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HIGHER EDUCATION IN CRISIS —
THE ROLE OF ETHICS IN PRIVATE
UNIVERSITIES FOR NATION BUILDING

Obiora Ike®

4.1 Private Universities have Potential to Promote Values-
Based Education

University education plays a vital role in the welfare and well-being
of global society. Good education obtained through Higher Education
systems underpin prosperity and stability. The primary functions of
universities are to educate students, perform innovative and horizon-
broadening research and transfer new knowledge for the benefit of
society. To achieve this in a globally changing and challenging
environment, universities need to be flexible enough in their structures,
management and culture to establish new interdisciplinary,
interdepartmental Centers for working on the scientific fields of

tomorrow. The challenges are to provide trans-disciplinary education that
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is recognised and transferable around the world. For many African nations
and their higher education institutions, here begins the crux of the matter.

In 1962, the United Nations Educational and Scientific Organization
(UNESCO) convened its first conference for all African Universities and
institutes of higher learning on the African Island of Madagascar, in
Tananarive. That conference addressed issues that bothered on a vision
for the future, the nature of the university in Africa, and the urgency for
research, teaching and training towards contextual solutions to problems
at a time, many countries of the continent were still under colonial
subjugation and tutelage. The challenge of the time was to see in the
emerging new nations of post-colonial Africa, the role of universities
becoming citadels of a new Leadership, producing inspiring and
innovative ideas with initiatives that lead to broad based social
movements for change. This was to be the result of university education
built on broad-based social movements for liberation and freedom
(Uhuru), visionary pragmatism and the authentic philosophy of
“Ubuntuism”. In Nigeria, the first indigenous licensed Higher Education
institution — The University of Nigeria Nsukka (UNN) - chose as its
motto: “to restore the dignity of man”.

The UNESCO 1962 conference strongly encouraged African Higher
Education institutions to adapt their teaching, research and training to
contextual African post-colonial problems. These included issues of using
research to build the integration of knowledge for multi-disciplinary,
multi-stakeholder and multi-sectoral collaboration as an anchor for the
university. This was seen to offer solutions that contained a true and
integral path for sustainable human development beyond merely
economic and material indices. Values, character and integrity matter
more than mere formal knowledge. Values elevate the human quality and
spirit and bring the rich cosmo-vision of most traditions to the fore, with
sharing, participation, communality, tolerance, inclusion, respect, civics

and co-existence considered as part of the content of university education.
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The Association of African Universities (AAU) which was conceived

at this meeting and officially launched in 1967 stated as its Mission:

“to identify and formulate a new philosophy of higher,
particularly university education for Africa, in the hope of
evolving institutions that are not only built, owned and sited in
Africa, but drawing their inspiration from Africa, and
intelligently dedicated to her ideals and aspirations” (AAU,
1969; Report of the Second General Conference of the African
Universities  Association, Kinshasa Zaire: Louvanium

University).

The conference called on all African Universities to undertake
necessary reforms to make themselves more relevant and useful to the
African people and the societies they serve. As we write, it is doubtful, if
the ambitions of the last fifty years have become reality. Are Higher
Education Institutions not caught up with what Kamran Mofid called “the
age of perpetual crisis seemingly spinning out of control... and their
remarkable chaotic characteristic being their deepening and continuity”.
Humanity stands again at the threshold of a new dawn, yawning for a new
civilisation and orientation. It is in response to this challenge that we make
the agenda of integrating ethics in Higher Education Institutions a
categorical imperative for all universities in our time.

History teaches that the situation of society in the 1960’s needed
change because the newly independent African nations and its peoples
had experienced a near century of inhuman, unjust and crude colonial
burdens and structures which dehumanised and nearly annihilated
indigenous African cultures, distorted their history; undermined their
identity and questioned the African personality. Universities under
colonial rule were designed to serve the foreign colonial powers and fulfil

the master’s needs. The colonised had simply to comply by constantly
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“aping” and benchmarking their development and progress on how
compliant they were with their former colonial rulers.

Private Universities have the great potential to become the Hope and
Future of Higher Education globally, but particularly in Africa. This is
so because many private institutions are built on strong epistemic values
of their founders who drive these values and maintain the advantage,
using a less-bureaucratic and simplified management and administrative
structure, to manage their resources better; transmit knowledge as well as
impact their students and communities — for good. Compared to public
institutions, which depend on State and taxpayers’ money, often subject
therefore, to bureaucratic procurement and legal scrutiny, with long
drawn systems that even allow corrupt practices in the system, public
schools run neutral agendas and contain flat-values as flagship due to their
multicultural environments.

