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Bahir Dar University

Motto of Bahir Dar University Mission

“Wisdom at the Source of the Blue Nile” The mission of Bahir Dar University is to
contribute substantially to the nation and beyond
through high quality education, research and
community services.
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Vision
Core Values
The vision of Bahir Dar University is to become > Quality
one of the ten premier research universities in :
- » Discourse
Africa by 2025.

> Innovation
» Integrity
» Democratic culture

» Social responsibility
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What Does It Take To Be A

Researcher?

ow many research articles
can you publish in one
academic year? If you

publish even one research article in
a single academic year by working
individually, then you should
be proud of yourself. In 2013, I
published a research article and it
took me four months before I sent
it to the journal which published my
article. I am usually surprised and
even suspicious when I hear that
some of our colleagues are able to
publish up to fifteen research articles
in one academic year. As far as [
know, Bahir Dar University does not
have a single full-time researcher.
Everyone teaching at BDU is
employed as a lecturer; therefore,
every member of the academic staff
is a full-time teacher. If you are
hard working and if there is good
funding for doing research you can
do research in addition to your main
responsibility, which is teaching.
However, if you like teaching and
spend much time for preparing
yourself for your classes and spend
as much time grading your students’
assignments, then doing research
even with the provision of good
funding can be very challenging.

So how is it that our colleagues who
are full-time teachers like us are
able to publish ten or more research
articles in one academic year, when
more than 95% of us are unable
to publish even a single research
article? How can anyone publish
on average more than one research
article every month in addition to
teaching full time? There must be
some secret. Just imagine the time
and effort you need to do research
and publish its results. You start
the research process by writing a

By Yinager Teklesellasie,

Department of English Language and Literature

proposal which you usually have to
defend before getting any funding.
Reviewing the literature requires
several weeks or months. You may
have to develop your data gathering
instruments before collecting data
for your research. The process is
long and I don’t have the space or
the intention to write about every
step in the process. The point I am
trying to make is clear — you need
months to finish a research project
and publish it in a journal. So how
did some of our colleagues succeed
in publishing ten or more research
articles in one academic year?

There could be many reasons.
On of the possible reasons might
be because these people are very
hardworking and intelligent people.
I have a lot of respect for anyone
who is able to do and publish even
a single research article in a year
individually or in collaboration with
colleagues. My fear and suspicion
is that some of our colleagues just
turn their students’ research papers,
which their students have done as
a requirement for graduation, to a
journal article and publish it as a co-
author. Does turning your students’
research papers into journal articles
and publishing them as a co-author
make you a researcher? [ understand
that this can be controversial and I
remember having an informal debate
with my colleagues about it a couple
of years ago. As there were some
colleagues who were in support of
this practice, there were as many
who thought that it was unethical. In
my opinion, turning your students’
research papers into a journal article
and publishing it as a co-author
is way different from doing your
own research. When you turn your

. n many .
. o [ [ .
o universities, .
° . °
o professors involve o

o their postgraduate students e
o in their research projects and
‘« go as far as giving their .

* . students the right to co- .°

« authorship. .

students’ research papers into a
journal article, you don’t need to
go out of your office. Everything
is done for you by your students.
The only thing you need to do
is to read what they write and
guide them through by writing
a few comments and feedback.
I would like to remind you that
more often than not we teachers
are paid for the advising or
supervising we do. So do you
think it is morally acceptable to
claim your students’ research
work as your own? Can we
really call these kinds of teachers
researchers?

I think the university should
have clear policies about
research and publication. One of
the policies should be requiring
teachers to disclose the research
project they are working on
to research and publication
coordinators and that the project
should be their own. In many
universities, professors involve
their postgraduate students in
their research projects and go as
far as giving their students the
right to co-authorship. The main
objective of this scheme is to give
postgraduate students practical
experience in doing research.
However, this is very different
from the practice of changing
one’s advisee’s research project
into a research article and
claiming co-authorship.

