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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Background

There is concern that the 19th century model of higher education with which we are most 
familiar is inadequate for the very different conditions and challenges of the 21st century 
(Sterling, 2001). These challenges include issues of poverty, sustainability and democracy 
arising from the complex interaction of many social, political and technological elements. We 
live in an essentially ‘systemic world’ characterised by multiple causation and complex feedback, 
yet the dominant educational structures are based on fragmentation rather than connection, 
relationship and synergy (Sterling, 2000). From an emancipatory perspective, Wals and Jickling 
(2000) view education as a means for people to become self-actualized members of society, 
seeking meaning, developing their own potential and jointly creating solutions. They argue 
that a sustainable world cannot be created without the full and democratic involvement of all 
members of society; a sustainable world without participation and democracy is improbable, 
and perhaps even impossible. For education to help shape a participative, democratic and 
sustainable world, it has to be redesigned to fit that context. As Wood (1995) puts it, the 
fundamentals of organisation life – thinking and interaction, roles and relationships, learning 
and work habits - are modelled in the way schools are organised; only deep restructuring at the 
level of beliefs, and the complete reinvention of educational workplaces, can hope to advance 
society’s development.

These challenges fundamentally question the relevance of education today. Universities, 
expected to be champions of educational reforms, are themselves challenged concerning their 
relevance. Universities today often find it easier to construct buildings and increase endowments 
than bring about fundamental improvements in the teaching and learning processes; but to 
respond to the learning requirements of individuals for a world society in the twenty-first 
century there is need for innovation in the learning process (Boyatzis et al., 1995). Innovation 
in learning is even more crucial for universities in the sub-Saharan Africa where the highest 
levels of poverty and food insecurity persist. Can African universities in their current form 
contribute to a reversal of the situation, or (put another way) what has been their contribution 
to the problem? This thesis addresses the question of relevance of universities to development 
challenges, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa. Bearing in mind that farming is an important 
element in the livelihoods of a majority of people in the region this research focuses on the 
agricultural context, using Uganda as a specific case.

About this thesis

This thesis describes and evaluates an experiment in transforming learning, research and 
consultancy in an African university, in the hope of making university research and training 
more innovative, and more able to influence wider processes of change in society. Current 
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university education is oriented towards developing “experts” in specialised disciplines, but 
there is an increasing demand for the universities directly to influence change in development. 
Bridging a perceived gap between “experts” and “change makers” is at the core of what this thesis 
describes. Making change in society, it is argued, requires competences over and above technical 
expertise. These competences have to be learnt, and the learning starts with the university 
lecturers, hence the title of the thesis “Learning to make change”. The thesis specifically discusses 
a pilot programme in innovation competence development in the agriculture-related faculties 
of Makerere University in Uganda. This explains why the discussion in this thesis is focused on 
the agricultural context, but the application of the argument extends to other disciplines. 

The first chapter introduces the reader to the research. It is explained that the format is 
that of action research, in which the author was both one of the lecturers learning to make 
change, while also seeking to document and critically understand the process of which he 
was a part. The chapter offers a statement of the research problem from which more specific 
objectives and a set of research questions are derived. These are justified by examining why 
there is need for change, starting with historical perspectives and leading up recent reforms 
and new demands. The conceptual framework, research methodology and methods used are 
also discussed. The second chapter then reviews a number of theoretical arguments providing 
support for a transformational approach to higher education in general, with emphasis on 
universities.

The third and fourth chapters aim to establish the key competences required in agricultural 
innovation systems. Specifically, the third chapter explores how farmers learn in their own 
context in a self-organised way, using vanilla as a case. This then helps to identify areas where 
agricultural professionals can intervene to enhance this type of learning and hence facilitate 
processes of change in community. These areas of intervention are used to draw out implications 
for the competence of professionals, to which university training needs to respond. The fourth 
chapter analyses the challenges professionals face in working with farmers, in order to achieve 
a shift to a demand-driven arrangement for agricultural research and extension services. 
The challenges are then used to further clarify competences required on both the demand 
side (farmers) and on the supply side (research and extension) in order to create an effective 
innovation system. These constitute the changes towards which universities need to orient 
themselves. 

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 then look in some detail at actual attempts to implement a competence 
development programme aimed at making the university more innovative and responsive 
to current and emerging competence demands for agricultural professionals, as well as 
shaping university research and consultancy to have a more far-reaching influence on societal 
development processes. The design and implementation of such a competence development 
programme within a specific university setting are major features of interest in the present 
study. Chapter eight brings together the outcomes of the three case studies to build synergies 
in competences at the levels of farmers, agricultural professionals (service providers) and 
university. The generic meta-level competences at the university level are discussed in relation 
to the competences of the other two levels. From this discussion, conclusions follow.
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Context of the problem

The past two decades have been characterised by major policy and structural reforms in 
Uganda. These include devolution of power to local governments through decentralisation, 
liberalisation of trade and privatisation of service delivery. The reforms were accompanied 
by new institutional arrangements and responsibilities in the planning and execution of 
development programmes. Central to the reforms is the search for more effective ways of 
addressing the challenge of poverty and good governance. Resulting from this new ways of 
doing business in the public and private sectors are required. Consequently the new ways of 
doing things demand new knowledge, skills and attitudes. The comprehensive and multi-
sectoral government poverty eradication action plan (PEAP) is a good example of a framework 
requiring new functions and relationships between actors within and between the public 
and private sector. Academic institutions, particularly universities, are in turn challenged to 
produce a new type of graduate with capabilities effectively to steer the private and public 
sector in dealing with complex problems such as poverty.

In response to the challenge, Makerere University initiated a survey to gain better 
understanding of the expectations of the university from employers (particularly local 
government and the private sector). The survey (Asiimwe et al., 2001) revealed gaps between 
the qualities of current graduates and what actually the market demands. While existing 
graduates were considered to be academically sound in their specialities, they largely lacked 
abilities to effectively apply their academic knowledge to influence change in society. A similar 
conclusion was reached in a meeting of Deans and leading researchers from seventeen Eastern 
and Southern African universities to discuss “Curriculum Development and Transformation 
in Rural Development and Natural Resource Management” in Bellagio, Italy (Patel et al., 
2001). Agriculture being the main source of livelihood for over 80% of the population and the 
main focus of the PEAP, agriculture-related faculties face an even bigger challenge. Findings of 
the survey commissioned by the university led to a project known as ‘I@mak.com’ whose aim 
was to stimulate innovations within the university to ensure relevance in the new economic 
and social context. ‘I@mak.com’ was coined from Innovations at Makerere Committee – the 
committee responsible for developing the project.

Many universities have moved quite rapidly towards improving marketable skills of their 
graduates by offering new credential such as graduate certificates and diplomas often drawn 
from existing curriculum rather than starting with a reflective exploration of the range of 
needs of practitioners themselves (Guiton, 1999). In view of this, the Bellagio meeting went 
beyond curricula and defined the profile and competences of graduates capable of addressing 
current and future challenges in an agrarian system, and then explored what it takes to develop 
such graduates. In addition to their technical skills in agricultural disciplines (hard skills) 
such graduates would also have to have the conceptual and management skills (so-called “soft 
skills”) to facilitate joint learning processes, negotiate, integrate disciplines, and think critically 
and analytically (Patel et al., 2001; Hagmann, 2002). This reflected a core competence gap 
within the university systems that reflected in the graduates. The University commissioned 
survey for example highlights that: 
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“University graduates were criticised for lack of practical skills, low motivation, lack 
of dedication, inability to solve problems, narrow focus and lack of cross-cutting, 
multidisciplinary and integrative knowledge……. However, training institutions in 
Uganda, such as Makerere University, have been blind to, or possibly, insensitve to, 
local governments’ human resource needs. They continue to produce human resources 
that have more theoretical than practical knowledge that is required….” (‘I@mak.com’, 
2001: 7-8)

Bridging such competence gaps necessitated targeting the university lecturers first. A pilot 
programme to build the missing skills among lecturers was therefore initiated at Makerere 
University, with the first phase focusing on agriculture-related faculties. 

The research problem

That universities need to transform to be more innovative and relevant in the development 
arena is not contested in this thesis, but rather the challenge will be to explore how such 
transformation can be effected. Persistent levels of poverty and food insecurity in the Sub-
Sahara Africa are unbearable, and yet universities in the region continue to turn out graduates 
every year, and generate technologies and knowledge ostensibly to deal with such development 
challenges, without much evident impact on poverty reduction. This is a clear reason for 
wanting to do things differently. Developing country universities remain an “ivory tower” for 
academicians far detached from the development process. The graduates from the universities 
parade in gowns symbolising academic achievement that has so far failed to translate into 
development change in society. While their academic abilities are often undoubted, the 
relevance of such academic achievements to national development is highly contested.

Makerere University intends through initiatives like the ‘I@mak.com’ to stimulate 
innovations to ensure that the training, research and consultancy it offers is more relevant 
to national development. But a key question is whether the same thinking that created and 
sustains the existing university can solve the problems it has created. Coleman (1984) points 
out that one of the limitations and obstacles that any university in a Third World country faces 
in trying to be developmental is the competence of the existing professorial body – its members 
were never trained to think, act or teach development, and so nothing is likely to change unless 
they retool themselves; to expect institutional change from existing competences would be the 
‘blind leading the blind’. The new demands for relevance imply a shift from performing purely 
academic functions to combining academic and developmental roles. This requires a shift 
in mindsets, values, and competences to challenge the very purpose of the university. As in 
many other countries depending largely on agriculture, the major challenge in Uganda is how 
to transform the agricultural sector to get the majority of the population out of the poverty 
trap. For this reason, Makerere University launched a pilot programme to develop innovation 
competence among lecturers in agriculture-related faculties, with a view to learning lessons 
useful in enhancing the relevance and visibility of the university on the development scene 
more generally.
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This study is intended to establish how this pilot in innovation competence development 
contributed to our understanding of how to transform universities so that they are more 
relevant to development in an agrarian context. The study first explores how farmers themselves 
learn and innovate within existing local social networks, in order to help more clearly define 
the functions of agricultural professionals (how they can complement what farmers already do 
for themselves). It then synthesizes key challenges for agricultural professionals to engage with 
farmers in (researcher-farmer) innovations systems, from which key competences for both the 
professionals and farmers are distilled. With this in clear view, the relevance of the Makerere 
competence development programme is analysed in terms of its design, implementation and 
outcomes. 

Objectives

The overall objective of this research was to establish how the innovation competence 
development programme for university lecturers could be set-up and implemented to increase 
the relevance of universities to national development in Uganda. From the point of view of 
relevance with respect to development in an agricultural context, the specific objectives were 
to:  
1. Identify the main functions of agricultural professionals in enhancing farmer 

innovations.
2. Identify the key competence challenges for agricultural professionals to engage with 

farmers in an innovation system.
3. Describe how an innovation competence development programme for university 

lecturers can be designed and implemented to respond to the challenges of agricultural 
development.

4. Assess what a competence development programme contributes to addressing the challenge 
of making universities relevant to development.

Research questions

The objectives listed above were pursued via the following research questions: 
1. How do farmers learn and innovate in their own context?
2. What can agricultural professionals do to enhance farmer learning and innovation?
3. What are the key competence challenges that agricultural professionals face in working 

with farmers to enhance learning and innovation for development?
4. How can a comprehensive competence development programme for lecturers in university 

be designed and implemented to respond to the competence requirements of agricultural 
professionals working with farmers?

5. What does such a competence programme contribute, more broadly, to the transformation 
of university training, research and consultancy aimed at poverty alleviation and 
development?
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Justification

Historical aspects of education in Uganda

We cannot question the relevance of higher education today without looking into the history 
of education itself. Formal education in Uganda was introduced by European missionaries 
with the aim of turning the supposedly “ignorant savage” into a good Christian and eventually 
a good tool for the colonial government (Opio-Odong, 1993: 11). At one level, Christian 
missionaries were concerned with conversion of the indigenous people, but a critical 
examination of their activities in Uganda and other African countries reveals that missionaries 
were often highly meshed with European colonial projects in Africa (Tiberondwa, 1998). 
Tiberondwa goes on to suggest that the indigenous or traditional education aimed at 
equipping young members of society with essential skills to enable young people to play a full 
role as members of their community was replaced with a type of instruction prerequisite to 
social, political and economic advancement. Education was looked at as skills to be used in 
the white man’s employment, and thus strongly connected with office work (Ssekamwa, 2000: 
84). Ssekamwa quotes a son of Sir Apollo Kaggwa, one of the first Ugandans to ‘benefit’ from 
Western education as having said (in the 1930s): 

“Parents sent their boys to high school not to learn to drive bullock wagons and to look 
after cattle, but to learn to be fitted for posts of high standing”. 

The purpose of education then was to get people out of the community, cleanse them of their 
traditional values, indoctrinate them with Christian values, and give them formal education 
fitted for “white collar” jobs. 

African universities were established by colonial regimes to create locally educated 
collaborating elites, and prevent the African youths from going abroad for higher education 
where they might be exposed to ideas questioning the basis of colonialism. Universities often 
thrive on respect for tradition, so until now a number of the older (colonially-created) universities, 
such as Makerere, have been slow to shed traditions of practice and thinking rooted in the 
colonial period (Kasozi, 2003: xv, xvi). After independence, governments developed five-year 
development plans and undertook manpower surveys, on the basis of which ministers advised 
universities about numbers of graduates required in a particular discipline for each planning 
cycle (Ssebuwufu, 2005). Even in the late 1970s the strategy for enrolment of undergraduates 
at Makerere University was to keep the levels of intake in the Arts and Social Sciences stable 
in order to avoid fuelling unemployment (Opio-Odong, 1993: 14). One reason the form and 
purpose of university education did not change much, even after independence, is probably a 
degree of mental colonisation, as referred to by Tiberondwa (1998: vi): 

“In order to make a critical evaluation of the missionary education for the African, we 
must not stop at the surface. We must be able to appreciate the fact that colonialism can 
be economic, political, cultural and, worst of all, mental”.
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The inherited system served colonial government’s need for trained bureaucrats, and this demand 
remained after independence. It is now challenged by the down-sizing of African governments 
required by donor agencies led by the World Bank and IMF. Training for commercial and 
developmental relevance is thus a requirement of a new style of international neo-liberal 
thinking. But the challenge is not actually a new one. Ssekamwa (ibid.: 60) quotes the Phelps-
Stroke commission (1924-25) criticising missionary education in the following terms: 

“The missionaries have failed to relate their educational activities to the community 
needs of the people. The type of education has been too exclusively literary. In a country 
with unusually fertile soil, they have made practically no provision for agricultural 
education”.

Ssekamwa further explains that even when agricultural education was introduced, the 
curriculum was oriented towards making school leavers look for employment in other 
establishments rather than setting up their own farm enterprises. Disgusted by this type of 
education, some Ugandan teachers in 1969 left their employment to start private schools 
determined to teach practical skills combined with better agricultural knowledge. However, 
the pioneer private schools failed since pupils preferred education that would give them white-
collar jobs.

The debate about universities in Uganda as cogs in an education system preparing people 
for jobs in offices and not the community continues (Opio-Odong, 1993: 17). While sharing 
his experience in a workshop in 2005, Professor Ssebuwufu, the former Vice-Chancellor of 
Makerere University (1993-2004) stated that: 

“Post independent African universities continued to offer same type of curriculum 
which in essence emphasized “heart and mind” and largely ignored the “hand”. As long 
as every graduate they churned out found one or more awaiting jobs, African universities 
had little incentive to reform their curricula”.

Ssebuwufu explained that at the time, government was the major employer of university 
graduates and could absorb all graduates coming out of universities regardless of quality. 
Africa of that era hardly had any organised larger scale private sector enterprises advocating 
for relevance and hands-on skills. So what is it that has changed to warrant major reforms in 
university education?

What has changed?

Complexity of development challenges
The development challenge now is much more complex than before. Elements include 
population explosion, degraded natural resource base, collapse of international markets for 
traditional cash crops, environmental degradation, and political and economic struggles. The 
interaction of these factors culminates in poverty. For example, the Ugandan population 
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has more than doubled since 1980, rising from 12.6 million in 1980 to an (estimated) 26.8 
million in 2005 (www.ubos.org/stpopulation.html). This means more people earning a 
living on increasingly sub-divided plots of often degraded land. The collapse of the market 
for traditional cash crops has exacerbated poverty, especially among smallholders. Political 
upheavals and crises only make a bad situation worse.

In the agricultural sector, for example, the challenge is no longer to improve production 
and productivity but to enhance the livelihoods of the poor. Poverty is a multi-dimensional 
challenge that cannot be solved by merely increasing production and productivity. Wals 
and Bawden (2000) contend that agriculture today presents a complex of social, political, 
economic, ecological, aesthetic and ethical aspects. They argue that dealing with complexity, 
uncertainty, conflicting norms, values and interests in a globalising world, requires a radical 
transformation of agricultural practices and thus an equally fundamental transformation in 
the competences required to be gained by students of agriculture and rural development. New 
approaches to contend with complex problems such as innovation systems, not only require a 
new set of competences but also reorientation of mindsets by all actors, including members of 
the farming community. Cognisant of these challenges, governments have begun to undertake 
structural and policy reforms to confront this new complexity and break with the state-led 
developmentalism of the past. The universities resisted the challenge of practical relevance 
in an earlier period because an expanding independent state required bureaucrats even more 
than the colonial state. Now – in an age of burgeoning formal-sector unemployment - it 
requires entrepreneurs and facilitators, capable of making useful work for themselves, and in 
assisting others to find such useful work. Educational frameworks must change accordingly, 
and nowhere more so than in farming. 

Policy reforms
Structural adjustment policy reforms such as decentralisation, privatisation and liberalisation 
of trade and services have set a platform for new functional arrangement and responsibilities in 
both the public and private sector. Privatisation, for example, has thinned job opportunities in 
the public sector, making the private sector the major employer. Further, in 1997, government 
introduced a decentralisation policy which devolved the responsibility for service delivery 
from the central government to the local governments, making the local governments the 
major employers within the public sector. Both private sector and local governments are more 
interested in satisfying the needs of their clients or constituents than maintaining bureaucratic 
structures. In this kind of situation, an education aimed at mainly creating white-collar job 
seekers does not fit. What the private sector and local governments want now are change 
makers not scholars. 

Secondly, government programmes for addressing poverty, such as the Plan for 
Modernisation of Agriculture (PMA), are designed to be multi-sectoral, integrated and 
participatory. Government looks for university graduates to champion these programmes, 
as exemplified by the government directive of 1999 that local governments recruit university 
graduates at the sub-county level to work directly with the community. This call was made 
without recognition that the training in universities is not oriented to this type of development 
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approach (see Asiimwe et al., 2001). To comply with the PMA, the national agricultural 
extension and research systems have transformed from the linear top-down to demand-driven 
approaches. This demands new competences and orientation as discussed in Chapter Four.

Thirdly, liberalisation and privatisation policies have also opened up the higher education 
sector to competition. As a result university enrolment has tremendously increased and many 
new private and public universities have emerged (see Makerere University, 2003; Kasozi, 
2003). Preparing graduates for jobs whether in the public or the private sector cannot any 
longer be left to tradition. Universities need to do more and prepare their graduates to be 
entrepreneurs in their own right, because existing jobs (in public and private sectors combined) 
are simply too few compared to the number of people graduating every year.

Based on the history of education in Uganda and the changes that have taken place over 
time, it is convincing to argue that if universities are to be relevant to the new development 
challenges, they have to change. Many students of education (see Guiton, 1999), including 
those of Ugandan education more specifically (Ssebuwufu, 2005; Kasozi, 2003; Kajubi1, 
1992), tend to assume that reshaping university education is basically a matter of curriculum 
reform, but the problem (it will be argued here) is much deeper than curricula. Even before 
considering curriculum review, it is critical to address the need, for example, to change 
mindsets, build a new vision of purpose, and inculcate new competences for training and 
research among the academic staff. If it was just a matter of the curriculum, the numerous 
privately sponsored programmes started recently in both public and private universities would 
have led to a qualitative difference in the graduates emerging. What has happened is simply 
a proliferation of programmes to offer wider choice to students, rather than a fundamental 
change in the quality of education. In fact, as Kasozi (ibid.: xvi) sadly notes, even the new 
universities in Uganda are imitating the inherited (colonial) traditions. 

A problem is that those who are expected to reform and implement curricula are products of 
the system they need to change. Thus the danger is that curriculum reform is pursued using the 
same mindset sustaining the ivory tower, i.e. there is no qualitative change. Given the propensity 
to build on inherited structures and practices it will be argued that a critical requirement for 
fundamental change in quality of education in Africa is “mental decolonisation”, to build new 
mindsets capable of grasping changed realities and new perspectives, thus fostering systemic 
skills that will eventually lead to competence-based curriculum reforms. In short, the key to 
policy reform in the African university of the 21st century is to change the change-makers.

Conceptual framework

Conceptualising transformation for innovations

The complexity of the development challenges discussed above requires systemic education 
ensuring adaptive capacity for current challenges and future uncertainties. As Harvey and 

1 Referenced as GoU (1992) The Uganda Government White Paper on implementation of the recommendations 
of the report of the education Policy Review Commission. Kajubi was the chair of the commission and the views 
expressed therein represent his opinion.
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Knight (1996) put it, higher education is about more than just producing skilled acolytes, 
important though these undoubtedly are; it is also about producing people who can lead, who 
can produce new knowledge, who can see new problems and imagine new ways of approaching 
old problems. To do that, individuals and institutions have to continuously engage in learning 
processes with other actors. Th is capacity for co-learning is the core fabric of innovation 
systems. Universities as champions of learning need to engage with other stakeholders to 
become joint learning organisations. For this to happen, universities need to abandon a linear, 
hierarchical, model suited to the factory age (where they simply produce graduates as “input” 
to organisations providing community services) towards interfacing with the service providers 
and community to learn how better to contribute to real development challenges. Th e required 
shift  is pictured in Figure 1. 

For simplicity, the fi gure illustrates interfaces between the university, agricultural 
service providers (extension and research) and the community. In this model, the university 
interfaces with service providers through joint research, consultancy and student internships. 
For their part, internships expose students to the dynamics of work where they are likely 
to apply their professional knowledge and skills. Th e university can also interface with the 
community through outreach, including action research, internships and consultancy, 
in which the university staff  and their students engage with community to deal with real-
life problems. Internships in this part expose students to social realities of technology and 
knowledge generation/dissemination. Service providers and the community interface through 
participatory technology and knowledge generation and exchange. Th e outcome of all these 
interfaces is learning, innovation and change for all parties. Th is is the basic conceptual model 
towards which the reforms described and analysed in this thesis are directed. 

University

Agricultural Service Providers
(research & extension)

Community/Farmers

Produce graduates

Develop & disseminate
Technologies & knowledge

Hierarchical linear model

Transformation
University

Service
providers
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Learning,
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Interfacing model for innovations

Figure 1: Towards innovation systems.
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Designing the research

With the above conceptual framework in mind, research was designed around three case 
studies, each one targeted on specific research issues as laid out in Figure 2. While the overall 
intention is to influence innovations in university training, research and consultancy, this 
influence has to operate in context. Case studies 1 and 2 provide the context which determines 
the relevance of the competences developed at the university. The goal is to be able to influence 
development change at the community level. For this reason case study 1 (Chapter 3) explores 
the context of the farmer learning and innovation, using vanilla as an entry point. Based on 
the understanding of farmer learning and innovation processes, the functions of research and 
extension are articulated as outlined in the later part of Chapter 3. The second case study 
explores challenges faced by research and extension in demand-driven service delivery systems. 
These challenges are used to identify competence gaps relevant to functions graduates are 
expected to perform in an innovation system (as explained in Chapter 4). The competence gaps 
reflect what universities hope to provide in terms of capacity building for service providers, 
but such competences must exist in the university in the first place. Case study 3 focuses on 
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how these required competences are first developed in the university, and in university staff. 
Outcomes are analysed in relation to findings from case studies 1 and 2.

The conceptual framework and research design are based on the thinking that the shift 
towards innovation systems requires competences at all levels: community, service provider 
and the university. But the required competences have to be congruent; otherwise they cannot 
function in a systems perspective. The research design, therefore, is intended to take account 
of the inter-relationship of competences found in the university, among service providers and 
at community level.

The case study design fits this type of research to permit in-depth and holistic inquiry 
into how factors interact in context. Given the systemic nature of the inquiry, the case study 
approach helps to avoid the tunnel vision syndrome, which Verschuren (2003) describes as a 
tendency to look at an object, (a) at one single point in time, (b) detached from its physical, 
social and political context, (c) without taking into account its relations with other objects in 
the case; and (d) without looking at functions fulfilled in relation to the larger whole (i.e. the 
case) of which it is a part.

Creating common understanding concerning some terminologies

For purposes of coherence, it is important to explain some of the terminology used in this 
thesis. The terms in question include competence, innovation systems, innovation competence, 
personal mastery and “soft skills”.

Competence
Mulder (2001) demonstrated the difficulty of defining the term ‘competence’ because 
of variation in perspectives. He grouped various definitions in four major categories: (1) 
competence as a core competence, or competence of the organisation (2) job or task oriented 
competence (3) competence as a capability of employees or learners and (4) competence as 
an integral cluster of knowledge, skill and attitudinal aspects. These four categories indicate 
different levels, from organisation down to individual capabilities. Liles and Mustian (2004) 
look at core competence generically to encompass all levels. They define core competence as 
“the basic knowledge, attitudes, skills, and observable behaviours that lead to excellence in the 
workplace.” The notion of competence puts emphasis on practice, i.e. ‘knowing how’ rather 
than ‘knowing that’ (Gibb, 2000). Competence is desired for organisational performance but 
organisations are made up of individuals who perform specific jobs/tasks. So the very basis of 
competence lies in the capabilities of individuals not only to do the job in their organisations 
but also to be aware of and to respond effectively to wider societal expectations, even these are 
often multidimensional and contested. The issue is not conformity to a single set of societal 
norms, but recognition of the contested nature of societal claims, and the need to take this 
contestation into account in designing effective organizational responses.

There is a collective interest at stake. Society as a whole needs, through educational systems, 
to nurture competences – capabilities through which there can be rapid adaptation to changing 
and challenging circumstances (Raven, 2001). This implies that competence goes beyond job 
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performance, and also involves the development of societal responsibilities and obligations. 
Epstein and Hundert (2002: 226) provide a comprehensive definition of competence in 
context of the medical profession as follows: 

“Professional competence is the habitual and judicious use of communication, 
knowledge, technical skills, clinical reasoning, emotions, values, and reflection in daily 
practice for the benefit of the individual and community being served”.

This definition is comprehensive in that it takes into account several dimensions: cognitive, 
technical, integrative, context, relationship, affective/moral and habits of mind. In a nutshell, 
the purpose of competence is to shape desirable change in society. As summarised by Barnett 
(1994), competence is reflected in the abilities of individuals to perform better in a changing 
environment, and to stimulate beneficial change.

Innovation systems
The terms “innovation” and “innovation systems” are increasingly used in the literature on 
research and development, but their interpretation remains a source of some confusion. 
There is a tendency to use “innovation” and “technology” synonymously. Consequently 
there is a tendency to think that innovation systems are equivalent to research systems (since 
“technology” generally is taken to mean “new technology”, or even more specifically “new 
machine or device”). But here something broader is intended. For a start, the Technology & 
Agrarian Development group in Wageningen University defines technology as (any kind) of 
human instrumentality. This instrumentality always has organizational dimensions. Edquist 
(1997: 3) defines innovations as new creations of economic significance, incorporating 
technological and organisational aspects. He explains that the emergence of innovations is 
by no means a linear path from basic research to applied research but instead is characterised 
by complicated feedback mechanisms and interactive relations involving science, technology, 
learning, production policy and demand. There is recognition that innovation increasingly 
takes place at the interface of formal research and economic activity, thus denying the primacy 
of either knowledge creation or validation institutions, including universities, or knowledge 
application institutes; rather innovation involves partnership between these types of actors 
(Hall et al., 2000). 

Innovation systems, therefore, refer to institutional arrangements and networks that lead 
to creation and application of economically useful knowledge and innovations for improving 
the wellbeing of society (see Hall et al., 2000; Mowery and Sampat, 2004; Lundvall et al., 
2002; Galli and Teubal, 1998). Lundvall and colleagues argue that innovation systems work 
through the introduction of knowledge into the economy (and into the society at large) and 
that the most important elements in innovation systems have to do with the learning capability 
of individuals, organisations and regions. The trend of increasing complexity influenced by 
globalisation, liberalisation, dematerialisation, and a broad-based technology revolution, 
has widened the concept of research and development (R&D) to that of innovation system, 
reflecting the need to link the generation of scientific and technological knowledge with the 
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diffusion, transfer and application of R&D results. This reasoning informs the conceptual 
model in Figure 1. 

Innovation competence, personal mastery and soft skills
Innovation competence as used in this thesis, therefore, refers to capacity to influence patterns 
of thinking (mindsets), to develop visions for personal and group/community development, 
to explore new grounds for learning to foster desirable change in individuals and community, 
and to enable individuals, organisations and groups to develop adaptive capacity in relation to 
changing contexts and demands. Personal mastery and soft skills are then seen as indispensable 
components of innovation competence, empowering change in the face of resistance by 
addressing personal weaknesses and social tensions. In a nutshell, innovation competence 
is the capability to influence change in individuals, organisations and communities through 
reflective learning processes guided by a clear development vision. The purpose of innovation 
competence in a university is to stimulate creativity in training, research and consultancy of 
relevance to national development needs and to enable the graduates to stimulate desirable 
change in complex environments throughout their future careers. Ability to perform well in 
these tasks requires a high level of personal mastery and soft skills, among other things.

Personal mastery is a discipline of personal growth and learning as advocated by (Senge, 
1990: 141) in a well-known book, The Fifth Discipline. As a discipline, it embodies two 
underlying movements. The first is continually to seek to clarify what is important to us. 
The second is continually to learn how to see current reality more clearly. Among other 
characteristics, Senge says, people with high levels of personal mastery are acutely aware of 
their ignorance, their incompetence, and their growth areas; they are more committed to, and 
have a broader and deeper sense of responsibility in, their work. The aim of personal mastery 
therefore is continually to clarify and deepen personal vision. Senge explains that personal 
vision means keying into what you want while resisting being taken over by what you do 
not want – in other words, it is an ability to converge on ultimate intrinsic desires and to do 
positive things towards achieving them. But it is termed “soft,” to flag that the notion diverges 
from normal social science concepts, in being based in part on unquantifiable concepts such 
as intuition and personal vision. In this regard, it owes more to the arts and humanities, where 
unorthodox means are often considered valid, so long as creativity is fostered, than to the 
analytical traditions of applied social science. 

Soft skills in this sense also refer to cross-cutting management skills necessary for every 
professional to be effective in an organizational context. These are the skills that enhance 
communicative, interactive and facilitative abilities to influence change in society. Discussing 
a programme for teaching interaction skills to engineers, Seat and Lord (1998) note that 
while teamwork is an integral part of modern engineering practice successful team interaction 
depends on individuals possessing skills that allow them to communicate and interact with 
other people in an adaptive, contributory manner. Simply putting people in teams does not 
teach them to work together effectively. This means that beyond the technical aspects of 
engineering (hard skills), engineers need additional cross-cutting social skills to make them 
effective in their professional performance. Senge’s approach is but one of many (the work of 
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Mary Douglas on How institutions think [1986] might be cited as a classic from the analytical, 
sociological tradition) but it is one that has had specific influence on the Makerere pilot project, 
and so requires to be introduced here. 

Methodology and methods

Distinction between methodology and methods in social research remains blurred. Other 
terminologies such as approach and tools only add to the confusion. It is not the intention of 
this research – nor is the author capable – to distinguish these terminologies. For purposes 
of clarity in this study, I am inclined to use the distinctions made by Dillon and Wals (2006) 
that “methodological considerations involve examining positions and tensions in research 
ontologies, epistemologies and axiologies”, where “ontology looks at what we’re dealing with 
(the what) – the nature of reality; epistemology refers to how we make knowledge (the how) 
– or at how we make knowledge ourselves; while axiology relates to ethical considerations and 
our own philosophical viewpoints (the why).” These two scholars regard methods as the tools 
or instruments used for data generation or collection. Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) are of 
the view that it is not methods but ontology and epistemology which are the determinants of 
good social science. My view is different; the two are probably equally important. Methods 
must be appropriate to the nature of objects we study and the purpose and expectations of our 
inquiry, though the relationships between them are sometimes slack rather than tight (Sayer, 
1992: 4). Good research should also be based on clearly defined methods. Research cannot be 
more credible than the methods used to collect or generate data; and hence there is a need to 
be clear on methodology and methods used in any particular research.

Methodology

The research questions posed in this study require an understanding of people’s knowledge 
about vanilla and how that knowledge is generated and disseminated, perceptions of 
professional challenges in a demand-driven service delivery context, and analysis of learning 
and how that learning shapes the lecturers’ thinking and practice. Behind these phenomena 
are underlying social structural mechanisms influencing action and practice. Unearthing these 
mechanisms, as they exist in context, is a prior requirement to understand change dynamics, 
which is the ultimate focus of this engagement. This type of inquiry resonates in a space 
between constructivist and realist epistemologies. I have tried to make a “marriage” of the two, 
but first I will introduce them separately, before illustrating their convergence and application 
in the present study.

Constructivism
Piaget’s work in 1930s challenged the notion that the mind apprehends reality directly, thus 
attacking received notions of ‘what knowledge is’ and ‘how we come to have it’ (see Glasersfeld, 
1995). Influenced by Kant’s arguments about space and time as stemming from the mind, Piaget 
showed how children “made” their conceptual worlds through the age-specific explorations 
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in which they engaged. According to Staver (1998, cf. Segal 1986), constructivism challenges 
objectivist (or positivist) claims that (a) reality exists independently of us, (b) we can discover 
the secrets of reality, (c) these secrets are lawful, thereby permitting us to explain, predict, and 
control reality, and (d) our discoveries about reality are true and thus certain. On the whole, 
knowledge, our criteria and methods for attaining it, and bodies of public knowledge (the 
disciplines) to which our knowledge activities contribute are all ‘constructed’ (Phillips, 1995; 
Light and Cox, 2001). The mind organises the world by organising itself (Piaget, 1937 quoted 
in Glasersfeld, ibid.). Glasersfeld explains that the cognitive organism shapes and coordinates 
its experience and, in so doing, transforms it into a structured world. Hence Piaget’s view is 
that ‘knowledge is a higher form of adaptation’, which Glasersfeld interprets as referring to 
a mental and not biological mechanism, as in the ordinary use of the term. Constructivists 
maintain that social reality is not something outside the discourse of (social) science but is 
partly constituted by scientific activity (Delanty, 1997). Delanty argues that clearly, the object 
- social reality - exists independently of what social scientists do, but there is a sense in which 
social science itself plays a role in the shaping of knowledge. A simple example would be where 
informants adapt their answers to what they presume to be the purpose of a questionnaire. 
Another is the performative, a typical behaviour of contestants in television “reality” shows, 
where they “act up for the camera”. 

Within the constructivist paradigms, several strands exist. Geelan (1997) distinguishes six 
strands based on literature: personal constructivism (Kelly and Piaget); radical constructivism 
(Glasersfeld); social constructivism according to Solomon; social constructivism according 
to Gergen; critical constructivism (Taylor); and contextual constructivism (Cobern). I limit 
this study to two forms of constructivism; radical constructivism and social constructivism; 
although in some instances my usage will appear to go beyond these two. In radical 
constructivism, the focus is on cognition and the individual; in social constructivism, the 
focus is language and group dynamics (Staver, 1998). Staver helps to distinguish the two 
forms of constructivism, and also draws similarities between them. For radical constructivists, 
social interactions between and among learners are central to the building of knowledge by 
individuals in which cognition is fundamental and adaptive. He strengthens the argument 
with Glasersfeld’s assertion that cognition’s purpose is to serve the individual’s organisation of 
his or her experiential world and not the discovery of an objective ontological reality.

For social constructivists, knowledge is created and legitimised by means of social 
interchange in its many forms. Radical and social constructivism share much in common. 
First, knowledge is actively built up from within by each member of the community and 
by a community as an interactive group. Second, social interactions between and among 
individuals in a variety of community, societal, and cultural settings are central to the building 
of knowledge by individuals as well as building of knowledge by communities, societies and 
cultures. Third, the character of cognition and language employed to express cognition is 
functional and adaptive. Fourth, the purpose of cognition and language is to bring coherence 
to an individual’s world of experience and a community’s knowledge base respectively. Delanty 
(1997) says that except for extreme constructivism, constructivists do not deny the existence of 
social reality as an objective entity, but he remains in doubt as to what is actually constructed. 
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He argues that in constructivism it is generally unclear whether reality is something constructed 
or whether there is an underlying reality that is constructed by the social actors (i.e. they build 
only what can stand, according to the laws of nature or society). Constructivism therefore 
seems to fall short in explanatory power in regard to underlying mechanisms, which in the 
context of change are critical for scaling up. Realism puts more emphasis on digging deeper 
into social reality to expose underlying structural mechanisms.

Realism
Realism is a philosophy not a substantive social theory (Sayer, 1992). The history of realism 
is associated with the works of Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud on understanding economic 
and political systems (see May, 1997: 11) and was tailored more to social science by Bhaskar 
and others (see Delanty, 1997: 130). Realism argues that the knowledge people have of their 
social world affects their behaviour; the social world does not simply ‘exist’ independently 
of this knowledge. Thus there are underlying mechanisms which structure people’s actions 
and prevent their choices from reaching fruition (May, ibid.). Delanty expounds more on the 
parallels between constructivism and realism and attempts to reconcile the two. He argues 
that realism stands for the separation of the sciences both in terms of their subject matter and 
method, and that as a philosophy of social science attempts to integrate three methodologies. 
Firstly, it defends the possibility of causal explanation. Second, it accepts the hermeneutic 
notion of social reality as being communicatively constructed. Thirdly, most varieties of 
realism - although not necessarily all - involve a critical dimension. Some prefer to call the 
new realism critical realism.

Delanty explains that the central ideas in Bhaskar’s approach is that social reality is 
composed of ‘generative mechanisms’ and these mechanisms generate ‘events’. His model of 
scientific progress is one of science digging deeper into the hidden structures of social reality, 
identifying the generative mechanisms. The primary difference between critical realism and 
constructivism lies in the former’s concern with discovering generative mechanisms within 
an objectively existing social reality. This has major implications for how we regard the role 
of knowledge in relation to social change. Realists would be doubtful about how much could 
be achieved by “personal mastery” alone. Senge’s commitment to intuition, for example, 
seems a typical constructivist move, but makes little sense (on its own) to a realist, who would 
want to know precisely how the mechanism of intuition worked, and in what it might be 
grounded. However, there are also similarities and complementarities between critical realism 
and constructivism which make a combination of the two a more powerful methodology for 
the present study, as will be explained shortly. But first, I rely on Delanty’s reconciliation to 
explain the integration of constructivism and realism.

Integrating constructivism and realism
In finding a common ground for constructivism and realism, Delanty observes that on one 
side, only extreme constructivists, such as Woolgar and Latour (cf. Laboratory Life 1986) would 
deny the existence of underlying structures. On the other side, the realists, while advocating 
the objectivity of the social and the possibility that science can provide knowledge of things 
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other than science; do not deny a dimension of constructivism in knowledge. His conclusion, 
in principle, is that the constructivist-realist divide is in fact a false dichotomy and that the 
two sides can be interpreted in a reconcilable fashion.

Constructivists and realists are both united in the rejection of correspondence theories of 
truth – even realists acknowledge the importance of hermeneutic issues, for example; both 
sides are united in their support for an emancipatory critique; and both embrace the principle 
of reflexivity (See Delanty, ibid.: 131-134). On the basis of this common ground, Delanty 
clearly puts it that those who advocate a critical constructivism are closer to critical realism, 
but he also challenges that realism will have to undergo reappraisal of its commitments to 
critique, which occupies an unclear status in realist philosophies. Constructivists, on the other 
hand, will have to forego the pleasures of post-modernism, in which any story – any invention 
or reinvention of the self - is as good as any other. This is especially implausible in relation to 
poverty alleviation, where clearly some stories are much better than others, and the ability to 
construct a desired future is so obviously a product of wealth and opportunity. Combining 
constructivism and realism, therefore, provides the power for breadth and depth of inquiry 
into social phenomena. For this reason, I explain how this combination was applied to the 
respective case studies.