Fifty years ago, governments showed little interest or interference in
universities, unless they propagated anti-government views.
Governments were content that universities should be seats of learning,
pure research, and scholarship; and would provide funding if affordable.
Universities around the world had similar structures, with essentially
independent departments. The historical development of the universities
was greatly influenced by government intervention in the last fifty years.
The situation has changed globally and in many countries of the world
public and State universities are overstretched, not fundable enough and
often unable to cope with the challenges of a world deepening in crisis.
Here again emerges great chances for well managed private universities
to complement the efforts of their countries and of society at large towards
sustainable economic, social and culturally rooted environmental aspects

of nation building.
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4.2 Global Leadership

There is an urgent need to fill the global leadership vacuum in order
to address the complex challenges confronting humanity today. Global
developments have progressed in revolutionary steps, starting with
agriculture, followed by the industrial and information/communication
revolutions. Nanoscience and nanotechnology are the fourth revolution in
the 21st century. Many industrial sectors are affected by this
development, causing upheavals and distortions to the ways people
previously lived. Unprecedented problems call for unprecedented
solutions. The modern approach to education and research cuts across
traditional boundaries. In order to obtain maximum benefit from research
effort globally, Universities need to adapt their approaches to the
management and organization of research and teaching, to foster cross-
discipline working and promote global mobility for the next generation of
students.

The multi-dimensional problems confronting humanity today have
their roots in an outdated industrial era education system that was
designed to produce obedient, unquestioning workers to fill standardized
job positions and perform standardized repetitive tasks. The Service
Economy we have transitioned into necessitates a paradigm shift in the
way we educate present and future generations. Leadership is needed at
all levels. It is needed in all fields and must be inspired by higher values,
visionary ideas, and awareness of untapped opportunities.

Dynamic Leadership is one of the services a University provides to
society. Such leadership is the product of research, teaching and training
and has to be energized by courageous individuals, innovative
organizations and the rising aspirations of a global society that needs
peace, progress, development and happiness. Such leadership is
characterized by vision, values and goals to be realized. It needs effective

strategies to mobilize, engage and “coordinate the efforts of different
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stakeholders and levels of the community — at the local and the
international levels. This explains why development is a social process,
not a program. Governments and international institutions alone cannot

provide the leadership required to achieve these goals.

4.3 University Education in Crisis

In November 2018, the World Academy of Art & Science and the
World University Consortium organized a high profile international
conference in Rome in collaboration with Roma Tre University and other
partners. The conference brought together a broad array of educational
administrators and academicians, policymakers, government officials,
civil society representatives and students and those active in university
education. Upheld and identified the crisis in education and envisioned
the much-needed change. Participants explored the current problems
facing the sector, the changes needed to overcome them and the role of
universities in the process, calling for a shift. It is recognised that some
universities are running their operation like computers in their teaching
and training and research methodologies - they simply garbage in and
garbage out academic stuff to clients whether relevant to contemporary
society or not and expect students to render them in order to pass exams!
Teaching and the knowledge transmitted does not often promote
independent thinking, innovation and creativity. It does not help the
development of leadership and self-guided continuous learning. And here
begins the big crisis in education which is also the reason for lack of
progress and advancement for many developing countries particularly in
Africa.

In the last fifty years, the world has fundamentally changed. Many
governments in industrialised countries now realise that new scientific
knowledge holds the key to our future wealth and health: many new

medical drugs and industrial products are based upon discoveries made in
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universities. The industrial hubs in the USA have moved away from the
steel centre of Pittsburgh and the car centre of Detroit to high-technology
companies based around MIT and Silicon Valley companies based around
Stanford University and the University of California. If Europe is to
compete successfully with China and the USA, then it has to focus on
high-technology products and the ideas and materials for many of these
will originate in our universities. Hence, governments around the world
are now intensely interested in their universities.

However, the structure of our universities has changed little in the past
fifty years. The majority of Universities still tend to have relatively small,
independent departments. A key feature of the university-of-the-future
must be flexibility: we must make it easy for an engineer to learn Chinese
or an Indian language, history and culture without this being an additional
burden. Concerning research, we must acknowledge that much of the
most exciting and useful research is occurring at the boundaries between
traditional disciplines. Many biologists who design new medical drugs to
attach to specific protein molecules have been trained as physicists. Many
new materials for next generation mobile phones, computers, cars and
planes are designed and developed by materials scientists working with
chemists, physicists and engineers. However, University departmental
structures often impede rather than facilitate multidisciplinary research.

A major concern is the increased administrative burden being placed
on Universities by government regulation and reporting. There is often a
disconnect between the administrative functions of a University and the
primary activity of research and teaching.

