioned above, articulate the need for

quality graduates, the way the graduates
are prepared, and the expectations that
the graduates contribute to the country.
Correspondingly, HEIs should produce
competent graduates through demand-
based fields and disciplines to remain
competitive internationally in economic
and social parameters. These are issues
that the government entrusted to
Ethiopian higher education institutions
in shaping their direction accordingly.
So, what kind of strategies are needed in
the current higher education landscape

to discharge such responsibilities?

First and foremost, the higher
education system should be tuned to

reassure competitiveness.

The first question here
is how Ethiopian higher
education institutions view
competitiveness?

Are they really competitive nationally
and internationally? In what area
should they excel to be competitive?
These questions often hit the minds of

higher education leaders.

Of course, HEIs view competitiveness

through the lens of striving for
excellence. In this regard, vision and
work ethic are the essential ingredients
while an organization strives for
excellence. Excellence can be achieved
by crafting a good vision for purpose
and maintaining employees’ strong
work habits (Motivated, dedicated,
innovative, work in a group) in the
organizations (Hill, 2010). Providing
freedom for staff to take the initiative
and assume responsibility is also
one primary element that enables the
organization to strive for excellence.
Such attributes help staff to demonstrate
high-level performance than others.
Thus, a competitive university striving
for excellence must persistently ignite
its quality engine with people, capacity,
and resources. Such achievement will
be possible if leaders think strategically
and create a responsive and robust
institution that often audits its
environments, designs strategies, and

manages them accordingly.
2. Universities vision and
mission
The second powerful driving force

Continued to page 8
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that demands strategic thinkers
and leaders is universities’ visions
crafted by themselves. Ethiopian
public universities’ claims and quest
to be ranked in the league table are
widely practiced phenomena. This
is evidenced in Ethiopian public

universities’ mission and vision
statement that almost all universities
promote themselves as competing to
be top-ranked universities. Prestigious,
excellent, and African Top universities
are buzzwords found in many strategic
planning documents in Ethiopian
Universities. The pursuit of excellence
is an essential slogan for organizational
success. It motivates and inspires
people. Working towards excellence
involves a consolidation of quality in
everyday activities. The dictionary
meaning excellence is ‘the quality of

being outstanding or extremely good.’

Oxford, 2019

When one looks at Ethiopian situations,

beginning  from  first-generation
universities to the fourth generation,
including the privates’ ones, almost
all universities in the country, by and
large, have a similar vision statement:
ranking or striving for excellence.
It is not easy to get a specific area
where universities excel except a few
universities. Seemingly, emerging
universities reproduced their visions
from the forerunner universities.
Replicating might not be a bad
practice in academia, but it requires
careful examination of the internal
and external environment in which the
universities operate. It demands the
leader’s capacity to make situational
analysis, i.e., extrapolation of the past,
assessing the current practices and

determining the future undertakings.

In this regard, it is good to find out

universities’ strategic management

2V A%°L CTALR PUAN ARYFTT? POLETIONCE dU-6TE THAFT AG WChCT S+CNNTA

TH]NK]NG OUT OF THE BOX... continued from page 7

practices that accelerate their ranking
ambitions and ensure competitiveness
nationally and internationally. Since
being top in Ethiopia, Africa or
elsewhere necessitates breakthrough
strategies and executing capable
leaders and incumbents. Besides,
such vision statements enforce to
explore the measurement strides

that universities employ to see their

relative positions over time in the

path of vision for success.

is the decline of financial resources.
The availability of sufficient financial
resources is one of the necessary
instruments for universities to boost
their competitiveness. Hence, it is
time for Ethiopian universities to think
strategically to secure multiple sources
of funds for the system’s effective

functioning.

Let me figure out three justifications for
my argument. According to the world
bank report, the first scene is that the
share of public universities’ budget
from the national GDP has decreased

for the last four to five years. Second,

the same time, it will be a bottleneck
in accomplishing their vision and

missions.

All the above ventures will force
universities to think differently

to secure resources to function
appropriately and become competitive.
Finding alternative means of financing
and bringing all resources together
to assure the path to excellence and
remaining competitive in and gaining
competitive advantages is the duty and
responsibility of university leaders.