Once someone who was living
in my neighborhood and was
an extension postgraduate
student of BDU asked me why
it was important for his adviser
to change his M.A. thesis into
a research article. I told him
the truth that if the article was
published his adviser could
get promoted. I am not exactly
sure if it was revealed to this
postgraduate student by his
adviser that the student had the
right to co-authorship if the
article was published, but I doubt
it very much. Professorship
should be the result of hard work
and not of sleaze. The university
should acknowledge only those
who epitomize dedication and
integrity.
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From Fault-Finding to Empowering: How Can We Build a
More Learning-Centered Culture of Student Research at

ahir Dar University faces a
Bparadox. On the one hand,

it holds a vision of becoming
one of the top ten research university
in Africa. Becoming a top research
university requires that staff create
an environment in which students
feel well-equipped and motivated to
conduct high quality research. But
instead, we find ourselves acting as
fault-finders and interrogators for
students who are ill-equipped and
fearful about research.

How can we face this paradox and
find a new way forward?

In this essay, we intend to
open dialogue in our academic
community about changing the
way we support post-graduate
student research. Based on our
international experience in post-
graduate education, we suggest
alternative pathways for enriching
the strength and vitality of our
research community.

The problem with fault-finding

In Ethiopia, there seems to be a
negative tone to public conversations
about research. At conferences,
Friday Forums, and thesis defenses,
examiners and audience members
specialize in “fault finding”. They
look for any error, large or small,
to highlight the deficiencies in
a research project. Based on
our experience, we’ve observed
that many examiners engage in
methodological interrogation,
challenging the student: how did
you choose your sample? Is your
data contaminated? Why did you
use this method instead of that one?
And many more such questions!

Of course, critical questions about
the quality of a research document
are vital—but they need to come
much earlier in the process, in an
ongoing dialogue that strengthens
methodological rigor long before
the defense ever happens.

It’s too late to challenge a student’s
research design at the end of the
research process. At the time of
defense, students can no longer

Bahir Dar University?

change their methodological choices
or data collection procedures. And
if there are serious methodological
problems, the defense becomes a
deeply humiliating, even traumatic
experience for students. Such
an experience can be especially
damaging to women, given the
deficit of professional respect they
may already experience in the
academic and cultural environment.

There’s another side effect: the
“fault-finding” mode of defense
interrogation will likely encourage
students to “play it safe”. They will
be inclined to make conservative
choices regarding their research
designs when innovative, unfamiliar,

By Vachel Miller, Haftu Hindeya , and Ahmed Yibrie

professional dialogue with our
students about what they have
learned, and what we can learn
together from their research?

After all, isn’t such professional
dialogue a key purpose of doing
research in the first place?

Why do research?

In our academic culture, research
has become a matter of endurance
and self-protection for students,
rather than a space of learning and
growth. Our concern is that the
current procedures do not create
a conducive

environment for

eam teaching ™%
could enhancea %
spirit of openness
in our academic environment
and contribute to the efforts
of building a research
culture... i

“out of the box” approaches are
likely to be criticized, even rejected,
by examiners. As a result, students
tend to replicate (and, in some cases,
even plagiarize) earlier research,
rather than feeling empowered to
explore new questions, methods,
or analytic approaches. = When
this happens, the research culture
becomes a closed system. In short, if
innovation is perceived to be a risk,
students will stand far back from
the “cutting edge” of knowledge
production.

We’ve also observed that there is
something missing in our questions.
Beyond questions of methodology,
where are the questions about the
significance of the research, about
its implications for theory, policy,
practice, and the improvement of
life in our communities? In short,
when do we engage in a respectful,

developing a community of scholars.
Quite the opposite! If the outcome
of the research process is merely
fault-finding, with little appreciation
or professional dialogue about
the value of the work, why should
students do the research?  Will
they feel any intrinsic motivation
to do more research in the future or
develop a spirit of inquiry in their
professional endeavors?

How cantheresearch processbecome
more collaborative, more respectful,
and ultimately, a more meaningful
process of discovery? How can we
better nurture practitioner-scholars
who use and produce knowledge as
an integral part of their professional
practice?

We believe a research university can
cook scholars more effectively if we
take them off the interrogation grill.

Turning down the “heat” of thesis
examinations does not mean
lowering our quality standards. On
the contrary, standards can remain
high, but we need to strengthen our
support for quality research, as well
as rethink our assumptions about
HOW and WHEN we evaluate the
quality of student research.