A shift must be made towards active, transdisciplinary, student-
cantered, value-based, contextual and experiential learning pedagogies.
At present, there is no recognised “single” discipline that encompasses
biomedical science, information systems, and electronic engineering, but
such an approach may be required in the future to address industrial and

societal needs. There is a challenge for Universities in addressing this, in
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forming degree programmes that do not lose intellectual depth in
addressing the range of material required, and/or do not lead to multiple
pathways to the final qualification that is confusing for both students and
academics. That said, the growing fields of nanotechnology, bio-
intelligent materials, biomimetic, cognitive informatics and cognitive
computing etc., would not prosper without intensive crossover and
interaction between disciplines.

The problems facing university education can be summarised thus:
People receive half-baked knowledge during studies, learning a certain
discipline of knowledge but lack concrete link of such knowledge to other
practical aspects of daily life. Universities graduate students who have
certificates but cannot feed themselves. People graduate in disciplines of
knowledge with a certificate but lack the link of their knowledge to inter-
disciplinarity and even trans-disciplinarity. Professor Marcel von de
Voorde, a former director at the Centre for Nuclear Energy in Geneva

writes:

“Up to now, academic education has been strongly oriented
towards specific academic disciplines. It is all too often
neglected that most of the problems that research and
education are supposed to help us solve are not defined in
terms of disciplines, and these problems are precisely the ones
that are particularly urgent. Some examples are the
environment, energy, and health. There is a dis-connect
between the development of problems and the development of
disciplines, and this disconnect is growing to the extent that
disciplinary development is increasingly determined by

specialisation”.

“This millennium will see us enter an era of revolutions in a range of
technologies from medicine to transport that will have transformational

effects on society. With new tools, new insights and understanding, and a
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developing convergence of the disciplines of physics, chemistry,
materials science, biology and computing, we will realize novel and
superior products and systems that were, until the 21% Century, the stuff
of science fiction. This will not be possible without collaborative links
between disciplines.

As an example, Cognitive Information Processing and Cognitive
Computing will be important technologies of the 21% Century and will
require the input of researchers from solid state and organic chemistry,
biology and medicine, physics and mathematics, information and
computing sciences, and engineering if their potential is to be fully
realized. In this context, the need for an inter-disciplinarily approach is
often mentioned. But inter-disciplinarity, a cooperation between
disciplines with a finite duration, is not enough. The development of the
problems tackled by today’s science assumes that inter-disciplinarity is
more a short-term approach to a specific issue rather than a fundamental

new instrument of science and research.

“It is not enough to value the links between experiences,
disciplines, creativity and ideas. One has to develop methods,
strategies and practices that will transform those links into real
connections. We have to recognize interdependence in order to
actualise it and we have to know how to act once we have

>

developed that recognition.’

The University has to change: because its environment (social as well
as institutional and regulatory) is changing, and because science and
research, that shape internal structures and processes, are changing.
Similarly, many conventional jobs will disappear in the near future, by
the time that children currently in primary education have graduated.
Others will transform radically and many new jobs will be created. Hence
industry, government, and the services sector will, in the future, look to

recruit candidates with flexibility and an open mind.
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4.4 Enhancing the Education, Research and Innovation
Base

The social, scientific and technological conditions for the
development of ideas, knowledge, and solutions to problems have
changed dramatically over recent decades. The globalisation of
information, of work, of ecological considerations, to mention just a few,
have made a tremendous impact on our life. Problems have become more
complex and their solutions require new thinking that has to consider

influences from multiple sources in our world.

Multi- Inter- and Transdisciplinary Education

A Discipline is a sub-field of science, engineering, humanities, etc.
with a specific approach, fundamental concepts, language, methods,
and tools, that aims to analyse, understand, and describe parts of
Nature.

Multidisciplinarity is where several disciplines come together in
parallel to tackle one subject.

Interdisciplinarity is where the concepts and methods of one
discipline are used in the work of another discipline.
Transdisciplinarity is a holistic approach that sees all aspects of the
world inter-related through patterns of interdependent systems. These
include natural, social, economic and political systems.
Transdisciplinary integrates knowledge and methods from any source
that can be of value in addressing a particular problem or research
question. Essential requirements for any transdisciplinary work are
curiosity and patience; and understanding of other disciplines and
their languages takes time and commitment. Transdisciplinary

research and teaching do not respect traditional boundaries.
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Challenges for Inter- and Transdisciplinary Activities

Language: Each discipline creates its own jargon. I/T-disciplinarity
requires the appropriation and accommodation of different languages,
meaning communication of I/T-disciplinary research and teaching can be
difficult since it requires the use of technical terms borrowed from one
discipline but that are not well understood by the specialists from the other
discipline.