Application of integrated methodology to the study
As explained above, both constructivism and realism embrace reflexivity and hermeneutic 
aspects as common ground. Reflexivity refers to the complex relationships between processes 
of knowledge production and the various contexts of such processes as well as the involvement 
of the knowledge producer (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000). A realist conception of social 
science would not necessarily assume that we can ‘know’ the world out there independently 
of the ways in which we describe it (May, ibid.). Science cannot escape its own historicity, 
but it can make its situation reflective in order to distinguish between the realms of freedom 
and necessity (Delanty, ibid.). I cannot claim neutrality in this research. In particular, my 
involvement in case studies 2 and 3 as facilitator and learner respectively in an action research 
mode obviously had influence on the interpretation of data and probably in the framing of 
questions asked in the interviews. For constructivists, observations, objects, events, data, laws, 
and theory do not exist independently of the observers (Staver, 1998; Geelan, 1997). No one 
can escape this fundamental subjectivity of experience, and the philosophers who purport 
to have access to a ‘God’s eye view’ are no exception (Glasersfeld, 1995: 72). The strategy 
therefore was to subject my own interpretation of observations and recordings to validation 
by participants in those processes through feedback and reflection, as later described in the 
respective case studies. By doing so, the constructive dimension is subject to a radical process 
of critique. It is more than just my own construction.

Hermeneutics refers to the theory and practice of interpretation (May, ibid.; Glasersfeld, 
ibid.). Through engagement with practice and theory and other elements of pre-understanding 
it is inevitable that our assumptions and blind-spots influence our interpretation based on how 
we construct our social reality. Unravelling underlying meaning was possible by soliciting and 
allowing alternative interpretations of other participants through feedback. In this situation, 
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and as Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) say, hermeneutics is an important form of reflection 
leading to primacy of interpretation. Misconceptions are clarified through dialogue, and it is 
here that Eger (1992) emphasises that hermeneutic categories and ideas prove their value most 
explicitly. Iterative processes of reflection, dialogue and synthesis in the learning processes and 
feedback aided interpretation of my interpretations for clarification of issues. The study largely 
utilises interpretive data, hence the centrality of hermeneutics.

Relating the integration of constructivism and realism to the study, it is my belief that in the 
first case study farmers’ knowledge about vanilla has independent validity, though it does not 
exist independently of them. The choice of this case study is based on assumption that farmers 
are able to generate knowledge and innovations without external intervention from either 
research or extension. Farmers’ knowledge, therefore, is constructed through interactions 
between farmers and through farmers’ interactions with the crop and the environment, 
including markets. This knowledge is shaped through experience into new practices or 
innovations, shared through communicative processes. Individuals seek what they consider 
to be new knowledge relative to what they know; in a way, they are creating coherence in their 
world of experience. Also, since the knowledge generated is shared and spreads, it means that 
there must be underlying social structures serving as mechanisms for communication. Going 
beyond knowledge as it is perceived by farmers to unravelling what it is that enhances its 
generation and dissemination is a cardinal issue discussed in this case study. 

In the second case study, the perceptions of challenges of agricultural professionals in the 
context of demand-driven service delivery are articulated with respect to what they know and 
do. The case study is based, therefore, on an analysis of interactions with the community the 
professionals serve, and what they perceive to be their functions in such processes. Given a 
different context, the challenges could be quite different. The search for new knowledge and 
skills is driven by what they want to achieve as individuals, as well as what their employers and 
a wider society expects them to deliver. The ultimate aim of the search for new knowledge and 
skills is to adapt effectively to specific circumstances.

In the third case study, the entry point is the mental re-orientation which represents a 
higher form of adaptation. The lecturers themselves are active participants in their learning 
process, exchanging knowledge and experiences and integrating new knowledge into their 
existing knowledge and cultural frames. This integration is bound to bring about different 
interpretations and reactions to new knowledge and experience. All this is influenced by the 
context of the organisation and participants’ personal goals. Change - if it is to happen at 
all - requires new meaning to be forged, offering to make coherent an individual’s existing 
knowledge base and world of experience. In this case, mindsets appear to be the central 
structural mechanism to be addressed if change is to be achieved. The design of the learning 
process programme (Chapter 5) relies a lot on a realist approach, with emphasis on finding the 
right mechanism to motivate and enhance learning in a particular context to arrive at desired 
outcomes (cf. Pawson & Tilley, 1997). Similarly, evaluation of the programme (Chapter 
6) goes into depth on determining what brings about change (or a specified outcome) by 
identifying relevant triggers. 



Chapter 1

36 Learning to make change

The choice for a combination of constructivism and realism as a methodology is to take the 
stance that social reality does not exist independent of the social actors, but at the same time 
to embrace the possibility of causal explanations of how that reality is shaped by the actors. In 
this view, then, constructivism and realism reinforce each other through their complementary 
interpretive and explanatory strengths. At this point I turn to the question of methods used 
to generate data.

Methods

The generic methods used to gather data included interviewing, workshops, documentary 
reviews, participant observation, and self assessment. Triangulation is a key principle, as 
explained in the specific case studies. Application of these methods in each case is only partly 
covered in this section. More detailed explanation is to be found in the respective empirical 
chapters. Given the variation in contexts of the cases, it is appropriate that the methods are 
described in detail on a case by case basis. 

Case study 1: Farmer learning and innovation
Extended conversational interviewing was applied to this case study guided by open ended 
questions to allow respondents to explain their views within context. In this case, vanilla was 
used as an entry point to understand how farmers learn and innovate on their own initiative. 
Histories of vanilla and associated knowledge flows were the conceptual guide for the questions 
asked. To put the farmers (respondents) in charge of the conversation, it was important that, 
as a researcher, I disclosed my ignorance about the subject. This was even more critical because 
of my institutional affiliation, the university, which is most often mistakenly perceived to be 
the centre of all forms of knowledge. Disclosure of total ignorance about vanilla put farmers 
in a position of confidence to narrate the history of vanilla, in so far as they knew it, and to 
explain their experiences with the crop over time. From the position of an inquisitive learner, 
it was possible to appreciate innovations in farmer practices, and understand knowledge flows 
leading on to these innovations. Extended interaction with farmers in their gardens put them 
at ease and increased their confidence to explain issues to show practically what they did and 
how they did it. 

Though I was guided by a checklist of issues, unstructured conversational interviews like 
those described by Bernard (1988) were preferred. Such interviews put the respondent at ease, 
to tell their stories. Probing questions (some elicited by observations in the field) were used to 
seek more information and clarification, to help in interpretation and ensure completeness of 
data. A voice recorder was used to take record of the interviews but field notes were also taken in 
notebooks. A research assistant helped in taking these notes during the interview, as the principle 
researcher’s attention was more on interacting with the farmers. At the end of each day, a full 
account of each farmer’s interview was written up, structured around thematic issues in the 
checklist. The field notes were used to cross-check accuracy of transcription of the voice records. 
Some farmers were visited more than once to follow-up on incomplete or unclear information. 
Also, in many cases, discussions were held in presence of other members of the family, mainly 
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spouses and children, who also chipped in with information to enrich the discussions. Data 
were subsequently synthesized according to themes, as laid out in Chapter 3.

Case study 2: Challenges of demand-driven service delivery
This case study had two parts; the first part was focused on challenges of demand-driven 
research and the second part on challenges of demand-driven extension services. For the first 
part, challenges were identified through a synthesis of processes and activities in a capacity 
building programme for researchers, academicians and other partners engaged in Integrated 
Agricultural Research for Development (IAR4D). The initiative is explained in more detail in 
Chapter 4. Workshops and participant observation were the main methods for data generation. 
Five workshops were conducted as a sequence over a period of nine months (Figure 8). In each 
workshop the participants brainstormed in their zonal teams, to articulate the challenges they 
faced or envisaged with regard to IAR4D. The results were clustered and synthesized to bring 
out the generic challenges for IAR4D. Subsequent workshops reviewed previous challenges 
with a view to further clarify them, but also to monitor the extent to which the learning 
programme was addressing the pertinent challenges.

The researcher engaged in this initiative as one of the facilitators of the learning workshops 
and as field mentor for one of the research teams. This means that the researcher was not 
in the normal position of neutral observer, but a participant who actually manipulated the 
phenomena being studied. Manipulation in this sense was through facilitation to stimulate 
deep thinking, reflection and consensus on the challenges faced. It should be borne in mind, 
therefore, that the data I present are products of an action research process in which my 
responsibilities was to stimulate certain kinds of discussion. If I had not been present, or 
had handled my responsibilities differently (e.g. treated them less conscientiously) the data 
sets would have been different. More challenges emerged through reflections on the field 
practice of IAR4D. Further observation of participants during field mentoring clarified some 
challenges with concrete examples and also generated more challenges. This type of action 
research engagement is characterised by cycles of action and reflection. In this case two loops 
of action and reflection are distinguished. One loop is related to learning workshops and the 
other is related to field practice (see Figure 3).

Experiences of field practice were reflected upon during the learning workshop to generate 
consensus on the generic challenges of IAR4D. These reflections provided opportunity for 
reinterpretations to come to a shared understanding. Aware of Punch’s (2000: 59) caution 
that participant observation in such situations has potential problems, such as the tendency of 
the researcher to assume an advocacy role or to provide support for the group being studied, 
synthesis of the challenges relied more on outputs of the five workshops. It is important to note 
here that the subsequent workshops incorporated previous field experiences and individual 
observations including those of the mentors. Therefore the workshops outputs largely represent 
a negotiated consensus on the key challenges of IAR4D. Implications for competence were 
derived from analysis of these challenges.

The second part of the case study (challenges of demand driven extension) relied largely on 
documentary review of the National Agricultural Advisory Services (NAADS) programme. The 
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NAADS programme is described in more detail in Chapter 4. In the five years since NAADS 
was first implemented several reviews and needs assessment studies had been conducted 
highlighting the major challenges of a demand driven extension service approach. Synthesis 
of challenges was based on these studies, complemented by observation of some field activities 
associated with NAADS implementation. Like in IAR4D, implications for competence were 
derived from the synthesis of challenges, drawing on review of documentation. 

Case study 3: innovation competence development in university
This case study was based entirely on an action research process, where the researcher was 
a participant (learner) in the competence development programme. Being a staff of the 
university, this fitted very well. The case study set-up and its assessment form chapters 5 and 
6 respectively. The researcher’s involvement here represents complete participation, according 
to Spradley’s categorisation of participation (Table 1). Complete participation enables deep 
extraction of information and interpretation.

Participant observation, face-to-face interviews and self-assessment were the main methods 
for generating data in this case study. These are further elaborated in Chapter 6. A relationship 
between participant observation and action research is highlighted here. Without engaging 
in debates about different interpretations and applications of action research, I agree with 
the broadly-formulated view of Reason and Bradbury (2001) that action research is about 
working towards creating new forms of understanding, since action without reflection and 
understanding is blind, just as theory without action is meaningless. The practice of action 
research in the context of this study is discussed in more detail in Chapter 2. Involvement 
is a property of action research, whose rationale rests initially on three pillars: first, that 
naturalistic settings are best studied and researched by those participants experiencing the 
problem; second, that behaviour is highly influenced by naturalistic surrounding in which 
it occurs; and third, that qualitative methodologies are perhaps best suited for researching 
naturalistic settings (McKernan, 1991). These three pillars suggest a rationale in the form of a 
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critical participant observation mode of practitioner inquiry. In this sense, the researcher was 
also a practitioner by virtue of his being a lecturer in the university.

Participant observation is a special mode of observation in which the investigator is not 
merely a passive observer but may take a variety of roles within a case study situation and 
may actually participate in the events being studied (Yin, 1984). Participant observation 
allows the researcher to experience activities directly to get a feel of what events are like and 
to observe activities, people and physical aspects of the situation (Spradley, ibid.). This type 
of engagement was necessary for the researcher to understand processes, attitudes, behaviours 
in a context in which the learning programme was implemented. It also provided the basis for 
framing relevant questions for interviews.

The three case studies are linked by their implications for innovation competences. 
Ultimately the aim is to understand the competences that universities need to be able to induce, 
in order to influence developmental changes in society through their primary mandates of 
training, research and outreach (or consultancy). Having discussed the context and nature of 
the study in general, the next chapter (Chapter 2) focuses on opportunities and challenges for 
universities in the 21st century from a broader perspective. Emphasis is on change that delivers 
greater relevance to the surrounding society. This is context bound. Makerere University is 
therefore used as an example to put the discussion in context. Opportunities and constraints 
discussed illuminate the competence gaps for African universities, to steer their own change 
towards relevance.

Table 1: Levels of participation (Adapted with modifications from Spradley, 1980: 58). 

Degree of 
involvement

Type of 
participation

Description

High Complete Researcher is an ordinary participant. This is the highest level of 

participation

Active Researcher does what other people are doing, not merely to 

gain acceptance, but to more fully learn the cultural rules for 

behaviour

Moderate The researcher seeks to balance being an insider and an outsider. 

May participate for the sake of gaining acceptance 

Low Passive Researcher present at the scene but does not participate or 

interact with other people to any great extent. The role is that 

of bystander, spectator or loiterer

Non-participant No involvement with the people or activities
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CHAPTER TWO

The mixed-grill: a review of challenges and 
opportunities for a university of the 21st 
century

This chapter presents a critical review of challenges and opportunities for universities and 
higher education in general to meet changed conditions at the beginning of the 21st century. 
Though the overall focus is on universities in the sub-Saharan Africa, it was difficult to locate 
literature (if it exists at all) on reforms in higher education in the region, or in Africa in general. 
Higher education as it exists today in Africa, however, is to a considerable degree a reflection 
of higher education in the North (i.e. Europe and USA). Therefore, although much of the 
literature reviewed is from the North it is also applicable to Africa, albeit the challenges are 
often much bigger in Africa. To put the discussion in context, I first present some historical 
aspects of the African university, as encapsulated in the story of Makerere University.

Makerere University as shaped by the past

Colonial education and establishment of the University

Makerere University is the oldest university in East Africa. In her book, “A Chronicle of Makerere 
University College 1922-1962”, Macpherson (1964) gives a detailed historical account of its 
establishment. With the approval of the then Secretary of State for the Colonies, Winston 
Churchill, in 1920, Makerere opened as a technical college in 1922. In 1929, a meeting of 
Directors of Education of the former East African British colonies in Dar es Salaam agreed 
that higher education for Africans from the Eastern African territories should be centred at 
Makerere, and thereafter the college started to admit students from Kenya and Tanzania besides 
those from Uganda. As elsewhere in British colonial Africa, such colleges of higher learning 
later affiliated with and sometimes became constituent colleges of metropolitan universities, 
to provide “native” white collar workers for the colonial administration (Ssebuwufu, 2005). 
Following the recommendations of the De La Warr Commission in 1937, Makerere College 
became a university college supervised by the federal University of London. The De La Warr 
Commission was sent to the region by the colonial office in London on the suggestion of Sir 
Phillip Mitchell, governor of Uganda 1935-1940, to examine the state of higher education in 
East Africa.

Transformation to a university college also meant that practical courses such as carpentry, 
building and mechanics, previously offered under the technical college, were replaced by more 
academic programmes. In other words, emphasis on the “hand” was replaced by emphasis on 
the “mind”. As a consequence of its establishment, governments and missionaries endeavoured 
to increase the number of secondary schools with the orientation to produce candidates for 
Makerere College, which affected their quality and orientation as well (Ssekamwa, 2000). 
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Colonial education was intended to groom Englishmen in black skins, who shunned rural 
life in preference for the urban, who looked down on practical education and crafts as inferior 
to academic pursuits, and who in some cases rejected local languages in favour of English 
(Kyeyune, 2002). The term “ivory tower” is appropriately applied to African universities 
offering this type of elitist education (Ssebuwufu, ibid.).

In a way, colonial education enforced patronage to the colonial masters rather than equipping 
Africans with the capacity to develop themselves. For example, to counter the influence of the 
Verona Fathers, who attempted to recruit Italian peasant priests to teach small-scale agriculture 
to African boys after the second World War, the Director of Education spelled out in new 
terms quite clearly ‘that those Europeans engaged in education should be capable of giving to 
Africans a proper understanding of British ways of life and thought and of training Africans 
of such ways’ (Hansen, 2002). This was intended to give dominance in education to British 
missionaries, who often collaborated with the colonial government closely. Notwithstanding 
the fact that most African countries had vast potential for agriculture, universities established 
in the British colonies had very little role in agricultural research (generation of agricultural 
technologies), Opio-Odong (1992) notes.

African universities have been among the major instruments and vehicles of cultural 
westernisation on the continent, and an initial problem, still today largely uncorrected, lay 
precisely in the model of the university itself, viz. the paradigm within academia of a distrust 
of direct problem-solving in the wider society (Mazrui, 2003). De-linking university training 
from potential resources for national development and wider African social values might be 
considered as corrupting the minds of Africans. Colonial education shaped the thinking of 
many Africans de-Africanised by the influence of colonial life (Dumbutshena, 2002). Those 
who follow this line argue that instead of providing freedom for Africans, colonial education 
undermined it (Tiberondwa, 1998). Tiberondwa, in fact, suggests that many educated 
Africans act as colonial puppets – when the colonialist wound up the springs, the African 
puppet danced to the colonialist tune. Mazrui (2003) adds that the original colonial university 
was uncompromisingly foreign in an African context; its impact was more culturally alienating 
than it need have been, and a whole generation of African graduates grew up despising their 
own ancestry and scrambling to imitate the West.

Not everywhere was the African university shaped entirely by colonial impulses. In 
Nkrumah’s Ghana, for instance, the university at Legon (near Accra) experienced more radical 
anti-colonial influences from the political left. But to build a credible institution Nkrumah 
had to rely upon inputs the European left, and again it can be argued that the curriculum, in 
effect, oriented students towards an internationalist vision of development issues, rather than 
starting with local problems and building on local intellectual agenda. Did independence 
change this mentality of intellectual dependence on the metropolis?

The immediate post-independence era: the Africanisation of the University

Governments of newly independent African countries did not dismantle the colonial 
administrative structures but inherited them as if a birthright, and even reinforced the 
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ideologies upon which they were based (Ssebuwufu, ibid.). The colonisation of the mind 
alluded to by Tiberondwa was very successful, even if we might also want to introduce the 
point made by Douglas (1986) that it is the administrative structures themselves that require 
certain forms and styles of thought to be maintained. After independence, the Europeans 
who manned the civil service were leaving and had to be replaced by local technocrats. 
Moreover, African leaders wanted to see rapid Africanisation of their government functions. 
The immediate independence era was characterised by rapid expansion of education in 
general, and universities in particular, to produce the required numbers of local bureaucrats 
and technocrats. For example, the University college of Nairobi (evolving from the Royal 
Technical College of Nairobi) and the University College, Dar es Salaam were established in 
1956 and 1961 respectively to cope with these new national demands. Incidentally, all these 
colleges were grouped under the supervision of the University of London until 1963, when 
they became independent as constituent colleges of the University of East Africa centred at 
Makerere. The three constituent colleges, i.e. Makerere University College, University College 
of Nairobi and University College of Dar es Salaam, then became independent universities in 
1970, and the University of East Africa ceased to exist. 

Except for the attempts of the University of Dar es Salaam to realign to Julius Nyerere’s 
vision of a socialist Tanzania, the independent universities continued largely to offer a type of 
education based on European models. They pursued rapid post-graduate training at home and 
abroad to create East African academics to teach in universities, conduct research and manage 
key positions in the civil service. With the support of donors – including the Rockefeller and 
Ford Foundations - expansion of post-graduate programmes was undertaken to fill the vacuum 
created by departing European experts, resulting in the rapid Africanisation of the university 
and civil service. By the 1967/68 adademic year, Makerere had achieved 20 per cent East 
Africanisation of its staff (Opio-Odong, 1993). Once the East African University had ceased 
to exist in 1970, the next challenge was to Ugandanise the staff.

In addition to the shortfall of technocrats created by departing Europeans, the post-colonial 
civil service was expanded, to take account of new developmental and social welfare functions. 
Governments employed all the university graduates they could find to staff various sectors of 
the civil service. In the agricultural sector, government strategy was to intensify and expand 
export crops such as coffee and cotton, to sustain government revenue and gain economic 
independence. The university’s role, therefore, was to build the human resource capacity to 
implement the government strategy through research and extension, basically using a colonial 
service delivery set-up. The University then produced technocrats who basically performed 
administrative duties. Up to this date, university training was still modelled around principles 
of hierarchy and bureaucracy unchanged from colonial times. As argued by Byamungu (2002) 
the African academy in the post-colony, by-and-large, was expanded without much or any 
attention to the quality improvements needed to suit it to new African needs and challenges. 
He sums up the situation in the following terms: 

“The African University does not as yet help to produce competent people to tackle state problems 
or to manage state resources. Right from the primary level, pupils are not taught to think so as to 
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be critical of the environment situation, which would lead to relevant researches and therefore to 
solutions adequate to the local problems. The syllabus does not include the transmission of skills 
to take care of these cracks in the system. Put differently, education remains foreign to the people’s 
aspirations and is impotent to solve people’s problems. What is needed is a reform, a change of 
pattern, so that pupils are taught to use their imagination and to translate them into action. This 
would give to the African Nations a breed of leaders with a vision to change the fate of their 
people” (Byamungu, 2002: 23).

Byamungu suggest total overhaul of the educational system right from the primary level (see also 
Mazrui, 2003), because we should remember that the type of education offered at the university 
influences the lower levels of education. Primary and secondary education continues to prepare 
candidates for the university from an early age, as it is the dominant wish of all pupils and their 
parents to gain access to a well-paid and influential government job. But this means that reform 
at the university has high potential to influence changes lower in the educational system. An 
opportunity to break away from the colonial stereotype was presented in the 1970s and 80s 
– a period characterised by economic crisis, political turmoil and the disruption of colonial 
influence. This was an opportunity to find new pathways to development, but the sad reality 
was that the crisis seemingly overwhelmed any capacity to think differently and to innovate on 
an institutional level. Need for reform has not been lessened by the passage of time. 

Political turmoil and economic crisis era: unutilised opportunities within a crisis

For over a decade (1971 to the early 1980s), Uganda experienced acute economic crisis and 
political instability. Government infrastructure and services broke down due to mismanagement, 
markets for primary export commodities such as coffee and cotton collapsed, and the economy 
went through crisis after crisis. The dictatorial regime of Idi Amin (1971-1979) set the pace of 
social strife and economic failure. During this period nearly all the foreign experts in public 
institutions left the country; Makerere University lost more than half its teaching staff. It was 
a period of “brain drain”, with many Ugandan professionals also leaving the country in search 
of “greener pastures”, due to social unrest, economic hardship and human rights abuse. To cope 
with the staffing crisis, fresh graduates recruited as teaching assistants were given full teaching 
responsibilities for some courses. At the same time, there were limited opportunities for staff 
development, particularly for post-graduate training. Up to this day, Makerere University is 
yet fully to regain its desired staffing capacity and quality of staff. The University largely relies 
on retaining some of its best graduates (academically) to take on teaching positions. This way, 
the university tends to reproduce itself. Fresh graduates with little experience outside Makerere 
tend only to teach what they were taught and in the same manner they were taught it.

Because of mismanagement of state institutions, the civil service sector also shrank, and 
university graduates could no longer find ready employment in government departments. 
The 1972 expulsion of Asians who dominated the private sector, purportedly to Ugandanise 
the economy, strangled the emerging private sector, that might otherwise have provided 
alternative employment opportunities. The Ugandans who took over the private sector lacked 
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managerial and entrepreneurial skills and experience to survive in private business. Collapse of 
the market for traditional export commodities, and the Ugandanisation of the private sector, 
were again just the right moments to rethink and transform education to support alternative 
“home grown” approaches to national development. But the crisis simply overwhelmed 
rational thinking, and with the best brains having already left the country, those who remained 
found themselves severely demoralised and rendered incapable of changing anything. The 
opportunity to reform education could not be seized. There was need; first, to recover from 
this depression and to build an environment allowing critical thinking and dialogue, before a 
new vision for education could emerge.

The recovery period: coming to terms with challenges

The past two decades of relative peace and stability have witnessed some economic recovery 
and the revitalisation of the public and private sector. With population increase over the years, 
demand for higher education has increased tremendously. Government - the sole provider 
of scholarships to the university - was overwhelmed, and Makerere, the only University in 
Uganda until the late 1980s, could no longer satisfy the demand. A (private) Islamic University 
in Uganda and Mbarara University of Science and Technology (a public-sector institution) 
opened in 1988 and 1989 respectively, to offer increased opportunities for university education 
to an ever increasing number of qualified candidates. Private expansion has continued in the 
period since. To date, there are over thirteen licensed universities, with only four belonging 
to the public sector.

Emergence of private universities is part of the overall growth of the private sector to 
provide vital services previously provided by government. This was enhanced by government 
policy to divest itself from managing enterprises and providing services that can be more 
efficiently provided by the private sector. Due to rising demand, and inadequate funding from 
government, public universities admitted privately sponsored students as a means to generate 
funds to expand university facilities and programmes. By the 1995/96 academic year, nearly 
half of the total Makerere University intake of 4,801 students was privately sponsored; the 
following year, intake was 7,904 and 71 per cent were private (see Kasozi, 2003: 4). Alongside 
privatisation went a decentralisation of public services to the District Local Governments. 
Ssebuwufu - the Vice-Chancellor of Makerere University at this point - then narrates that 
in this era, many African Universities began, through fora such as the Association of African 
Universities, UNESCO, and Donors to African Education, to re-examine their role in society. 
Standards, relevance, access and equity, never before discussed in academic boards, suddenly 
became serious issues for debate. The public, particularly private sector and local government 
stakeholders, became more concerned about and critical of theory-oriented education, 
programmes with little or no perceived relevance to society, falling standards and the low 
quality of graduates. The private sector is interested in people who can do things, not those 
who can talk about things. 

Despite many difficulties, Makerere University built its own reputation for teaching and 
research, even during the difficult years, but without shedding the European model of education. 
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It was still moulded around British academic standards first set by the supervisory link with 
the University of London. But with outside criticism mounting, the time had come to change 
course; “the old good days were over”, as Ssebuwufu put it. Makerere University responded 
in 2000/2001 by commissioning a study to identify the new training needs demanded by 
private sector and local governments. The findings of this study led to the development of a 
university strategic plan, 2000/2005, which emphasized three pillars: teaching, research and 
outreach or community service. To implement the strategic plan, a committee of 14 members 
(“C14”), comprising of seven members from government and private sector and seven from 
the university, initiated negotiations with donors, and particularly with the Rockefeller 
Foundation and the World Bank, and secured a $17 million Learning and Innovation Loan 
(LIL). It also set-up the ‘I@mak.com’. This project aimed at stimulating innovations in the 
university to build capacity for decentralised districts and the private sector. Makerere can 
now claim to be at the leading age of the search among African universities to meet the 
challenge of relevance posed by national development agendas in an era of privatisation and 
decentralization.

The above account is not intended to be a full summary of the rise of the African University, 
nor even of developments at Makerere University in particular; but what has been said so far 
provides a background and basis for the conceptual and theoretical discussions to follow, and 
a framework for understanding the subsequent empirical chapters relating to on-going change 
processes in Ugandan higher education. I begin with a discussion on the relationship between 
universities, society and development. 

Are universities accountable to society?

Thinking of reforming universities for whatever reason compels us to seek to understand what 
universities actually are in the broader context of society and development. There is no single 
generic definition of the term ‘university’ that encompasses the wide range of institutions 
sharing this name and the national contexts in which they are located (Galbraith, 1999; 
Barnett, 2000). Allen (1988), for example, defines British universities as institutions with the 
power to award their own degrees, and pre-eminent in their fields of research. Universities 
under the former British colonies fit well in this definition. Implicitly, the definition spells 
out the functions of universities as to train (i.e. to award degrees) and to conduct research. 
Allen, however, does not state in whose interest pre-eminence in research is attained. Power to 
award their own degrees probably also indicates some degree of freedom to determine whom 
the British university will serve. 

Nyerere (1971), in inaugurating the University of Dar es Salaam in 1970, provided a 
function-based definition of a university as an institution of higher learning, a place where 
people’s minds are trained for clear and independent thinking, for analysis, and for problem 
solving at the highest level. He further explained that a university has three major social 
functions. First is to transmit advanced knowledge from one generation to the next, so that 
this can serve as either a basis for action or springboard for further research. Second, it is a 
centre for the attempt to advance the frontiers of knowledge by concentrating in one place 
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some of the most intellectually gifted minds. And third, through its teaching it provides for 
the high-level manpower needs of society. Nyerere makes it clear that the importance of 
these three functions at any particular university may vary from time to time, according to 
resources which the community is able to allocate to it, the pressures which society exerts on 
it, and the accident of personalities and abilities among its members. Nyerere’s view challenges 
universities to provide intellectual and practical leadership to advance society, and that the 
university should be able to adjust to the changing needs of society and be accountable to it 
as well. He later puts it very bluntly that knowledge which remains isolated from the people, 
or which is used by a few to exploit others, is a betrayal – a particularly vicious kind of theft 
by false pretence.

Vavakova (1998) talks of the old and new social contracts between universities and society, 
but in the context of industrialised countries. The argument is basically about the relationship 
between universities and industry with regard to research. She says the old contract is an 
exchange in which government promises to fund the basic science that peer reviewers find most 
worthy of support, and scientists promise that the research will be performed well and honestly 
and will provide a steady stream of discoveries to be translated into new products, medicine or 
weapons. She recognises that this contract ignores the fact that translation of research results 
into new products, medicines or weapons is a complicated process, often leading to “alleged 
scientific fraud” and loss of public confidence in the capacity of academic science to regulate 
itself. The claim for the new contract is therefore a “moralistic” discourse, but Vavakova also 
cautions that to understand the terms of the new contract between university and the larger 
society, greater transparency is needed about who is determining which knowledge should be 
produced by public research – in universities and other institutions – and for whose benefit 
this knowledge is destined. 

It is increasingly becoming clear that universities cannot continue to claim independence to 
do only what pleases them. They have a moral responsibility to address immediate development 
challenges of society, since their existence is supported by public resources. Smith (2003) argues 
that new relationships between creative subjects and technology require new thinking about 
the nature and purpose of universities, in particular with regard to the growing involvement 
of the private sector in higher education. In the developing or less industrialised countries the 
social contract extends beyond industry to the larger society and attempts to deal with real-life 
challenges such as poverty. In his book, University Education in Uganda, Kasozi (2003: xiii) 
articulates the public expectations of universities as: 

“Ugandans have eagerly participated in paying for the costs of higher education because 
they have higher expectations of the benefits of this commodity. They expect higher 
education to facilitate improvement of the quality of their lives. They count on higher 
education to contribute to the economic development of the individual and the state”.

The investment that society puts into the university should translate into relevant services 
offered to society, as Nyerere (ibid.: 109) emphasizes: 
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“The peasants and workers of a nation feed, clothe, and house both the students and 
their teachers; they also provide all the educational facilities used – the books, test-tubes, 
machines, and so on. The community provides these things because it expects to benefit 
– it is making an investment in people. The community investment will, however, have 
been a bad one if the student is ill-equipped to do any of the jobs required when he is 
called upon to make this contribution. In such a case, the university will have failed in 
its task”.

Nyerere is here using the language of a failed socialist experiment. The new debate centres much 
more on ideas of value-for-money and cost-effectiveness of knowledge producing institutions, 
which need to pay their way by the added value they contribute, but the thought is, at root, 
much the same. Societal expectations cannot be met if universities remain “ivory towers”. Those 
at universities whose job includes working with the public are usually separated from the rest 
of the system (Levin and Greenwood, 2001: 106). We live in a dynamic world and universities, 
too, need to maintain dynamism to address new problems and meet new demands from society 
and government. But what is remarkable about the university is how much of its form and 
character has remained the same over many centuries and in many different cultures (Ross, 
1976: 254). As Ross puts it; “the university has survived”. It is however, unlikely, that universities 
will survive the same way in the 21st century if it cuts itself off from challenges posed by public 
demands. As government funding to universities continues to decline, survival depends more 
and more on support from the private sector and on sponsorship of students, notably by parents 
(also see Boyatzis et al., 1995). Given growing concern to extract value for money, by way of 
development impact, even support from government is likely to be conditional upon service 
to society. Sustaining public support requires that universities engage in forging a new social 
contract with society and government. This trend is already reflected in university vision and 
mission statements. For example Makerere University envisages itself as becoming: 

“a center of academic excellence, providing world-class teaching, research and service 
relevant to sustainable development needs of society”.

Its mission statement, accordingly, is: 

“to provide quality teaching, carry out research and offer professional services to meet 
the changing needs of society by utilizing world-wide and internally generated human 
resources, information and technology to enhance the University’s leading position in 
Uganda and beyond”.

Articulation of societal responsibilities in vision and mission statements has to be accompanied 
by processes and mechanisms for bringing universities nearer to society and the challenges of 
poverty alleviation – i.e. the new social contract has to be operationalised, and not just a dream 
on paper. This is where the discussion ought to focus now. It is no longer in debate whether 
the African university should change; it is rather a question of “how”.
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Bringing universities closer to society and development

The conceptual framework presented in the previous chapter proposes an interaction between 
universities, community and service providers as part of a learning process. We know the prime 
functions of universities to be as training and research, and for some universities like Makerere 
another function of outreach/or service to community has recently been added. The outreach 
part attempts to depict the university’s social responsibility to community, but is the least 
understood of the three functions. It can mean anything from merely participating in village 
meetings to engagement with community in solving development problems. While sharing his 
personal experiences as former Vice-Chancellor, Ssebuwufu (2005) narrated the difficulty that 
the university management had in defining outreach: to some it meant consultancy, to others 
it meant industrial attachment or school practice. If such an important societal function is 
interpreted in so many different ways, then it cannot be readily implemented, as everything fits 
the claim of being outreach or service to community. As suggested in the framework, outreach 
can be operationalised through action research and action learning. Student internship in this 
sense is a form of action learning. Although action research and action learning are closely 
related, they are not exactly the same. The two are discussed separately with respect to their 
application in bringing universities nearer to community and to development.

Action research as a link between university and society

According to Levin and Greenwood (2001) universities as institutions responsible for the 
generation and transmission of knowledge have created a variety of conditions inimical to 
the practice of action research, thereby producing poor-quality knowledge and isolating 
themselves unproductively from the societies they claim to serve. These authors argue that it is 
vitally important to reconstruct universities, converting them into engaged social institutions, 
functioning as critical and reflective training centres for new generations of social actors. For 
this they suggest utilising action research as one avenue for the recreation of universities serving 
an effective social role. Action research is fed by philosophical traditions of pragmatism. Two 
things stand out: knowledge generation through action and experimentation, and emphasis 
on participative democracy. Levin and Greenwood justify their claims (p. 106) by challenging 
universities as follows; if, as academics and university administrators often claim, one of the 
aims of the university is to discover how things work, to teach others to learn these things, and 
to guide research and teaching according to what society at large most wants and/or needs, 
then pragmatic action research would dominate all aspects of university operations, including 
administrative activities.

Action learning is a mechanism for enabling university lecturers to interface and 
participate in development with the community in order to gain experiences that would make 
university training more relevant. Harvey and Knight (1996: 170) describe action research as 
a continuing cycle of inquiry, reflection, planning and action: it is a stance towards practice, 
whereas development work is often an event. Action research starts with the view that research 
should lead to change, and change should be incorporated in the research itself (Thorpe et al., 
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1997). Action research is part of the new scholarship, in which it is recognised that knowledge 
generation is a creative practice evolving through dialogue, and that knowledge is not only 
an outcome of cognitive activity but a set of embodied skills (i.e. mind and body are not 
regarded as separate entities but are seen as integral entities, McNiff et al., 2003: 17). McNiff 
and colleagues differentiate action research from other kinds of research with the following 
characteristics (cf. Levin and Greenwood, 2001: 105): 

It is practitioner based. Action research is also called action inquiry. It involves making 
public an explanatory account of practice. The practitioner base to action research means 
that all people in all contexts who are investigating a situation can become researchers, 
regardless of age, status, social setting, or social or professional positioning. The researcher 
is therefore inside the situation and will inevitably influence what is happening.
It focuses on learning. Action research is concerned with how individuals’ learn in company 
with other people. Different from social scientific research, which aims to understand and 
describe an external situation (whether in terms of adequacy as objective explanation or 
as an established interpretation in the eyes of participants), action research is a process 
aimed at helping a practitioner to develop a deeper understanding of what s/he does as a 
researcher inside a research process (i.e. it aims at developing new interpretations). It has 
both personal and social aim. The personal aim is improvement of one’s own learning, 
while the social aim is improvement of the situation the learners find themselves in.
It embodies good professional practice, and goes beyond. Action research is more than 
problem solving, and involves identifying reasons for the action, related to the researcher’s 
values, and gathering and interpreting data to show that the reasons and values were 
justified and fulfilled. Good professional practice emphasises action but does not often 
question motives. To count as action research there must be an element of praxis. Praxis in 
this context is informed, committed action giving rise to knowledge as well as to successful 
actions.
It can lead to personal and social improvement. People commit to evaluating their own 
work and finding ways of improving it with a view to influencing others. Self-evaluation 
helps people to hold themselves accountable for what they think and do. The idea of social 
change is embodied in the processes of groups of individuals committed to changing the 
way they think and act. Individual practitioners become dynamic change agents generating 
wide-scale social change by working together.
It is responsive to social situations. The researchers do not only observe and describe 
the situation; they also take action to improve the situation. They try to understand how 
they might improve what they are doing, on the assumption that the decision to improve 
the situation, beginning with their own activities and interactions, will enable them to 
influence others in context, and in accordance with their values.
It demands high order questioning. Action research may not be problem-solving (i.e. 
bring an investigation to closure), but it does imply problem posing (or problematising); 
that is, there is an orientation towards not accepting things at face value. This involves 
questioning at first, second and third order learning levels (also see Sterling, 2000, 2004). 
First-order learning refers to learning about the situation (simple or basic learning). Second 
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order learning what has been learnt (this is learning about learning, or meta-learning); 
and third order learning is asking why the situation is as it is, and why one might need to 
change the way one thinks about it (epistemic learning, or learning about learning about 
learning).
It is intentionally political. Deciding to take action is itself a political act, because what 
one person does invariably has consequences for someone else. When researchers question 
phenomena that, for example, reveal injustices, they have to make a decision whether they 
wish to follow their own value commitments and try to improve the situation according 
to what they believe in, or whether they will go along with the status quo (and be explicit 
about the reasons).
The focus is on change and the self as a locus of change. Situations do not change 
themselves, people change and they change their situations. Change begins in people’s 
minds, which then translates into social change. Traditional research usually stops at 
describing the situation and sometimes at suggesting ways to change situation. Action 
research takes action towards the desired change process through a process involving 
reflection and self-analysis by all participants.
Practitioners accept responsibility for their own actions. In traditional research, 
researchers usually carry out what is required by someone else, such as policy makers or 
funders. Action researchers make their own decisions about what is important and what 
they should do. This is a massive responsibility, because they invoke their own values as a 
basis for their actions. Because of this responsibility, they need to always check whether 
their values are justifiable and justified, whether they are living in accordance with their 
values, and whether their influence is benefiting other people in ways that those other 
people also feel are good. This involves rigorous evaluation checks and restraints, to ensure 
action researchers can justify, and do not abuse, their position of potential influence.
It emphasises the value base of practice. Action research is value laden, which differs 
from the stance of neutrality claimed by (some) other types of research. It begins with 
practitioners becoming aware of what is important to them – their values – and how they 
might act in the direction of those values.