Therefore, it is essential to seek

alternative financial resources

"A competitive university striving for
excellence must persistently 1gnite it

guality engine with people, capacity, and

resources.”

Similarly, it would be good to
determine the system-wide strategies
that track everyday changes within

the universities.

Trucking results could be possible
if the universities fully adhere to
strategic management principles and
practices, including having a robust
evaluation system. Such practice
may help leaders focus on critical
strategic issues, systematically track
results, and

eventually manage

discrepancies.

3. The decline of financial
resources

The third point that I want to
emphasize the need for strategic

management in higher education

recently, the government enacted a new
directive to cut costs across all federal
public agencies, including universities
(MoFED, 2017). Cutting costs might
bring difficulties in Ethiopian higher
education institutions since they
entirely depend on government funding.
Third, introducing a cost-sharing
scheme to public universities signals
the government’s tendency to decline
public expenditure on higher education

(FDRE, 2003).

Thus, the above three rationales justify
the decline of financial resources from
time to time. Such inadequacy of funds
from the government would create
discrepancies to meet the needs and
interests of the ever-increasing number

of students and staff in the sector. At

that enable universities to compete
nationally and internationally.
According to history, around the
1980s, one of the driving causes for
the advent of strategic management
in higher education was the decline of

resources. (Keller, 1983).

Thus, thinking out of the box and
becoming strategic is a sine qua non
of the current leadership. A new
generation of higher education leaders
must have leadership competencies
to consolidate people, capacity, and

resources.
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Bahir Dar Institute of Technology- Bahir Dar University
hosted a seminar by an alumni and a System and Robotics
Engineer at NASA.

L
o
e d

& .

Dr. —Ing Melak Mekonen, a system and Robotics Engineer at NASA Gorrard Flight Center, delivering seminar

Dr. —Ing Melak Mekonen, a system and Robotics
Engineer at NASA Gorrard Flight Center,
delivered an enchanting seminar. DART (Double
Asteroid Reduction Test), Military and Space
Robotics,
topics of his lecture. According to Dr.-Ing Melak’s

and System Engineering were the

presentation, the major goal of DART was to
look at the ways to avoid an asteroid collision on
Earth. It was based on the momentum concept,
with scientists attempted to change the orbital
period and location. NASA examined asteroids,
spacecraft, and relative dynamics when testing
to capture a 7.3 second variation in the period.
However, his presentation focused on asteroids of
bigger dimensions, whereas smaller asteroids of
up to 4 meters have no significant impact on Earth.

The only way to change the orbital period and position
was to use spacecraft that collided with the asteroid’s
center of mass. As a result, the likelihood of achieving
higher accuracy rises. Since question regarding to
accuracy had been pointed out, he responded with
the concept of specified accuracy, which will later
be verified and validated. He also noted the DART
mission Rocket launched on November 24, 2021 as
of today.

Robots, on the other hand, can be either earth-based
multipurpose robots or space robots that will be used
to recharge and/or replace satellite batteries. Dr. —
Ing Melak stated that military robots will be used to
investigate future battlegrounds and gather information
about the structure, location, and capabilities of the

NOTICE

For post graduate students of BiT-BDU:

enemy force. Aside to explaining the
intension of NASA’s mission, Dr.-Ing
Melak advocated for teamwork and for
senior officials to widen the scope of
the vision, but he insisted on work that
stands alone as being of high quality.

Finally Dr Seifu Admasu, Scientific
Director of BiT, closed the event with
kind gratitude notifying the implication
of the event by alumni, which is related
to the 60th anniversary of Bahir Dar
University. At the end Dr. —Ing Melak
received a gift on the behalf of BiT.

We are thrilled to announce that three hi th erformance computers (HPC) are in-

stalled inside JAN_MOSCOV Library of

The computers are already set up to be

accessed from remote location. You can find details from JAN-MOSCOV library.

nalk AR PO ACRR,

Information and Strategic
Communication Directorate

www.bdu.edu.et
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