Methods: Disciplines are often devoted to their own methods of
investigation. This may lead to misunderstanding and opposition.

Institutional ~constraints: Institutions are mostly disciplinarily
organised, creating barriers for I/T-disciplinarity; though strong, well-
defined disciplines are necessary as any interdisciplinary activity starts
with a deep understanding of single disciplines.

Cognitive constraints: It is very difficult for an individual to become
expert in two or more disciplines. An in-depth knowledge of different
disciplines is however the requirement for genuine I/T-disciplinary
research. This raises the question of the impact of these difficulties on
education and on the institutionalisation of interdisciplinary training
programs.

Assessment: Experts (reviewers) for evaluating the results of M/I-
disciplinary research and education are lacking. Standardised bibliometric
information is scarce and not representative. New ways of quality
assessment need to be developed.

I/T-disciplinarity requires mastering of more than one discipline in
depth. Superficial learning of several disciplines does not lead to
meaningful I/T-disciplinary research and corresponding solutions of
complex problems.

Experience has shown that learning the essentials of several
disciplines has to be done consecutively, not in parallel: for example,

doctoral studies in one discipline and post-doctoral work in another.
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Importance of Inter-Transdisciplinarity for Universities

Inter/Transdisciplinarity matters because, in the real world, most
scientific, technological, and social problems do span different
disciplines: so in future, graduates have to operate in a multi-disciplinary
environment, very different from what has existed in the past. The present
generation of students must be convinced that they will have good careers
if they take a research route in their early years, and that University
research leads to careers other than in academia. Whilst today, someone
with inter/trans-disciplinary expertise might be viewed as a generalist, in
the future this could be regarded as a specialism. For example, a graduate
with three Master’s degrees in biology, informatics, and engineering,
may, in future, be better off than with one PhD in biology etc.
Interdisciplinary degrees need to be defined in a sensible way that does
not simply double the workload and content. It should be possible to opt
for a full MSc inter-disciplinary degree enveloping various Faculty
disciplines. This change in culture to an inter/trans-disciplinary approach
can be created only during the training of researchers and must be part of
their curriculum. University courses must be broader and open to related
disciplines thus giving to the students the predisposition to
interdisciplinary work after Graduation. Industry will be keen to hire
graduates who have mastered the challenge of studying different fields
with success and who will also be able to perform trans-disciplinary work
and research

The real need is for the next generation of scientists to know how to
move forward when faced with a real-world problem on a technical topic
they have never met before, on a realistic time-scale, and with a realistic
budget. Future research is aimed to solve problems where many
traditional disciplines are involved and where an interdisciplinary
approach is essential. For example, the rapidly emerging field of
biomimetic, intelligent, nano-materials and systems will form possibly

the most important technologies of the 215 Century. They will require the
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input of researchers from solid state and organic chemistry, biology and
medicine, physics and mathematics, informatics, and engineering if their
potential is to be fully realized.

In Universities, inter-departmental barriers are often very high,
particularly in “traditional” institutions based on small Departments of
10-20 academics focused on a single narrow discipline. A modern
approach, that has been shown to be more useful, flexible, and efficient,
is to have teaching activity based in larger Schools, of up to 100
academics, that can be broadly based and allows for the development and
delivery of curriculum from a range of discipline specialists. Research can
then be focused either within the School around particular themes, or
linked to cross-cutting University Research Centers that can span Schools
and Faculties and further exploit the opportunities for cross-disciplinary

collaboration.

The Roadmap for the Inter-Transdisciplinary Universities of the Future

There is a need for a change in approach, and a revisitation of recent
trends, in fully enabling Universities to become incubators of successful
inter/transdisciplinary research.

For University Leaders, there needs to be:

e Recognition that teaching is primarily for students who will not
become future academics, and who will be pursuing careers that
do not exist yet;

e Recognition that research and teaching must be closely linked, so
that students will benefit from the new ideas of knowledge that
research will provide;

e Recognition that research changes very rapidly. It is therefore
good practice to develop teaching within large Departments with
strong vision for curriculum and continuity, and have research
institutes into which it is easy to bring people from various

departments for the span of a project.
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For Funding Agencies, there needs to be:

e A diversity in approach to funding at all levels, since the
challenges of interdisciplinary science are so diverse.

e Better integration between funders and those who conduct the
research, so that funding decisions are informed by current
challenges.

e Successful models that reward and encourage success, and have a
low management burden.

e Active encouragement of interdisciplinary approaches in the

solution of research challenges.