Action research in this sense can be seen as a potential vehicle for building a new relationship 
between university, development agents and society at large. It is also a platform for a new 
mode of learning to understand the real needs of society. The aim is to use the dynamics of 
change as a basis for self-examination to influence training and research that benefits society. 
This is not to suggest that all research in the university should be action research. It is not a 
replacement for other types of research, such as the basic research on which the universities 
set such pride. But what is argued here is that action research could be an effective instrument 
for intellectual re-orientation, and so universities interested in becoming relevant to the needs 
of societies which historically have emerged in very different conditions from those sustained 
on campuses ought to allocate a prominent place to action research.
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Action learning as a link between universities and society

Action learning has for long been simply defined as learning by doing. Revans (1997) explains 
that this is based on the common knowledge that lectures and bookwork alone are not 
sufficient for educating people who have to take decisions in the “real world”; as the old saying 
puts it, practice alone makes perfect. Revans argues that action learning is not what a person 
already knows and tells that sharpens the countenance of a friend, but what that person and 
the friend together do not know – it is recognising ignorance and not programmed knowledge 
that is key to action learning. University teachers are commonly known as lecturers and so they 
lecture. Revans’ argument is that this is not sufficient to develop people who are expected to 
take decisions in the real world. This is probably part of the reason society’s expectations from 
universities are far from reality. What society expects cannot be delivered by universities in 
their current form.

Another point in Revans’ argument is the exposure of ignorance as part of the learning 
process, which challenges universities to quit the teaching paradigm for learning and to begin 
learning from the realities of life. Boyatzis, et al. (1995: 10) give the epistemological differences 
between teaching-centred and learning-centred approaches (See Table 2; cf. Thorpe et al., 
1997)). But as Ison (1990) says, universities reinforce the teaching paradigm by describing 
their purpose and function as “custodians” and “preservers” of knowledge – which creates 
the image of knowledge as a “commodity” to be “stored” or “warehoused” and then dispensed 
(by lecturer) to recipients (students). Moving to the learning paradigm is only possible if 
universities begin to engage in activities of real-life problem solving in pursuance of their 

Table 2: Contrast between teaching-centred and learning-centred approaches.

Focus on teaching Focus on learning

Input orientation – staff* controls input and 

determines and evaluates how much material is 

sufficient to teach

Output orientation – attention to relationship 

between staff and student

Discipline – defined knowledge – focus on narrowly 

defined, specialised knowledge

Problem centred – or contextually defined 

knowledge. Greater focus on learning rather than 

teaching

Staff ’s way of knowing – staff viewed as the expert 

and unique source of knowledge

Student’s way of knowing – pace and flow of 

understanding, logic, and way of knowing centred 

on student’s capabilities

Stakeholders – staff and specialised field Stakeholders – staff, students, employers, alumni, and 

so on

* I use “staff” instead of “faculty” to avoid confusion. Faculty in this thesis refers to a university unit (in the British 

sense) and not to the complement of lecturers and researchers (as in American usage).
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functions. Dreyfus and Wals (2000) emphasize that we may never understand the problem 
until we start to implement some potential solutions and that without ability and willingness 
to act, it is impossible to participate in, or rather to contribute to, a democratic society. For 
universities to understand the problems they are expected to assist in solving they have to take 
part in implementing possible solutions to those problems.

Action learning is a continuous process of learning and reflection, supported by colleagues, 
with the intention of getting things done (McGill and Beaty, 1995: 21). McGill and Beaty add 
the dimension of collective or joint engagement. Reflecting with colleagues to get things done 
is based on mutual relationships, common goals and complementary efforts. This working 
together has to be nurtured through training of professionals. On the contrary, universities, 
by their functioning, tend to “breed” and promote individualism, and yet they expect their 
graduates to cooperate and work productively with others. The dominance of the lecture 
format in university teaching, and assessment of student learning based examination of the 
individual, tends to promote excellence of individuals, while in the world of government or 
business “excellence” is often only possible through collective action. Allen (1988) argues 
that one of the effects of teaching in university is to identify talent by filtering out the more 
able students from the average. The British First Class Degree, for example, once led to an 
automatic invitation to apply for a post as a member of the top administrative grade in the 
civil service. Probably the need to recruit top civil servants was once a justification to focus on 
individuals, but talent should also take into account abilities to work with others, if individual 
“excellence” is ever to be of value in a systemic and systems-led society.

Pedler (1997: 63) asserts that the shift from regarding learning as an individual phenomenon 
to seeing it as something which results from people-in-relationship seems particularly relevant 
today. He considers this a generative view of learning reaching beyond the individual making 
sense of the world in isolation to one in which people jointly engage in collective social processes 
of sense making and meaning creation. Pedler and Aspinwall (1996 ) view learning as: 
1.  …being about things (knowledge).
2.  …doing things (acquire skills, abilities, competences).
3.  …becoming ourselves, to achieve our full potential (personal development).
4.  …achieving things together (collaborative enquiry).

University training tends to limit itself to the first two levels. Ideally, universities as the 
highest institutions of learning should strive to achieve the highest levels of learning, and thus 
need to include personal development and collaborative inquiry. These two levels, however, 
demand collective engagement, which has to be mainstreamed in university training. In this 
regard, action learning is here advocated as a method to build on and reinforce the academic 
tradition, and not (as some seem to fear) as a populist and simplistic attempt to confront 
that tradition (Revans, 1997). It fulfils the deepest aspirations of the academic tradition to 
seek to provide learning for fundamental change. In agriculture, for example, Ison (1990: 7) 
proposes that to meet the needs of a changing, sustainable agriculture, radical thinking about 
agricultural education is urgently required; perhaps the most fundamental challenge is to re-
establish universities as communities of learners. Ison says academics must become involved 
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in learning, learning about learning, facilitating the development of learners, and exploring 
new ways of understanding their own and others’ realities. Dreyfus and Wals (2000) clarify 
that a learning experience becomes fundamental when the whole person becomes part of the 
learning experience (i.e. head, heart and hands are engaged).

Based on the discussion above, the prerequisites for action learning in university are 
that there must be action in real-life situation, reflection, and group openness to learning. 
As suggested in the conceptual model in the first chapter, action learning can to a great 
extent be achieved through a well-designed programme of student internships. In addition 
to offering interactive learning approaches towards fostering creativity, critical thinking, and 
competence, student internships provide the opportunity to deal with actual problems as an 
extension of learning. It is the platform where students, lecturers, other development actors 
and the community engage to learn from solving real-life problems. With support from ‘I@
mak.com’ and other development agencies, Makerere University, for example, is attempting 
to institutionalise student internship in several faculties. At present internship is treated 
mainly as an opportunity for students (alone) to gain exposure and “hands-on” experience. 
The lecturers exclude themselves from this learning process, and thus cut themselves off from 
practical experiences that might influence their own performance and that of the university 
system as a whole.

Action learning has been used as a process to reform organisations and to liberate new human 
visions within organisations (Garratt, 1997). Garratt elaborates that action learning attempts 
to achieve the blend of logic and emotional engagement necessary to transcend organisational 
difficulties by giving rigour and pace to the cycle of learning, and, through drawing on the 
positive powers of groups, to sustain discipline and rhythm. Boyatzis and colleagues (1995: 
xi) introduce their book, Innovations on professional education, with a warning that driven 
by people from within educational institutions as well as by stakeholders such as prospective 
students, parents, employers and funding agents this process of transformation is likely to leave 
few areas of the academic world untouched. We might conclude that universities are unlikely 
to be able to resist change along these lines; the only option may be to find the best ways to 
manage such changes.

Learning and change

Learning changes you, and equally, change requires learning – people change behaviour because 
of new learning that requires them to adapt (Allen et al., 2002). Learning can be interpreted 
in so many ways, and it is also found at various levels, as explained earlier. Learning aimed at 
developing a person only happens when the world begins to look different to that person (cf. 
McGill and Beaty, 1995: 175). Gaining a new world view requires a mental shift, sometimes 
induced by personal experiences or reflections, and sometimes (as Douglas, 1986 argues) 
through organizational re-orientation. Sterling (2000, 2004) suggests the shift of mind that 
many commentators require in university work involves not just simple learning but learning 
of a higher order (i.e. 2nd and 3rd levels), and the relevant accompanying organizational 
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changes to support such learning. It is therefore at these levels that we can influence change 
or development.

Kanter (1995) suggests that change is always a threat when it is done to people, but it is an 
opportunity when it is done by people. Senge (1990: 155) adds that people don’t resist change, 
but rather that they resist being changed. This means that change agents have to be aware 
of and address an inherent fear of being changed. For that reason, Kanter suggests that the 
ultimate key to creating pleasure in the hard work of change in a challenging and demanding 
environment is to give people the tools and the autonomy to make their own contributions to 
change. Whether the future holds breakdown or breakthrough scenarios, people will require 
flexibility, resilience, creativity, participative skills, competence, material restraint and a sense 
of responsibility and transpersonal ethics to handle transitions and to provide mutual support 
(Sterling, 2001). Such tools to cope with unpredictable future are embedded in the second 
and third levels of learning. This is the basic justification for the argument made earlier that 
universities need to shift from teaching-centred to learning-centred approaches, in order to 
negotiate a shift to higher levels of learning.

From and individual staff perspective, the problems associated with learner-centred 
approach include the loss or devaluing of skills, fear of not being an expert any more, need for 
new skills, and far-reaching and destabilising changes in student/client expectations (Thorpe 
et al., 1997). Getting staff to change from, say, the (self-contained) lecture method to a more 
open, interactive style of instruction always meets with considerable resistance (Knapper and 
Cropley, 1985; Harvey and Knight, 1996: , Chiang, 2005). Changing the role of the teacher 
to become a mentor rather and facilitator of learning is one of the characteristics embedded 
within flexible learning (Moran and Myringer, 1999). However, as Wheatley (1999) suggests, 
change in behaviour is a gradual outcome of iterative reflections on an individual’s actions, and 
support from colleagues to enact new values and develop new patterns of behaviour.

This view raises several issues. First, changing the way we do things is not a linear stepwise 
process; it is an iterative process that will likely involve steps backward, and the need for critical 
reflection to find a new way forward. Secondly, the learning process is collegial, and demands 
exposure of our ignorance and a willingness to learn from others. Thirdly, it involves making 
decisions to take action; otherwise we cannot change from the status quo. Taking action also 
means overcoming fear to making mistakes, and developing confidence in the social support 
around us. Fourthly, it is not a random or incidental activity, but an entire process, that has 
to be designed and pursued with a clear vision of what we want to achieve. Managing change 
processes, therefore, implies having optimism in the future while at the same time avoiding 
acting naively. By being optimistic here, I mean focusing on what we can possibly do rather 
than what we cannot. The approach involves exploiting our potential and/or developing our 
hidden potential, as opposed to falling victim to circumstances.

In his argument for ‘Preferred Futuring’ as a paradigm shift from focusing on deficiencies 
to focusing on potential, Lippitt (1999) puts forward what he thinks makes change successful, 
in terms of a seemingly simple model as follows: 
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C = D × V × F > R

C =  Change, which is moving from one stage to another, becoming different from what was.
D =  Dissatisfaction. Dissatisfaction with the current situation is a change lever often expressed 

as complaints and the belief that nothing can be done. Dissatisfaction must be transformed 
into motivation for change. 

V =  Vision. Vision is a clear, detailed, and agreed-upon picture of the future. It is a collective 
picture of a future all stakeholders deeply and passionately want.

F =  First step. Action plans – concrete, agreed-upon steps – move the system from vision to 
implementation and specific results. 

R =  Resistance to change. When people let go of the dissatisfaction, decide what they want 
(vision) and take the first step, the product is greater than resistance (R). 

He concludes that if any of the factors D, V or F is missing in the model, the product is zero. 
Resistance remains greater than the desired change. V is an special source of difficulty, because 
institutions – not least those afflicted by poverty – typically harbour deep disagreements about 
ways forward, and specific conflict resolution activity may be needed to arrive at a clear, agreed 
vision. Thus we might conclude that the model is too simple to explain all the complex dynamics 
of change, but nevertheless it emphasizes the fact that we can enhance our influence on change 
by maximising D, V and F. These are therefore key entry points for “change agents”. We can 
increase dissatisfaction with the status quo by creating awareness of what could be. “What 
could be” then has to be made compatible with what in our overall imagination we want to 
achieve, and where we want to go as individuals as well as within an organisation/community. 
In turn getting where we want to go requires us to develop strategic action. Strategic action 
is driven by levels of dissatisfaction, how compelling the vision is, and (most important) by 
the realisation of our potential to get where we want to be. Our ability to influence change, 
therefore, depends on how well we can facilitate processes that increase dissatisfaction with 
the status quo, create a compelling and shared vision, and generate motivation sufficient to 
overcome fear of taking action. 

I am aware that putting things this way might provoke the question from researchers “how 
can one measure C, D, V, F and R?” Wals (1993) addressed this question by challenging that 
what we can’t measure still exists; aside from learning about people, research should also aim 
to understand reality with people as it challenges them. And to emphasise the importance 
of the intangible systemic processes, Galbraith (1999) adds that when dealing with systems, 
processes must be included because of their existence in the real world, and not on the basis 
of availability of data, and that a process deemed important must be included, for to ‘omit’ 
such a process on the grounds of insufficient data is not to omit it at all, but to include it with 
an assigned weight of zero. Knowing people’s reality means learning with them so that they 
are able to change themselves. Kanter (1995) and Senge (1990) refer to people’s fears of being 
changed. But the reality is that we cannot change people; we can only help them to change 
themselves through learning. Organisations learn and change through individuals who learn; 
hence we arrive at the important concept of a learning organisation.
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Can universities become learning organisations?

In the view of Senge (1990) learning organisations are organisations where people continually 
expand their capacity to increase the results they truly desire, where new expansive patterns of 
thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually 
learning how to learn together. This description ought to describe universities, at the helm 
of learning; unfortunately the concept of the learning organisation is not closely associated 
with the university (cf. Franklin et al., 1998). It is more associated with private sector business 
organisations striving to make money in a changing and competitive environment (also see 
Sterling, 2004). While universities are expected to turn out more independent citizens, 
they themselves have remained too dependent on the public resources guaranteeing their 
existence. For that reason, university dissatisfaction with the status quo remains low. While 
they continue to enjoy the comfort of public resources the motivation to learn and change 
is low. But in a country like Uganda this situation is unlikely to continue for long, as public 
funding to universities continues to diminish and competition for students in a market with 
several private players hots up. In the corporate sector, the advantage of being the first to 
capture customers with new products on the market is what drives innovations in competing 
organisations (Kanter, 1995). 

Similarly, in a market-driven competitive education environment today’s universities 
cannot deny that they operate in a climate of change (Cullen, 1999; Williams, 1993). Even 
for developing country institutions competition is not only within the country or region but 
is global. Universities worldwide have recently been confronted with a new raft of changes 
and demands, and some of these are difficult to respond to adequately on the basis of existing 
organisational and governance structures (Kovac et al., 2003; Srikanthan, 2000; Lysons, 
1999) and cultures. Galbraith (1999) has comprehensively discussed some areas of weakness 
including: 

artificial internal structures – variously described as faculties, groups, or divisions, themselves 
comprised of smaller cells called departments, schools or centres; 
false dichotomies – arguments based on the splitting of cause-effect chains that deny 
the existence of system feedback; funding formulae based on student load and research 
effort;
the tragedy of commons – proportional policies used to distribute funds in situations where 
no constraints (natural or imposed) act to curb competition for scarce resources such as 
funding based on research productivity;
weights and parameters – weights assigned to various entities, e.g. staff levels versus 
government funding, funding loading for research versus undergraduate students or 
disciplinary weights; 
interaction effects – dual emphases on the need to balance budgets and to maintain or 
increase research efforts; 
research traditions – tendency to ignore impending impact of management decisions aided 
by entrenched views, and encouraged by traditional research training involving use of linear 
statistical models and predictions; and

•

•

•

•

•

•
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significance of time scales – e.g. cyclical patterns of debts and surplus, cyclical patterns of 
staff numbers and rates of adjustment to changing enrolment conditions.

Universities now operate in a complex, turbulent and competitive education environment 
characterised by resource constraints and demands for accountability from a range of different 
entities. To do more and better with fewer resources is the challenge for universities in the 21st 
century (UNESCO, 2003). Universities of the future will require creativity and innovation 
(Gunkel, 1994 quoted by Srikanthan, 2000); they will need strong and effective leaders able 
to cope with new quality demands and public accountability but also willing to develop new 
values and a ‘new’ culture at all levels of the university (Kovac et al., 2003). In order to cope 
with complexity and turbulence, corporate management practices have been embraced by 
universities around the world (Lysons, 1999), but the presence of delayed feedback means that 
outcomes have been problematic (Galbraith, 1999; Williams, 1993). To manage this Brave 
New World faced by the University of the Future, Srikanthan (2000) suggests the following 
organisational characteristics to be cultivated: 

an ability to operate at the depth of a disciplinary speciality, at the same time be involved 
in a course team to make the learner experience meaningful;
an ability to manage extreme complexity;
a collaborative approach to develop integrated and interactive programs; and
a capacity to manage and plan technology applications, with a view to using them as tools.

The current trend implies that universities that succeed to become learning organisations are 
likely to go through the 21st century more successfully than those that do not. As Senge (1990) 
puts it, organisations learn only through individuals who learn; individual learning does not 
guarantee organisational learning, but without it no organisational learning occurs. Senge 
suggests mastery of five basic disciplines necessary for a successful learning organisation: 

systems thinking - interconnected actions; 
personal mastery - the discipline of continually clarifying and deepening personal vision, of 
focusing energies, of developing patience, and of seeing reality objectively;
mental models - assumptions, generalisations or images that influence how we understand 
the world and how we take action;
building shared vision - involves the skill of unearthing shared ‘pictures of the future’ that 
foster genuine commitment and enrolment rather than compliance; and 
team learning - teams not individuals are the fundamental learning units in modern 
organisations. 

Srikanthan draws a comparison of Senge’s five disciplines of a ‘learning organisation’ and 
Bowden and Marton’s ‘university of learning’ models and to these I add Galbraith’s ‘dark’ 
version of the five disciplines in Table 3.

Galbraith’s “dark” version illustrates the current situation in universities versus the ideal 
situation for learning organisations. Higher education for the 21st century must be open to 
innovation and willing to learn (Lysons, 1999; Laurillard, 1999). Universities indeed can 

•
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Table 3: Comparison of the ideal situations for learning organisation and current situation in universities 
(Adapted with modification from Srikanthan, 2000).

Learning 
organisation (Senge, 
1��0)

University of 
learning (Bawden 
and Marton, 1���)

The “dark” version of learning 
organisation disciplines (Galbraith, 
1���)

Personal mastery: 
Each person has a clear 
vision and understands 
the current reality. As a 
result there is creative 
tension which is 
directed to exploration 
of alternatives

Academics commit 
themselves to a 
deep exploration of 
the subject matter 
from a learner’s 
perspective to develop 
alternative patterns of 
understanding.

Personal mystery: The insensitivity and 
inflexibility of funding formula allocation 
is a continuing de-stabilising agent for 
managers in charge of academic centres. Far 
from developing confidence and feelings of 
mastery, mystery, or perhaps misery, emerge, 
as responsible leaders begin to doubt their 
efforts. 

Systems thinking: 
The group develops 
a holistic view of the 
situation and explores 
the interconnections 
and interactions. They 
visualise patterns of 
cause and effects

The academics develop 
a holistic view of the 
competences created by 
the course experience 
in students. They 
explore the potential 
for ‘discerning variation’.

Systems tinkering: On the contrary, purposes 
and goals of higher education have been set 
by government authorities with all the cultural 
inheritance associated with linear, non-systemic 
thinking. Surface ‘tinkering’ has pre-dominated 
over incisive systems thinking

Team learning: 
Synergistic involvement 
in the work groups 
by each one. Use of 
‘dialogue’ and ‘skilful 
discussions’. 

Synergistic involvement 
in a course/research 
team. Developing, 
along with colleagues, a 
holistic view of student 
competences.

Team lurching: In universities, the substantial 
rewards accruing on the basis of individual 
academic effort, means private time is 
guarded jealously, and commitment required 
for genuine team learning may be resented. 
In some areas, lurching from issue to issue 
remains more accurate description than 
learning. 

Shared vision: 
Alignment of objectives 
of all members of the 
group.

A collective consciousness 
of what is common and 
what is complementary.

Shared fission: As long as the bottom line 
remains individual survival and ‘the devil takes 
the hindmost’, ‘fission’ rather than vision will 
characterise interchanges between individual 
and groups, and the benefits of productive 
sharing will remain tantalisingly beyond reach.

Mental models: 
A balanced advocacy 
with inquiry, in 
clarifying intentions and 
assumptions. Awareness 
of ‘leap of abstraction’.

Differences and 
complementarities 
brought into the 
open to get a clear 
view of each one’s 
position. Uninhibited 
communication.

Mental muddles: Managerial concerns appear 
to be triggered by ‘amplitudes of variations’ 
while policies enacted relate to ‘time-scales’ 
determining rates of change. Pre-occupation 
with magnitudes rather than rates of change 
is like addressing a problem of a broken shock 
absorber by driving slowly over potholes.
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learn – they must become vibrant organisational learning entities, to play their rightful role 
in social development (Srikanthan, 2000), though the rate of change is liable to be slow (Ison, 
1990). Given their more privileged position, universities have a unique opportunity to lead 
development of the concept in practice as well as theory (Franklin et al., 1998). Perhaps the 
biggest single challenge to the application of learning organisation principles is the identification 
and use of leverage points (Galbraith, 1999). However Galbraith cautions that if the reaction is 
to shoot the messenger bringing unwelcome news, then as with other organisations universities 
will miss the opportunity to push the boundaries of their potential.

The central message of the five disciplines is that organisations work the way they work 
because of how their members think and interact (Douglas, 1986; Retna, 2005). Like any other 
organisation, universities are systems, and they too seek to influence change in other systems 
they are part of. But as Wood (1995) emphasizes, regardless of the amount of change, unless 
the thinking involved in the system is developed or evolved, the underlying structures (laws 
and principles, including those of the mind) remain unchanged. Therefore, understanding 
change in a systems perspective can help to guide reforms in universities.

Systems thinking: a mechanism for transforming universities

Senge (1990) describes systems thinking as a discipline for seeing wholes - a sensibility for 
subtle interconnectedness that gives living systems their unique character - and that the essence 
of systems thinking discipline lies in a shift of the mind to see interrelationships rather than 
linear cause-effect chains, and thus seeing change as a set of processes rather than in terms of 
snapshots. Broadly, Kreutzer (1995) sees the goal of systems thinking and systems dynamics 
as providing tools to transform perspectives and mental models so that actions lead to real 
sustainable long-term improvements Systems thinking gives rise to a qualitatively different 
epistemology and worldview, beyond the reductionist, linear and objectivist approaches 
associated with theories of modernity, but which remain dominant in educational theory 
and practice (Sterling, 2000). A whole systems approach means every necessary sub-system 
within the organisation is created, modified, or redesigned and then integrated and aligned 
(Cindy and Bill Adams, 1999). The Adams’ further argue that the approach is grounded in 
practicality, i.e. where practitioners have to learn what works and what cannot work inside 
organisations. They spell-out that a whole systems approach is particularly valuable when: 

there is a need fundamentally to change what exists;
a system or process is not running effectively or optimally;
creating a new possibility adds significant value; and
current efforts are not on track – they lack speed, results, or broad ownership.

These conditions perfectly fit the situation under investigation. The shift from teaching to 
learning in higher education that many authors advocate is a fundamental change. The fact 
that change is suggested means that the system is not running effectively in terms of producing 
the graduates we expect to confront complex problems in society.

•
•
•
•
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A systemic perspective on education starts by questioning what the whole system is for 
and whom it is meant to serve, before any systemic analysis can be undertaken on how well 
it serves its purposes and what to do about shortfalls (Brown, 1999). The first part – the 
“whom” universities are meant to serve - has already been discussed under whether universities 
are accountable to society. Here, I intend to focus more on how well the university serves 
its purpose, and on the shortfall, already partly discussed under the heading of whether 
universities can become learning organisations.

Considering how universities serve their purpose, Banathy (1995, 1999) complains that 
we have entered the 21st century with education systems designed for the 19th century and 
an industrial machinery no longer suited to the era of post-industrial knowledge. He suggests 
that only radical and fundamental change of educational perspectives and purposes, and the 
reconceptualization and redesign of our educational institutions, will satisfy emergent new 
realities. Universities have traditionally been conceived and functioned as loosely coupled 
networks of academics, with coupling and accountability usually maintained not through 
managerial control or accountability to government, but through allegiances to disciplines and 
academic communities (Weil, 1999; Brewer, 1999). This can be related to their design. Banathy 
(1999) describes the technical approach of organisation of higher education institutions at 
three levels: 1) the institutional/governance level makes system-wide decisions and manages 
resources that support the instructional level, 2) the instructional level educates students, and 
3) students receive instructions at the learning level. Banathy says the application of systems 
suggests that if we wish to shift the focus from instruction to learning we have to redesign 
higher education around the learning experience.

Problems faced at all levels in the world today tend to resist unilateral solutions. The 
web of global interdependencies tightens, but our capacity for thinking in terms of dynamic 
interdependencies has not kept pace (Richmond, 1993). Richmond suggests that systems 
thinking and systems dynamics are important in developing strategies for closing the gap. 
Therefore there is a need to re-establish universities as communities of learners. Lecturers must 
become involved in learning about learning, in facilitating the development of learners, and in 
exploring new ways of understanding their own and others’ realities (Ison, 1990; Weil, 1999). 

Based on his wide experience of teaching and facilitating systems thinking in universities and 
business organisations Richmond (1993) puts forward seven inter-related thinking strata for 
good systems thinking, and illustrates how they can be developed. I summarise them here as: 
1. Dynamic thinking – the ability to see and deduce behaviour patterns rather than focusing 

on, and seeking to predict, events.
2.  Closed loop thinking – seeing the world as a set of ongoing, interdependent processes rather 

than as a laundry list of one-way relations between a group of factors and a phenomenon 
that these factors are causing.

3.  Generic thinking – avoiding thinking in terms of specifics and shift to generic thinking 
taking into account processes and their feedback mechanisms.

4.  Structural thinking – thinking in terms of units of measure, or dimensions. The distinction 
between stock and flow is emphasized.
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5.  Operational thinking – thinking in terms of how things really work, not how they 
theoretically work, or how one might fashion a bit of algebra capable of generating realistic-
looking output.

6.  Continuum thinking – ability to recognise the familiar in what appears diverse or distinct 
– finding common ground. It is the ability to see connections and interdependencies rather 
than sharp boundaries and disconnections.

7.  Scientific thinking – being rigorous about testing hypotheses. It has more to do with 
quantification than measurement. Establishing a scale, for example, does not mean one 
can specify what exactly these values are in the real system; it means only that one has 
established a rigorous convention for thinking about the dynamics of the variable.

Simultaneous development of these strata of thinking seems to offer a pathway to higher order 
(2nd and 3rd) learning levels to govern change in higher education for the 21st century (cf. 
Ison, 1999). The dynamics of higher education and increasing prospects of its globalisation 
mean that all academic groups have to scan the environment with a view to identifying actions 
that maintain the quality of their systems-environment relationships (Ison, 2001). The 
institutionalisation of systems thinking and practice within the academy is perhaps now more 
precarious than at any other time in the last fifty years (Maiteny and Ison, 2000). If we take 
seriously the idea of both a learning society and a learning organisation then it is reasonable to 
expect them both to exhibit the form and function of a system capable of learning (Laurillard, 
1999). Universities need to enter into dynamically different forms of partnership that become 
knowledge generating, rigorous and transformative – otherwise complex tensions will render 
universities valueless and visionless (Wel, 1999; Maiteny and Ison, 2000). Barnett (2000) says 
the visions of the university for the 21st century expressed as ‘the entrepreneurial university’; 
‘the service university’; ‘the corporate university’; ‘the virtual university’; a ‘university for the 
learning society’; a ‘university characterised by excellence’ all imply a greater set of linkages 
between the university and its wider environment, but share a common weakness, in that they 
address sets of issues and offer a narrow view of the university. He summarises the task of a 
university for the 21st century as: 

“The university has the responsibility to inject further uncertainty into an already uncertain 
world; and it has itself to comprehend that role and itself to take on the conditions of uncertainty 
of the wider world. Universities have for long been safe havens. In an age of uncertainty, the 
universities have to abandon the idea of knowledge as an emblem. Instead they should help us to 
revel in uncertainty for that is the condition of our age.” (Barnett, 2000: 128)

In effect this is to advocate a kind of open systems approach which welcomes uncertainty 
and change. In this age, the concept of universities as collections of individual faculties will 
not work any more – more attention should be given to creating mechanisms of integration 
and coordination among faculties (Kovac et al., 2003) to make universities function in a 
systemic way, but as open rather than closed systems. This is not an easy task, but there are 
many examples around the world that have been encouraging. The Hawkesbury experiences 
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documented by Bawden and colleagues and the work of Ison and colleagues at the Open 
University suggest some light at the end of the tunnel. Given the complexities of the 21st 
century in education, research and development, universities have no choice but to transform 
in this direction. Education and society must change together in a mutually affirming way, 
towards more sustainably adaptive patterns (Sterling, 2004). Systems understanding is at the 
cutting edge of societal learning in an age acknowledged to be more interactive, in almost 
every way, than any other (Maiteny and Ison, 2000). What is critical now is to explore new 
institutional forms for capacity building for systems practice (Ison, 2001). The capacity 
required in this case is that of transformative learning to facilitate fundamental recognition of 
the new paradigm and to enable paradigmatic reconstruction (cf. Sterling, 2004). In this light, 
I now turn to discussing transformative theory in university learning.

Transformative learning and universities

Transformative learning theory was first advocated over thirty years ago, by Jack Mezirow. 
Over time, it has been widely debated, revised and applied in different ways. Transformative 
learning refers to the process by which we transform our taken-for-granted frames of reference 
(meaning perspectives, habits of mind, mindsets) to make them more inclusive, discriminating, 
open, emotionally capable of change, and reflective, so that they generate beliefs and opinions 
that are true and/or justified guides to action (Mezirow, 2000: 7, 1997). The frames of 
reference are the structures of assumptions through which we understand our experiences, 
and a frame of reference encompasses cognitive, connotative, and emotional components, 
and is composed of a habit of mind and a point of view (Mezirow, 1997). Transformative 
learning is a social rather than solitary process, with the person at the centre – the values of 
the imagination and the power of emotion exist within a rational notion of transformation 
(Grabove, 1997). Transformative learning is similar to action learning on the basis that both 
aspire to locate fundamental principles of learning for change through critical reflection upon 
actions. Applications are diverse. But not all change is transformative, and not all critical 
reflection leads to transformative learning (ibid.). The centrality of transformative learning 
is to empower individuals to think as autonomous agents in a collaborative context rather 
than to act uncritically on received ideas and the judgements of others (Mezirow, 1997). 
Recognizing that the educational experience is never neutral (Taylor, 2006), the uniqueness 
of transformative learning is its focus on epistemological change rather than merely change in 
behaviour – it is a way of knowing (Kegan, 2000). In meaning-making processes, it is not what 
we know but how we know that is important (Baumgartner, 2001).

Transformation may simply mean a change from one form into another. If there is no form, 
there is no transformation (ibid.), but Harvey and Knight explain what transformation means 
in education as follows: 

“Transformation is not just about adding to a student’s stock of knowledge or set of skills and abilities. 
At its core, transformation, in an educational sense, refers to the evolution of the way students 
approach the acquisition of knowledge and skills and relate them to wider context… A prime goal 
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should be to transform the learners so that they are able to take initiative, work with independence, 
to choose appropriate frames of reference, while being able to see the limitations of those frameworks 
and to stand outside them when necessary” (Harvey and Knight, 1996: viii, 12).

Transformation is not only for students, the educators, managers and practitioners too 
transform when they critically examine their view, open themselves to alternatives, and 
consequently change the way they see things or make meaning out of the world (cf. Cranton, 
2002). Indeed education itself can be transformed by design (Banathy, 1995). 

There is no particular teaching method that guarantees transformative learning (Cranton, 
2002; Grabove, 1997). From her experience, Cranton recognizes that transformative 
learning is enhanced by creating a safe environment to challenge our beliefs, assumptions, 
and perspectives (also see Taylor, 2006). Grabove notes that facilitating and engaging in the 
process of transformative learning requires a great deal of effort, courage and authenticity on 
the part of both the educator and the learner, because it involves considerable risks, and the 
effort may or may not result in reward. This is one of the uncertainties of the age that Barnett 
suggests universities must plunge themselves into. Taylor (2006) however presents a more 
optimistic picture of the rewards of transformative learning, though he still cautions that it 
is not easy. He says that becoming a transformative educator should not be taken lightly as it 
requires and demands a great deal of work, skill and courage. 

The sceptics of the possibility for current education system to become transformative suggest 
a redesign of the entire system. Banathy (1995) says there is no more important task than 
transforming education by design. He uses metaphors to illustrate his point. The first metaphor 
is that “you can’t remake a horse-and-buggy into a spacecraft”. Thereby, Banathy portrays the 
message that the design of current education is outdated and we cannot just improve it, but that 
it has to be utterly redesigned. From a technical perspective, he suggests that a system cannot do 
anything else but what it was designed for – the existing system of education was not designed 
for the 21st century. It is unfit for purpose. To illustrate his point he says: 

“Our schools perform today so badly precisely because they used to perform so well in the industrial 
society. But the world in which our schools must operate today has changed beyond their capacity 
to adjust. Their basic organisational principles are obsolete” (Banathy, 1995: 260).

Banathy’s second metaphor is “improvement does not produce a butterfly, only a faster 
caterpillar”. By this, he emphasizes that education must go through a complete metamorphosis. 
From the cocoon of fundamental re-design a beautiful butterfly - the new system – will emerge; 
peace-meal improvement does not give us a butterfly, only a faster caterpillar. In other words, 
Banathy calls for re-engineering the entire education system. Similar sentiments were raised 
by the Carnegie Forum on Education and the Economy (1986). As a society, and in higher 
education sector, we can choose either to strive towards deep learning and reorientation by 
conscious design, or have it thrust upon us by default, through the effect of mounting crisis 
(Sterling, 2004). The most plausible option is for universities to begin through their own 
transformative processes to rebuild relevance amidst the complexities of the 21st century.
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This chapter discussed challenges and opportunities for universities from a theoretical and 
conceptual perspective. These challenges and opportunities have now to be put into a national 
context. As earlier explained, arguments in this thesis are anchored in an agrarian context. 
Specifically, Uganda is largely an agrarian society with smallholder farmers comprising over 
80% of the population. In this case, the phrase “relevance to society” has a strong orientation 
towards smallholder farmers who also form the largest proportion of the poor. It is therefore 
critical to explore opportunities and related challenges for improving the well-being of 
smallholder farmers. Farmers operate in a very dynamic socio-political, ecological and market 
environment which requires a high level of adaptation and hence innovation. The next chapter 
will explore in rather specific terms how smallholder farmers respond to opportunities in their 
context, and what the function of agricultural professionals actually is in enhancing farmer 
capacities to cope and benefit from such opportunities. Based on a clear appreciation of these 
functions, it is then possible to identify the key competences that universities need to integrate 
into their training to make agricultural professionals more effective in working with farmers. 
The chapter (Chapter 3) will seek, therefore, to create a better understanding of the context 
and mechanisms through which smallholder farmers learn and innovate, so as to suggest ways 
in which the professionals can enhance this local learning process. Enhancing the learning 
and innovation opportunities of the scattered masses in an impoverished agrarian society is 
not only a problem for research and extension but also one of the biggest outreach challenges 
faced by the African university of the 21st century.
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CHAPTER THREE

Professional ignorance and non-professional 
experts: experiences of how small scale vanilla 
farmers in Uganda learned to produce for 
export

Introduction

Falling World market prices for agricultural commodities is likely to sustain poverty in 
developing countries that rely on traditional agricultural exports (Figure 4). In Uganda, small 
scale agriculture employs over 80% of the population (PMA, 2000), but the proportion directly 
depending on agriculture for livelihood is even higher in rural communities (Abdalla and Egesa, 
2004). With shocks due to price falls for agricultural commodities producers are likely to 
become poorer, even relative to the country’s average income (Page and Hewitt, 2001). Indeed 
according to PEAP (2004), crop producers are among the poorest, even among farmers. 
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Dependence on traditional exports such as coffee, cotton and tobacco for income will only 
worsen the poverty situation among small-scale farmers. Bahiigwa, et. al., (2005) for example, 
shows that producer prices as a ratio of world prices steadily increased from 12% in 1987 to 79% 
in 1998, but these positive developments for coffee producers were subsequently undermined 
by declining prices, with the 1999-2000 price falling to 36% of the 1994-95 price.

Recently, several African countries have gone into production of non-traditional fruits 
and vegetables to diversify their exports and increase hard cash earnings (Singh, 2002). In 
Uganda, small scale farmers are exploring new opportunities for niche market crops such as 
vanilla and cardamom as alternatives to traditional cash crops. Tamale and Namuwoza (2004: 
767) emphasize Uganda’s comparative advantage, in vanilla production, by for example, noting 
that: “Uganda is the only country on the mainland of African continent which grows vanilla 
and it is the only one in the world which harvests vanilla twice a year”.

The shift to new crops is accompanied by demand for new knowledge and technologies, 
but research and extension, for many reasons, including a continued focus on traditional crops 
in training, institutional priorities and bureaucracy, are unable to adjust quickly enough to 
offer the support needed. An alternative is to open new windows of opportunity for farmers to 
engage in their own group learning processes to generate their own knowledge and technologies 
(this I refer to as social learning). This chapter describes a case of how small scale farmers self-
organised to learn and share knowledge and innovations on vanilla without the intervention 
of research and extension. Farmers then became the “experts” in vanilla production while 
the professionals (researchers and extensionists) remained largely ignorant about the crop. 
Ignorance can be defined “as absence of knowledge in a particular arena that might fairly 
be expected to be overcome” (Chambers, 1995). In this case, absence of knowledge about 
vanilla among the professionals expected to support farmers with technical knowledge and 
skills is thus properly described as a state of ignorance. Ignorance is ‘not just to know’ but 
may suggest decay and dismantling of complex structure, or ‘something more primordial the 
cognitive term of moral evil’ (Vitebsky, 1992 quoted in Hobart, 1993). Gibb (2000) says a 
major manifestation of the growth of ignorance is the emergence of outstanding ‘mythical 
concepts’ and ‘myths’, an example of which I refer to later in this chapter.

In agriculture, the process of social learning requires that farmers become experts, instead 
of users of other specialists’ wisdom and technologies (King and Jiggins, 2002); this challenges 
professional relevance to such processes. What then is the role of research and extension in the 
social learning process? The chapter also highlights “new” or additional functions for research 
and extension that warrant a new breed of professionals. The case study is based on vanilla 
farmers in Ntenjeru sub-county in Mukono district, Uganda. Specifically vanilla was of interest 
to the researcher because it is a new crop; it is largely produced by smallholder farmers, and 
has gained prominence as an export crop in the recent past. Despite its prominence as a high 
income crop, it has not had any intervention from research and extension. This case, therefore, 
presents a good example of what farmers can learn for themselves, and thus how research and 
extension organisations often fail to respond to the dynamic needs of smallholder farmers to 
take advantage of opportunities that exist. The system failure reported here is treated as an 
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indication of decay in professional relevance – in other words it challenges professionals to 
address their state of ignorance.

Objectives

The objective of this case study was to understand how the smallholder farmers came to see 
vanilla as an opportunity, the innovation process through which they adopted and produced 
the crop, and what learning this entailed. Specific objectives were to understand: 
1.  the history of vanilla in Uganda and among the smallholder farmers; and
2.  the social organisation and mechanisms for learning and innovation among the smallholder 

vanilla farmers.

This case is later used to raise discussion about the roles and functions of research and 
extension in such circumstances. Analysis of these functions provides a basis for articulating 
the competences that agricultural professionals require to enhance farmer learning processes, 
and thereby provides useful information about the ways in which higher education might have 
to be redesigned in Uganda if agricultural professionals are to retain their role and relevance.