The current practice is to “test” the
quality of research when it’s over, ata
defense. The defense is structured in
an adversarial mode: examiners vs.
student, with an advisor as a kind of
silent referee. We suggest that rather
than placing all of our emphasis on
summative evaluation at the defense
stage, we should re-orient our efforts
to create a supportive community of
scholars during the research process.

Adyvising for learning

At a practical level, we believe
there are several ways to make the
advising process more learning-
oriented. Based on our experience in
post-graduate programs in Europe
and the United States, we suggest
several strategies to shift our work
in this direction:

e Facilitate team teaching

particularly at the
postgraduate  level. In
European universities,

senior academic staffs often
practice team teaching. When
different professors teach
together, it gives students
an opportunity to learn
from multiple perspectives,
identify new topics for
future research, and develop
relationships with potential
advisors. In BDU, a team-
taught course would mean
that professors could attend
each other’s presentations,
with one professor serving
as the “owner” of the course
for managing assignments
and grades. Team teaching
could enhance a spirit of
openness in our academic
environment and contribute

continued on page 12
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From Fault-Finding to
Empowering

to the efforts of building a research
culture of reflective practice.

Offer a thesis seminar in which
students and advisors engage in
reflective research practice. In
this arrangement, students from
a number of different programs
in related fields meet with a small
group of advisors on a weekly
basis. Students are expected to
share regular updates about the
development of their research
proposals. The environment is one
of mutual learning, curiosity, and
support. Teachers ask questions to
help students think more critically
and more creatively about their
frameworks and analysis. By the
end of the seminar, advisors have
ample evidence of the quality and
originality of students’ work. The
work cannot be plagiarized, because
advisors have seen it develop in
the students’ own words as early
as the proposal writing phase. And
this is the key point: quality is not
“tested” at the defense, because
the quality has been improved
and demonstrated over time.
Assessment of research quality
becomes a continuous process.
And then the defense becomes an
affirmation of quality and a dialogue
about the professional implications
of the research — not a one-off (and
frequently negative) judgment.

Establish a university-wide
academic writing center. This
center could provide expert
guidance to students and staff
regarding specific issues to improve
their academic writing. Such a
center would assist postgraduate
students and staff to prepare
research articles for publication and
review drafts prior to submission.
Establish a university-wide
methodology workshop. Staffed
by experts in quantitative and
qualitative methodologies, this
workshop would function as
an advising center to improve
methodological rigor and relevance.
Students — as well as staff — would
be welcome to go to the center to
get detailed feedback and advice on
all aspects of methodology (from
data collection to analysis). Similar
to an academic writing center, the
methodology  workshop  would
also reduce advisors’ burden by
providing additional expertise in
research methodology.

continued from page 7

e Establish minimum standards
for advisors to meet with students
during the preparation of MA
thesis and PhD dissertations.
For example, students should be
required to consult with advisors at
least once per month (whether face
to face, over email, or by phone)
after completion of the research
seminar described above. During
these consultations, students would
continue to provide regular updates
on their progress and get detailed
feedback on draft chapters.

e Advisors should convene a “green
light” meeting with the student
and examiners at least 3-4 weeks
BEFORE a thesis/dissertation
defense. In this meeting, there
should be an in-depth discussion of
any serious concerns that examiners
may have about the research design,
methodology, or presentation of
data. Such a meeting can give the
student and advisor time to address
the concerns and for the examiners
to give a “green light” for moving
forward with defense. (Of course, if
there is a “red light” then the student
has more work to do, before the
defense is held!) With a go-ahead
signal from advisor and examiners,
there can be greater attention paid
to the professional significance
of the work during the defense
proceedings, rather than focusing
on “fault finding”. The defense can
become an affirmation of students’
good work, a culminating moment
of pride in their research.

Of course, implementing these strategies
requires extended discussion among
advisors, postgraduate program
coordinators, department heads, and the
School of Graduate Studies—as well as
with interested postgraduate students as it
might challenge existing regulations. We
encourage this kind of discussion, based on
critical reflection about the challenges and
limitations of the current research culture.

How can the university move beyond
a culture of fault-finding? From our
perspective, further dialogue about this
question can strengthen the University’s
capacity to produce high-quality, innovative
research. We believe it is possible to
become a community that builds students’
confidence, skill, and motivation for life-
long professional inquiry. Isn’t that the kind
of outcome a premier research university
aims to achieve?
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