Global University Mobility

In ensuring the move towards globalisation is meaningful and
successful, University education plays a vital role. To facilitate
collaboration between universities worldwide, it is important that the
curriculum and degrees of the various universities is unified. Europe, with
its 30 countries and multiple University systems with different curricula
succeeded in realising a uniform University education system called the
“BOLOGNA Minister’s declaration”. The United States have a system
quite similar to Europe, and other continents as South America and Asia
should move towards a global unified system in the future.

An intercontinental University education system demands great
efforts from Universities and governments. A global, uniform education
system which facilitates contact between students and academics from
universities and nations on a global scale will result in multiple benefits
in education quality, mobility, and cultural understanding. The mobility
of young students and scientists demands knowledge of foreign languages

and cultures and this should form part of the curriculum.
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Mobility of Students and Scientists

It is important to encourage greater exchange of students and scientists
between disciplines and countries. This would be aided by standardised
qualification recognition procedures, world-wide training courses, and
official exchange programmes. An interdisciplinary culture must be
implanted through educational and funding initiatives. It must also be
realised that the heterogeneity of world cultures is an asset, not a
hindrance, with the potential to provide imaginative ideas and diverse
skills. As an example, in the European Union the ERASMUS programme
was developed in which possibilities were offered to students and
scientists from all countries throughout Europe to study at the faculties of
universities of their choice with recognition of their obtained degrees all
over Europe.

Employers in the future will be looking for candidates with broad
experience and flexibility of thinking. Employers often bemoan that the
graduates they recruit are unprepared for the jobs that they are asked to
do. The modern economy places an enormous premium on brainpower,
and there is not enough to go around. The best evidence of “talent
shortage” can be seen in high tech firms: companies such as Yahoo! And
Microsoft are battling for the world’s best computer scientists. Many

firms now have some form of talent-management.

Global University Curricula

The criteria for a high-level education could be formulated as follows:

e Multi-disciplinary skills

e Literacy in complementary fields

e Exposure to advanced research projects

e Literacy in key technological aspects: exposure to real
technological problems

e Basic knowledge in social science, management, ethics, foreign

languages
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e Literacy in neighbouring disciplines: international business, law,
etc.

e Interlinkages between education, research and industrial
innovation

e Sharing of post-docs, Masters and PhD students to foster the
mobility of permanent researchers and academics between

different institutions to create extended, global teams.

4.5 Technology Transfer: Academia to Industry Based on
Inter-transdisciplinary Principles

Technology transfer has become a new buzzword in the academic
world. Everywhere in the world, research institutions within universities
look at their American counterparts with envy and respect. The goals of
research are to explore new frontiers, and creators of industrial
innovations that lead to globally-successful initiatives rank alongside
Nobel Prize winners in their universities. The academic entrepreneur is,
however, a very rare species and likely to remain so. It is, therefore,
essential to promote collaborative research between universities and
industry.

The inter/transdisciplinarity aspects, together with the exchange of
ideas and inspiration to innovate, will form the building blocks for the
successes of the university-industry research. The synergy between
university-based and industry-based research teams has been an important
factor in the success of US research, exemplified by the excellent
“Industry-University” laboratories established by DuPont, IBM, AT&T,
and Corning. These laboratories have in themselves produced several
Nobel Prize winners.

The conflict of curiosity-driven science and the current needs of
society are as old as science itself. One needs only recall the famous

encounter between Faraday and King William IV, who once asked the
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celebrated scientist what his “electricity” was actual good for. Faraday
answered, “One day you will tax it””.

This is not to say that University research should be an extension of
industrial development programmes. Allowing scientists at universities to
pursue curiosity-driven research free from commercial constraints is the
only way to ensure a truly innovative research environment. In the long
term, private industry and the economy will benefit from the new ideas

and discoveries that will be made.

4.6 The Categorical Imperative of Ethics as the Highest
Priority in Higher Education and its Contributions to
Nation Building

Universities have historically focussed their education and research
towards specific academic disciplines. It is often overlooked that most of
the problems that research and education are supposed to help us solve
are not defined in terms of disciplines, and these problems are precisely
the ones that are particularly urgent: examples are the environment,
energy, and health.

In ensuring a broad-based education, that is globally-recognized and
allows for global mobility of students, there is a need to develop a World
University System that promotes networks of universities with shared
qualifications and close research collaborations.

Governments, Ministries for Education, Research and Innovation
together with Presidencies of universities, all over Europe, should have
the courage and the goodwill to take action to reform the university

systems for the future welfare of the economy and society.

7 Faraday was right.
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