Methods

As explained in Chapter 1, data for this case study were generated through extended interviews 
that allowed the farmers to tell their story and experiences, starting from how they came to 
know about vanilla, why they chose to grow it and their subsequent experiences. The stories 
and experiences were enriched by illustrations provided by the farmers and observations 
made by the researcher as they together walked through the farmers’ gardens during the 
conversations. Observations in the gardens elicited probing questions for further clarification. 
Follow-up visits were made to some farmers, where gaps were identified in the information 
provided or if additional lines of enquiry were needed. Farmers’ stories about vanilla enabled 
an understanding of the crop’s history, cultivation practices, processes of knowledge generation 
and spread, experiences including innovations since the crop was adopted and perceptions of 
the vanilla business in general.

Ntenjeru was purposively selected because it was the pioneer sub-county for vanilla 
production in Uganda, and therefore ideal for understanding farmer learning mechanisms. 
To trace these mechanisms, 31 farmers were selected from the four parishes of the sub-county 
according to three periods when vanilla growing was taken up, i.e. before 1990; 1990-1995; and 
1996-2000+. Table 4 presents the characteristics of the farmers involved (farmers identified 
by a coded rather than by name). 

Farmer selection was based on key informants in each parish. The key informants were 
among the pioneer vanilla farmers in their respective parishes. The choice of these periods was 
to understand the mechanisms for knowledge flows. However, priority was given to the pioneer 
farmers and those referred to by other farmers as being resourceful in terms of knowledge on 
vanilla production. Their privileged knowledge on this crop was of great interest for this study.
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Table 4: Farmer characteristics.

Parish Farmer Sex Year of vanilla 
uptake

Vanilla 
acreage

Age Years of 
schooling

Bugoye A1 M 2001 1.5 48 -

A2 M 1995 2 65 10

A3 M 2001 1.5 -

A4 F 1987 1.5 70 0

A5 M 1990 1 62 6

A6 M 2001 -

A7 F 1988 2 30 6

A8 M 1991 2 29 11

A9 (Mr & Mrs) M&F 1984 - 81 & 74 -

Bunakijja B1 M 1990 1.5 60 4

B2 M 1991 1 65 6

B3 M 1991 <1 37 6

B4 M 1994 2 31 7

B5 M 2000 2.5 30 8

B6 M 1995 0.5 33 11

Mpunge C1 M 1982 0.5 50 11

C2 M 1981 - 71 8

C3 M 1990 5 39 8

C4 M 1990 - 65 3

C5 M 1984 2 46 11

C6 M 1993 1.5 43 14

C7 M 1984 0.25 71 8

Nsanja D1 F 1986 4 44 9

D2 M 1995 1 30 10

D3 M 2000 1.5 59 6

D4 M 1993 0.5 37 15

D5 M 1997 3 78 5

D6 F 2002 1.5 36 6

D7 M 1985 6 53 8

D8 M 1990 1 34 7

D9 M 1994 2 26 11
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History of vanilla in Uganda

How it was introduced in Uganda

Vanilla planifolia, a fruit of the Orchid family, is not an indigenous crop to Uganda. It is a 
native of Mexico and Central America now grown in parts of the tropics including Madagascar, 
Indonesia, Reunion, Seychelles, Comoro Islands and Uganda (Tamale and Namuwoza, ibid.). 
Its fruits (beans) are harvested before they are fully ripe, fermented and cured as flavouring and 
spice for food and for use in the pharmaceutical industry (Purseglove, 1972).

Pioneer farmers who well know its history say vanilla was introduced in Uganda during the 
colonial period by British farmers as far back as the 1940s. Salama estate farm in Ntenjeru sub-
county in Mukono district was one of three farms owned by British farmers where vanilla was 
grown. It was exclusively protected as a “white” farmer crop and Ugandans employed on the 
estate as labourers were routinely checked before leaving the farm to ensure that none escaped 
with planting materials (vines). This type of control aroused the curiosity of some labourers 
who stealthily manoeuvred to take away some vines. They planted it in the middle of coffee 
gardens, secretly, for fear of losing their jobs (or possible arrest) if the British farmers found out 
that they were growing vanilla. In the late 1960s however, the British farmers experimented 
with an out-grower scheme involving a few farmers in the neighbouring Kooja parish as a 
strategy to increase production. Kooja parish later became the pioneer and nucleus for vanilla 
production in Uganda, after the British farmers abandoned their farms and left the country 
due to unfavourable political conditions. 

When dictatorship released vanilla to smallholder farmers

The “economic war” declared by the military regime of Idi Amin (1971-79) made the economic 
and political environment unfavourable for foreigners; so the British farmers abandoned their 
farms around 1972 and left. Their departure halted commercial vanilla production due to 
difficulties in marketing. Those who had vanilla only used it to spice tea and local brew. The 
most vibrant economic activity then was smuggling, in which many youths engaged directly 
or as brokers.

In 1980 some business men deployed brokers in Mukono district to search for vanilla, 
allegedly wanting to use it to conceal drugs like marijuana which they trafficked abroad. Kooja 
parish was the target since it was the place where it was suspected vanilla could be found. The 
price offered (USh. 300/= per Kg) by the brokers was very attractive compared to other crops, 
and this stimulated interest to grow vanilla. Due to demand the price had more than doubled 
to USh. 800/= per Kg by 1983. Many farmers obtained planting material (vines) from the 
former Salama estate where vanilla was by that time growing wild. At the time only former 
labourers at Salama estate, some of whom were also the experimental out-grower farmers, had 
knowledge of vanilla production. Because vanilla differs from other crops in many ways these 
farmers were the main resource persons in knowledge and practice of vanilla production.
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What is unique about vanilla?

Vanilla is peculiar in that: 
it requires shading to provide two-thirds to one half of normal sunshine (ADC/IDEA 
Project, 2000). For this reason, vanilla is intercropped with banana and coffee; however, 
through experience, farmers have also identified appropriate shade trees. Small leaved trees 
like Glyiricidia are preferred to broad leaf trees like mangoes. Small leaves decompose 
faster, allow better water infiltration and reduce incidence of soil related fungal diseases, 
compared to broad leaves;
the climbing vines are staked and looped to control plant height and ease pollination. At the 
point of contact with the ground the looped vines are buried to increase root establishment 
for higher nutrient uptake. A local shrub (kirowa in local language), commonly used as 
a boundary landmark, has been found to be the most appropriate way to stake vanilla 
because it establishes well even under dry conditions, provides shade, and is strong and 
flexible enough to support the weight of a big cluster of vines;
weeding with a hand hoe has to be minimised since the crop is a surface feeder and hoeing 
would affect the root system; at the same time roots have to be protected from the heat 
of the sun, especially during the dry season. In this regard, a variety of weed management 
options have been experimented;
flowering is naturally induced by the dry season. This is not adequate for cultivation. The plant 
has to be induced by cutting some of the looped vines (pruning), to stimulate flowering;
pollination is done by hand. Unlike other crops, vanilla is not naturally pollinated by wind 
or insects; the flower is opened and the male (anthers) and female (stigma) parts are joined 
physically. Timing is important here as the flower is viable only for 12 hours, according to 
the farmers. This is probably the most technically demanding practice that farmers can be 
expected to do successfully.

The uniqueness of these production practices compared to other crops in the farming system 
incited my curiosity to understand how farmers learn about vanilla. It was clear that successful 
production was not the adaptation of indigenous knowledge to a new crop but involved 
generating new knowledge and practices, yet all this happened amongst farmers without 
intervention of research and extension.

Farmer exploration and experimentation was deployed in a search for effective ways to 
produce the crop. It transpired that non-involvement of research and extension to provide 
knowledge and technological support enhanced farmer experience sharing and mutual 
learning. This self-directed learning turned farmers into “non-professional experts”, while 
researchers and extensionists, in keeping away from the learning process retained their 
“professional ignorance” about vanilla. I call them non-professional experts because they are 
self-made. I also consciously use the phrase “professional ignorance” to depict the rather arrogant 
notion that what is not taught during career training is less valued knowledge, an attitude 
that bars professionals from making use of an important social learning opportunity. Often 
this is defended in terms of reference to “national” priorities that may have little relevance to 
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farmers’ real needs and aspirations. The case will illustrate processes of social learning that 
rapidly spread vanilla as an export crop in Uganda. By 2002, vanilla had spread to over 18 
districts (Tamale and Namuwoza, ibid.). As is usually common in social learning, the process 
was characterised by conflict and other social dynamic factors, to which I will now turn.

The role of conflict and competition in social learning 

Conflict as a trigger for learning

While farmers exchanged materials and knowledge, real self-organisation for learning was 
triggered by conflict (see Dewey, 1922; Eshuis and Stuiver, 2005; Heymann and Wals, 2002). 
Two major conflicts influenced social learning; the first was a conflict between brokers and 
farmers and the second was between the Ministry of Agriculture, Animal Industry and 
Fisheries (MAAIF) and farmers. 

Until 1990, farmers did not have direct contact with vanilla exporters. They dealt with 
brokers who bought the produce at less than the prevailing price and sometimes purchased 
on credit, but often faulted on making payments. Farmers realised they had a problem. The 
challenge for farmers was how to deal with dishonest brokers.

Through sharing of the challenge, the idea of forming a farmer cooperative society emerged. 
This idea came as advice from a visiting son of one of the farmers in 1988. In January 1989, 
Kooja Vanilla and Fruits Growers Association (KVFGA) was started to promote marketing of 
vanilla and other fruits produced in the area. Using their subscription fees, they advertised on 
radio advising the vanilla exporters to deal with KVFGA directly. Soon, two exporters visited 
them to verify their existence and to clarify the quality of vanilla they wished to buy. As a 
farmer association, KVFGA negotiated the price and devised a system for bulk sale of vanilla 
in two neighbouring parishes of Mpunge and Nsanja.

In 1990, a prominent business man, Agha Sekalala, with links to an American firm, 
McCormicks Ltd, seeking to procure vanilla, contacted KVFGA with the aim of promoting 
vanilla production for export. He provided credit to farmers on the understanding that 
they would supply him all their produce. For technical support Sekalala, in conjunction 
with McCormicks Ltd, secured support from USAID, through a project on Investment in 
Developing Export Agriculture (IDEA project), to hire an expert, Steve Caiger, to work with 
farmers for about three years. Having had experience under different climatic conditions, 
Caiger’s expertise was not directly transferable. Instead, he engaged with contact farmers 
in a learning process to generate context specific knowledge and practices (cf. Eshuis and 
Stuiver, 2005) which he then compiled into a production manual (also translated into a local 
language, Luganda). For language translations he was assisted by the area extension worker 
(an agricultural assistant). Basically, Caiger’s main function was to scale up learning through 
experimentation and sharing of experiences.

Shared knowledge flows in the farming community through informal (oral) networks. It 
is therefore not surprising that only two farmers still had copies of the manual at the time of 
fieldwork, retained more as a souvenir than as a source of information. In addition to marketing, 
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KVFGA became a network for learning. It secured funds from Sekalala and the IDEA project 
to support a regular radio programme, called vanilla buggaga (interpreted as “vanilla is wealth”), 
to increase awareness and disseminate knowledge about vanilla. The thirty-minute programme 
was presented once a week by a farmer, John Nviiri, who had vast experience on vanilla (from 
production to primary processing), having been an employee of one of the British farmers. 
The name of the programme conveyed the shared goal of wealth creation, which also inspired 
learning. The resultant awareness created overwhelming demand (from within and outside 
Mukono district) for planting material. The vanilla farmers then reaped profits from selling 
vanilla beans and vines. But beyond wealth creation, sustainability came into contention. This 
was the basis for the second conflict (that between farmers and MAAIF).

The conflict between MAAIF and farmers involved different perception concerning the 
impact of vanilla on soil fertility, and whether the crop was sustainable. When institutions and 
mechanisms of governance seem increasingly archaic they usually respond with pessimism to 
unfamiliar circumstances (Woodhill, 2003) to conceal their inabilities. MAAIF discouraged 
farmers from growing vanilla on the pretext that it would lead to rapid soil degradation. This 
was based on an untested assumption that the shrub used to support vanilla (kirowa) took 
up nutrients that could otherwise be utilised by crops; hence nutrient mining of the soil 
was alleged. But farmers saw it as an opportunity, and it was difficult to dissuade them from 
growing vanilla anyway. On the contrary, farmers argued that vanilla cultivation practices 
(namely planting shade trees, minimal weeding, and non-use of chemicals) offered a more 
sustainable environment than other crops. Given this conflict of ideas, farmers could hardly 
expect support from research and extension, departments falling directly under MAAIF. This 
pushed them towards greater interdependence; it was clear that farmers would need to learn 
through their own initiatives.

KVFGA was an outcome of a conflict between farmers and brokers. The conflict between 
farmers and MAAIF likewise served to strengthen farmer learning and self-reliant innovation 
capacities. The case illustrate how conflict is beneficial to social learning when it is turned into a 
shared challenge for which solutions are jointly sought. Articulation of a shared challenge is a social 
phenomenon anchored in a common goal (in this case the desire to be wealthy). But harnessing 
conflict into opportunity for joint learning is easier when stakeholders pursue complementary 
objectives than when they compete. Competition can be a barrier to social learning.

Competition as barrier to social learning

Because social learning is a move from multiple individualised perspectives to shared or 
distributed cognition (Röling, 2002) competition can prove counterproductive. Röling 
(ibid.) emphasizes that parties involved in social learning must develop overlapping - or at least 
complementary – goals, insights, interests and starting points. In other words it is only when the 
process offers sustainable mutual benefit that the parties will engage to learn together for better 
living. The attitude of competition among smallholder farmers is often self-defeating since none 
of them can influence the market unless they work together. Instead it reduces exchange of 
knowledge which would otherwise be beneficial to all (see Box 1 for a typical example).
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The case of pinning vines to induce flowering is an example where farmers conceal knowledge 
because of an attitude of competition. It might have been beneficial if all farmers used the 
same technique to maximise productivity. But something is needed in addition. Often, greater 
abundance of supply means poorer prices. Ugandan vanilla producers were expanding into an 
international market. But probably they would only gain sustainable high prices if they stood 
together against brokers anxious to cream off profits. To enhance social learning concerning 
technique farmers would also need to become aware that as smallholder farmers their strength 
rests upon a strategic capacity for collective action in areas of marketing as well as technique. It is 
the role of professionals to facilitate such joint processes, dissolving social barriers and creating 
platforms for interaction and open sharing of knowledge and innovations. Shared learning 
across the spectrum of technique and marketing might then create openings for inflows of new 
knowledge from extension and research further to enhance learning and innovation.

But in fact the necessary collective action proved hard to maintain. As vanilla demand 
increased, it attracted many buyers competing to raise export volumes, and in the process, 
quality was compromised. Competition eroded cohesion in KVFGA and its collective bargain 
diminished as individual farmers struggled to attract the highest price, creating opportunity 
for brokers again. Due to disastrous storms in Madagascar -the world’s leading vanilla producer 
- the price to Ugandan producers sky-rocketed, reaching over USh. 100,000/= per Kg in 2004. 
Vanilla began to appear to be a kind of gold for farmers, and a gold rush began. Envy, jealousy 
and a mentality of quick gain began to become manifest in the rampant theft of vanilla, forcing 

Box 1: How competition prevents knowledge exchange.

Stressing the vanilla plant to induce flowering is normally 
done by pruning (cutting some of the looped vines) to 
reduce nutrient uptake. Through experience, farmers 
have realized that by cutting the vines, the plant does 
not survive for many seasons. I met a farmer who had 
developed an alternative to cutting the vines. He instead 
pierced the vine with a small stick, as shown in the 
picture. The idea is to to interfere with the flow of the nutrients but without completely 
cutting off the nutrient supply. This gives the plant a shock and it flowers. He explained that 
with this method, the plant lasts longer than when the vines are cut. I thought this was an 
innovation based on a sound understanding of plant physiology. 

I went to another farmer in the next parish. As we walked through his garden, he explained 
how he prunes to stimulate flowering, but I could not see many vines cut like other farmers. 
I asked him if he had an alternative to cutting the vines and he said, “no”. Then I told him 
about the innovation of the stick. He laughed and said: “Oh yes, I use that too. I call it the ‘pin’ 
method. I have used it for sometime and it works very well, but I keep that to myself. It is my 
secret and I do not disclose that to anybody else”. He then showed me several ‘pins’ with 
which he had pierced into the vines. 
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farmers to hire gunmen to guard their gardens at night. This created suspicion and mistrust 
among members of the rural community, and capacity of farmers to continue to learn from 
each other declined. Only farmers sharing high levels of social trust dared to visit each others’ 
gardens for purposes of exchanging knowledge and innovations.

The radio programme also stopped, since buyers were engaged in rampant competition, 
and no longer had the will to cooperate in educational programmes. Social learning is a 
cooperative process. To gain its benefits in a market environment ground rules are needed; 
appropriate levels of competition and cooperation have to be clearly defined. Resumption of 
production in Madagascar, coupled with neglect of quality, have recently plunged prices below 
USh. 1,500/= per Kg. The “gold” has simply melted away. The issue is in part about what level 
to allow competition to have full sway, and where to introduce cooperation. If for example the 
level of competition had been conceived to be between producer countries, the buyers would 
probably have cooperated to keep the Ugandan quality high, to sustain its favourable price on 
the world market.

Farmer learning mechanisms and platforms

The capacity for farmers to innovate and share knowledge, and their rationale for doing so was 
best articulated by one informant in the following terms: 

“We as farmers, when we face a problem or opportunity, we become creative, we explore, discover 
and share this amongst ourselves. For example, I was the first one in this parish to demonstrate 
that you can transplant a mature vanilla plant but I also learnt it from my friend in another parish. 
When there is a good price you can become creative in many things because everyone wants to get 
more from what they have” (Nsonera).

Exchange of knowledge and experiences from experimentation were largely based on 
personalised interactions among farmers. The motivation for experimentation is sometimes 
to be well-known and highly regarded in the community. This was clearly stated by another 
farmer who started growing vanilla at the age of 15: 

 “I was motivated to discover more by producing more but I also strategically located my garden by 
the roadside to make it an example/demonstration for others to learn from. I do my own research 
to be outstanding and because of this, I have hosted many farmers from other districts. They come 
to learn and I also get orders to supply them with planting materials” (Kiyaga).

It is not the case that farmers learn from all farmers in the village. Information flows through 
an interpersonal social network (Conley and Udry, 2001). Social intimacy and values of 
inclusiveness are fundamental to social learning of the kind just described.
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Interpersonal relationship as a vehicle for social learning

Learning is an interactive process that takes place on a platform for exchanging of knowledge 
and experiences. Here a platform is defined as a forum for interaction to learn, negotiate 
and/or resolve a conflict (cf. Röling 2002: 39). In learning about vanilla, four platforms were 
prominent: source of planting materials, radio programme, farmer experimentation and 
exchange visits, and informal sharing of ideas through conversation and casual contacts (See 
Figure 5). Interpersonal relationships based on friendship and trust were key factors in all four 
areas, as I will elaborate: 

Source of planting material
Source of planting materials was a platform for exchange of knowledge and experiences 
about vanilla. Out of the 31 farmers involved in this case study, 24 (77.4%) obtained their 
first planting materials from other farmers they had prior contact with, and often their first 
batch of materials was offered free, an indication of a friendly relationship (Figure 6). Only 3 
(9.7%) purchased their first planting materials from other farmers while 4 (12.9%) obtained 
the materials from the estates that the ‘white’ farmers had abandoned. The attractive market 
for vanilla created a passionate environment for unreserved sharing of personal experiences.

Radio programme
Generally, all farmers regardless of gender or wealth categories have access to and use radio as 
source of information (Bagnall et al., 2004). In the present case, farmers acknowledged they 
learnt a lot from the radio programme presented by an experienced farmer who also used 
experiences of other farmers to explain constraints and possible solutions. While all farmers 
gained knowledge about vanilla from more than one source, overall, the radio programme 

Radio programme
(vanilla Buggaga)

Informal sharing
and conversations

Source of 
planting material

Farmer experimentation 
and exchange visits

Figure 5: Platforms for learning about vanilla.

Purchased
9.7%

Abandoned
'white' farm

12.9%

Given by
Friends/Relatives

77.4%

Figure 6: Sources of first planting materials.
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was only second to farmer-farmer interactions (Figure 7). Farmers tended to listen to the 
programme in small groups and after the programme they discussed the content with respect 
to their own experiences. Choice of who to listen with was based on social networks, and the 
discussions that followed were also a means of mobilizing social energy to experiment.

Farmer experimentation and exchange visits
The absence of “blue-print” recommendations from research and extension provided the space 
and freedom for farmers to experiment widely, for example, on spacing, weed management 
options, appropriate shading trees and different ways of inducing flowering. Exchange visits 
were a platform for sharing successes and failures from farmer experimentation. Since these 
visits were informal, they were again based on interpersonal connections. As illustrated by 
Kiyaga’s quote above, successful experiments were also learning sites for farmers from within 
and outside the area. Eleven (35.5%) of the farmers interviewed had hosted groups of farmers 
from other districts who came to learn from them how to grow vanilla. These were usually 
identified by leaders of their various farmer associations on the basis of their innovations and 
management practices. Through such opportunities, they were also able to sell vines to the 
visiting farmers. Kiyaga for example, claimed he had so far hosted over two hundred farmers 
from different parts of the country since. 

Informal sharing
Vanilla as “gold” became a subject of everyday conversation at all social fora. These conversations 
permitted exchange of experiences, identification of best practices and creating linkages for 
learning. The pride of recognition for innovation was an incentive for enlarging social linkages 
to share individual discoveries with others. Such pride is apparent in Nsonera’s quote above. 

41.9%

83.9%

100%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

120%

Other farmers           Radio programme                Family

Figure 7: Sources of knowledge about vanilla.
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Inclusive shared learning

The core value of participation is inclusiveness of all stakeholders in whatever affects them 
collectively. I look at inclusiveness beyond just involvement to building platforms for 
intergenerational exchange. This case presents an intriguing example of gender inclusiveness 
and more so the intergenerational exchanges in the learning process. In discussing inclusiveness, 
emphasis is on the learning process. Equity issues are beyond the present scope. 

Inclusiveness of women and children
Based on interactions with farmers, there was no indication that the women were any less 
knowledgeable about vanilla than men and vice-versa. During the interviews, it was common 
for men to refer some questions to their spouses to explain because they regarded them to 
be more familiar with the aspects asked. What is rather more apparent is the recognition of 
specific expertise for men, women and children, signifying a distributed knowledge system. It 
was commonly said in interviews that women are better than men at pollination but children 
are even better. This, however, should not be misunderstood as exploitation of child labour. 
Children engage in some farm activities as a means to contextualise their education and 
translate it into life skills. This is essential for sustainability of rural life, as many young people 
drop out of school early without any gainful skills (Kibwika and Tibezinda, 1998).

Contrary to a common assumption in many studies that cash crops are dominated by men, 
here the entire family tended to work together as a social unit. It was also common that women 
and in many cases children had control over some plots of vanilla from which they derived 
income to meet their individual needs. Of the 27 men in the sample, 18 acknowledged that 
their spouses had separate gardens for income to meet their specific needs. Similarly, nine (29%) 
of the sample said that even children under their care had small plots or a few plants they 
managed and controlled income from those plots. It is probably this broad base of participation 
that facilitated complementary use of knowledge and expertise within the family.

Intergenerational exchange
Due to limited experience, children are rarely recognized as key players in community 
knowledge system, and for that reason they are often left out of adult learning processes. This 
poses a serious concern for intergenerational sustainability. In this case, children are recognized 
for their expertise in pollination, which can in part be attributed to science lessons acquired 
in school. Their understanding of the morphology of the flower puts them at an advantage to 
carry out more successful pollination. But what is interesting is how this knowledge/expertise 
is solicited from the children in a learning context. As one farmer explained: 

“I have learnt to pollinate from children. I used to invite children from homes that grow vanilla 
to come and pollinate for me. I would give them sugarcane in return and they would demonstrate 
to me as I watched carefully. This is how I learnt” (Luwalira).
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These intergenerational platforms for learning also integrate local and “scientific” knowledge 
thereby enhancing sustainability of social learning processes. Intergenerational exchange is 
enhanced by targeting schools for social learning, as an old lady, a former contact farmer, 
reported: 

“While promoting vanilla we set-up demonstrations at schools to train the children so that they 
could train their parents. The children are much easier to train and they grasp the principles much 
more easily than adults” (Lusulire).

This is a timely reminder that schools are not only institutions for teaching children but could 
also be institutions for community learning.

Functions for research and extension in social learning 

In the above case study I have described a social learning situation where farmers have generated 
relevant knowledge and technologies without intervention from research and extension. The 
main point is to establish that farmers may be quicker to adjust to external challenges and 
opportunities than government bureaucracy, and that training new professionals for life beyond 
the university needs to respond to this world “out there”. But it is certainly not being argued that 
there is no place for research and extension, and professional support. The challenges of social 
learning call for more professional engagement than before, but in a way that is different from the 
“expert” prescriptive approach. Fundamentally, what needs to be done is to redefine the roles and 
functions of research and extension within a social learning context, otherwise the relevance of 
professional knowledge is liable to be contested. My objective is to use experiences from this case-
study to bring to light some of the core roles and functions for research and extension to support 
sustainable social learning processes. These include market and market information brokerage, 
farmer organisational development, facilitating joint learning and innovations, facilitating multi-
stakeholder dialogues, and developing entrepreneurial skills and attitudes.

Markets and market information brokerage

Learning is motivated by its economic and or social value to the learners in a sustainable 
environment. It has a cost in terms of time and effort; it is therefore unlikely that farmers 
– any more than other stakeholders - will engage in learning processes simply for their own 
sake. In this case, the major motivation for learning was an attractive market initially linked by 
brokers as earlier discussed. Therefore one catalytic role for research and extension on the social 
learning landscape relates to market skills and market information brokerage. This requires 
helping farmers to understand market dynamics - demand and price trends, quality standards, 
business linkages, and environmental requirements to sustain the business activity.

For example, there were wide price fluctuation between 1992 and 2005, mainly due 
to Madagascar’s supply position on the world market. Most spectacular was the price rise 
to a climax of USh. 100,000/= per Kg in 2004/5, when Madagascar was affected by the 
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disastrous storms; however, recent recovery plunged the vanilla prices in Uganda to below 
USh. 1,500/= in late 2005. Perhaps surprisingly, nearly all farmers interviewed lacked any 
adequate understanding of these reasons for price fluctuations, so as to make informed strategic 
decisions. To survive in global competition farmers need to be more proactive than reactive 
to the market opportunities; this is why smallholder farmers need to organised, in order to 
make effective use of information and to develop strategic responses. This is certainly a relevant 
opportunity for professionals to offer training support. 

Farmer organizational development

One of the great appeals of market systems is their self-organising nature (Woodhill, 2002). 
The survival of small scale farmers lies in strong farmer organizations that allow pooling of 
resources and products to access reliable markets, increase bargaining power, strengthen 
demand for services and to protect rights. KVFGA was a good start in this direction but it 
was overwhelmed by the competing interests of market agents.

Through strong organisations, farmers can collectively pursue a common goal, avoid 
manipulation, and demand services from various providers including government agencies and 
politicians in a coordinated manner. With regard to learning, farmer organisations are fora 
for expanding social networks for learning. Even though African societies are often described 
as having inherent capacities for collective action, they are not organised enough to demand 
and influence services for improvement of their welfare. The emergent trends towards demand 
driven professional service delivery will hardly succeed unless deliberate efforts are focused on 
strengthening the demand side through farmer organisations. A key unanswered question is 
who is responsible for organising farmers? Private business agencies are profit driven; it would 
be unrealistic to expect them to invest in organizing farmers, especially where they do not have 
a monopoly of services. Organising farmers, therefore, is a prime responsibility of extension 
and research organised to supply public goods. Universities will have to teach their students the 
basic principles of collective action, and help form relevant organizational skills in these areas. 

Facilitating joint learning and promoting innovations

Effective social learning as interactive dialogue and decision making does not just happen, 
but needs to be consciously and proactively facilitated (Woodhill, 2003). Facilitating such 
interactive learning processes requires investment in social skills to build mutual confidence 
and trust, opening up opportunities to share knowledge and experience around mutually 
agreed goals, attempts collectively to define beneficial levels for cooperation and competition, 
and work on developing shared values and guidelines for engagement. Moreover, innovations 
need to be encouraged through continuous experimentation and sharing, only possible when 
there is mutual recognition of contributions from the side of both farmers and professionals.

In the case-study above, for example, farmers pointed out one of the critical areas of 
engagement with research and extension was nutrients and soil-borne disease management in the 
vanilla farming system. They are willing to experiment with the professionals because they realise 
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the need for technical knowledge, but they do not know how to initiate such an arrangement. 
Given their mandate, training and neutral interest in farmer learning platforms, researchers and 
extensionists are best placed to initiate and facilitate joint engagement for experimentation. But 
to do so, they need new skills (in, for example, the design of on-farm participatory trials and 
experiments), mindsets oriented towards knowledge as a joint product of stakeholder activity, 
and the ability to manage new kinds of “decentralised” power relations.

Facilitating multi-stakeholder dialogues

Indeed not all stakeholders would engage in mutual learning processes. In addition to learning, 
there is need to focus on market services, input supply, infrastructure improvement, and better 
communications. All these improvements require negotiations and lobbying. A requisite 
overarching skill set, therefore, is the ability to handle tensions arising from conflicting 
interests.

Some farmers in the case-study reported above recognised that competition between buyers 
greatly compromised quality standards, and that this was a factor in the drastic price fall when 
Madagascar returned to the world market place with high quality vanilla. One farmer narrated 
that in the 1990s Ugandan vanilla producers ensured quality by picking only the mature beans 
over a period of about two months per season. But now, he reported, all the vanilla for a season 
is harvested within only two weeks, which definitely affected the quality. Resolving such issues 
for the long-term benefit of all parties requires dialogue. In a situation where farmers are less 
informed about market dynamics it is the responsibility of the professionals to create this 
awareness. They need to be able to bring the critical stakeholders together and to facilitate 
dialogues that safeguard the collective interest. But the professionals themselves must have 
the skills for this takes – i.e. they must know how to mobilize, facilitate and negotiate. But at 
present these all-important skills and orientations are not part of the career development of 
agricultural professionals in Uganda.

Developing entrepreneurial skills and attitudes

One of the major challenges of small scale farming in Africa is how to develop an entrepreneurial 
spirit and attitude among farmers who apparently treat farming as a way of life. Success or 
failure is often attributed to good or bad luck, rather than to deliberate or poor planning. This 
attitude only creates self pity and a feeling that not much can be done to change the situation. 
The contrary view is that learning is enhanced by confronting challenges with deliberate 
actions/plans, continuously reviewed in the light of clearly defined targets. The drive to achieve 
targets derives from an entrepreneurial attitude, which provides the momentum for adaptive 
confrontation of challenges for better living.

Entrepreneurial attitudes do not just happen; they have to be developed, and this is a major 
challenge for professional intervention. The culture of saving and investment is not part of the 
normal thinking among smallholder farmers in Uganda. The common argument is that they 
have nothing to save, but even when they get something (as in the case of vanilla) they still 
save nothing.
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During the vanilla boom farmers earned money they never imagined receiving, but this 
was taken for granted, and many assumed temporary lifestyles of luxury, rather than investing 
in ventures that might guarantee regular income. The recent drastic price fall will push many 
back into the poverty levels they experienced several years back. The “gold” has melted in their 
hands.

Professionals will have to focus attention of farmers on this attitude of taking sudden 
windfalls for granted. Without major efforts to shift attitudes even the environment itself 
may melt away in our hands. Inculcating an entrepreneurial attitude for Africa is not a matter 
of teaching people to desire sudden riches at all costs. It will involve explicit emphasis on the 
need to ensure sustainability, including the not so obvious environmental aspects. University 
education for Africa in the 21st century will need to develop frameworks for professional 
education intended to encompass this all important mental shift.

Conclusions

The traditional linear model which suggests that innovations are developed by scientists, 
disseminated by extension and put into practice by users has proven ineffective in Africa, and 
more generally (Kline and Rosenberg, 1986; Rip, 1995; Woodhill, 2002). This chapter has 
argued – on the basis of a case-study – that social learning is both an opportunity and essential 
requirement for sustainable livelihood in agriculture. It has also been shown that, given the 
right market incentives, farmers learn and innovate effectively through their social networks 
(cf. Park, 2001: 82). On the other hand, it has also been suggested that social learning is far 
from perfect, and that sustainable innovation pathways still require research and extension 
support, provided this is based on appropriate intervention strategies. As farmers engage with 
more stakeholders - e.g. when they enter upon the uncertain terrain of the global market - the 
situation becomes much more complex than they can handle from their own resources, without 
a systematic approach to continued learning. Research and extension have the social obligation 
to enhance social learning by playing a facilitative role and also bring to consciousness other 
critical considerations such as environmental sustainability. However, professional training is 
still skewed towards the linear model characterised by hierarchical power relations. As a result, 
research and extension react rather defensively when confronted with situations requiring or 
liable to benefit from joint learning and discovery, because the professionals are supposed to 
be the “experts” who provide solutions. Clearly, this defensiveness can, in some circumstances, 
serve as a cover-up for the inability to engage productively in such complex processes. As 
observed by King and Jiggins (2002), the process of social learning requires farmers to become 
experts, instead of users of other specialists’ wisdom and technologies.

This expertise cannot be spoon-fed. Sustainable livelihood is not something that can be 
offered to people on a plate. It is rather the adaptive capacity of people to respond to challenges 
with creativity in a solution-oriented manner. Social learning therefore contributes to sustaining 
the adaptive capacity to cope in changing environments by providing the impetus and confidence 
to take collective action. Aside from knowledge and skills exchange, social learning also has to 
address embedded moral values that instil social responsibility for sustainable living.
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If research and extension are to meaningfully contribute to social learning in agriculture, 
their roles and functions have to be re-examined. They have to take on new functions such as 
brokerage, organisational development, facilitation of joint learning and multi-stakeholder 
dialogues, and responsibility for the development of entrepreneurial skills and attitudes. This 
means that professionals in research and extension have to be prepared for these functions with 
new competences, identified by the kind of case-specific analysis offered above, and integrated 
into career training. Attendant to this are mindsets oriented towards recognition of different 
bodies of knowledge and expertise that can be shared. In short, a new breed of professionals 
is needed to advance social learning in agriculture. At present, extension and research may be 
being unjustifiably blamed for not effectively playing a societal role that its professionals have 
not been properly prepared for. It is therefore imperative that these competence challenges are 
identified and addressed appropriately.

The next chapter precisely focuses on the challenges that research and extension currently 
face in a demand-driven service delivery context. These challenges are then used to identify new 
competences for effective service delivery in a social learning and innovation systems context.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Challenges of demand-driven research and 
extension services in Uganda: implications for 
competence 

Introduction 

The last chapter suggested additional or new functions for research and extension to strengthen 
the demand side of social learning processes. In the struggle to increase efficiency of agricultural 
research and extension, the trend is to shift from top-down supply-driven to bottom-up demand-
driven service delivery approaches. In Uganda, the National Agricultural Advisory Services 
(NAADS) and the National Agricultural Research Organisation (NARO) have recently moved 
in this direction. The Parliamentary Act that established NAADS (GoU, 2001: 5) stipulates 
one of its objectives as to: “empower all farmers to access and utilise contracted agricultural 
advisory services’. The new National Agricultural Research Policy (NARP) of 2003 is even more 
explicit on the demand-driven approach. It for example partly states: 

“The farmers (particularly the poor and women) are to be empowered to demand and 
control agricultural research processes and services, within the wider Government policies of 
decentralisation, liberalisation, privatisation and increased participation of the people in the 
decision-making …” (MAAIF, 2003: v).

For such a shift to become effective, however, new competences are required on both supply 
and demand sides. This chapter uses the experiences of NARO and NAADS to highlight the 
competence challenges for making a demand driven research and extension service delivery 
systems more effective. The implications of these challenges will provide us with a picture of 
the kind of competences universities training agricultural professionals to work in research 
and extension will need to develop.

It is important to note that this account is not a critique of research and extension but 
a pointer to some of the critical competence issues for improving the system. The chapter 
builds a case for transforming university training to address new challenges in the real-life 
development context. To put the reforms in perspective, I first present a brief outline of the 
national context before describing specific cases in research and extension.

National context for reforms in research and extension

The majority of people in sub-Saharan Africa where high levels of poverty have persisted live 
in the rural areas and depend on agriculture. Because of high population growth, the number 
of absolute poor in the region almost doubled from 164 million to 316 million between 1981 
and 2001 (Bhorat, 2005). In Uganda the Poverty Eradication Action Plan (PEAP, 2004) 
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shows that while the national poverty level increased from 34% to 38% between 2000 and 
2003, the increase in rural areas was from 37% to 41%; and among crop farmers it increased 
from 39% to 50%. These patterns agree with the assertion of Dorward et.al., (2004) that 
poverty is largely a rural phenomenon and in Uganda it is more associated with crop farmers 
than other rural dwellers (my italics). Improvement of the livelihood of the majority of the 
poor will, therefore, depend to large extent on the state of agriculture.

This situation poses enormous challenge for organisations engaged in agricultural service 
delivery, and for donors supporting the agricultural sector. As stipulated in the master 
document for the Plan for Modernisation of Agriculture (PMA, 2000), poverty is not just the 
lack of income; it is also the lack of means to satisfy basic social needs, as well as a feeling of 
powerlessness to break out of the cycle of poverty and insecurity of persons and property. PMA 
is a comprehensive framework for development of the agricultural sector as a strategy for poverty 
alleviation. Within the PMA framework, reforms were introduced in public agricultural service 
delivery. These reforms targeted improvement in services in seven areas, namely (1) research and 
technology development, (2) national agricultural advisory services, (3) agricultural education, 
(4) improving access to rural finance, (5) agro-processing and marketing, (6) sustainable natural 
resource utilisation, and (7) improvement in physical infrastructure.

Outcomes of these reforms included the creation of NAADS in 2000 to replace the public 
extension system. NAADS was to provide a decentralised, farmer-owned, and private sector-
serviced extension system. A year later the Uganda Government commissioned a task force 
to analyse and evaluate the National Agricultural Research System (NARS) with a view to 
enhance the contribution of agricultural research to sustainable agricultural productivity, 
sustained competitiveness, economic growth, food security and poverty eradication. This 
led to the development of a new NARP which has considerably changed the way research 
is to be conducted and managed in NARO. To be able to draw parallels, this chapter will 
discuss the challenges faced by research and extension separately. But first a brief background 
to the NARO reforms will be presented, before going into the details of a specific initiative 
for putting the reforms into practice.

Background to reforms in NARO

The new strategic direction for agricultural research is articulated in the NARP vision and 
mission. The vision statement is;

“A market responsive, client-oriented and demand-driven national agricultural research 
system comprising of public an private institutions working in tandem for sustainable 
economic growth in Uganda”. 

The mission statement is: 

 “To generate and disseminate appropriate, safe and cost-effective technologies, while 
enhancing the natural resource base”.
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To comply with the NARP and realign with the PMA principles, NARO initiated its own 
reform process. The process mainstreamed research into five themes (NARO’s realigned 
strategy and plan, 2003) namely: 
1.  understanding people, their livelihood systems, demands, impact and innovations;
2.  enhancing innovation processes and partnerships;
3.  developing technological options responding to demands and opportunities;
4.  enhancing integrated management of natural resources; and 
5.  linking producers, market opportunities and policies.

This new orientation created challenges in the management and operation of NARO, 
including: 

staff redeployment, to have more researchers to interface with the community and to 
respond to farmers’ needs;
staff retention, as the NARS had opened up competition for resources between public and 
private institutions in agricultural research;
development of partnerships for effective delivery of research outputs given that the 
expected impacts required collective effort with other stakeholders;
responsiveness to demand, which implies working with farmers in a collaborative manner, 
based on new mindsets, approaches and skills. Critical among such skills was to facilitate 
multi-stakeholder platforms to get insights of problems and opportunities;
ensuring coherence of research institutes, since the NARP gives them some degree of 
autonomy.

To deliver effectively relevant demand-driven research services NARO had to do things 
differently. Consultations on how to do that identified thirteen action points (Box 2) to guide 
the new way of engagement. In effect, these become the new performance criteria for NARO.

These criteria imply a transformation in several aspects of doing research. In operational 
terms, the new policy implies a shift: 

From doing research per se to doing research for development. Responding to demand 
implies satisfying the needs of beneficiaries rather than the interests of the researcher, as has 
been characteristic of the research system hitherto. Researchers can no longer formulate 
research problems based only on their perceptions but are required to interact with farmers 
and other stakeholders in platforms to negotiate and clarify researchable issues. This type 
of analysis has to be put in context of current and future constraints and opportunities. 
Satisfying demand also implies working in partnership with stakeholders throughout the 
research process, thus going beyond mere consultation.
From disciplinary and commodity-based research to an innovation systems approach. The 
ultimate goal of research is now placed beyond influencing production or productivity to 
influencing improvement in people’s wellbeing, thus in addressing poverty. It requires the 
entire value addition chain to be addressed, involving many players who must coordinate 
and synchronise their activities. In such a situation, understanding issues from different 
perspectives and their interrelationship calls for a multidisciplinary approach. Basically, 

•
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this implies adopting the innovation systems perspective, in which markets, infrastructure, 
commercial capacities, etc all play an equally important role to that of research, and crucially 
affect the outcomes and relevance of research-based knowledge interventions (Also see 
Hall et al., 2001).
From doing research independently to creating strategic partnerships that enhance relevant 
research outputs, leading to desired impact. Multi-stakeholder engagement brings new 
complexities, e.g. requirements for negotiation skills, forging consensus and managing 
conflicts arising from the differences in interests and personalities. Sustaining relevance 
also implies continuous adaptation in methods of work, skills and management, including 
performance appraisals and reward systems.

NARO’s realigned strategy and plan (2003) sums it up as follows; 

•

Box 2: New performance criteria for NARO.

1.   Researchers together with farmers and other stakeholders continuously assess and prioritize 
needs, opportunities and demands for high quality research.

2.   Researchers proactively seek to strengthen partnerships, collaboration and networking to 
increase plurality in research implementation.

3.   Researchers develop flexible and dynamic research agenda responding to stakeholder 
demands while integrally incorporating market-focused, sustainable natural resource 
management and food security, inter-disciplinarity and social differentiation.

4.   Researchers engage with farmers and other stakeholders in participatory research processes, 
as a major approach responding to demand, and in order to build joint ownership and 
accountability to clients and local authorities.

5.   Researchers engage with farmers and other stakeholders in integrated sustainable natural 
resource management as a foundation for market-orientated agriculture.

6.   Researchers integrate market research with a focus on market chain integration into all 
research work.

7.   Researchers engage in policy research in the contexts of market integration, natural resource 
management and food and nutrition security.

8.   Researchers ensure the availability of technologies to a wider array of stakeholders.
9.   Researchers support the private sector and other clients.
10.  Researchers continuously improve their strategies and approaches to enhance 

commercialisation of agriculture.
11.  Researchers monitor the impact of their own interventions and those of others.
12.  Researchers and research managers regularly assess and improve their own competence.
13.  Research managers develop and implement strategies for attracting and retaining high 

quality and high performing staff.
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“In the context of the new agricultural research policy, there is need to create an integrated 
innovation process for generating technologies that support commercialisation of agriculture. 
This implies that several players and processes have to be taken into consideration as critical 
elements that make the system work. Consequently, the focus has to shift from commodity to 
dynamic innovation systems approach”. 

A new way of doing research necessitates new competences for the researchers and their 
partners. In this regard, a learning initiative was conceived to enable the NARO scientists and 
some partners to gain the knowledge and skills effectively to engage in Integrated Agricultural 
Research for Development (IAR4D).

Initiative for learning to do IAR4D

Background to the IAR4D learning initiative

IAR4D is a relatively new concept in agricultural research. There were no concrete examples 
elsewhere from which to learn. For this reason, the learning initiative in Uganda had to start 
by understanding what actually IAR4D aims to achieve, and how to set about it. IAR4D 
terminology emerged out of a conceptualisation of alternative approaches for effective research 
for Africa, as elaborated below in the ICRA-NATURA workshop documentation in 2003.

“The acronym IAR4D was first used in March 2003 by a multi-stakeholder group at the Forum for 
Agricultural Research in Africa (FARA) involved in the formulation of its Challenge Programme 
for sub-Saharan Africa. By embracing IAR4D as a new paradigm for research for development, 
FARA wants to mainstream a new way of doing business that ensures that research does not only 
lead to knowledge and publications, but also and first of all contributes to change and innovation 
for the betterment of people, while also preserving the natural resource base for future generations” 
(ICRA-NATURA, 2003: iii).

The acronym was soon after adopted by the ICRA-NATURA project on “mobilising 
partnership for capacity building in IAR4D”. IAR4D presented a holistic approach to research, 
with similarities in process to other approaches such as the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach 
(SLA, see Farrington et al., 1999; Ellis and Biggs, 2001; Carney, 2003), Integrated Natural 
Resource Management (INRM, see Douthwaite et al., 2004) and Agricultural Research for 
Development (ARD, see Mettrick, 1993; Reij and Waters-Bayer, 2001).

With NARO taking the first step, the learning initiative was conceived as a partnership 
between NARO, Makerere University and ICRA in the Netherlands for capacity building in 
IAR4D. The intention was to utilise shared experiences, capacities and resources for approaching 
IAR4D in an action oriented way. The initiative then was called “Learning together for change 
in IAR4D in Uganda: NARO-MAK-ICRA collaborative initiative” (MoU, 2004). To enrich 
the learning process with practical experiences, Jürgen Hagmann, a process consultant, and the 
African Highlands Initiative (AHI), a CGIAR programme, were invited to join the initiative. 
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Hagmann’s brief was to strengthen facilitation capacity, and also bring in experiences from 
his involvement in various reforms in agricultural research in other parts of Africa. AHI was 
to enrich the initiative with experiences in INRM which they were championing in National 
Agricultural Research Systems (NARS) in East Africa.

Objectives of the initiative

The general objective of the initiative was to strengthen human and institutional capacity 
to undertake IAR4D, as a new way of approaching research, initially in Uganda, and later 
on at sub-regional level in collaboration with the Association for Strengthening Agricultural 
Research in Eastern and Central Africa (ASARECA). The specific objectives were: 

To enhance and mainstream within NARO the capacity of teams to apply IAR4D 
approaches.
To strengthen and institutionalise the ability of Makerere University to provide capacity-
enhancing opportunities in IAR4D for a range of stakeholders at various levels.

It was hoped that these broad objectives would satisfy the different but convergent interests 
of the various partners. The following is a brief description of the partners and their interests 
in the initiative.

About the partners

National Agricultural Research Organisation (NARO)
Established by an Act of Parliament in 1992, NARO is the largest public research organisation 
in agriculture. Because of its mandate, it is the main recipient of public resources for agricultural 
research. For example, in 2000, NARO accounted for three quarters of both total research 
spending and numbers of agricultural researchers (Nienke and Tizikara, 2002). Consequently 
it is responsible for the state of agricultural research. Therefore NARO’s response to the 
PMA and NARP was intended to make agricultural research more relevant to the national 
development needs. NARO sought to enhance the impact of its research by strengthening 
the capacity of its Zonal Agricultural Research Institutes (ZARIs) which directly interface 
with the community. For that reason the learning initiative involved larger numbers of ZARI 
staff, and fewer from the National Agricultural Research Institutes (NARIs) and District 
Local Government (DLG) partners. Although involvement of more partners, e.g. NGOs and 
NAADS was necessary, emphasis in the first phase, due to resource constraints, was placed on 
strengthening partnership with the DLGs.

Makerere University (MAK) 
Given the paradigm shift in agricultural research, reorienting researchers in NARO and other 
agricultural research organisations will likely prove a continuous and expensive process. As the 
main university training agricultural scientists, Makerere University intended to mainstream 
the IAR4D concept in its training. This would make it relevant in addressing the capacity 

•

•
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development needs of research and development institutions. But first it also needed to 
enhance its understanding of and capacity in IAR4D. Experiences from this learning exercise 
would form the basis for curriculum review, leading to new teaching approaches to turn out 
scientists fitting the requirements of the new research system.

From the university, lecturers from the Agriculture, Veterinary Medicine, Forestry and 
Nature Conservation faculties, and the Continuing Agricultural Education Centre (CAEC) 
participated in the learning initiative. To link this with similar ongoing initiatives within the 
university, most of the participants were selected from among those involved in the innovation 
competence development programme (PM/SS learning programme) to be described in 
subsequent chapters. This was intended to advance capabilities for innovation within the 
perspective of IAR4D. Indeed, three of these participants, including the present author, served 
as facilitators in the IAR4D learning initiative.

International Centre for Research in Agriculture (ICRA)
ICRA has a long-term involvement in capacity building with a focus on agricultural research 
for development (ARD). Its special focus of interest is in developing such capacity in the 
South. Aside from contributing through experience and learning resources, ICRA viewed 
this as an opportunity to develop partnerships in Eastern Africa for possible decentralisation 
of its training. Through engagement in the learning initiative, ICRA would also enhance its 
competence in facilitating IAR4D processes in practice. In this regard, ICRA provided one 
of its staff to be a facilitator in the IAR4D learning initiative.

The independent consultant
As a process consultant, Hagmann had been involved in several reform processes in Africa 
and elsewhere, both in the CGIAR and in national public research systems. This experience 
and his facilitation skills were needed to contextualise learning activities. The consultant had 
also facilitated the innovation competence development programme in Makerere University, 
as well as contributing to some stages of the NARO reform. He was therefore interested in 
strengthening capacity in both Makerere University and NARO to complement each other 
in taking forward their reforms.

African Highlands Initiative (AHI)
AHI, one of the ASARECA networks, is an established NARO partner in the region, 
particularly with respect to mainstreaming INRM and participatory monitoring and 
evaluation in the research system. Its experience in Uganda, Ethiopia, Tanzania, Kenya and 
Madagascar would enrich the IAR4D learning initiative. In addition to being part of the 
steering committee for the initiative, AHI also provided a resource person.

Overall, the integration of the diverse skills and experiences of the partners and a 
mix of learning resources provided a rich menu for learning. The intention was to build 
complementarities from a variety of approaches and experiences to make learning how to 
implement IAR4D relevant and applicable.
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Design and implementation of the learning initiative

Design
The initiative was envisaged in three major phases: The first phase focused on enhancing 
capacities of teams to apply the IAR4D approach in dealing with complex problems. This 
would be achieved through a series of five learning workshops, alternating with periods of 
practice in dealing with research and development challenges (Figure 8). The second phase 
would focus on mainstreaming IAR4D within the partner organisations and institutionalising 
the capability for Makerere University to provide similar learning events for various groups of 
clients. In this phase, IAR4D would be integrated within the University curriculum. The third 
phase would then focus on scaling up the initiative within the ASARECA region, using the 
Ugandan experience as guidance. The discussion here, however, is limited to the first phase, 
implemented between March, 2004 and February, 2005.

Ideally, the initiative was intended to be an action-learning process, with workshops 
providing critical input to support practice in teams. The lessons generated through practice 
would also enrich the learning workshops. The teams were based at the ZARIs, with ZARI 
staff as core members. The team members from NARIs and MAK would occasionally join the 
ZARI team and their local partners for specific joint activities. But for the most part the ZARI 
core team was responsible for the day-to-day activity implementation.

With exception of the first learning workshop, which lasted 10 days, the subsequent 
workshops ran for 6 days each.

Implementation
As mentioned earlier, participants in this learning initiative were drawn from NARO, District 
Local Government and Makerere University (Table 5). 

For ease of managing the learning participants were split into two groups, one group 
taking care of three ZARI teams and the other group taking care of four ZARI teams. Each 
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Figure 8: Design of the IAR4D learning programme.
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learning workshop, therefore, had two consecutive sessions, one for each group. To each team, 
a resource person (mentor) was attached to provide some technical back-up during the field 
practice, and to give feedback to help the project implementation team (PIT) plan accordingly. 
The mentors included the three facilitators from MAK, the resource person from AHI and 
three others from NARO. Three of the mentors, including the author, were also researching 
different aspects of this learning process as part of their PhD programmes.

Actualising the experiential or action-learning approach required reasonable time and 
engagement in the field, to generate adequate experiences to inform the subsequent learning 
events. The practice period between the workshops was, however, too short (barely one 
month) to provide for sufficient engagement with complex field realities. This was because 
the funds available for the initiative had to be used and accounted for within a fixed period 
(March 2004 – February 2005). The funds were drawn from an ongoing project whose 
accounts had to be closed within that time frame. Consequently, it turned out to be more of a 
knowledge acquisition process than the intended action learning type. That a pioneer activity 
in transforming agricultural research from a top-down to a bottom-up approach should, in the 
end, be driven by the rigidities of an accounting framework, brings home the point that the 
initiative was only a beginning. Up-scaling participation will require major transformations 
– eventually – in the basic ways in which donors and governments do business.

From their general experience in research, understanding of IAR4D and insights from 
some of field practice activities, participants expressed challenges that needed to be addressed 
effectively to engage in IAR4D. The following is a synthesis of challenges based on what was 
expressed and refined through an iterative process of workshops, field practice and mentoring, 
as described in the methodology section in Chapter 1.

Challenges of implementing IAR4D 

These challenges are formulated in such a way that they not only present constraints or 
problems but also opportunities. They start with “How to ….” statements. Figure 9 illustrates 

Table 5: Composition of participants.

Institution Number

ZARI staff 24
NARI staff 16*
Makerere University 10**
NARO partners (DLG staff) 4
Total 54

* Includes staff from NARO Secretariat some of them in administrative positions.

** Includes the three co-facilitators.
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how the challenges are derived from issues. This formulation reflects the perspective of solution-
oriented thinking motivating creativity and action to overcome challenges, as opposed to being 
overwhelmed with problems and/or critique.

The challenges of implementing IAR4D are discussed below: 

How to develop and maintain effective partnerships in research and development.
Partnerships in technology development are important because of their benefits in innovation 
performance derived from productive relationships between organisations engaged in formal 
research and those engaged in use of new knowledge in economic development (Hall et al., 
2001). The aim of IAR4D is to enhance the impact of research on the farming community, 
but impact cannot be created by research alone. It can only be achieved by partnerships with 
other complementary service providers in a manner that can bring about the desired impact 
(i.e. as part of an innovation system). This requires a framework in which the partners can 
engage within their interests and mandates to contribute to impact in a coordinated way. In 
this case, the impact is to improve wellbeing and to reduce poverty. Such collective processes 
are characterised by conflicts that can only be managed with good facilitation, construction 
of platforms for negotiation and consensus building, joint reflection/learning, and focus on 
improving team performance. These skills are largely missing in research systems that have for 
long encouraged scientists to work independently.

How to empower farmers to demand, and effectively participate in, research 
The last few decades have been characterised by attempts to establish some models of effective 
participatory research practice (see Friis-Hansen and Kisauzi, 2004 for a review). But some of 
this activity can be criticised for failing to go much beyond asking farmers questions through 
surveys and offering on-farm demonstrations of research products. In these cases, the research 
process continues to be driven largely by the researchers’ agenda, and tends thus to sustain the 
status quo 

The new approach echoes the concern of putting farmers in a position enabling them to 
influence the research agenda and to help the research process generate relevant outputs. While 
debate in this area has focused more on what needs to be done, the most important practical 
issue is how to empower the demand side (farmers) to influence research. Doing so requires 
competences for building mutual trust and respectful relationships with farmers, in addition to 

Opportunity
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Figure 9: Formulation of challenge.
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enhancing their organisational capacity. It also invites change in attitudes from the experts driving 
solutions to joint learning and discovery, and among other things requires dynamic integration of 
scientific and indigenous knowledge (c.f. Murwira et al., 2001; Hagmann et al., 1997).

How to design and manage integrated research with quality
An increasingly integrated world requires integrated approaches to problems (Woolcock, 
2002). It is clear that many bottlenecks to adoption of agricultural technologies happen to be 
outside the narrow confines of the technology development process. Markets and policy, for 
example, are critical aspects influencing technology uptake. The argument among scientists, 
at this point, is often that such a mix of issues bundles together manageable research problems 
and unmanageable externalities. This degrades the quality of their research, as methodologies 
in their respective disciplines cannot take into account such a diversity of perspectives. The 
challenge is how to design and implement research to influence all these dimensions in a holistic 
way, taking into account sustainability of the natural resources and without loss of rigor. This 
calls for new strategies of engagement, and use of alternative research methodologies, as well 
as new approaches to monitoring and evaluation of research. At very least, the announcement 
of an effective technological intervention needs to be accompanied by a fully specified set of 
assumptions regarding the external environment in which a specific innovation will and will 
not work. This implies a multi-disciplinary approach, involving research expertise directed at 
innovation contexts.

How to develop and maintain multidisciplinary teams throughout the research process 
Integrated agricultural research thus means integration of disciplines. Scientists are trained 
to excel in their disciplines as independent researchers. The complexity of reality, however, 
compels them to work with other disciplines interdependently – resulting in tensions 
between professional training ethos and practice. Earlier lessons are important here. Farming 
Systems Research (FSR) to a great extent only managed to understand systems from different 
disciplinary perspectives but did not achieve its goal of integrated interventions.

Integration of policy, social aspects, biological and ecological issues to influence social 
change processes remains an acute dilemma of multidisciplinary and/ or interdisciplinary 
research as currently encountered. The underlying issues include the need for orientation 
through training, to enable researchers to see beyond their disciplines and to work with other 
relevant disciplines so as to influence change in the system.

How to cope with the dynamism of socio-political and ecological environment
The socio-political and ecological environment is volatile. Farmers’ needs and priorities are 
not static either. Yet “good” science is about systematisation, often characterised by following 
prescribed procedures towards “logical” conclusions. The gap is in the room available for 
quick adaptation to a changing context in which theory informs practice but yet is not a rigid 
prescription for practice. How can we systematize within chaos? Should agricultural science 
try to do that? And if it turns its back on this challenge will it remain relevant? This requires 
a new mindset, in which systematisation is directed towards client problems, as opposed to 
systematisation for conformity to theory.
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How to instil a culture of honesty, ethics and transparency in the system
Sustaining multi-stakeholder engagements relies on mutual trust and therefore requires high 
ethical standards and transparency on the part of all partners. These are even more critical in 
the management of resources for joint action. Success in joint ventures very much depends on 
the commitment of the partners to contribute to agreed goals and satisfactory accountability 
in terms of responsibilities and resources. For this to work there must be a strong value base 
of honesty, ethics and transparency. Ethical standards in science are maintained (ideally) by 
processes of “double blind” peer review. Problem oriented science will need to develop an 
enlarged peer review mechanism, involving all stakeholders, including farmer clients. How to 
make such systems work is not yet known, but the new professional training will have to alert 
its trainees to the issues at stake, and the renewed danger of cronyism and patronage where 
laboratory data sets are not the only basis for judgement. Some of the dilemmas of evolving 
ethical and professional standards for participatory development approaches are addressed in 
recent work (Mosse, 2005).

How to secure and appropriately manage resources for IAR4D
Integrated agricultural research poses a serious challenge for resource mobilization and 
management. Firstly, funders insist that a research proposal be focused on a specific problem, 
leaving little room for flexibility to address emerging issues. Secondly, how should partners 
commit their resources to joint engagements? Thirdly, how should resources contributed 
by various partners be managed? Who should be in charge and how should such resources 
be accounted for? Fourthly, how will credit or blame be shared, in case of success or failure 
respectively, among the partners? These are among important research management issues that 
complicate the operationalization of IAR4D. Developing research programmes that ultimately 
focus on impact rather than outputs is to deviate from the logical frame-based designs of research 
projects that researchers are now accustomed to. It therefore requires putting in place mechanisms 
for efficient and flexible use of resources – something that donors also have to adjust to. The 
effectiveness of such programmes will depend on negotiations with partners, and putting in place 
appropriate mechanisms for mobilisation and management of shared resources.

How appropriately to reward, motivate and retain human resources for superior 
organisational performance.
IAR4D requires a high level commitment from researchers, as the desired impact will come 
neither easily nor speedily. Only well-motivated staff can pursue the approach required 
with appropriate determination and persistence. The present incentive structure, including 
remuneration for researchers in developing countries, is far from generating the level of 
commitment that IAR4D requires.

Furthermore, staff performance appraisal is skewed in favour of publications rather than 
impact on the community. As in any academic institution the survival formula is publish or 
perish. It does not matter whether the publication translates into any visible change in the 
foreseeable future, so why bother so much about impact? To encourage IAR4D, the staff 
performance criteria need to change to appropriately reward and recognize those who strive 
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for impact. This issue is flagged here, because it is a crucial one, but devising the right kind of 
incentive structure goes beyond the present scope. Clearly, however, a major methodological 
question is raised. Incentives need to be related to community impact criteria, but the very 
basis of cooperative research activity makes it hard to assign values to the contributions made 
by the various parties. Currently, conventional reward assessments would almost force a 
researcher assisting self-reliant vanilla farmers to try and claim the activity as his or her own, 
for example. Measuring “added value”, or effective synthesis of farmer and scientist knowledge, 
is an area requiring specific detailed study.

The demand-driven National Agricultural Advisory Services 
(NAADS)

Background

The NAADS programme was created on the justification that the traditional top-down public 
extension had failed to influence change in productivity at the farmer level. To avert this 
situation, NAADS aimed at developing a decentralised, demand driven, client-oriented and 
farmer-led agricultural service delivery system particularly targeting the poor and women.

Vision, mission and principles
As articulated in the master document (NAADS, 2000), NAADS is envisioned to be: 

“Decentralised, farmer owned and private sector serviced extension system contributing 
to the realisation of agricultural sector objectives”.

and driven by a mission to: 

“[Increase] farmer access to information, knowledge and technology through effective, efficient, 
sustainable and decentralised extension with increasing private sector involvement in line with 
government policy”. 

In pursuance of the above vision and mission, NAADS operations are guided by the following 
ambitions, aims and principles: 

Empowering farmers in the agricultural advisory processes and building a demand for both 
research and agricultural advisory services.
Targeting agricultural services to the poor farmers, who are the majority.
Mainstreaming gender issues.
Deepening decentralisation to bring control of research and advisory services nearer to 
the farmers.
Commercialisation, including intensification of productivity and specialisation.
Participatory processes in planning, contracting, monitoring and evaluation.
Managing natural resource productivity.

•

•
•
•

•
•
•
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Increasing institutional efficiency through contracting out services, better linkages between 
research, advisors and farmers.
Harmonisation of donor supported projects with PMA principles.

NAADS components
To ensure effectiveness and efficiency, the NAADS programme was designed to have five main 
components, namely: 

Advisory and information services to farmers. This component targets orientation 
and capacity building of farmers to take charge of the structures and processes that drive 
the advisory services. It is intended to be achieved through farmer group and farmer 
fora formation. Farmer groups at village level progressively federate into farmer fora at 
sub-county level and then district and national levels. These fora provide platforms for 
participatory planning to identify and prioritise farmer needs. The sub-county farmer fora 
take the responsibility for contracting services based on aggregated and prioritised farmer 
needs. Whether discursive approaches alone (e.g. farmer fora) should drive the process can 
be debated (Richards 2006).
Technology development and linkages with markets. This component is intended to 
enhance development and access to relevant technologies through participatory research 
and development, and outsourcing. Although the documents refer to this as technology 
development, in reality it is “technology demonstration”, basically aimed at exposing 
farmers to existing technologies. The sub-county forum initiates processes for technology 
demonstration contracts based on their priority needs. Technology demonstration sites 
(TDS) are then set-up within the community, to be accessed by farmers.
Quality assurance services. Quality assurance services were intended to support standards 
setting and regulation of service providers and technical auditing of service providers. 
Monitoring of standards is primarily done by technical staff at the sub-county level, 
complemented by the sub-county farmer forum and administration. Technical staff at the 
district level conduct routine auditing of service providers.
Private sector institutional development. NAADS recognises that private service 
providers require new competences and attitudes to be effective under this arrangement. 
It seeks to enhance capacity for private service provision through service provider 
development (facilitating emerging private companies to acquire the legal status for 
contract eligibility), national representatives/institutional support (farmer organisations) 
and structural adjustment retrenchment (facilitating public extension staff to join the 
private sector).
Programme management and monitoring. This includes supporting national and local 
government institutions to manage and monitor the programme, including setting up a 
management information system (MIS).

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Challenges of the NAADS extension service delivery approach

After about five years of implementation, a lot of experiences have been generated on the NAADS 
approach to extension service delivery. Several studies have been conducted on its performance. 
Based on these studies, and some research encounters with NAADS implementation activities, 
the challenges described below were derived. The research encounters with NAADS activities 
were not specifically designed to follow-up NAADS activities, but provides some qualitative 
evidence to complement the documentary data.

As before, the list of challenges identified is not supposed to amount to a critique or 
evaluation of the NAADS programme. The intention is to point out some areas that could be 
improved, if the NAADS vision and mission is to be attained. Also, this list of challenges is 
not exhaustive with regard to the breadth of the programme; they are selectively synthesized 
in the context of the requirement of the present thesis to identify and analyse competences for 
demand driven and impact oriented service provision. The challenges are described below.

How to provide advisory and information services with a systems focus through 
contracted service providers
Private service providers are contracted to provide specific commodity-focused services, with 
no mechanism for coordination amongst the service providers. The services are therefore 
disconnected and not anchored in contextual constraints such as markets, natural resource 
management and HIV/AIDS (Eilu and Turamye, 2004; Bua et al., 2004). While, for example, 
natural resource management and HIV/AIDS are meant to be cross-cutting issues to be 
integrated in the contracts, actual integration in practice has not been successful. This is not 
only a design issue; it is also a competence issue. From an operational view, it requires first a 
mindset that is appreciative of the value of integration of disciplines in services delivery. The 
internal drive for integration is derived from appreciation of its value. Second, it requires 
capabilities for networking, developing and maintaining functional partnerships. But all this 
has to happen in a coordinated way. The lack of specific mechanisms for coordination and 
creating and sustaining partnership needs to be addressed.

How to move away from training and demonstrations to learning and experimentation 
with farmers
The whole set-up of the NAADS system is geared towards training farmers and demonstration 
of technologies to farmers. The assumption behind this design is that the solution lies solely 
in technology and information dissemination. This is no different from other top-down 
approaches, like the World Bank sponsored Training and Visit (T&V) system, which 
NAADS replaced on the basis it has been ineffective. Application of knowledge at the farm 
level is compounded by other constraints concerning, for example, inputs, credit and markets 
(Obaa et al., 2005; Oxfam and FOWODE, 2004). Addressing such complexities demands an 
attempt to address underlying issues via strategic interventions. Developing an appropriate 
strategic vision, however, requires an engagement that provides scope to learn with farmers 
rather than to teach them.
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The training approach, and a multiplicity of contracts corresponding to specific enterprises 
and commodities, develops into a scenario based around creating schools for farmers. But this 
is problematic. Each farmer is engaged in multiple enterprises, implying that s/he is expected 
to attend a training session almost every day of the week, not dissimilar in fact from students 
attending school everyday (see Box 3). 

Such responses from farmers have far-reaching implications for the perceived value of 
training. Indeed many service providers acknowledge progressive decline in farmer attendance 
at training meetings, and yet the contracts are partly evaluated on the basis of farmer attendance 
lists. As a way of mobilising farmers to attend training meetings, some service providers 
provide incentives like food and drinks. Obaa, et al. (ibid.) observed that during NAADS 
sensitisation activities some farmers were, indeed, attracted to the meetings by the food and 
drinks served.

It is well known that farmers learn more from fellow farmers. Chapter 3 illustrated the 
point in a rather extreme way, in describing a vanilla innovation process where extension had 
no input. The new situation to which NAADS is committed is a two-way flow of knowledge 
formation. But in practice extension workers are yet to learn much if anything from farmers, 
as they still carry with them into the field the mentality of being an “authority” to teach 
farmers. In a study by Mubangizi et al., (2004), NAADS service providers listed their major 
sources of information as college notes, text books/manuals and NARO. Farmers as a source 
of information came 14th among 17 sources. The limited recognition of farmers as a source 
of knowledge in the agricultural system is an indication of how distant the system is from the 
ideal of being a learning organization. Given the present orientation just described service 

Box 3: Are we taking farmers to school?

In one of the training sessions on farmer institutions development observed in Mukono district, 
the trainer came with a box of exercise books and pens distributed to farmers to enable them 
take notes. Then the trainer started teaching about farmer groups – why there is need for a 
group, the leadership structure of the group and responsibilities for each leadership position. 
Though occasionally punctuated by questions to the farmers, it was not different from a typical 
“lecture”. 

When I asked him what else he was going to do in that village with regard to farmer 
institution development, he said his organisation had only a three month contract to do the 
job. He did not envisage himself doing much more in that village as he had several other villages 
to cover. 

After this training, I had a conversation with one of the farmers who complained “we should 
also get holidays!” He was referring to trainings that take place every day, turning them into full-
time students. Students do in fact get holidays, and he argued that farmers also deserve holidays. 
But the approach seems basically misconceived, since the training is still formulated around the 
notion of a contract to supply. It would be better to start by asking what farmers think they 
lack, and then build a demand driven training curriculum.
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providers are hardly likely to engage with farmers to learn and jointly experiment promising 
options to key problems. The point to be stressed here is that change needs to be twofold: in 
addition to attitude change, it requires a different set of competences to effectively engage 
in learning processes with farmers. Listening to farmers is a skill like any other. Extension 
professionals need to be trained to listen. 

How to develop strong farmer institutions capable of articulating quality service 
demands and fostering accountability for services and resources
A pillar for farmer driven services is strong farmer organisations capable of processing and 
articulating farmer needs in an operationally precise and yet inclusive manner, i.e. there 
is a need to move beyond wish-lists put together by vocal community leaders in “instant” 
meetings. Real demand can only emerge out of a situation where farmers have a clear and 
shared developmental goal. Based on this goal, they then develop with professional assistance 
workable strategies for which the necessary services are identified. Inclusiveness here means 
taking care of different levels of needs among different classes of farmers. Even small-scale 
farmers are not homogeneous. For example, Magnall et al. (2004) expressed the difficulty of 
delivering information to the poor who are food insecure and rarely interact with the market. 
Richards (1993) argues that agriculture as a performance is part of a wider performance of 
social life in which technological needs and innovation possibilities cannot be separated at all 
readily from a range of often unequal relationships tying small-scale resource-poor farmers into 
various kinds of dependency relationships. Such people do not farm for commercial purposes. 
Their farming is part of a way of life, and this way of life has complex interconnections not 
always fully comprehended by various systems approaches (such as farming systems research 
and the household livelihoods approach). This makes it very difficult to “represent” farmers, 
unless farmers themselves have organised the mode of representation and worked through 
some of the political issues dividing them.

The lack of true democratic representativeness of even participatory rural development 
activity has been a subject of recent comment (Mosse, 2005; Richards, 2006). In Uganda, it 
has been noted that the only people who benefit from NAADS are those with convertible 
assets such as a cow, or have access to external financing such as remittances (Oxfam and 
FOWODE, 2004). For inclusiveness, service demand has to be differentiated so that services 
can be targeted and tailored to each relevant farmer group and class; otherwise commercial 
demand automatically excludes many - and probably the ones most in need of what poverty 
targeting programmes are intended to provide.

Within genuinely democratic and accountable farmer organisations, farmer representatives 
would be able to follow up a range of interests and demand accountability in terms of service 
delivery and resource utilisation. This entails having competences for mobilisation, leadership, 
lobbying and advocacy, networking and business analysis among others, at farmer organization 
level. It is only then that we can talk of farmer empowerment. Developing viable organisations 
and sufficient skilled organisers at this level will require long term engagement and skills. This 
is a major challenge for the new agricultural professionals, working with farmers. It also leaves 
aside whether or not there is sufficient political commitment to democracy to allow farmers 
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to organise in ways that genuinely empower. Where local confidence is sufficient to demand 
better services it may also demand far-reaching political change as well.

It is noted that formation of many farmer groups in NAADS was induced, often with 
unrealistic material promises (Obaa et al., 2005; CEED, 2004) and, therefore, groups lack 
internally driven common interests. By the nature of their contracts, service providers invited 
to develop farmer institutions invariably induce farmer group formation. They do not go 
all the way to strengthen local capacity for self-organisation, which might then lead to real 
service demands around development interests. Self-organisation for farmers requires a prior 
reasonable level of emancipation, to challenge the system to be accountable. The risk is that 
otherwise platforms created in order to articulate demand will be hijacked by a few elite 
farmers who connive with service providers around their own interests.

How to build the capacity of the private service providers to deliver effective demand 
driven advisory services
Moving from a supply-driven to demand-driven service delivery approach calls for much more 
than structural changes. Inherent is, as argued, a critical need to develop competences that 
fit the new thinking. One of the major reasons for failure of reform processes is too narrow 
a focus concerning what it takes to do things differently. Most often, the temptation is to do 
new things in old ways, which tends to change little.

While one of the components of NAADS is private sector institutional development, this 
has been limited to supporting attainment of legal status for service providers. No investment 
has been made in the functional competences of service providers to make them effective in 
delivering demand-driven services. It is rather unrealistic to expect that by merely changing the 
“rules of the game” - as in the present case - service providers would respond by offering quality 
services. Service providers can only do what they know how, and are able, to do. They must be 
enabled to do things differently. Once again, we see clearly the need for new competences.

Implications for competence

Based on the challenges explained above for both research and extension, it is clear that 
the shift from a supply driven to demand driven service delivery has serious implication for 
competence development, on both supply and demand sides. The supply side in this case is the 
service provider, while demand for services is the province of the farmers. The key competences 
on both sides, as derived from the challenges just discussed, are now outlined.

Key competences for the supply side

In addition to proficiency in their speciality technical skills, service providers should have the 
abilities (attitudes and skills) to: 

Facilitate action learning processes with farmers, to enhance experimentation and 
joint discovery. Developing mutual trust and integration of indigenous and technical 
knowledge are key elements here. Service providers could, for example, develop a scientific 

•
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dimension to farmer experimentation to arrive at logical findings acceptable to both parties 
and capable of being scaled up or out to other farmers. Joint critical reflections are also 
essential for exchanging views and opinions, in order to enhance learning and adaptation.
Serve as information and knowledge brokers. Information and knowledge brokerage 
is not just dissemination of information. It is about linking those who have information 
and knowledge to those who need it (i.e. knowing who has it and who needs it, and how 
to bring them together). This might be a matter of linking farmers themselves, or it might 
involve linking farmers and service providers. In this case the broker has interests on both 
sides, and hence enhances a mutual interaction and networking. The broker can also help 
to negotiate fair deals for all the parties. Brokers also develop a knowledge management 
function to allow effective accumulation and exchange of knowledge and experiences 
(they know where to find information). It also implies that the brokers should be able to 
document and manage information for future reference.
Develop local organisations and facilitate farmer empowerment processes. This goes 
beyond formation of organisations to enabling emergent organisations to come up with 
their own development agenda. On the basis of this agenda, genuine demand for services 
can be articulated. Empowerment also means developing potentials that enable organised 
groups to identify and take advantage of existing opportunities. Ability to mobilise for 
social action, to ensure accountability for services and resources at all levels, are also key 
elements of local organisational development and empowerment. In turn this requires 
leadership, awareness of rights and how effectively to use the powers that people have.
Apply system-wide perspectives in programme design, implementation and impact 
assessment. This is thinking beyond outputs to focus on ultimate impact, which in this 
case is poverty alleviation. In a systems perspective, one is able to see what it takes to 
influence impact and consequently design appropriate processes and mechanisms to link 
the different actors to contribute to impact. Clarity about what it is that the different 
partners are contributing to impact, and how all the various contributions complement 
each other, is critical. In such mechanisms, strategic planning, participatory monitoring 
and evaluation of impact are embedded aspects.
Develop and promote teamwork, and be good team players themselves. Firstly, they 
should be aware of how effective teams function and have the techniques to enhance 
teamwork. Managing group dynamics, self-awareness, and self-control are key skills here. 
Also critical are functional communication skills for influencing change – i.e. negotiation, 
lobbying, advocacy and conflict resolution skills. 
Facilitate development and manage partnerships for collective action. Impact 
on livelihoods is an outcome of activity by multiple actors. For the actors to work in a 
complementary manner towards developmental impacts requires several process management 
skills. The key ones include facilitating stakeholder platforms to develop a shared agenda, 
negotiating roles and responsibilities, and setting-up management arrangements for 
coordinated action. Conflict management is part-and-parcel of these processes.
Support enterprise development. This requires skills for strategic and business planning 
as well as entrepreneurial skills. Understanding enterprises in a broader market system 
helps in assessing their viability.

•
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Key competences for the demand side

The demand side too needs to be able to: 
Self organise and mobilise people and resources for a shared development goal. Firstly 
this requires having a shared development agenda and then mobilising social energy to 
pursue that agenda with perseverance. Secondly, it requires awareness of farmer rights and/
or entitlements, as well as skills for mobilising to enforce accountability at all levels. There is 
beginning to be a literature on how, practically, to develop a rights-based approach among 
farmer client groups in Africa (cf. Archibald and Richards, 2002).
Lobby, advocate and negotiate for services. Farmers should be able to identify the type 
of services they need and use their leaders to lobby, advocate and negotiate for those 
services with service providers and politicians. This requires confidence, determination and 
persistence. Leaders, it is said, are born not made, but in fact much can be done to prepare 
leaders, once popularly chosen, to carry out their functions more effectively. Internal 
motivation emanates from commitment to development desires (and poverty in Africa is 
sometimes clearly the effect of poor local leadership) but new professionals need to know 
how to help improve the capacity of farmer leaders.
Elect and support visionary local leadership that is accountable. This is based on 
awareness of good leadership qualities and exercising freedom to elect their leaders without 
manipulation. In effect, further extension of the basic agenda of democracy and good 
governance, to which most African countries have now committed themselves, is a basic 
requirement for the implementation of the technical reforms here envisaged. Farmers need 
to accept the responsibility to use their legitimate power to enforce accountability by their 
leaders.
Demonstrate entrepreneurial skills in their business. Farmers need to be able to analyse 
situations to see opportunities among challenges and to engage with challenges in a 
positive way. Poverty alleviation requires, on the demand side, a more proactive approach 
(rejection of the “victim” culture) in which local groups take responsibility for their own 
development. This is possible through appropriate investment in skills of self-awareness, 
and challenging oneself to develop unutilised potentials.
Engage in learning processes with intention to experiment options for potential 
solutions. Learning requires positive thinking and action towards a solution – hence 
experimentation. This should be supported by consciousness to reflect on processes and 
outcomes to draw lessons for success. It also requires, at times, local adaptation of the 
scientific (evidence-based) approach as a means of sifting viable and non-viable approaches 
and treatments. People’s science is not an impossible dream, as shown by the success of 
integrated pest management approaches based on farmer learning (Richards, 1995).

It is perhaps worth pointing out, finally, that competences on the demand and supply sides 
appear to be mutually dependent. One way of looking at this is to recognise that the supply 
side has a responsibility to facilitate the emergence of requisite competences on the demand 
side, while the demand side provides all-important feedback controls. Figure 10 illustrates this 

•
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interaction and interdependence of supply and demand side competences. The interaction is 
effective only if both parties engage, with a motive to learn for mutual benefit. The relationship 
is dynamised and sustained by honest feedback.

Conclusion

This chapter has discussed generic competences for the effectiveness of the entire value chain in 
an innovation systems perspective. They are generic in a sense that they cut across disciplinary 
boundaries. The implication is that such skills have to be integrated in the professional training 
for all those likely to work in the value chain. The subsequent chapters will focus on how 
universities can prepare themselves to integrate those skills in their training programme, with 
an example of a specific initiative at Makerere University. First, the university must ensure that 
these skills exist among the academic staff, otherwise they cannot be provided. Specifically, 
the next chapter (Chapter 5) will present a design process for learning about innovation 
competences by university lecturers. Internal learning within the university as an organisation 
then prepares it to be in position to provide services (training, research and outreach) in a 
different way to meet emerging demands on the university and graduates.

• Self organisation

• Lobbying, advocacy and negotiation

• Visionary & accountable leadership

• Entrepreneurship

• Learning and experimentation

Facilitation

Learning & innovation

Feedback

• Facilitate action learning and 
  experimentation
• Information & knowledge brokerage
• Local organisation development & 
  empowerment
• Systems thinking
• Develop teams and work in team
• Develop and manage partnerships
• Enterprise development

Supply side competences

Demand side competences

Figure 10: Interaction of competences.





Learning to make change 10�

CHAPTER FIVE

Getting it right from the start: designing 
innovation competence development 
programmes in universities

Introduction

The literature is very rich on why universities all over the world need fundamental reforms 
to be relevant to the development challenges of the 21st century (Sutz, 2005; Sterling, 2001; 
Altbach, 1998; Harvey and Knight, 1996; Corcoran and Wals, 2004). However, it is deficient 
in cases of how such reforms can be designed and implemented. The contemporary university 
suffers from a lack of self-confidence and has lost some of the support from society it enjoyed 
in the past half-century or so (Altbach, 1998). Universities claim to be champions of change 
and yet they are themselves criticized for being resistant to change (Forster and Hewson, 1998; 
Swinnerton-Dyer, 1984; Allen, 1988). For this reason, there is an emerging rather radical 
proposal that the only way to reform universities is to create new ones (Goldschmid, 1998, 
1999; Juma, 2005) founded on thinking that matches the needs of the day, such as the Earth 
University in Costa Rica.

While it is imperative that universities reform to become and remain relevant to the 
changing development context, the question is how such reforms should be designed and 
facilitated. The assumption that universities should be able to steer their own reforms is like 
telling a patient to heal him/herself. The paradigm shifts towards transformative learning 
(Mezirow, 1991, 2000, 2003), lifelong learning (Knapper and Cropley, 1985) and the learning 
organization (Levin and Greenwood, 2001; Senge, 1990) all demand fundamental changes 
in a wide range of aspects, including mindsets, competence, management and curricula. 
Sterling (2004), for example, argues that the possibility of reorientation of higher education 
in the context of sustainability depends on widespread and deep learning within the higher 
education community. Such learning should precede and accompany matching change in 
learning provision and practice. This chapter describes processes of designing staff competence 
programmes that lead to change in learning provision and practice. The first chapter already 
explained the meaning of competence in context of this thesis.

Developing competence is a transformative process that takes into account the mind, 
the body and spirit of the individual. Mezirow (2003: 59) expounds on the wholeness of 
transformative learning with reference to a problematic based on frames of reference - sets 
of fixed assumptions and expectations (habits of mind, meaning perspectives, mindsets). He 
further elaborates: 

“Taken–for-granted frames of reference include fixed interpersonal relationships, 
political orientations, cultural bias, ideologies, schemata, stereotyped attitudes and 
practices, occupational habits of mind, moral-ethical norms, psychological references 
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and schema, paradigms on science and mathematics, frames in linguistics and social 
sciences and aesthetical values and standards”.

As Hervey and Knight (1996: 158) put it: “if students are to be transformed during their 
undergraduate careers, then universities need to transform themselves, moving from the rituals 
of teaching to the mysteries of learning.” Questions that remain unanswered include: 

Are universities themselves capable of designing and facilitating such comprehensive 
reforms of a system they are a product and part of ?
Are universities capable of providing new forms of education, research and service to 
community that they themselves have no experience of ?

This chapter addresses these questions by presenting and discussing experiences with the design 
of a pilot competence development programme for transforming university teaching, research 
and consultancy in an agricultural context. But before going into the design, some background 
to the programme is provided.

Background to the programme

Since 1991, the Forum on Agricultural Resource Husbandry (FORUM), a Rockefeller 
Foundation (RF) funded programme, had been funding Masters training in agriculture in 
five Eastern and Southern African countries, namely Kenya, Uganda, Malawi, Mozambique 
and Zimbabwe. The overall objective of the programme was to develop the human resources 
that would influence food security and poverty alleviation in the region. After about ten years 
there were few indications that the programme would achieve the anticipated impact on food 
security and poverty alleviation. RF then convened a workshop at Bellagio, Italy on ‘Curriculum 
Development and Transformation in Rural Development and Natural Resource Management’. 
The workshop, attended by 27 agricultural scientists from 17 African universities, including 
seven Deans of Faculties of Agriculture, discussed issues around curriculum development and 
strategies for preparing university graduates to meet the challenges of rural transformation 
in Africa. The shared insight from the discussion was that the profile of graduates of the 
agricultural faculties did not correspond with the actual competence demand of the labour 
market (Patel et al., 2001).

In addition to proficiency in their technical subject matter, the desired graduates would 
need to have much more capacity to integrate across disciplines and possess both “hard” and 
“soft” skills. They would be critical thinkers, creative and responsible to develop themselves, 
and team players able to facilitate learning in groups and communities, as well as having 
substantial management capacities and excellent communication skills (Hagmann, 2002). The 
Bellagio meeting confirmed or revealed that current curricula largely address the agricultural 
science skills (hard skills) albeit with challenges, they are grossly deficient in social skills (soft 
skills) for enhancing performance on the job. Building on Checkland’s (1981) notion of soft 
systems, Röling (2004) argued that a soft system implies a process of joint learning by which 
people come to accept shared goals, agreed boundaries, and scenarios for moving ahead. The 

•

•
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soft skills therefore are an integral component of innovation competence to influence change 
through complementary engagement with multiple stakeholders.

The dilemma then was who would provide the soft skills since the academic staff are largely 
a product and part of a system devoid of such skills? Integration of the systems approach into 
university training required new ways of thinking and learning. The starting point then was 
designing a competence development programme for the academic staff to: 

target a shift towards systemic thinking that allows for broader integration of disciplines 
and knowledge systems; 
impart skills for facilitating interactive learning;
change mindsets and build values that support the new ways of thinking and learning. 

In the context of systems thinking, transformative learning and learning organizations, a 
plausible option for Makerere University was to focus on innovation competence founded 
on Personal Mastery and Soft Skills (PM/SS) as core elements for building change skills. The 
idea of applying PM/SS as an entry point for change was developed by Hagmann using his 15 
years of experience in facilitating change particularly in research and extension organisations. 
The programme was then commonly referred to as the ‘PM/SS learning programme’. Personal 
mastery as described by Senge (1990) in his well-known book, The Fifth Discipline, aims 
continually to clarify and deepen personal vision, which as already explained in Chapter 1 is 
a basic element of innovation competence.

In response to the challenge, Makerere University developed a concept paper to pilot an 
innovation competence development programme for lecturers in three related faculties of 
Agriculture, Veterinary Medicine and Forestry and Nature Conservation. With the initiative 
coming from the university, Hagmann, a process consultant was contracted by RF to design 
and facilitate the programme.

Designing the competence development process

Framework for process design

To contextualize the competence program to particular organization and individuals involved 
a generic framework, as described in Figure 11. This framework is based on lessons from the 
PM/SS learning programme. It is a generic framework for designing competence development 
for organizational change. Basically, it highlights the key areas of consideration in designing 
such programmes.

The framework distinguishes three areas of pragmatic action, each of them bound by a 
broader context as illustrated by two nested triangles (Figure 11). The outer triangle represents 
the contextual dimensions while the inner triangle represents the pragmatic actions in the 
design process. Central to all these are regular consultations and feedback between the 
organization management, programme participants and other stakeholders. The pragmatic 
actions are explained with respect to the context.

•

•
•
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Embedding the programme in institutional environment
The first pragmatic action is embedding the learning in institutional context for relevance 
and ownership by the target organization. Staff development needs a context; otherwise, it 
will fail to respond to the changing needs of the university and teaching staff (Orsmond and 
Stiles, 2002). This involves scanning the institutional environment to gain understanding of 
the institutional cultures, norms, and exploring potential opportunities and constraints of the 
programme. Scanning the environment increases awareness of the institutional context so as 
to design a process that stands a relatively high chance of success. 

Designing the learning framework and curriculum
Based on the understanding of the context, a suitable learning framework is designed 
outlining the learning approaches, sequence and content. A good framework and a responsive 
curriculum jointly determine the success of competence development initiatives. Successful 
planning and change efforts in institutions of higher education are likely to occur when there 
is a close alignment between the needs and expectations of the external stakeholders and the 
competences, interests, and aspirations of the staff (Cowen, 1995). This stage requires good 
analysis of the potential participants’ interests and motivation to engage in learning, with a 
reasonable degree of commitment. Other things to consider here include mechanisms for 
sustaining ownership of the programme by management, involving them in its evaluation and 
developing a commitment to scale up the positive outcomes of the programme.

Participants’ interests and motivation

Designing learning framework
and curriculum
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Implementation and scaling up strategy
Making the programme flexible enough to be able to adapt to emerging interests and issues 
is very critical. This is the bait in the learning process that creates incentives for learning 
and change. Continuous evaluation of outcomes/impacts vis-à-vis the vision helps to bring 
back the programme on course. This process also involves serious thought and initiatives for 
institutionalization and scaling up of the programme. 

All these actions are anchored by consultations and feedback with management at various 
levels to seek their input, update them on progress, enable them to internalise the process 
and outcomes, and help them see the value of the programme in their institutional change 
process. A stepwise process describes how the framework was applied in the design of the 
PM/SS programme. 

Stepwise process of the PM/SS programme design 

Step 1: Identifying the challenge and developing a vision
The objective of the Bellagio meeting was to discuss curriculum review, but starting with 
curriculum review would only deal with the symptoms of the problem. To get to the roots 
of the matter the meeting looked beyond curriculum by first imagining what the graduates 
would be able to do if they were to have impact on food security, poverty alleviation and 
natural resource management. The exercise resulted in a profile of the desired graduate. From 
the profile it was then easy to identify the gaps in the curriculum. Moving beyond curriculum 
to competence created a vision, which then led to the questioning of the capacity within the 
universities to help develop the necessary competences.

This is how the consensus on the intervention at the lecturer level was reached. It was 
apparent that unless the lecturers shared the vision and gained the capacity to develop the 
required competences in the students, change in curriculum would not automatically translate 
into more competent graduates. In view of the new competences outlined as the basis of the 
programme, the goal of the PM/SS programme was later defined as: 

“Enhancing the adaptive capacity of people to use and enlarge their space and freedom 
to operate and to foster personal growth and productivity as a member of their social 
system”.

This goal gives room for integration of various aspects to develop the whole person to be 
effective in a system. Nevertheless, those who are to be part of the programme must first 
appreciate its value in relation to their organisational challenges.

Step 2: Creating curiosity and ownership of the process by management
Aware that success of such a programme largely depends on the support from management, the 
initial consultations by the process consultant aimed at creating curiosity and local ownership 
of the programme. Even though the Dean and some professors of the Faculty of Agriculture 
were in the Bellagio meeting, interest in the programme needed to extend beyond those few. 
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The consultant together with an influential professor (also coordinator of the programme) 
made wider consultations in the university. The overall objective of the consultations was 
to enhance ownership of the programme by management so that they pursue it as their 
experiment, and not just another donor driven programme. Specifically, the consultations 
aimed at: (1) explaining the background, purpose and rationale of the proposed programme 
to a wider group of managers and potential participants, (2) establishing the relevance of the 
programme, (3) discussing how such a programme would be set up to fit into the broader 
institutional context, (4) developing criteria for selection of participants, and (5) agreeing 
on how the programme would be monitored, evaluated and institutionalized. Among those 
consulted were: Deans, Heads of departments, and selected academic staff members in 
the targeted faculties, the academic registrar, managers of other innovative projects in the 
university, e.g. the ‘I@mak.com’ project, university planners, and other stakeholders outside 
the university system.

The consultations expanded the shared vision beyond the few people who attended the 
Bellagio meeting. Relevance of university training to the national development needs was 
a challenge that the university was already grappling with. A study commissioned by the 
university (Asiimwe et al., 2001) had already pointed out glaring gaps between university 
training and the job competences required by employers, especially the District Local 
Governments (DLGs). On this basis, the ‘I@mak.com’ project was initiated in the effort 
to realign university training and ensure that research would be more relevant to national 
development needs, particularly the DLGs. The PM/SS programme was therefore perceived as 
complementary to on-going efforts, but with an emphasis on staff development. The university 
managers (i.e. Deans and Heads of Departments) committed themselves to support the 
programme. They took responsibility to select the participants for the programme, monitor 
its implementation and participate in its evaluation. Since the aim was to improve learning 
in the university, the School of Education, though not planned for originally, was invited to 
nominate two participants to the programme.

With the understanding that the learning programme would extend over a period of 
1½ years, it was agreed that the major criterion for selection of participants would be their 
commitment to go through the entire learning cycle. The target was 25 participants in total, 
with representation of all the departments in the three core participating faculties, including 
the two participants from the School of Education. The Deans, in consultation with their 
Heads of Departments, nominated the participants to the programme. Table 6 shows the 
composition of participants by faculty.

It turned out that the majority of the participants were relatively young lecturers. Only four 
(including the programme coordinator) were at the level of senior lecturer or above. The fact 
that all the Faculties mainly nominated young lecturers suggests four propositions. First is that 
in view of the managers, it is the young lecturers who needed such competence training more. 
The assumption might be that the senior lecturers are more competent than younger lecturers. 
Second is that the senior lecturers might be less willing to commit themselves to a long-term 
learning process, since the major criterion was full commitment to the entire learning cycle. 
Third is that it was a strategic choice by the managers on the basis that young lecturers would 
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have higher motivation to champion reform since they have a much longer career life in the 
university than their senior colleagues. Fourth is that the young lecturers would have less 
power to make a difference, which might have been a sop to conservative forces in charge. 
Whatever the case, the younger lecturers were potentially more beneficial to the university 
since they would be able to influence the system much longer. The danger is that they may get 
better opportunities and leave the university early.

On realising the fundamental change that the programme had initiated in their personal 
lives and professional careers, the participants coined the identity “Win26”. Win – standing 
for Windsor hotel where the learning workshops took place and 26 signifying the pioneer 
members of the programme. Thereafter, they were commonly referred to as Win26, or simply 
“Winners”.

Step 3: Designing the learning programme 

The learning model
Designing a learning programme that aims at holistic change in terms of mindsets, values 
and practice is comparable to the reconstruction of the whole person. With this picture of 
reconstruction, the PM/SS learning was modelled as the frame involved in constructing a 
house – the personal mastery house (Figure 12). This model was developed by Hagmann 
based on his experience in developing facilitation and change competence among extension 
officers in Zimbabwe and South Africa (Moyo and Hagmann, 2000). Basically the house had 
three major parts: foundation, pillars and roof. These are explained in relation to the learning 
programme.

Foundation: The foundation of the house rests on shared vision, values and commitment of 
the stakeholders, i.e. learners, managers and facilitators. The vision of enabling universities 

Table 6: Composition of participants.

Faculty No. of participants

Agriculture* 12

Veterinary Medicine 8

Forestry and Nature Conservation 4

Education** 2

Total 26

* The number includes the coordinator and author of this thesis. The author had a special interest in 

researching the process.

** Second participant dropped off early on realizing that the programme was not to do with computer 

software, which was his interest.
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actively to influence development through training, research and service to community was 
the core of the foundation. Through consultations and joint planning with managers this 
vision was concretized with commitments. The Rockefeller Foundation committed funds to 
the programme. But ultimately results can only be achieved with the willing engagement of 
participants, which in turn depended on their values and interests.

The participants, too, articulated their expectations of the programme to fit into the broader 
vision. At this level, the goal was to enhance effectiveness and productivity for personal and 
organisational benefits. To achieve this, some guiding principles were agreed upon by the 
participants at the beginning of the learning programme as follows: 

That it would be “learning” and not a “training” programme per se. This meant sharing and 
exchanging knowledge, skills, experiences and recognizing that everyone had something 
worthwhile to contribute to the learning.
Ownership of the process and outcomes by the participants. The participants contributed 
to design of daily learning process through a steering committee comprising of participants 
representatives and facilitators. The committee discussed at the end of each day what went 
well and what did not go well, in order to co-design the process for the next day.
Appreciation of every contribution to encourage participation and learning from each 
other. Open dialogue and transparency were encouraged to ensure inclusiveness and to 
create space for everyone to contribute freely.
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Figure 12: The PM/SS Learning model.
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Iterative and adaptive learning. The learning was meant to fit the interests of the participants 
and their organisation. In this view, it would be iterative and adaptive to emerging issues 
of interest.

These principles created an informal and relaxed atmosphere, which enhanced interaction and 
mutual trust as well as generating collective inspiration to engage in the learning.

The pillars: The pillars of the programme were four complementary learning approaches - 
namely, learning workshops, practice, peer-learning/coaching groups and self-learning. These 
are explained as follows: 

Facilitated learning workshops. These were for introducing conceptual issues, skills building, 
joint reflection on process learning experiences, and developing a common frame for 
application of knowledge and skills gained. Four learning workshops were conducted - 
one in each semester break and facilitated by two external facilitators ( Jürgen Hagmann 
and Ulrike Breitschuh) over a period of 1½ years. The first learning workshop was ten days, 
the second lasted five days and the third and fourth lasted seven days each.
Application by practicing. During the semester the lecturers practiced new ways of facilitating 
learning and other skills learnt. The classroom provided a ‘safe’ environment for practicing 
new skills of facilitation - safe in that the risk of losing face in case it did not work out well 
was much less than if it happened outside the class (cf. Hagmann and Almekinders et al., 
2003). This period also provided opportunities to test and apply some of the concepts, such 
as personal feedback, to generate experiences that would be processed to enrich subsequent 
learning workshops. Lessons drawn were documented and used as a learning resource.
Peer learning/coaching groups. Stevenson et al. (2005) in their study of “Fostering Faculty 
Collaboration in Learning Communities” found that peer learning among staff enhanced 
learning to engage in collaborative behaviours, thinking outside the disciplinary borders, 
and the employment of a specific template as a heuristic for course development. At the 
end of the first learning workshop four peer-learning groups were formed around interest 
areas for the participants to continue learning and supporting each other through sharing 
experiences. The four areas of interest for peer learning were: enhancing undergraduate 
training, enhancing graduate training and research, facilitating community learning 
initiatives, and facilitating institutional change processes. Groups were formed based on 
individual interests. Members of each peer-learning group would engage individually or 
collectively in activities associated with their interest and schedule meetings to share their 
experiences as a continuation of the learning. A general meeting was organised before the 
next learning workshop to share experiences across peer-learning groups.
Self-learning. These were mainly for individuals to enhance their learning by reading more 
about the concepts discussed in the learning workshops and utilising related materials 
from elsewhere. The facilitators enabling individual exploration provided several resource 
books and handouts and sought to deepen understanding of the conceptual elements of 
the learning, but also the participants took the initiative to search for information from 
other sources.

•

•

•

•

•
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The roof: The roof represents anticipated outcomes of the learning process. The roof is the 
visible desired outcomes that create motivation for others to engage in the programme. In this 
case the roof should display better teaching/training approaches, facilitation skills, advisory 
skills and personal development.

The learning sequence
As illustrated in Figure 10, the programme was designed as action learning anchored in learning 
from experience. The four learning workshops were intermitted by practice, peer learning and 
self-learning as the action part of the learning. Dreyfus and Wals (2000) encourage taking 
action to implement potential solutions as a means to understand the problem better and 
to contribute to a democratic society. The action and reflection continuously improved 
the relevance of the learning. Through reflective processes, lessons learnt from action were 
synthesized in the next workshop to deepen the learning.

Step 4: Composing the curriculum
Given low morale due to inadequate remuneration, a major challenge was how to motivate the 
participants to engage in the learning programme with high level of commitment. What would 
be the incentive for the lecturers to want to improve their teaching abilities? After all, teaching 
by itself does not significantly count in career advancement, as university promotions are largely 
based on publication in peer-refereed journals. The prospect of just being a “good lecturer” would 
not be an adequate incentive to engage in a competence development programme.

The strategy to this was to focus on systemic skills that open up opportunities for personal 
benefits while at the same time enhancing professional abilities. Staff development is concerned 
with people, therefore understanding people is fundamental to what they do and what they 
can achieve (Webb, 996). In this view, the consultations and situation analysis revealed that 
the lecturers earn a larger part of their income from research and private consultancy. The 
programme then targeted competences for process consultancy and action research as the 
“carrot” to sustain motivation for engagement. Around these competences, other fields 
were constructed in an integrated way. For example, facilitation skills, which are essential 
in process consultancy, offer many opportunities outside teaching and at the same time 
improve teaching. Similarly, action research would increase the impact of university research 
on development, increase chances of winning research funds and enhance publication for 
professional advancement. To be able to do these effectively, one would have to strengthen 
personal qualities for interaction and be able to perform in multi-disciplinary teams. With 
facilitation skills and feedback as crosscutting elements, the content of the learning programme 
was composed into six major themes (Figure 13): 

Personal development sought to focus on individual social aspects such as emotional 
intelligence as an internal driver for enhanced performance and productivity. Jaeger (2003) 
found a strong relationship between emotional intelligence and academic performance. 
And as Bernett (1994) argues, the university has become less a place of broad educational 
and personal development, via an interactive process deemed valuable in itself, and more a 
place in which knowledge is viewed as a commodity, picked up by those who pass through 

•
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seeking the latest technical competences and analytical capacities. Personal development 
therefore provides a wide range of soft skills to increase one’s performance in personal and 
professional engagement.
Team development aimed to develop individual characteristics to enable effective 
teamwork, understand team dynamics and help manage teams for improved organisational 
performance. 
Facilitation methods and techniques focused on building skills for facilitating learning 
and other collective action processes. The prime role of the staff developer is to encourage 
staff to be at ease with the notion of mixing approaches from across the continuum 
(Orsmond and Stiles, 2002). Facilitation methods and techniques were intended to provide 
alternative approaches to the conventional lecture method of teaching. 
Communication was viewed as part of a set of personal attributes. Knowledge about 
teaching is primarily communicative rather than instrumental, i.e. it is about understanding 
ourselves, others, and the norms of the organisation, community, and society in which we 
live (Cranton and King, 2003). Emphasis was placed on application of communication 
tools for problem solving. Negotiation skills and conflict resolution are examples of such 
communicative capacities.
Organisational development focused on understanding organisations as social systems. 
Inducing and managing change and developing adaptive capacity for organisations to 
cope with dynamic environments were key components. The peculiarity of continuing 
professional development (CPD) in universities is that while universities are major 
providers of CPD for other professions, this activity has had little influence on the rhythms 
of its own institutional life (Clegg, 2003). Blandy et al., (1985 quoted by Clegg) assert that 
innovation, flexibility and adaptability to change require attention not only to the people 
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in the organisation but also to the social system within which they work. Organisational 
development therefore gives a broader view of change management. 
Technical issues and content targeted the building of technical skills in facilitating 
and managing interactive learning processes, designing and conducting impact oriented 
research (action research), and improved consultancy skills.

Step 5: Implementing the curriculum
To create a holistic picture of the relationships between the thematic components, lateral 
integration as opposed to the common sequential modular approach was preferred. Again, this 
approach was based on Hagmann’s ideas and experience in developing systemic competence. The 
intention was to seek depth of content, but in an integrated way. Each learning workshop covered 
therefore related aspects from all the six themes in the form of a “sandwich”. Figure 14 illustrates 
the lateral integration with subsequent workshops going deeper and deeper into the content.

This lateral integration allowed interlocking of the content to create appreciation of the inter-
relatedness of elements – building a holistic picture. As mentioned earlier, personal feedback and 
facilitation skills were crosscutting issues applied as tools in all exercises, including small group 
activities. For example, giving personal feedback and practicing facilitation were part of every 
group assignment. Table 7 presents the content outline as applied in the learning workshops.

Content of the themes was flexible and responsive to emerging issues and interest of the 
participants, i.e. flowing with the energy of the group. Comparing this to music, flowing with 
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Table 7: Content outline for the learning workshops.

Workshop Content outline

Workshop 1 
(10 days)

Introductions and setting the scene
Personal development (emotional intelligence, Johari window, personal feedback, myself 

as a development project)
Systems thinking and the perspective of change (types of systems, inducing change in 

systems, action learning/research, the art of questioning)
Understanding the dynamics of change in social/organisational systems (the concept of 

adaptive capacity, phases of change in social system/organisational change, creating a 
learning environment, examples of change processes in university)

Learning about facilitation in practice (preparing teaching units, practicing facilitation, 
reflecting on own learning history, selecting appropriate teaching techniques)

Personal growth (the dimensional world of personal growth)
Building peer-learning groups
Workshop evaluation

Workshop 2 
(5 days)

Introduction and setting the scene
Looking back and looking forward – major challenges (Processing experiences of PLGs, 

major challenges derived from experience)
Exploring solutions to the challenges
Conceptualizing consultancy (Assessing the demand side, characteristics of process 

and expert consultancy, the concept of clouds, stages and focus of the consultancy 
process, conceptual framework for managing successful consultancy, the learning 
wheel methodology, designing a consultancy marketing strategy)

Strengthening PLGs (roles, tasks and resources for PLGs, PLG plans for the next phase 
of practice)

Workshop evaluation 
Workshop 3 
(7 days)

Introduction and setting the scene 
Emerging issues about facilitation
Sharing experiences and exploring issues
Understanding more about facilitation (key elements, visualization, practicing facilitation, 

synthesis of challenges and lessons learnt, process documentation, process 
observation and analysis)

Developing a vision of the impact of the PM/SS
Some concepts and tools of communication (negotiation, the adrenaline concept, active 

listening, reframing)
Understanding action research (what is action research, criteria for design of action 

research, contextualizing action research, sample cases of action research)
Conceptualizing action research (critical success/failure factors)
Personal development (drivers in us, reflection on drivers in PLGs, the Riemann/

Thoman model of personality)
Team building (Distinguishing features of teams, stages of team building, applying criteria 

of high performance teams to PLGs, types of conflicts, stages of conflict resolution 
process)

Next steps (scaling up, training of trainers)
Workshop evaluation 
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the energy would be equivalent to the rhythm of a song. Music is interesting if the words fit into 
the rhythm. Similarly, the learning becomes interesting and relevant if it can be adapted to the 
emerging interest of the learners. Iteration and continuous evaluation of the environment (in 
plenary sessions and through the steering committee) helped to identify the emerging issues of 
interest to which the content was adapted. This is a departure from the modular approach, with 
rather inflexible content. Flexibility requires expertise to adjust quickly and manage the learning 
without deviating from the major goal. Iteration also helps to refine and internalize issues, as 
more insights are gained along the way, thus making the learning truly experiential.

Step 6: Sustaining ownership and involvement of management
Involvement and ownership of the programme by management was sustained in three ways: 
gallery exposures to managers; feedback by participants to the faculties; and making the 
managers evaluate their experiment.

Gallery exposures
At the end of every learning workshop, the managers in the participating faculties and top 
executives, including the Vice-Chancellor, were invited to a half-day “gallery exposure”. 
Gallery exposures were sessions at the end of each learning workshop where the programme 
participants demonstrated and explained the relevance of what had been learnt to invited 
guests. This was usually organised in form of a gallery using visual materials generated in 
learning workshops. The reputation and influence of the programme coordinator helped to 
convince even the top-level managers to participate. In these sessions, participants organised 
gallery presentation of key messages from the learning to share with their managers. This was 
a platform for interaction, which enhanced appreciation of the value of the programme as 

Table 7: Continued.

Workshop Content outline

Workshop 4 
(7 days)

Warming up and setting the scene
Review of peer learning concept (experiences from peer-learning groups, how to apply 

peer-learning in an academic environment, developing principles and guidelines for 
effective PLGs)

Deepening understanding of process observation 
Facilitating interactive learning (critical success/failure factors)
Application of the learning wheel methodology
Aspects of personal development (My inner-team; working in a culture of suspicion, 

jealousy, envy; the staircase construction of reality, self-positioning)
Impact oriented monitoring systems for projects
Knowledge management
The future of Win 26
Evaluation of the learning process and workshop
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the participants explained its relevance in the university context. The exposure consequently 
generated more support from the managers. In addition, the sessions provided a mechanism 
through which the managers could monitor and update themselves with the processes and 
outcomes of the programme throughout its implementation.

Feedback to the faculties
With support of their managers, participants from each faculty organized feedback to their 
faculty colleagues to share some aspects of the PM/SS programme they found to be critical 
to improvement of the system. In essence, this was a mechanism for ongoing sharing with 
other staff and at the same time provided accountability to the organisation. They also 
practiced feedback with their managers and colleagues to influence the way things are done 
in their faculties. The inspiration from these activities challenged the managers to support 
the programme more. For example, the Faculties of Agriculture and Forestry and Nature 
Conservation sponsored 2-3 day workshops for in-depth exposure of other staff to PM/SS.

Making the managers evaluate their experiment
Since it was agreed in the beginning that this was their experiment, the responsibility to 
evaluate the programme was brought back to them at the end of the learning programme. The 
managers were consulted on how “objectively” to evaluate the programme. Through these 
consultations, they agreed to create an “independent” assessment team (comprising of staff 
who were not part of the programme) to give the perspective of an “outsider”. The detailed 
composition of the assessment team and the entire assessment processes are elaborated in the 
next chapter (Chapter 6).

Step 7: Deciding on scaling up and institutionalisation
The independent assessment team reported its findings to the managers (Deans and Heads of 
Departments) together with the programme participants. Using the outcomes as key input, 
areas of human resource development where innovation competence was considered important 
were discussed. Options for repackaging the PM/SS programme to involve specific categories 
of staff i.e. lecturers, managers and support staff were also suggested. To solicit top level support, 
a two-day exposure workshop on the application of some elements of innovation competences 
in management was organized for the top executive managers (i.e. Vice-Chancellor, Deputy 
Vice-Chancellors, University Planner, University Secretary, Academic Registrar and some 
Deans of Faculties). By engaging them in practicing some tools such as giving and receiving 
feedback to enhance staff performance, team building, and use of emotional intelligence, 
they appreciated more how the PM/SS type of programme could enhance their management 
capabilities. With this and previous exposures, a verbal commitment was made to anchor the 
innovation competence part of the human resource development programmes in the newly 
created Human Resource Department (HRD).
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Step 8: Scaling up
Scaling-up the PM/SS programme university-wide and beyond depended on the availability 
of a pool of facilitators to undertake the task at affordable cost. It would not be right to assume 
that all those who went through the programme would be willing to facilitate its scaling up. 
Those who were interested in facilitating the scaling up programme were requested to apply for 
a Training of Trainers (ToT) orientation to prepare them for the task. Fifteen expressed interest 
and attended a one-week ToT workshop. From this pool, a team of five started facilitating the 
first phase of scaling up, involving 35 participants from eight units of the university. These 
include Faculties of Agriculture, Veterinary Medicine, Forestry & Nature Conservation, 
Education, Social Science, the School of Graduate Studies, the Continuing Agricultural 
Education Centre (CAEC), and the Department of Human Resources Development (HRD). 
Involvement of the HRD department at this stage was critical as it had to prepare to manage 
the programme in the near future.

Design challenges 

Engagement in competence development programmes with a high level of commitment 
depends to a large degree on the intrinsic motivation of the participants. Creating incentives 
that stimulate that motivation in all the four pillars of learning (see Figure 12) and fitting that 
into the work environment was a challenge. The peer-learning groups (PLGs), for example, did 
not function in the way they were planned to. In the design it was thought that PLGs would 
meet periodically on agreed schedules to share and learn from each other’s experiences. It did 
not work that way because: 

Some players, particularly the institutional development and community development 
PLGs, did not have opportunities for practical engagement in their choice of interest to 
acquire learning experiences. The first meetings of such groups focused on identifying 
possible opportunities for engagement rather than sharing experiences from their 
engagements. Since such opportunities were not forthcoming, the relevance of, and morale 
for, PLG meetings faded.
The work overload and unforeseen commitments, some of them related to “survival” 
strategies, made many unavailable for the formally planned PLG meetings. The teaching 
load was so enormous that it did not allow much time for PLG activities. Generally, all 
departments operate much below their planned staff capacities, creating an overload on the 
existing staff in terms of teaching load. Yet the staff have to engage in many other private 
activities in order to make a living, since their university remuneration is inadequate. 
Combining the workload and other commitments made it difficult for the PLGs to 
function as planned.

Instead, the PLGs worked more informally and on an ad-hoc basis. Consultations and sharing 
of experiences tended to be around activities with economic gains and not necessarily between 
members of the same PLGs. Such activities were around short-term consultancies (studies and 
facilitation of workshops and meetings). 

•

•
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Lessons learnt

From the design and implementation stage of a competence development programme, the 
following lessons were drawn: 

Time of engagement. Competence development is itself a change process that takes time. 
It requires exploration and internalization of issues, appreciation and perfection of skills 
through practice. Using experiences from practice as a learning resource is the strength of 
competence development. In this context 1½ years is about the minimum period required 
for meaningful engagement, otherwise it can easily turn out to be simply a knowledge 
acquisition exercise that does not fundamentally change the way people think about or 
do things.
Finding the triggers for change. People will not engage in competence development for 
the sake of it – participation must translate into benefits. It is therefore important at the 
design stage to identify what it is that will motivate and keep the learners committed. 
In this case, focusing on research, consultancy and systemic skills that bring immediate 
benefits to the participants was the trigger. To sustain application of competences acquired, 
organisations must ensure appropriate rewards for new performance criteria. Therefore, 
alongside competence development, appropriate reward systems have to be put in place.
The factor of a champion. However good the design may be, it may not succeed without 
key people within the system to deal with the internal “politics” of the organisation. Such 
persons must be respectable and credible among managers and participants. In this case, 
a highly regarded professor played the role of champion. His willingness and humility 
in fully engaging in the learning process inspired the participants and his credibility and 
influence helped convince the management.
Creating ownership among the management. Taking up an intervention as a normal way 
of doing business in an organisation depends on the extent to which the managers take 
responsibility for it. It is extremely important that the managers own the intervention right 
from the beginning and remain part of it throughout. They should be made responsible 
for critical decisions to create ownership. This way, they cannot easily evade or distance 
themselves from their own decisions. Mechanisms for continuous update, exposure to 
outcomes of the programme, and accountability to the organisation make ownership and 
institutionalization easier.
Pressure to change. If there is no pressure to change, then there would be no motivation for 
undertaking a competence development programme. Existing institutions resist change and 
prefer the status quo, especially in the absence of social and economic pressure (Goldschmid, 
1999). Competence development is more appreciated if it is part of a change process in an 
organisation. The discomfort with the status quo especially at the level of management is 
the motivation for positive response to competence development. In this case, Makerere 
University was under immense pressure from the local governments, NGOs and donors to 
make its training more relevant to current development needs. The decentralization and 
privatization policies created new competence demands, as local governments and private 
sector became the main employers of university graduates. At the same time, the private 

•

•

•

•

•



124 Learning to make change

Chapter 5

sponsorship scheme had increased the stakes of students, parents and other sponsors in the 
university training as they sought to get value for money. Faced with inadequate funding 
from the central government, the university was under pressure to respond to criticism of 
the relevance of its education and training. Innovation competence development fitted 
very well in the university’s response to such criticisms, which undoubtedly contributed 
to the support and commitment to the programme by the management.
Facilitation capacity. Influencing change in any system requires high quality facilitation 
skills. The ability to contextualize change and focus on important emerging issues increases 
the motivation for learning and change. One of the critical aspects of facilitation is being 
able quickly to analyse the environment and adapt the learning to emerging issues and 
interests without losing focus. Successes in this programme are largely attributable to the 
quality facilitation and flexible process design. Now that scaling up is facilitated by the first 
trainees, sustaining the quality of facilitation is achieved by the mentoring and coaching 
of the facilitators.

Conclusion

Competence development is not just a matter of influencing skills and attitudes; it is also about 
exploring underlying causes for the status quo, and creating awareness of the environment that 
necessitates new competences. While the ultimate aim is change in the organisation, finding 
the motivators for individual staff engagements increases the chances of success. It is around 
these that organisational interests are constructed to ensure that as people change in order to 
meet their personal development goals, they also enhance performance of the organisations 
they work for. Such change is embedded in learning processes, which require a combination 
of complementary learning approaches and integrated content that in meaningful interaction 
lead to change in knowledge, skills and mindsets. Only a well-facilitated, iterative and 
flexible process that builds on experience and emerging interests of the participants enables 
internalisation and application of the learning.

Competence development is a means for organisational change. Its success therefore 
depends on the level of commitment and ownership of the process by management. A strategy 
for creating ownership by management and sustaining it throughout the process is part of the 
design process. Making the leadership take responsibility to make critical decisions enhances 
institutionalisation and up-scaling of the change through competence development. Champions 
play a valuable role to in getting the management involved and in making them co-owners of 
the initiative. Champions must command a reasonable level of respect from the management 
and also become role models who inspire the pioneers of change. Therefore, identification and 
involvement of champion(s) right at the start is as important as the process design itself.

Having discussed the design and implementation of the competence development 
programme as a change process, the next chapter looks at how the learning programme was 
evaluated. A visionary approach that emphasizes improvements gained through flexible 
learning processes was applied as a departure from the conventional judgemental approaches 
based on pre-determined criteria.

•
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Vision-based assessment of learning for 
change: the case of an innovation competence 
development programme

Introduction

We are beginning to see signs of professional education narrowing to sets of practical skills – 
indeed, to competences – and behavioural operations, with clients reduced to being recipients 
of those skills rather than joint authors of the professional service that they require (Barnett, 
1994). Barnett argues that skills cannot be a sufficient way of describing genuinely open-ended 
transactions of the kind that should characterize professional-client relationship. Education is 
not a service for a customer (much less a product to be consumed) but an ongoing process of 
transformation of the participants (Harvey and Knight, 1996). For this transformation to take 
place, education must genuinely embrace the ethos and champion the praxis of participation. 
The new sciences of complexity, concerned with emergence and chaos in non-linear systems, 
indicate that we live in fundamentally participative world that is both unpredictable and 
inherently creative (Sterling, 2001). Participation is an underlying core value for educational 
concepts such as action learning, reflective learning, life-long learning and transformative 
learning, which aim to prepare learners for adaptation in the unpredictable world. Actualizing 
participation in all learning activities is easier stated than done. Its practice requires high level 
competence, but as Raven (2001: 21) puts it: 

“It has become clear that there is very little formal understanding of the nature of high-
level competence, how its components are to be nurtured, or how these components 
are to be assessed”. 

While education is a participative process (Harvey and Knight, ibid.), universities remain the 
home for “experts” who teach and examine learners based on what they think the learners 
should have learnt and not necessarily what they actually learnt. Knapper and Cropley (1985) 
describe a situation where university teachers claim the aim of their courses is to offer higher 
order learning skills such as creativity and critical thinking but the examinations and tests they 
give only reveal low-level learning characterised by the memorization of facts. Such situations 
bring in three levels of contention. The first level is the intention of the learning. The second 
level refers to what is actually learnt, while the third level refers to what is assessed or evaluated. 
These levels can be reconciled through participatory engagement of the learners and the 
facilitators of the learning to create a common frame of reference. The value of innovative 
learning approaches can be easily downgraded if their assessment falls back to the prescriptive 
expert type. Assessment of learning should be seen as a continuation of learning rather than 
as the end of learning.
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One of the hindrances to participatory learning is the adherence to prescriptive procedures 
and standards for evaluation of the learning. Many teachers will ask how objectively to assess 
the participatory learning processes in accordance with academic standards. Objectivity in this 
sense means each learner being judged on the basis of whether s/he knows a particular answer. 
This is often based on the view that assessment is an exclusively judgmental process clearly 
distinct from the learning process. The alternative option is to test whether the learners can 
make a logical argument in a particular context, in which case the assessment enhances learning. 
Therefore, participatory learning also calls for creativity in assessment of such learning.

The fundamental question is to what extent should the learners participate in determining 
standards and ensuring quality in education? Harvey and Knight (ibid.) argue that the 
transformative view of quality is rooted in the notion of qualitative change that enhances 
(value addition in knowledge, abilities and skills) and empowers participants through student 
evaluation, guaranteeing students minimum standards of provision, more control over their 
own learning and developing students’ critical ability. Student evaluation in this sense is used 
more as a feedback mechanism about their learning. Good assessment is a form of learning 
and should provide guidance and support to address learning needs (Epstein and Hundert, 
2002). With this line of argument, learners have to participate in determining criteria for 
assessment of their own learning in order to reconcile what is intended, what is actually learnt 
and what is assessed.

Competence is context-dependent (Epstein and Hundert, ibid.), meaning that it emerges 
in a context. This calls for creativity in the design and assessment of competence development 
programmes. The previous chapter discussed a creative design process for innovation 
competence development (the PM/SS) in a university context. This chapter discusses the 
vision-based assessment of the programme – an approach developed by Hagmann and applied 
in several other cases (Hagmann, 2000). As explained in the previous chapter, the vision is to 
make university training, research and consultancy more relevant to national development. 
Vision-based assessment is a departure from the judgement-driven expert assessment. It 
focuses on improvement in performance within the framework of the vision and seeks for 
convergence of observations and opinions, making it a learning process in and by itself. The 
methodology focuses on processes and perspectives within triangulation, with the aim of 
assessing improvements towards a shared vision. These processes and perspectives are explained 
further and illustrated in Figure 15.

Triangulation: processes within a process

Many scholars of the case study method (Yin, 1994; Verschuren, 1997; Creswell, 1998, 1994) 
recommend triangulation for attainment of adequacy. Triangulation in most cases refers to 
situations where a researcher applies more than one tool/method to gather evidence and/or 
gather evidence from different sources. Truly, the tools/methods and sources of information 
are chosen based on what the researcher thinks is important in the investigation. The 
researcher determines what evidence to gather and applies the tools to the source(s) of data. 
The tools/methods of data collection used include interviews, participant observation and 
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self-assessment. Sources of data include programme participants, students and managers. In 
addition, the criteria applied in gathering some of the data were established by the programme 
participants and the independent assessment team.

In the present case, another dimension was added, namely, the triangulation of perceptions, 
whereby participants’, in their perceptions, also determine what is important in the investigation 
and what evidence should be gathered. Th ese collective choices of variables/evidence by people 
other than the researcher were also considered data. Allowing for this takes the research process 
beyond triangulation as it is commonly understood to what may be termed “poly-angulation”. 
Th is means that within the process of triangulation there were several distinct processes at 
work, as illustrated by Figure 15. 

Using the analogy of spectacles, the meta-level has three pairs of spectacles (perspectives) 
for assessing the outcomes of the learning process, namely from the action research perspective, 
from the perspective of an independent assessment team, and self-assessment (intersecting 
circles in Figure 15). But each pair of spectacles had a combination of lenses (tools, methods 
and processes) for observing the evidence and gathering data. Th e diff erent lenses enable 
scrutiny of the same things, perhaps with diff erent precisions, but they also enable diff erent 
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Figure 15: Processes within the triangulation process.
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perspectives of the same thing. Different pairs of spectacles fitted with different lenses increase 
the reliability of the assessment, especially in learning processes that are subject to different 
perceptions. In assessing critically reflective learning, Bronckbank and McGill (1998: 100) 
emphasize the value of multiple approaches: 

“If critically reflective learning has occurred then the first person to know about this is 
the learner. When this learning is communicated to others in writing or verbally, then 
this is known as ‘self-report’. When others, possibly fellow students or tutors, report 
on their observations or experience of the learners to a third party, this is known as 
‘other-report’. Clearly the presence of other-report supports self report, and if added 
to by a presumed independent other, e.g. the tutor, then the well-known reliability of 
triangulation is achieved”.

Repetitiveness of observations serves as a reliability check while the complementarities 
from different perspectives further enhance this reliability. This reliability, in combination 
with frequent validity checks obtained through frequent mirroring of the findings with the 
participants (feedback loops), ensures the adequacy of the research. However, complementarities 
are achieved when all perspectives focus the assessment of a shared vision. The shared vision 
becomes the ultimate guide (guiding star) of the different perspectives to be integrated in 
the assessment. From a systems context, the different perspectives enable us to see how the 
intervention influences the whole system.

Putting processes into practice

As illustrated in Figure 15 above, each of the perspectives had its own process and tools. These 
processes and tools are described in the context they were applied.

As an action research process

A fundamental position in action research is that it seeks to create a research situation where 
active manipulation of the material and social world defines the inquiry process (Levin 
and Greenwood, 2001). The PM/SS programme was set-up as an experiment in an action 
research mode. In addition to being a participant in the programme, I was also researching 
the programme. However, the research interest was clarified to the group at the beginning of 
the programme. As a researcher I took the responsibility of documenting all activities of the 
learning programme. This increased my credibility in the group and also provided me the 
mandate and privilege to observe and take record of all activities. The detailed documentation 
of the learning workshops provided a full account of the processes and outcomes of every 
activity, including small-group and plenary discussions, role-plays and exercises as captured in 
their original form. The participants relied on these reports for their reference, but it was also 
an opportunity for them to verify that the documentation represented a true account of what 
transpired. In an action research process, participant and process observation, interviews and 
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feedback are the main tools for data collection. How these were applied in this study is now 
explained in more detail.

Participant/process observation
By putting forward the research interest in a transparent manner and offering to document 
the learning process, I was always invited by the participants to take part in activities outside 
the learning workshops. Such activities included PLG meetings and in some occasions to 
situations for practicing some skills such as facilitation of strategic planning for departments 
and joint development of research projects. Observations made on those occasions were fed 
back to groups or individuals verbally and in writing as part of the reflective process. In reality, 
the participants did not perceive me as someone collecting data about them but rather as 
someone learning with them. These collegial interactions created rapport between myself and 
other participants to the extent that I engaged intensively with some of them in consultancy 
assignments, like facilitating workshops. This helped tremendously when probing specific 
experiences during interviews.

Individual interviews
Individual interviews were used for two purposes: (1) to monitor the learning and (2) to assess 
the impact of the programme at the individual level. For monitoring purposes, the intention 
was to find out what participants found useful or not so useful from the previous workshop, 
and what they wished to learn more about in the next workshops. Two such interviews were 
conducted, one before the second and one before the third workshop. The second interview, 
however, did not yield large differences from the first, given that subsequent workshops 
largely deepened the understanding of the same concepts (see Figure 14). It was therefore 
not necessary to conduct a similar interview before the fourth workshop. Interviews were 
conducted after the fourth learning workshop to establish what individuals considered to be 
the overall impact of the learning programme with respect to their personal and professional 
activities but also to find out what elements of the programme contributed to those impacts 
the most. Box 4 presents the checklists used in these interviews.

Within the open-ended type of questions there was room to probe and deepen the 
discussions with clarification in a reflective mode. This went beyond just eliciting responses. 
It also helped the interviewees to distil and internalize key learning points. In essence, the 
interviews triggered a deep reflection on experiences, and by so doing went beyond a mere 
question–answer type of interaction. At the end, both the interviewer and the interviewee 
gained more insights into what learning actually took place.

Feedback
All workshop documentations and reports of observations of specific activities were given 
to the participants only a few days after the event to get their comments. Workshop reports 
were sent to all participants, while specific activity reports were sent to only those involved in 
the activity. Other than for their record, this was intended to get approval of accuracy of the 
information and to allow for corrections where necessary. Similarly, all interview transcripts 
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were sent to the respective interviewees for their approval and correction. Feedback was thus 
a mechanism for validation of data.

Assessment by the independent team

After the fourth learning workshop, managers were consulted on how the programme should be 
evaluated objectively. The consultations extended beyond the participating faculties to include 
the Faculty of Social Science, the School of Graduate Studies and the Academic Registrar. 
Through this process, the managers agreed to nominate an independent team (non-participants 
in the learning programme) to assess the outcomes/impacts of the programme. A team of twelve 
people was nominated from seven units to carry out the assessment (see Table 8).

In a facilitated process, the team developed assessment criteria based on the vision of the 
programme, did the assessment through field interviews and reported their findings to the 
managers. This was done using the following steps: 

Step 1: Workshop to develop the assessment criteria 
The first task for the team was to develop criteria for assessing the programme. In a two-day 
workshop facilitated by Hagmann, criteria were developed within the context of the vision of 
the programme. Reference points were: 

the profile of the preferred graduates – with the Bellagio outline (Box 5) as starting 
point;
purpose and content of the programme; and
current and future university competence challenges.

•

•
•

Box 4: Interview checklists.

Checklist for monitoring learning 
•	 What have you found useful so far in the PM/SS learning programme?
•	 Why have those things been so useful to you?
•	 How have you applied them in your private and professional activities?
•	 What are your experiences in application of those things (opportunities and challenges)?
•	 What are your experiences in the PLGs (positive, negative and challenges)?
•	 Based on your experience, how can peer learning be improved?
•	 What would you like to learn more about in the next workshop?
•	 What have you not found so useful so far in the PM/SS learning programme?

Checklist for assessment of impact 
•	 What can you say has changed in the way you think and do things that you can associate 

with the PM/SS learning programme?
•	 Reflecting on those changes, what do you think have been the major triggers?
•	 What challenges have you encountered with respect to those changes?
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With this guide, the team explored the required staff capabilities to contribute to the desired 
qualities of graduates. In addition to assessing those aspects, the team also explored opinions 
and issues for scaling up the programme within the university. Box 6 presents a checklist that 
guided the assessment.

Step 2: Conducting the assessment 
The team split into three small groups of about four members, each group conducting the 
assessment in one faculty. The groups were allocated to the faculties in a way that would 
prevent them from assessing their own faculty. This encouraged exposure of the teams to other 
faculties. In each faculty the group interviewed programme participants, some of their peers 
who did not participate in the learning programme, and managers (Deans and some Heads 
of Departments), and held group discussion with some students taught by the programme 

Table 8: Composition of assessment team.

Unit No. of people

Faculty of Agriculture 2
Faculty of Veterinary Medicine 2
Faculty of Forestry & Nature Conservation 2
School of Education 2
Faculty of Social Sciences 1
Academic Registrar’s office 2
School of Graduate Studies 1
Total 12

Box 5: Additional qualities required of agricultural graduates.

Beyond the technical knowledge and skills in agriculture, the preferred graduate should: 
•	 Display ethical conduct based on fairness, honesty and responsibility as core values.
•	 Display entrepreneurial skills and innovativeness in pursuance of personal and professional 

goals.
•	 Communicate effectively with different categories of people including superiors, peers, 

subordinates and clients.
•	 Possess sound management and leadership competence to promote efficient resource 

utilization.
•	 Think critically and in a systemic perspective.
•	 Build and facilitate high performing teams to promote collective action and achievement of 

common goals.
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participants. The intention was to establish whether other people noticed any difference in 
those who participated in the programme.

The assessment exercise covered a period of two weeks (not full time), though the total 
time of engagement was estimated to be about three working days. Through this exercise the 
assessment team became better informed about what the PM/SS programme entailed. In a 
way it was a learning exercise for the assessors too. The focus of the assessment was to look for 
improvement rather than to make judgements.

Step 3: Synthesis of results and planning the way forward 
After the assessment the team convened in a three-day workshop. The first two days of the 
workshop focused on the synthesis and harmonisation of findings before reporting to the 
managers and programme participants. The major recommendation of the assessment team 
was that the PM/SS programme provided cross-cutting skills essential for all categories of 
university staff, i.e. managers, academic staff and support staff. Chapter 7 integrates the specific 
findings in the presentation of the overall outcomes.

Box 6: Checklist for assessment of outcomes/impact of the programme.

Areas to explore for impact/change
•	 Development of personal skills and confidence.
•	 Establishment of a feedback culture with students and among colleagues.
•	 Innovations in teaching, research and consultancy.
•	 Interdisciplinary engagement in research, training and consultancy.
•	 Teamwork and networking.
•	 Enhancement in management qualities.
•	 Being exemplary or role models in professional conduct.
•	 Pro-activeness in responding to opportunities and expectations of stakeholders.

Issues and challenges for scaling-up and institutionalization of the PM/SS
•	 How to scale-up and mainstream the PM/SS in the University programmes.
•	 Options and approaches for scaling-up given resource constraints.
•	 How to create awareness of the PM/SS across all categories of staff including non-academic 

staff.
•	 Which are the priority levels of staff to scale-up. 
•	 How to link and harmonize the PM/SS with other ongoing competence related programmes 

such as the pedagogical training by the School of Education. 
•	 How to institutionalize the PM/SS in the University set-up. Who will house it? Who is the 

champion?
•	 How to schedule scaling up activities to fit the university calendar and programmes.
•	 How to maintain and effectively utilize competence of the pioneer trainees (the Win26 

group).
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The findings were then used as input for planning scaling-up strategies as a way forward. 
Planning scaling-up strategies was a joint engagement of the assessment team, programme 
participants and the managers. This further strengthened the ownership of the programme 
and opened new windows of opportunity for application of innovation competences in an 
organisation-wide set-up. Bearing in mind the need for institutionalisation, it was suggested 
that the most appropriate host unit for the programme was the newly created Human Resource 
Development (HRD) Department.

Reflections and self-assessment

People learn in cycles, moving naturally between action and reflection, between activity and 
repose (Cambron-McCabe and Dutton, 2000). Becoming critically reflective of one’s own 
assumptions is the key to transforming taken-for-granted frames of reference, and is therefore 
an indispensable dimension of learning for adapting to change (Mezorow, 1997). Reflection 
and self-evaluation were integral parts of the programme. In a programme shaped and guided 
by participants’ interests, it is not easy to pre-determine what the assessment criteria should 
be. Appropriate assessment criteria emerged through reflective processes with the learners 
themselves. In this type of learning there is some danger that a reductionist approach based 
on pre- and post-tests will devalue the action learning processes. For this reason, visionary 
reflections were applied to construct a composite profile and criteria for assessment of the 
PM/SS programme. It was ‘visionary’ in that it involved stepping out of “what is” to questions 
based on “what would be”, in which the imagination of what might be possible depends upon 
a vision. The following explains how this was done.

Developing the composite profile of the PM/SS
Throughout the PM/SS programme participants engaged in several self-assessment exercises, 
either individually or in groups. However, for overall impact of the PM/SS programme there 
was a need for a profile against which the individuals would assess themselves. This profile was 
created at the end of the third learning workshop after which participants had a clearer view 
of what the programme could influence and what not.

The profile was developed based on experiences in the light of an overall vision. A guiding 
question was “If a person was successful in PM/SS, what would this person do/do differently?” This 
question allowed the learners to articulate what “it would be”, based on their experience and 
the overall purpose of the programme. In buzz groups of 3-4 people, participants generated 
their views on cards. The cards were clustered and titles were generated to label the clusters. 
The cluster titles represented a composite profile with twelve elements (see Box 7) each 
element having underlying or constituent sub-elements. This then allowed the elements of 
the composite profile to be assessed using their constituent sub-elements (See Appendix 2).

Self-assessment against the profile
To assess oneself against elements of the composite PM/SS profile, the constituent sub-
elements were assigned a Likert scale of 1-10. The participants then rated themselves on 
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this scale based on self-estimated scores before and after the learning programme. Twenty 
one (81%) of the original 26 members participated in the self-assessment. At the time of the 
assessment, two had left the university, another two were out of the country on study leave and 
as earlier mentioned in Chapter 5, one dropped out early. In addition to self-scores, they also 
identified what elements of the PM/SS programme contributed to a change in each element 
and how the change manifested itself in reality. This process yielded a comprehensive self-
assessment instrument (Appendix 2). In this instrument the present situation is the realistic 
reference point for estimating where participants start from with regard to each criterion. The 
instrument could only be developed utilising the experiences generated by the programme 
itself. Without such experience, there would be no realistic reference point and self-scores 
would be arbitrary. Figures 16 and 17 provide a summary of the self-assessment results.

Impact of the PM/SS programme on individual profiles

Profile enhancement

The self-assessment scores for each element of the composite profile as listed in Box 7 were 
calculated as the mean of the scores of its constituent sub-elements. Figure 16 maps out the mean 
scores of all participants before and after, to illustrate the overall impact of the programme.

Figure 16 demonstrates profile enhancement at varying degrees. Putting it in another way, 
the variation illustrates a learning curve if the mean enhancement scores are plotted against 
the profiles. This is better visualized in Figure 17.

Box 7: Composite profile of PM/SS.

A successful person in PM/SS …
•	 uses professional networks and alliances for exchange of information and experiences and 

to pursue common interests;
•	 promotes team development and consensus building in teams;
•	 initiates and facilitates group processes of joint reflection, strategy and vision development 

and decision making;
•	 manages and minimizes conflicts;
•	 actively seeks to develop him/herself professionally and personally;
•	 tries out new things with courage and without fear of failure;
•	 deals with unforeseen situations in a positive and solution-oriented way;
•	 shares information in a free and transparent and accountable manner;
•	 gives and receives feedback as a tool to develop him/herself and others personally;
•	 develops and pursues clear vision and values in his/her professional environment;
•	 assumes leadership roles (formal and informal) to enhance individual, team and organisational 

performance;
•	 pursues a balanced life style. 
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It is clear from the two figures that elements of the profile were not the result of participation 
in the PM/SS programme; they existed in the individuals even before the programme. Figure 
16 shows that none of the profile elements had a mean score of zero before the programme. It 
is also true that development of these profiles is a continuous process and could not be fully 
achieved in the duration of this programme. Figures 16 and 17 simply illustrate enhancement of 
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Figure 16:  Profile ratings before and after the PM/SS programme.
Key
B1 =  Uses professional networks and alliances for exchange of information and experiences and 

to pursue common interest.
B2 =  Promotes team development and consensus building in teams.
B3 =  Initiates and facilitates group processes of joint reflection, strategy and vision development 

and decision making.
B4 =  Manages and minimizes conflicts.
B5 =  Actively seeks to develop him/herself professionally and personally.
B6 =  Tries out new things with courage and without fear of failure.
B7 =  Deals with unforeseen situations in a positive and solution oriented way.
B8 =  Shares information in a free, transparent and accountable manner.
B9 =  Gives and receives feedback as a tool to develop him/herself and others personally
B10 =  Develops and pursues clear vision and values in his/her professional environment.
B11 =  Assumes leadership roles (formal and informal) to enhance individual, team and 

organizational performance. 
B12 =  Pursues a balanced lifestyle.
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the profile elements of the PM/SS. Most profile elements were considerably enhanced by more 
than three points on a ten point scale, with B9 shooting up to about 4.5. The enhancement was 
attributed to specific content elements (triggers) in the PM/SS programme.

Triggers for profile enhancement

Key content elements of the programme that triggered this enhancement, and the indicators 
of the enhancement as identified by participants, are summarized in Table 9. The Effects of 
the profile enhancement are part of the overall outcomes of the programme, as discussed in 
Chapter 7.

By their inter-relatedness, one trigger may enhance several profile elements. The cross-
cutting triggers however, tended to be those that targeted mindsets and personal development. 
It therefore appears that mindsets and personal development are the key nodes for change in the 
process through which individuals move towards being innovative. They are thus identified as 
key entry points for influencing the way people do things, as the alternative ways of doing things 
must fit the mind frame and reward structure of individuals, both socially and economically.
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Figure 17: Learning curve for PM/SS programme.
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Lessons learnt

Based on processes of vision-based assessment described in this chapter, the following lessons 
emerged: 

Facilitated evaluation creates more coherence in action learning processes than the expert 
judgemental type of evaluation. It is a shift from judgement to focusing on improvements, 
in line with the overall vision of the organisation. In the broader performance context, the 
shift implies focusing on “doing the right thing” rather than “doing things right”. Doing the 
right thing involves challenging the participant’s own values, practices and institutional 
cultures to enhance performance, while doing things right reinforces conformity to 
established rules and procedures that often do not give room for innovations.
Engaging the learners in developing appropriate criteria for assessment of their learning 
brings them to new horizons of understanding. The reflective process helps to internalise 
the learning, but in addition it challenges the participant with reference to the core purpose 
of the learning. It is getting “out of the box” to see the world in a different way. 
Self-assessment requires realistic points of reference, otherwise it becomes arbitrary. The 
reference points are created after the learners appreciate outcomes of the learning. Without 
this they cannot imagine how “it could be” in reference to “what is”. Self-assessment therefore 
is about questioning the self with reference to new frames.
Involving stakeholders in assessing a learning programme within a vision of the organisation 
creates clarity about the behavioural changes required of the programme. For example, the 
development of a composite profile for PM/SS clarified the behavioural characteristics 
(profile elements) that the programme can influence. This is a way of creating congruence 
between intended and actual outcomes of the learning programmes, and therefore a solid 
basis for realistic assessment (in the sense of Pawson and Tilley, 1997).
This type of evaluation is a continuation of the learning process allowing people to explore 
and discover new dimensions and increase awareness of their own change. In this case the 
programme assessors readily subscribed to the learning process. Emphasis is on monitoring 
the outcomes rather than judgement based on pre-determined indicators. It is in fact a 
reversal of the logframe-based type of evaluation.

This chapter presented comprehensive poly-angulated processes for evaluating the learning 
programme. Only results of the profile enhancements have been discussed in this chapter. The 
next chapter (Chapter 7) presents a detailed synthesis of outcomes of all evaluation processes 
discussed.

•

•

•

•

•
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Table 9: Triggers and profile indicators.

Profile elements Triggers Indicators

B1= Uses professional 
networks and alliances for 
exchange of information and 
to pursue common interest

Team development and teamwork 
Peer learning groups 
Emotional intelligence 
Personal feedback 
Negotiation as an aspect of communication 

Improved interpersonal relationships and 
motivation to work in teams 

Sharing information via e-mails and other 
channels 

Joint reflection meetings 
Openness to and supporting one another 

to improve
B2= Promotes team 
development and consensus 
building in teams

Principles of working together and team 
development processes 

Personal feedback 
Johari window 
Facilitation – tools and tips 
Active listening and negotiation skills 
Peer learning groups 
Understanding social systems and social 

change

Engage with others to exchange 
experiences and feedback 

Facilitating joint activities and creating 
shared ownership 

Respect of divergent opinions and self 
control to give others chance to 
participate/contribute

B3= Initiates and facilitates 
group processes of joint 
reflection, strategy vision 
development and decision 
making

Facilitation – tools and tips 
Principles of working together 
Active listening 
Visioning and developing shared goals

Volunteers to facilitate interactive 
processes, synthesise and visualize 
synergies 

Confidence and fluency in articulating 
issues

Providing leadership in teams towards 
shared goals 

Document processes and outcomes of 
group activities

B4= Manages and minimizes 
conflicts

Negotiation and conflict resolution 
Active listening, reframing and adrenaline 

model in communication 
Emotional intelligence
Facilitation – tools and tips 
The staircase construction of reality

Accommodative and patient with others 
Express opinions in non-judgmental way 

and seek for synergies and common 
ground 

Focus discussion on issues and not 
personalities

B5= Actively seeks to 
develop him/herself 
professionally and personally

Johari window 
Facilitation – tools and tips 
Visioning - myself as a development project 
Emotional intelligence 
Personal SWOT analysis
Personal feedback 
Our inner drivers
The clouds concept to enhance our 

potentials and solution oriented thinking 
Principles of working together 
Peer learning groups 
Relating the research and development 

continuum and social change

Explores to discover more through self 
learning and sharing with others 

Overcomes the “victim” feeling and looks 
for opportunities in every situation 

Open to new ideas and use them to 
improve performance 

Pursue opportunities with a vision and 
clear targets

Self confidence
Empathetic and guided by ethical values
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Table 9: Continued.

Profile elements Triggers Indicators

B6= Tries out new things 
with courage and without 
fear of failure

Facilitation – tools and tips 
Personal feedback 
Our inner drivers 
The Clouds concept to enhance our 

hidden potentials 
Personal SWOT and self positioning

Courage to try out or experiment new 
things – learn by doing 

Ask for feedback and support from peers 
and other people

B�= Deals with unforeseen 
situations in a positive and 
solution-oriented way

Understanding systems dynamics of social 
change processes 

Facilitation – tools and tips 
Emotional intelligence
Reframing 
Our inner drivers

Looks for learning from failure and 
documents lessons 

Applies a variety of tools and strategies to 
adapt to different situations 

Committed to accomplishing tasks

B�= Shares information in a 
free and transparent manner

Application of principles of working 
together in peer learning groups

Personal feedback 
Emotional intelligence 
Reframing as an aspect of communication

Exchange information and ideas freely 
without fear of criticism 

Not selfish – share information on both 
opportunities and challenges

B�= Gives and receives 
feedback as a tool to develop 
him/herself and others 
personally

Personal feedback (role plays on feedback)
Emotional intelligence 
Active listening 
Johari window 
Practicing feedback in peer learning groups
The art of questioning

Gives constructive feedback to develop 
others and improve relationships 

Interacts freely with colleagues and 
subordinates

Controls his/her emotions and takes 
responsibility for own mistakes

B10= Develops and pursues 
clear vision and values in his/
her professional environment

Visioning
Peer learning groups 
Emotional intelligence

Helps others to develop their potentials 
for a common goal 

Seeks and encourages dialogue
Focussed committed and trustworthy 
Proactive in pursuing opportunities

B11= Assumes leadership 
roles (formal and informal) 
to enhance their individual, 
team and organisational 
performance

Teamwork and characteristics of high 
performing teams 

Active listening 
Emotional intelligence
Understanding organisations as social 

systems 
Performance oriented management 
Reflects to learns from experience
Leadership concepts 
Feedback 
Riemann-Thoman model of personalities 
Facilitation – tools and tips

Good team player and engages in peer 
learning activities

Respect others and recognises their 
contributions to team efforts 

Realistically accepts responsibility and not 
frightened by challenges 

Receives and gives feedback in a 
constructive way 

B12= pursues a balanced 
life style

Emotional intelligence 
Johari window 
Personal SWOT analysis 
The inner team 
Personal vision
Feedback

Pursues healthy behaviours e.g. exercising 
the body 

Manages stress and conscious about 
balancing time for work, family and 
other activities

Reflects on implications of their 
behaviours to themselves and others

Adheres to prescribed moral values e.g. 
spiritual values
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Outcomes of the competence development 
programme

Introduction

The previous chapter described an assessment process for the PM/SS learning programme. 
Triangulation of the assessment brought out repeated but also complementary findings on the 
influence of the PM/SS programme on individual participants, and to some extent, on their 
units (faculties and departments). The overall intention of the PM/SS programme was to have 
competences reflected in the quality of graduates, but at this stage assessment focuses on the 
impact on lecturers. Being a pilot programme with only a very small number of staff, running 
over 1½ years, it is not possible yet to assess impact on students, although the independent 
assessment team did try and obtain some impressions from students. 

The outcomes presented in this chapter are a synthesis of the results of several assessment 
methods and procedures as described in Chapter 6. They are inter-related and sometimes 
difficult to untangle, which is not atypical for systemic elements. However, this chapter 
attempts to distinguish and at the same time explain the linkages, in order to bring out their 
inter-connectedness more clearly. The chapter will also discuss challenges in sustaining these 
outcomes.

Outcomes 

Self-awareness and discovery of hidden potentials 

One of the most exciting elements of the PM/SS programme was a better self-understanding of 
personality and behaviour and how these influence interaction with others, including students. 
Several elements of personal development (see Table 7), such as emotional intelligence, Johari 
window, feedback and related exercises that the participants engaged in, were very powerful 
tools for revealing individual personalities with their associated weaknesses and strengths. 
Self-awareness is always taken for granted, but in the interviews all participants stressed it 
as one of the most valuable things that they got from the programme. It challenged them to 
critically analyze how their personalities influenced the way they do things and helped them 
appreciate why other people tend to do things differently. The urge for self-understanding 
induced conscious reflection but also made participants more open to constructive feedback 
from peers for purposes of improvement in their personal and professional performance. For 
example, with regard to social relationship, one participant explained: 

“In my family there are more females than males. I am a person who always wants quick 
results but I have come to appreciate that this is not the way ladies deal with things. I 
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have learnt that ladies need a lot more care and a bit more time to get them to perform 
well. By appreciating these differences, I am able to cope with less stress. I have also learnt 
to consult my children, which has helped me understand them more”.

From a professional perspective, another participant explained: 

“I now appreciate differences among people. These days when I pose a question in 
class, I allow students to explain different perspectives based on how they understand 
the question. I do not immediately dismiss any answers as wrong but I allow a bit of 
discussion around the issue and eventually we agree on possibilities in that context”.

Self-awareness and appreciation of others’ personalities and abilities is the basis for seeking 
complementarity through teamwork. It is also, arguably, the “glue” for social relationships 
based on trust and empathy. The independent assessment team stressed the importance of 
self-regulation, openness and transparency as some of the factors that enhance relationships 
between the “winners”, their peers and the partners they work with. It can therefore be argued 
that self-awareness is the basis for respecting different bodies of knowledge and paves the way 
for integrating them effectively to deal with complex situations. Box 8 presents some of these 
personal experiences of self-discovery in relation to social relationships.

The trigger for this rise in self-awareness was largely the exposure to personal development 
concepts and tools related to emotional intelligence, the use of the Johari window technique, and 
feedback. Elements of emotional intelligence, i.e. self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, 

Box 8: Some personal experiences on self-discovery.

“I have explained to my wife how to analyze myself as a development project and she was very 
excited about it. I have also shared with her about the Johari window and we have used it to 
discover ourselves more”.

“The Johari window helped me to understand myself better. In the past few months I 
have been working very hard to enlarge my public person. As a result, I have improved my 
relationships with colleagues and friends. I interact more with them”.

“I have found empathy more important in my private life. With empathy you are able to 
put yourself in the position of another and imagine what you would feel if you were in the 
other person’s shoes. You get a feeling for others and this has improved the way I relate with 
my family”.

“Understanding myself has made me appreciate my weaknesses, which I strive to improve, 
but it has also made me appreciate why I need to work with other people to do the things 
that I cannot do well”.

“I have come to understand that sometimes I appear rude to others but when I reflect, I 
put myself in the other’s shoes and I imagine what it feels. This has given me another view of 
how to relate with other people better”.
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empathy and social skills focus on understanding personal characteristics for enhancing 
individual and team performance in an organisational set-up. Social life (as argued by Emile 
Durkheim and many others following his lead, cf. Bellah [2005]) is intrinsically performative; 
every human being aspires to be recognised as a performer in whatever they do. Emotional 
intelligence then induces self-reflection on the extent to which personal characteristics are 
oriented towards effective performance. The Johari window and feedback are tools that one 
can use to increase emotional intelligence. 

Contextualisation of these concepts and tools and their immediate application enhanced 
internalisation and appreciation through critical self-examination. Self-awareness however, 
does not just come automatically. It is a quality that has to be developed and nurtured in a 
particular context. As one of the participants said: 

“This was not my first time to hear about Johari window but the way it was introduced 
and applied here made me understand why I do things in certain ways and why other 
people also do things differently. It challenged me to understand myself more”.

The underlying message behind self-awareness is that “if you want to change others, you must 
first change yourself.” Training, research and development are all about influencing social and 
technical change – implying that those engaged in such processes need to reflect on their 
values and their thinking to change themselves in order to influence others to change. Self-
awareness is the precursor for critical reflection. We cannot critically reflect on an assumption 
until we are aware of it, we cannot engage in discourse on something we have not identified, 
and we cannot change a habit of mind without thinking about it in some way (Cranton, 2002). 
Reflection is a key competence for influencing learning and development, but often taken for 
granted. It is always assumed that everybody can reflect, but doing so for purposes of life-long 
learning requires some guiding principles.

Social relationships are part of living, especially given the “dense” collective tendencies of 
most African societies. This density partly explains why aspects that enhance relationships 
generated high motivation for immediate application among lecturers in an African institution. 
In this context, therefore, social cohesion and empathy are among the most important values 
influencing learning and change. Unfortunately, however, formal Western education systems, 
first superimposed on many of these societies by colonialism, do not pay much attention to 
social density. In one of the learning workshops, a participant put this very clearly: 

“What we are learning in these workshops are very important things in our everyday 
living which are never taught in our education system”.

Putting it another way, our education system misses out some critical virtues that ought to 
be integrated within it. Specifying in what respects, or to what extent, African social life 
differs from social life in other continents is a topic that has vexed social anthropologists and 
African politicians. Concepts such as “African socialism” are now held in low regard, and have 
been replaced by the emphasis (especially by donors) on more congenial (but perhaps no less 
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incoherent) concepts such as “social capital”. There is no opportunity to discuss these debates 
here, except to state that it is a finding of this study (and many others) that when standard 
Western institutions are imposed in African setting many participants feel something vital 
is missing. That African intellectuals need to engage further on this topic is clear, and it is a 
theme picked up again in the concluding chapter, under the heading of authenticity.

Influencing change from within through feedback

Feedback is another concept that was picked up and applied immediately. Giving personal 
feedback that is intended to enhance personal growth and improvement of systems was very 
exciting to all the participants. It is a tool to understand oneself better through other people; 
the idea is well captured in the South African proverb “you are what you are because of what 
others say you are”. The guidelines for giving personal feedback challenge one to analyze the 
characteristics of the other person from both ends – the positive and negative. Usually, people 
tend to focus on only negative things in others, which is often demoralizing and provocative 
of defensive tendencies. Like one of the participants commented: 

“All along, I have known feedback as negative, but now I know it is something positive 
and rewarding to the person receiving it”. Another one too said: “Before, I did not 
know how to give feedback without hurting the person receiving it. But now I can give 
feedback that is motivating and encouraging to the person receiving it”. 

Personal feedback brought in a new pathway for enhancing mutual capacities, so that the group 
could build on the strengths of each person to achieve a common goal. This was found relevant 
in all spheres of life; opening up to improve trust and relationships in families and among 
colleagues, building a non-threatening relationship with students for interactive learning in 
teaching, and building a more effective and transparent system where the subordinates and 
superiors interact in an interdependent manner in management. For feedback to be constructive, 
however, it is essential to ensure that the person receiving it is prepared psychologically. From 
experience, one participant cautioned: 

“Feedback is important but you have to make sure that the person receiving is ready for 
it. It is very useful if both the person giving and the one receiving appreciate its value”. 

Nearly everyone applied feedback in their private social life, e.g. in their families, churches and 
other social relations. Many examples can be cited such as: 

“Feedback has improved my relationship with my family. They now tell me a lot of 
things that they used not to. My daughter even writes to me letters appreciating what 
I discuss with her. They tell me what they like and what they do not like. This was not 
happening before”. 
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While discussing the application of feedback in learning and change, it was generally concluded 
that feedback is also a tool for a non-confrontational way of challenging the hierarchical and 
power dominated cultures that suppress the freedom to explore and question conventional 
thinking. Learning is about exercising freedom and gaining space to explore and to challenge 
common knowledge. But most African cultures are so power dominated that this freedom is 
suppressed right from the family level and extended to the education system. One participant 
emphatically put it like this: 

“Feedback is not part of our culture. The families we grew in and the schools we went to 
are so hierarchical and do not encourage free interaction, especially with superiors, to 
be able to provide feedback. We do not even do it with our wives and children. We have 
to start building this culture now”.

In African societies, children are not expected to challenge their elders as this is interpreted 
as mischief or being disrespectful. Similarly, subordinates are not expected to challenge their 
leaders. This results in a culture based on chieftaincy leadership, which stands in the way of 
honest and realistic feedback to the leadership. The same scenario exists in the education 
system, where normally students have no freedom to challenge their teachers. The teacher is 
supposed to know and the student is expected to listen and absorb. This is power-dominated 
culture is challenged by feedback to create a favorable environment for discovery learning. The 
case in Box 9 illustrates how feedback worked with superiors. 

Box 9: Inducing change through feedback.

A group of participants analyzed the challenges of their Faculty and made an appointment to 
meet and discuss with their Dean. They started by giving feedback to their Dean recognizing 
the positive things that he had done and also highlighting the challenges that the Faculty faced. 
They suggested what they could do to support him to deal with those challenges. In this 
experience, the Dean felt overwhelmed that since he became Dean several years ago nobody 
had ever come to his office to appreciate his efforts and offer themselves to help in dealing 
with the problems that there were. “He said, everybody who comes to my office comes with 
a problem for me to solve and nobody comes with solutions to any problem”. He committed 
some funds for this group to organize and facilitate a meeting with other members of staff 
including all heads of departments to brainstorm on the challenges and possible ways of dealing 
with them. A one-day meeting was organized and facilitated by the group. The key outcome 
of the meeting was shared responsibility for the challenges, and commitment collectively to 
deal with the challenges. This impressed the Dean so much that he was challenged to commit 
funds for a 3-day workshop to expose more staff in the Faculty to the important aspects of 
the PM/SS programme.
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Application of feedback in teaching yielded positive results too. It dissolves the 
communication barrier between students and lecturers, allowing for the two to interact more 
freely and for mutual exchange of knowledge and information. Feedback provides space for 
students to share their problems, suggests improvement in delivery approaches, and in general 
co-creates an environment for better learning. Box 10 provides some impressions from the 
lecturers on how feedback worked in their interaction with students.

The independent assessment team also reported that lecturers proactively sought the 
opinions of students and colleagues for the purpose of improving their teaching methods. 
At the beginning of a course the lecturers explored students’ expectations and attempted to 
adjust the course structure to accommodate students’ learning interests. For the purpose of 
improving effectiveness in teaching, the lectures proactively sought honest feedback from 
students about their teaching styles in a non-intimidating manner. For the same reason, some 
lecturers invited peers to sit in on their classes to give them constructive feedback to help 
enhance their teaching skills.

Feedback creates the space and freedom for dialogue between students and lecturers to 
improve a system for effective learning. After interviewing the lecturers and some students, 
the independent assessment team recognized emergence of a feedback culture that encouraged 
students to give critical and constructive feedback about their learning without fear of being 
reprimanded. This was seen as a desirable move to address a general concern from students 
that the system does not provide opportunities for critical feedback. There are no functional 
mechanisms for students to give feedback to influence how they are taught. Feedback improved 
student-lecturer interactions, which benefited students through more consultations with their 
lecturers, especially with respect to research projects supervision.

Taking initiative to work in teams and promote peer learning 

Greater appreciation of teamwork arose from continuous engagement in group activities 
throughout the learning programme. Peer learning as a pillar of the programme (see Figure 12) 
deepened the team spirit by providing a platform for continued mutual learning outside the 
learning workshops. As one participant put it: 

Box 10: Experiences of feedback with students.

“When I introduced feedback with students, they opened up and started telling me all their 
problems, including their fears with lecturers”.

“I have developed a good relationship with students and the number of students coming 
to consult me has increased tremendously. I suppose this is because of the way I now treat 
them”.

“In teaching I use feedback at two levels: first is between me and students and the other 
level I encourage students to give each other feedback. It has narrowed the gap between me 
and the students that on one occasion a student challenged me to explain why other lecturers 
cannot give constructive feedback”.
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“The training introduced the aspect of peer learning, which I found very useful. I learnt 
to consult more with colleagues to learn from their experiences. In addition to learning 
from peers, you also develop brotherly relationships. I feel very close to the colleagues 
in my peer learning group”.

Appreciation of the value of teamwork is the trigger for seeking complementarity through 
multidisciplinary approaches. It promotes co-operative inquiry – a way of working with other 
people with similar interests to increase self-awareness, to develop creativity to look at things 
differently, and to learn to change the world around oneself, and increase one’s performance 
(Heron and Reason, 2001). The independent assessment team found that the lecturers were 
working more in teams across disciplines/faculties as a result of the relationships established 
during the PM/SS programme. They also encouraged teamwork and peer learning among 
students through group assignments where students explore their own learning. The lecturers 
then facilitated the exchange of knowledge and experiences across groups. This mode of 
learning widened student interaction with other disciplines as they searched for learning 
materials from other faculties. As such it represents the beginning of a more holistic type of 
learning that builds linkages across disciplines.

Although in most cases the peer learning did not function in a formal way, based on 
scheduled meetings for reflection and sharing experiences, as was planned. Instead it took a 
different form – informal consultations and exchange, even across peer learning groups. For 
peer support and sharing expertise, participants preferred to work with colleagues in small 
consultancy activities, such as facilitating workshops. Reflecting on this trend, one participant 
affirmed that: 

“Before we came to this learning programme, we worked as individuals but now we work 
together, even in writing proposals and supervision of students”.

This signifies a shift from purely individual activity to teamwork as an internalised value for 
effectiveness and efficiency. This is likely to influence a tendency towards partnerships, and 
ensure beneficial impact on training, research and consultancy activity.

Facilitation skills for interactive learning and collective action processes

The PM/SS was built around an assumption that facilitation skills are the key that opens the 
door for new forms of interaction with people. Skills in facilitation were widely applied in 
teaching, workshops/meetings and other social interactions such as in church life. Practicing 
facilitation was an integral component of all activities of the learning programme. This served 
not only to build confidence in its application in teaching but facilitation capacity was also 
seen as a marketable skill, especially in process-oriented consultancy, where donors place 
great stress on impact and participation of citizens. The classroom therefore provided a safe 
environment for practicing facilitation to gain experience and confidence. It should perhaps 
be added that what the development practitioners tend to call facilitation is quite widely 
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practised in universities where teaching is by seminars as well as lectures, but that seminar 
skills tend not to have flourished in the African university due both to the power relationship 
implicit in lecturing (as mentioned above) but also due to weight of numbers. Facilitation 
is labour intensive, and requires a better staff-student ratio than commonly met with in the 
African university setting. This is a point which is reverted to below and in the conclusion of 
this thesis. Box 11 presents some experiences of facilitative teaching.

Through a more facilitative approach to teaching, lecturers came to realize that students 
were also a source of knowledge to be utilized in teaching and learning. At the same time 
they came to see themselves more as co-learners and not as the sole authority of knowledge. 
Mezirow (1997) emphasizes the educator functions as a facilitator and provocateur rather than 
as an absolute authority. Ideally, the facilitator tries to escape the authority role by becoming 
a co-learner progressively transferring her/his leadership to the group, allowing for the group 
to become more self-directive. The force of the word “ideally” should be noted. Critiques have 
drawn attention to some of the complexity of the role (cf. Richards, 1995; Mosse, 2005), and 
attention needs to be paid in developing the PM/SS approach to the need for best practice 
rules to be adopted. Support factors for such “best practice” interaction include personal 
feedback generating dialogue and free exchange of ideas.

Box 11: Experiences of facilitating interactive learning.

“I now have a wide range of tools for teaching. You see all these (while pointing to a pile of 
charts and cards), I use them in my classes. I have introduced group discussions in my class and 
when I shared my experiences with my colleagues in the department, some of them adopted 
the approach in their classes too. One professor for example invited me to his class to witness 
how the group discussion innovation made the teaching more interesting. I engage students to 
think beyond the course to imagine how they would apply knowledge acquired from the course 
in their future careers. This enables me to develop learning goals together with students.…”

“Since I introduced group discussion and presentations in class, students have gained 
confidence to express themselves and argue issues. They now feel free to ask questions. Indeed 
one student confessed: I have always dodged asking or answering questions in class, it is only in this 
class that I have felt confident to talk. This is basically because I put it clearly right at the beginning 
that learning is two way and that we can only learn from each other if we interact freely”. 

“…. It is even more interesting with students who have some field experience. I have made 
students generate knowledge from which I also learn a lot. This is a shift from when I was the 
sole deliverer of knowledge and students were on the receiving end. I use a lot of questioning 
to stimulate thinking and sharing experiences, in the process, students also ask a lot of questions, 
which never used to happen before”.

“I am very different in teaching. I used to go to class and dictate notes to students, but now 
I facilitate a lot of discussions. The students bring in a lot of new information and this forces me 
to read more about the subject”.

“My teaching is still instructive but I have introduced some group work and the students 
contribute more in class than before”.
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Facilitation skills had profound influence on teaching styles. The engagement in facilitation 
led to the conceptualisation of an operational framework for interactive learning in this 
context. The emergent framework is presented as a learning wheel (Figure 18). The learning 
wheel methodology was developed earlier by Hagmann (2005) to generate experience-based 
conceptual frameworks from practice. It builds on the lessons and success factors of practical case 
examples in an appreciative manner. The cornerstones of the learning wheel are fundamental to 
successful systemic interventions. In this sense, it serves as a checklist which can also be used for 
self-reflection and evaluation. The cornerstones are those things that have to be in place to make 
interactive learning possible in this particular context. The learning wheel is both a conceptual 
and operational framework for putting interactive learning in practice.
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Based on practice experience in facilitating interactive learning, twelve success factors were 
distilled (by the programme participants) for interactive learning in this particular context of 
Makerere University: 

A positive attitude towards interactive learning and an ability to effectively manage group 
dynamics. A positive attitude is needed both from lecturers and the students.
Incentives that encourage commitment of lecturers. Interactive learning takes more time 
in preparation and to continue doing so requires a relatively high level of job satisfaction. 
This takes into account staff remuneration and welfare.
Innovative and broader assessment of the learning. For the learners to be appropriately 
rewarded from interactive learning, the assessment has to go beyond memorisation of 
knowledge to the analytical and application levels. Also a variety of tools and methods of 
assessment is required including peer assessment. Without these, it becomes irrelevant in 
terms of its contribution to academic achievement.
Adequate planning and preparation for teaching and learning. Effective interactive learning 
within the limited time allocation for a course, demands good planning and preparation 
for both the lecturers and students.
Competent and confident facilitators. Competence here refers to both a sufficient grasp 
of the subject matter and adequate process management. The facilitator must also be 
confident enough to deal with unanticipated issues without getting disoriented.
Platforms for free interaction, joint decision making and conducive to a feedback culture. 
Dialogue and feedback between students and lecturers set the benchmarks for interactive 
learning.
Respect and appreciation of learners’ contributions and knowledge. Recognition that 
learners are a resource of their own learning creates the space and confidence to share 
experiences and knowledge.
Effective student peer learning groups. These have to be initiated and nurtured as platforms 
for peer exchanges. Group work is necessary as it advances communication skills, reinforces 
the importance of citizen participation, creates meaningful learning situations for students, 
utilises the interests, creativity and curiosity of students. In diverse groups, it also triggers intra-
group dissonance which can become a source of conceptual change (Wals et al., 2004).
Up-to-date and flexible learning materials that stimulate creativity. Availability and access 
to materials in different forms that can be shared for self-learning, peer-learning as well as 
instructional learning.
Skills for moderation, synthesis and visualisation of process and content. Ability to bring 
things together with clear linkages and relationships is extremely important. This is aided 
by good visualisation to create a mental picture of how things are connected.
Flexibility in management and utilisation of space for learning. Flexible sitting arrangements 
that allow interaction amongst students create an ideal environment for interactive learning. 
Similarly, the class size has to be manageable for effective learning.
Motivation and reward for innovation in teaching. If the lecturers are to invest their time 
and creativity in interactive learning, it has to contribute significantly to their career 
advancement. At the moment, publications are the single most important factor for 
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promotion. Objective indicators of the impact of publications – e.g. citations on Google 
scholar – seem easier to devise than objective indicators of teaching impact and excellence. 
This creates a disincentive for improving teaching.

Beyond teaching, many of the lecturers who participated in the PM/SS programme, including 
the present writer (see Appendix 1), have taken on facilitation and process documentation as 
a new direction of professional to supplement their meagre income from the university. In 
affirming this, one participant testified: 

“I can surely say that since I completed the PM/SS programme, I do not entirely depend 
on my salary like before. In fact I can survive without it. With the facilitation skills I have 
acquired, I can supplement my salary to have a decent life”.

Demand for quality facilitation is high within and outside the university. Opportunities for 
the lecturers to be hired to facilitate meetings, workshops and other platforms for multi-
stakeholder engagement motivated them to practice facilitation skills in class as a training 
ground. It could be argued that this is only sustainable while donors and development agencies 
maintain their enthusiasm for workshops and other discursive modes of popular participation, 
but meanwhile it has the definite advantage that the quality of university teachers to teach 
is improved, while at the same time others benefit from this enhanced level of skill when 
lecturers work outside the university.

Overcoming fear to try out new things as reflective practitioners

The concept of life-long learning is based on the ability to reflect and learn from our actions. 
Fear of failure is a major hindrance to progress in pursuing our personal and organizational 
goals. This fear is sometimes overwhelming among academics because of their “expert” mental 
models. This limits their space for exploration in complex and unpredictable situations. 
Overcoming fear is a precondition for developing the adaptive capacity that drives innovations 
and entrepreneurship.

A reflective practitioner is one who consciously engages in dialogue between the thinking 
that attaches to actions and the thinking that deals in more abstracted propositional 
knowledge (Harvey and Knight, 1996). The iterative and reflective nature of the PM/SS 
programme allowed participants to re-examine whatever they did and draw lessons from 
various experiences, and stimulated the consciousness for reflective practice. Reflection is also 
a mechanism for self-control as it permits re-examination of one’s own actions, values and 
thoughts with a view to identifying alternative options. One of the participants summarized 
its value in this way: 

“Personal reflection allows you to take a step back to examine and critique why and how 
you do things for purposes of improving your performance. It also brings in a sense of 
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responsibility for your own behaviours and practices to see where you go wrong rather 
than blame others for your own weaknesses”.

The positive attitude towards learning from experience and social support for reflective practice 
increased the confidence and courage to dare to try out new things. Social support here 
means a group of people willing to help each other to learn from their experiences, including 
their failures, without feeling embarrassed. With a reasonable level of self-positioning, they 
developed a sense of security to take on challenging tasks, such as providing leadership in 
strategic planning and managing contentious meetings in and outside their units. 

Enhancing communication for problem solving

Through analysis of the various exercises on conflict management, negotiation and consensus 
building it was discovered that active listening is the core of effective communication for 
problem solving. Unfortunately listening is an aspect of communication that is often taken 
for granted. Lecturers are taught to speak in public and practice to perfect articulation of ideas, 
but there is less emphasis on being taught to listen (except, of course, “listening” to lectures and 
the careful critical dissection of written statements). On realizing the value of active listening 
in one of the workshops, a participant lamented: 

“Usually it is those who speak eloquently that are recognized and considered talented 
but those who actively listen to understand their opinions are never recognized!”

There is no public incentive for active listening and yet it is critical in learning and problem 
solving. In nearly all interviews, learning to listen actively was specifically mentioned as a 
benefit from the PM/SS programme. It is active listening that makes two-way communication 
effective. Therefore operationalising interactive learning, providing feedback and conducting 
action research requires that lecturers learn to listen actively. Only through active listening do 
we understand and appreciate different opinions even if we do not agree with them. This is 
very critical in conflict resolution, negotiation and consensus building processes.

Listening is also a way of controlling our power to provide space for others to participate. 
When we listen, we are also giving a chance to others to contribute. As discussed earlier, 
learning is a participative process that is very much influenced by power relations. By virtue of 
their position, lecturers (or teachers) have more power in the lecturer-student relationship. If 
the lecturers have to learn from this relationship, they have to learn to listen. Theoretically it 
sounds unimportant, but in reality it has a big impact on the learning transaction.

Thinking “out of the box” to influence development impact through action 
research and process consultancy

In specialized technical training we tend to limit our view of the world within the confines 
of our disciplines. The imaginary boundaries of our disciplines are even more emphasized 
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in a university context. In the university, even departments within the same faculty tend to 
exist as “silos” with little to share functionally. Coming from this background of disciplinary 
independence, exposure to systems thinking and social change phenomena opened a window 
to programme participants to look at the world in a new light. Reflecting on the impact of 
their research, for example, the participants began to see the inadequacies of their disciplinary 
approach in influencing visible change in society. The dynamics of change in social systems 
challenged their perceptions of the role of “change agents”. Examples of change processes 
within the university, such as the attempted merger of five units (i.e. Faculties of Agriculture; 
Veterinary Medicine; Forestry and Nature Conservation; Institute of Environment and 
Natural Resources and Department of Fisheries and Aquaculture) into a college under the 
initiative code-named “Plan-4-five,” were used to demonstrate complexity in social systems2. 
Such real-life examples enhanced interest in alternative approaches to influence change in 
social systems. It also challenged the participants to contextualize their disciplines in a systems 
perspective. In this respect, one of them reported: 

“Beyond the subject matter, I take some time to discuss with students other issues that 
would make them more effective in the field. Through such discussions, I am compiling 
a list of challenges that the students anticipate in their career so that I can integrate them 
in the learning in the future”.

This is a starting point in developing a vision for curriculum review. The lecturers gain clarity 
on what else is important beyond specialist subject matter. With this realization, an integrated 
curriculum can then be pursued.

One way of integrating disciplines in a systems perspective is through action research and 
process consultancy. These two were the “carrot” in the learning programme, around which 
participants worked intensively. 

Action research
The systems perspective made it clear that influencing change in society either through research 
or service delivery required a new form of engagement. As one of the participants put it: 

“Understanding the dynamics of systems and social system change helped me to see how 
we can influence change in communities through research. To me this is particularly 
important in the research that I am engaged in currently”.

Linking real-life challenges and systems thinking laid the foundation for an appreciation of 
action research as an approach to increase the impact of research in communities. Amidst 
the challenge from donors and government for the university to demonstrate the relevance 
of its research in development, action research provided a plausible option. It also presented 

2 The process to merge the five units into one college has apparently stalled due to insufficient consultations, 
transparency and consensus leading to suspicions of hidden agendas among the partners. To some of the partners, 
the change was seen as an unnecessary imposition.
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opportunities for the lecturers to access research funds, as many funding agencies were 
getting more concerned about impact and sustainability. Based on experiences in research an 
operational framework for action research was developed (Figure 19). 

The framework is composed of the following cornerstones (i.e. what needs to be in place, 
developed or considered): 

Competent, committed and interdisciplinary research teams taking into account the 
technical and social dimensions of the research.
Farmer experimentation and innovation capacity for active farmer participation in the 
research. This involves recognition of farmer innovations as well as creating the curiosity 
and confidence for farmers to experiment and innovate.
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Operational scale and resources matching scope of intervention. Realistically plan and 
allocate resources bearing in mind the scope of systemic intervention. Starting with pilots 
offers lessons and realistic estimates for scaling up.
Responsive quality assurance and monitoring and evaluation system. Joint reflections 
to assess progress in view of anticipated impact and participatory impact assessment are 
integral components of the quality assurance system.
Participation and ownership by stakeholders. Inclusiveness of all stakeholders, clarity of 
roles and responsibility and credible accountability systems enhance ownership, efficiency 
and sustainability.
Clear and shared demand and problem driven scope. Informed problem definition with 
stakeholders in the context of strategic development goals.
Clear vision of impact as guiding star. Vision and clearly defined impacts determine the 
strategy. Flexibility of strategy is a critical success factor.
Fair benefit and credit sharing arrangement at all levels. Sustained multi-stakeholder 
engagement to a great extent depends on level of consensus on sharing of both the tangible 
and intangible benefits of the research.
Consistent impact-oriented research strategy with clear research questions and scaling up 
perspective.
Systemic intervention at multiple levels. Appropriately dealing with complexities in the 
system including the social and political dynamics.
Synergetic and strategic partnerships to interlink research and development – utilizing 
existing networks and building new ones.
Well structured action learning/research process with quality facilitation and feedback 
mechanisms.

This operational framework provides guidelines for designing and implementing action 
research. Since this emerged out of participants’ own experience and conceptual thinking, the 
guidelines offer a pathway for doing research differently. The important thing is to be aware of 
all the aspects (cornerstones) as a check for design and implementation. They do not all have 
to be in place at the same time but the most critical ones are identified and worked on first as 
others are tackled along the way. 

Process-oriented consultancy
Like action research, process consultancy was of high interest, as it offers direct benefits to 
individuals. In comparison to the most common short-term expert type of consultancy, process 
consultancy presented better opportunities. The skills gained in the PM/SS programme were 
needed to get into a new form of consulting. The curiosity and interest in this area culminated 
in a conceptual framework for managing an effective process consultancy in form of a learning 
wheel (Figure 20). The cornerstones are self-explanatory, and simply present a checklist of 
what is required to manage an effective process consultancy.

Conceptualizing this from experience and new exposure depicts new thinking and a new 
approach towards consultancy directed towards impact in a systemic perspective. This horizon 
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of thinking supported by acquired skills in facilitation, action research, and work on inter-
personal relations and communication make the lecturers a new breed of consultants highly 
in demand in development type consulting. For example, the African Highland Initiative, a 
member of the CGIAR, preferentially sought consulting services from the “Win26” group 
to support setting up a communication and information centre for a community in Kabale 
District (see Box 12).

Such experiences spot-light the value of skills for systemic interventions through research 
and consultancy. It is these types of engagements that increase the visibility of the university on 
the development scene. They illustrate the need to develop and mainstream such competences 
in the university system, starting with the lecturers.
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Developing a culture of commitment and integrity

Based on participants’ observations there were indications of higher commitment, elevated 
passion for work and an increased desire to build a legacy of integrity. This seems to be an 
outcome of the interaction of many factors, but responses suggested two main ones: 

First there is the development of empathetic feelings. By challenging their own values and 
practices, participants developed more dedication to work, including volunteering to take on 
assignments on behalf of their units. A participant who has now moved into an administrative 
position explained how she sacrifices her time for the sake of giving the best of her services 
because she is empathetic to those she serves. Similarly, others said they now attend to their 
students more because they can imagine how it would feel if they were the students. Some of 
the managers acknowledged this commitment and dedication. A Dean of Faculty for example 
assented to assigning more tasks to staff from this programme because he was confident they 

Box 12: The AHI Acacia project.

The African Highlands Initiative (AHI), a regional research program of ASARECA, works where 
the people and landscapes in the densely populated highlands of Eastern Africa are under 
pressure. In doing so AHI articulated their challenges as: 
•	 Under-utilized potential of local people to manage their resources sustainably and to 

articulate their demands.
•	 Conventional research approaches that are not addressing complexity of NRM and the real 

demands arising from local levels.
•	 Limited capacity of researchers and their organizations and policy makers to respond to 

challenges of working in an integrated, participatory manner.

The objective of the Acacia project was to develop a system and strategies for improving 
flows of information in rural communities to support enterprise development, natural 
resource management, and well-being. Specifically, the project intended to: (i) design and test 
improved communication and information support to key initiatives, programs and schools 
that are providing support to community development, (ii) catalyze the formulation of a local 
development communication “community of practice” partnership, (iii) expand the community 
and service provider capacity to manage information related to enterprise development and 
NRM, and (iv) monitor, document and widely share lessons learned.

The management of AHI contacted “Win 26” to provide consultancy support to this project. 
Within the guidelines for a process consultancy framework, the group then responded with 
a proposal that made the AHI management defend their preferential choice of consultants 
before their donors as opposed to open bidding. Basing on their experience and knowledge 
of consultancy firms, management argued that the process skills required in this type of work 
were rare to find in local firms. Two lecturers were entrusted by their colleagues to lead this 
consultancy.
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would deliver. Though he seemed to doubt whether others would do the same if they went 
through the programme (implicitly, he wonders whether the early participants are somehow 
already more motivated than the general cohort) he acknowledged a difference in those who 
attended the programme.

A second explanation can be found in the challenge to be exemplary, and to live by 
example. Many said that on one hand, some of their colleagues perceived them as role 
models for transformation, while on the other hand they recognized envy, jealousy and 
suspicion from others. Peer pressure to uphold the impression of being exemplary inspired 
commitment, passion for work and a desire to build a legacy of integrity. Unconsciously, this 
also demonstrated leadership qualities which, indeed, some have very well used to propel 
themselves into leadership positions. Within the period of 1½ years, four participants acquired 
administrative positions – successes that they strongly associate with personalities and skills 
gained from the PM/SS programme, though it might also have been due to the attention 
they attracted to themselves as programme pioneers. These are a ‘new breed’ of leaders with 
a different view (from the conventional) of how to improve teaching and research in the 
university. Their leadership positions therefore present opportunities to more widely influence 
innovations in the university teaching and research. However, it is a problem to be overcome in 
subsequent up-scaling to ensure that these pioneers are not seen as in any way an elite treading 
a special path inaccessible to the rank-and-file. In this respect the esprit de corps of ‘Win26’ 
might prove a two-edged sword.

Challenges for enhancing and sustaining impact of the PM/
SS programme

The outcomes described above did not happen without challenges. The challenges of designing 
such a competence development programme were already discussed in chapter five. Here the 
focus is on challenges for enhancing and sustaining the impact of the PM/SS programme. 
These challenges are particularly related to institutional factors and perceptions.

Challenges in the institutional environment

Challenges related to the context in which the learning was applied include: 

Inadequate infrastructure and resources to support interactive learning
Interactive learning necessitates access to a variety of materials and tools for visualization and 
contextualization. As teaching in the university is largely lecture-based, simple materials, such 
as flip-charts, manila cards, and marker pens that aid visualization, were not easily available 
when needed by the lecturers. Requests for such materials by lecturers were sometimes 
perceived by administrators as deviation from the “normal”. The normal is the lecture, and 
in some cases lecturers needed to justify why they needed “unique” materials by comparison 
with their colleagues.
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Effective lecturer-student and student-student interaction requires a flexible classroom 
set-up where it is possible to rearrange the seating according to need. The set-up of “lecture 
theatres” is inflexible, with fixed seats – making it difficult to organize group exercises within 
the class. This is exacerbated by the ever increasing student numbers. Some classes, for example 
in Faculty of Agriculture, are attended by well over 250 students, and in the humanities these 
numbers can more than double. Such increases have not been matched by corresponding 
increases in facilities and staffing levels. Even with good intentions, efforts at interactive 
learning are frustrated by these adverse conditions. Indeed interactive teaching was practiced 
more in relatively small classes. As noted above, facilitative (i.e. seminar) styles of teaching (and 
advocates of their virtues!) are generally more likely to be encountered in richer institutions. 

Inappropriate reward system for competence
The motivation for enhancing individual performance is related to the incentives that the 
system attaches to performance. Just being a good lecturer is not a strong incentive, since career 
growth is, as pointed out earlier, principally based on publications and not on how well one 
teaches (Harvey and Knight, ibid.). The attitude easily becomes one of “who cares if I can’t 
teach well, as long as I can publish and be promoted!” Capabilities for teaching are not even 
among the key criteria for staff recruitment. The lecturers come in through what Cranton 
and King (2003) call a circuitous route, one that does not include training on how to teach. 
The most critical measure of academic abilities for staff recruitment is the class of first degree, 
possession of higher degrees, e.g. Masters and PhD, and publications. The value of teaching 
competence is less significant compared to these other criteria, though North American 
and British universities frequently request a seminar or teaching performance as part of an 
extended job assessment process. Much low wages and higher staff shortages mean that few 
African universities can afford to be so picky. Moreover, teaching competence as a component 
of staff development lags behind emphasis on other skills, e.g. facilitation skills for participatory 
learning. To encourage acquisition and application of new competences in teaching, teaching 
abilities must be more appropriately rewarded than by the occasional award of a teaching prize 
in some universities. African universities need now to take on board the practice of some British 
and other universities in awarding salary increments for teaching competence.

Lack of mechanisms for students to influence the learning
In a system that promotes interactive learning, the students, lecturers and management have to 
recognize each other as partners with a stake in a shared system, and collectively seek to improve 
its efficiency and effectiveness. The learning is not only for the students but also for the system 
to adjust accordingly. However, the African university system as it is today treats students 
largely as repositories of knowledge. Consequently there are no functional mechanisms for 
students to make an input into their learning. While students are enthusiastic to provide 
feedback on the way they are taught and the relevance of their academic programs, there is no 
mechanism for doing so, and even if there was there is no requirement in sight to ensure that 
students’ opinions have any bearing on the staff performance appraisal. A feedback culture has 
to be supported by mechanisms that have consequence for the way the system functions. It is 
only then that students can be regarded as active partners in the learning process.
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Fragmentation of curricula based on disciplines
Disciplinary disconnects in the curriculum do not enable learning to be embedded within its 
context, to enable students to see how different bodies of knowledge relate and complement 
each other in reality. These kinds of curricula lack rhythmic engagement with complex external 
problems requiring synergies and complementarities between disciplines. Therefore integrating 
systemic thinking in such curricula is difficult, as emphasis is normally on the depth of content 
rather than its breadth. Competence-based learning is not only about approaches and methods 
but also has a lot to do with a curriculum design that offers space and encouragement to lateral 
thinking as well.

Changing institutional cultures and practices to promote innovation
Entrenched institutional cultures and power structures of control limit the space and freedom 
for innovation, especially if the innovation comes from those who hold less power. One such 
culture is that of lecturing – a reason it is more common to refer to university academic staff 
as “lecturers” and “professors” and not as teachers. The main professional union for British 
lecturers is in fact the Association of University Teachers, but in the African setting the notion 
of lecturing as something different from teaching has become reified. I had a discussion on 
this with senior professors in my Faculty over coffee, and they asserted that they are meant 
to lecture and not to teach. They argued specifically that they do not require competence in 
teaching because they are lecturers not teachers. By reminding them that “a lecture is just a 
method of teaching” and challenging them to think about what it is that they want to influence 
through lecturing one of them came to me a week later saying “I now seem to agree with you. 
We need to re-examine some of these labels we have carried for long”. 

This partly explains why the ability to teach is not emphasized in recruitment and staff 
development in Makerere University. Lecturing is regarded as an end in itself rather than 
as a means. Those who attempt innovative teaching may be considered a misfit in the 
academic society. Clearly the attitude is premised on notions of power and control in which 
challenge from below is interpreted as a challenge to due authority. The fear/insecurity of 
challenging authority creates tension leading to defensive responses that suffocate innovation. 
Promoting innovations in the African university, therefore, requires supportive and visionary 
leadership capable of and willing to challenge institutional cultures reinforcing rigidity and 
conservatism.

Challenges of perceptions

The challenges related to orientation of the mind include: 

Changing student attitudes and stereotypes in learning styles
Change in attitudes to support discovery learning or life-long learning is required for both 
lecturers and students. As the lecturers strive to change their teaching methods, students too 
have to change their attitudes on what their role is in a learning process. The entire Ugandan 
education system is characterized by stereotypes of dependence - a “spoon-feeding syndrome”. 
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The teacher is regarded as the sole source of knowledge and determines what the students 
should learn and how they should learn it. All that the students have to do is to get ready with 
their pens and paper to write down as much as the teacher can give – a stereotype carried over 
into the university as well.

From this background, introducing learning approaches for exploring issues and developing 
critical thinking appear strange to some students, and are sometimes interpreted as evidence of 
a teacher’s lack of command of the subject matter. The mindset is that of “receive and give back” 
rather than “give and take” or, better yet, “give, take and co-create”. The latter two fit interactive 
learning processes of joint exploration to develop critical thinking, whereas the former encourages 
students to absorb from the teacher as much as possible and give it back to the teacher during 
examination. As some lecturers reported, some students perceived interactive learning as lack of 
command in the subject matter on part of the lecturers. It takes time, persistency and large scale 
application of interactive learning approaches to change this mindset.

Suspicion of the change itself
During the PM/SS programme a team spirit across faculties emerged among the participants. 
As this was not a common phenomenon, it aroused suspicion from colleagues about what 
PM/SS was all about. Initiatives to create awareness about the programme in some instances 
evoked old rivalries between faculties, further deepening suspicions that “hidden” agendas 
were at work. The skeptical ones likened it to a “club” or sodality whose agenda was not well 
understood to non-initiates. On a few occasions it raised the question of how the participants 
in the programme were selected. Such reactions are normal to change in social systems but 
they create tensions and fear among the pioneers of change. The benefits to the individuals, 
however, helped to diffuse these tensions and fears, as exemplified by the high interest to 
participate in the scaling up of the PM/SS programme.

Tension of being role models versus jealousy
On one hand, those who appreciated the impact of the PM/SS programme so far held high 
expectations from the participants of the programme as role models. Such expectations 
especially from their managers usually translated into more responsibilities assigned to 
them. On the other hand, some people felt jealousy. A discussion on how to manage the 
tension between being a role model and jealousy at being one of the privileged few led to 
conceptualizing a framework for countering the culture of jealousy, envy suspicion and gossip 
(see Figure 21). 

The cornerstones in this framework illustrate the practical aspects of creating a performance 
culture. 

Need to be aware of jealousy, suspicion, envy and gossip, and need for mechanisms to 
counter it. 
Importance of appreciative and solution-oriented attitudes promoting fairness, trust, and 
recognition of people's contributions.
Culture of transparency and feedback promoting free interaction, sharing of ideas and 
accountability at all levels.

•

•

•
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Visionary, service-oriented, value based leadership facilitating inclusive decision-making 
and nurturing personal and professional growth of staff.
Shared vision and strategy for institutional impact and development.
Team culture promoting shared benefits, peer learning and collaboration across departments, 
faculties and Universities.
Ensuring quality, responsibility and ethics at all levels of the institution.
Performance and welfare incentive system that encourages creativity, innovation and 
development of entrepreneurship potentials.
Continuous learning from success and failures for improving institutional performance 
and culture.

But one other point needs to be addressed. Change often does require the club-like bonding of 
a change-oriented elite. In other words, the suspicion of outsiders is perhaps well-justified. In 

•

•
•

•
•

•
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Figure 21: Conceptual framework for transforming the culture of jealousy, envy, suspicion and gossip into 
a confidence-based performance culture.
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such circumstances it is essential to take steps to ensure that the changes are translated as soon 
as possible into general benefits, rather than becoming the basis for the continued privilege 
of a few. The entire development “industry” needs reform in this regard, since highly-paid 
international change agents are generally tasked with ensuring a few emblematic successes 
before handing over “up-scaling” to nationals, on much less favourable terms. Other studies 
parallel to this thesis will draw detailed attention to this intrinsic challenge to up-scaling, but 
here it is appropriate to state that jealousy rapidly spreads unless steps are taken not only to 
counteract misinformation but also to extend the benefits to the larger target group as quickly 
as possible.

The outcomes presented in this chapter imply a diversity of competences cutting across 
personal, group and organizational boundaries. The intention is to relate these competences 
with the competence gaps discussed in chapter four in view of the functions for agricultural 
professionals highlighted in chapter three. The concluding chapter builds on this relationship 
and expounds on generic innovation competences in the university that can be associated 
with the PM/SS learning programme. These competences are discussed in relation to the 
challenges of universities to enhance their direct contributions in the development arena, and 
simultaneously to bridge between university and society.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Discussion and conclusions: towards a new 
African university for the 21st century

Towards innovation competence for development

In addition to providing education and training, universities are also expected to influence 
change in society through research and outreach, consultancy included. Correspondingly, 
if universities in Africa are to reproduce, maintain and enhance their position as centres of 
excellence, then their staff must actively become involved in re-inventing their institutions 
as places contributing to the current demands of a contemporary client group. Without 
radical moves, universities in Africa risk becoming – rightly – obsolete in the face of the 
huge challenges posed by poverty and international commitments such as the Millennium 
Development Goals. An assumption underlying this research is that universities will remain 
prominent centres for human resource development to which society looks for solutions to 
complex problems. This complexity arises out of the fused multi-dimensional characteristics 
of social and development problems, yet universities, as has been argued in Chapter 1, tend 
to address these problems as if they were well configured to be addressed by existing academic 
disciplines. Prior experience in sub-Saharan Africa but elsewhere as well, suggests that a narrow 
technological focus, as the driver of development, is unlikely to eliminate pervasive poverty 
and food insecurity. The challenge is not only technological, but also involves important 
social and political dimensions. Time and time again technology has been parachuted into 
farming communities without real, sustainable impact, and repeatedly it has been shown that 
“community” is far from being the neutral social playing field technology developers often 
assumed. Professionals who are likely to influence change in such situations, therefore, need 
to have not only technical competence in the field of agriculture but, most importantly – so 
this thesis has argued - the social skills for change management. 

Training institutions, including universities, often respond to demand for new forms of 
education via curriculum reviews and/ or new academic programmes. Rarely do they think 
about their own competence to provide the quality of education being demanded. Education 
and research competence in universities is assumed, since it is a place where the most highly 
educated are found. The complexity of development problems facing a country like Uganda now 
requires universities to develop a different form of learning. Universities themselves need to learn 
to influence change in a complex environment. Most critical is the issue of their competence to 
provide training, research and outreach services that appropriately address real-life problems. 
The struggle to find integrated solutions through participatory, multi-disciplinary, innovation 
systems seems important, but universities have not yet been very effective in developing the 
corresponding competences neither within their own staff nor within their students. Yet, African 
universities are increasingly expected to take on societal and developmental functions, in addition 
to their academic functions. Hence there is a need to re-examine their capacity to do so.
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This study has been inspired by the critical need to develop the necessary innovation 
competence African universities and their graduates need to become more capable in responding 
to development challenges in an agricultural context. The focus has been on how to transform 
the African university – specifically Makerere University in Uganda - to ensure greater relevance 
and responsiveness to the development challenges of a new century. Clearly, as the study shows, 
transformation involves many facets, and by no means is one able to exhaust all dimensions of 
transformation in a single study. The present thesis has examined transformation specifically 
from the perspective of learning, innovation and change in agriculture.

Competence has been treated as the capability to learn and influence learning. Innovation 
has been viewed as an adaptation and translation of learning into options for solving real-life 
problems in a complex and dynamic environment, while change has been seen as the desirable 
outcome of learning and innovation leading to improvement of life (or better development). 
Learning, as the research reiterates, is to a large degree a social phenomenon, meaning that 
all institutions of learning require social skills as part of package of innovation competence 
to be effective in influencing learning, while ‘development’ becomes social change based on 
learning. Hence, this research shows that various levels of development require the social 
competences for learning. This thesis points at the relevance of enhancing the capacity of 
agricultural professionals to activate and strengthen social learning in communities, and at 
the same time identifies competence gaps affecting both agricultural professionals and farmers 
when they engage in collaborative learning for change. It is such engagement that results 
into innovations that are likely to liberate farmers from poverty trap – an alternative to the 
failed technology transfer model. Innovation competences required at university are those 
that support learning and innovation for development. University lecturers must come down 
from the ‘pulpit’ for lecturing and begin to influence learning for development. This means 
building a relationship between competences at various levels: university, development service 
providers and the grass-roots community (specifically small-scale farmers, as has been shown 
in the Ugandan case (Chapter 3). Figure 22 provides a summary of the key elements, functions 
and relationships that, when holistically considered, make up innovation competence.

Competences of the agricultural professionals, as they emerged in the research, are based 
on their expected functions in a social learning context. In a sense, they are cross-cutting 
competences for influencing change in society, especially where, as in Uganda, smallholder 
farmers dominate the development landscape. By no means is it implied that these are the 
only competences required, nor are disciplinary specialties being devalued. The research shows 
primarily that additional competences are needed if technical knowledge and disciplinary 
know-how is to have any impact. Chapter 4 makes clear that agricultural professionals have a 
responsibility in facilitating the acquisition of required competences among the farmers. Not 
only do they need to have equivalent or complementary competences as aspects of their own 
performance, but they are also expected to be effective competence developers. This suggests 
that competences at the university level have to be at the meta-level, to ensure agricultural 
professionals and farmers can be linked. There is no way university lecturers can train their 
graduates to influence and facilitate change processes in the community when they have no 
idea how it can be done practically. Chapter 3 has shown that farmers innovate and change 
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by learning from each other how things are done in real-life and that there is a wealth of 
knowledge within the community for the agricultural professionals to learn from to influence 
change. The thesis points at the importance of (a) building relationships across the different 
levels with regard to learning and change as individual and collective action processes, (b) 
inducing and managing change in social systems, (c) development of and access to tools for 
making change, (d) achieving solution-oriented thinking and practice, and (e) attaining to a 
culture of authenticity. I will briefly touch upon all five of these challenges.

• Market and market information brokerage
• Farmer/local organisation development

• Facilitating joint learning and promoting innovations
• Facilitating multi-stakeholder dialogues

• Developing entrepreneurial skills and attitudes

• Facilitate action learning and 
experimentation

• Information and knowledge brokerage
• Local organisation development and 

empowerment
• Apply systems thinking in design, 

implementation and assessment of 
programmes

• Develop teams and work in teams
• Develop and manage partnerships
• Enterprise and entrepreneurial 

development

• Self organisation

• Lobbying, advocacy and negotiations

• Visionary and accountable leadership

• Entrepreneurship

• Learning and experimentation

• Create self-awareness and develop people’s hidden potential
• Influence systems change from within through feedbacks

• Work in teams, develop teams and promote peer learning
• Facilitate interactive learning and collective action processes

• Take risk to try out new things and learn from action as reflective practitioners
• Enhance effective communication for problem solving

• Think systemically and influence development through action research and process consultancy
• Instill culture of honesty, commitment and integrity

Learning,
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Change

Functions of Agricultural professionals in social learning

Innovation competences at the University
In

no
va

tio
n 

co
m

pe
te

nc
es

 fo
r 

A
gr

ic
ul

tu
ra

l p
ro

fe
ss

io
na

ls

C
om

pe
te

nc
es

 fo
r 

fa
rm

er
s 

Figure 22: Constructing innovation competence in agriculture.



16� Learning to make change

Chapter �

Learning for change: going beyond individualism to 
enhancing collective action 

A review of history suggests that the African university has maintained a colonial mind-
frame that aimed at turning out individuals who excel at executing instructions from their 
colonial masters rather than creative thinkers to deal with unique problems. This is sustained 
by insisting on lecturing and rewarding those capable of reproducing the lectures during 
examination. It is evident that political independence did not fully liberate the Africans in 
thinking and creativity to be able to solve problems in society. Another phase is needed to 
‘decolonise’ their mind – possibly by a reorientation of educationists to focus on learning that 
enables people to solve problems that exist in society as this thesis argues. The three empirical 
case studies featured in the research illustrate that all involved (university lecturers, researchers, 
extension workers and farmers) have an inherent capacity to learn, particularly with respect 
to what they already know or have experienced. Their learning history shapes their reference 
frames. How much the participants in the case studies learn depends to a large degree on 
how much they know about themselves and their environment. To develop people’s personal 
learning potential, and hence their capacity to learn, has shown to be quite a challenge, but 
when it happens, a quantum leap in learning competence seems to take place much along the 
way Harri-Augstein and Webb (1995) describe in their work on self-organized learning. The 
competence to learn therefore cannot be taken for granted. A Chinese proverb makes the 
point very well, in asserting that there are three types of people: 

those who know
those who don’t know, and 
those who don’t know that they don’t know.

Knowing that we don’t know is probably the main element of our competence to learn. This is 
enabled by awareness of our own behaviour and deficiencies, and in giving room to others to let 
us know what we are not aware of ourselves. This appeared to be a crucial step in the learning 
of the participants in the case studies. Once we increase our awareness of what we don’t know, 
then we can undertake action to learn and change as individuals. Similarly we can assist others 
to learn by making them understand themselves better. The same applies to institutions. 
Chapter 5 explained how the innovation competence development initiative emerged out 
universities engaging with external agencies in this case, the Rockefeller Foundation to be able 
to see the critical gaps in training agricultural professionals who can influence reduction in 
poverty and food insecurity among smallholder farmers. Fundamental change for the African 
University to be relevant to community needs therefore requires continuous engagement with 
other stakeholders who can provide critical but constructive feedback to the university.

As the vanilla farmers showed, taking action to change is both an individual and a collective 
process. We rely on other people to let us know what we do not know about ourselves. This 
means we have to have a mutually reinforcing social relationship with others; we must be able 
to listen and understand the context and content of what others tell us, and above all, we must 
respect their way of knowing, and thus their opinions. These are the foundations for social 

•
•
•
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learning and collective action that underpin individual and social system change, and hence 
lead to development. Chapter 3 has shown that social learning and collective action are critical 
among smallholder farmers who as individuals cannot influence or even access the external 
competitive markets. Competitive and individualistic learning where folks steal from each 
other and hide the best bits for themselves only leads to their being exploited by opportunistic 
businessmen. In this kind of situation, it is important to get the social relations right as it 
constitutes a key resource for the resource poor farmers to manage crises and shocks and to 
sustain steady growth (Woolcock, 2002). Elsewhere, Fafchamps and Minten (2002) show 
how social networks enhance the vital trustworthy and efficiency in smallholder agriculture 
business. Strengthening capabilities for social learning among smallholder farmers is the way 
to enable them adapt to ‘turbulent’ market dynamics.

Enhancing social learning among the vanilla farmers involved creating relationships and 
having time for learning and reflection. To be able to support such learning extension workers 
need to understand and sense the dynamics of teamwork, but also need to be able to work 
in teams themselves. The cases do confirm one of the initial presumptions put forward in 
Chapter 1 suggesting that in order for graduates to influence change in society the university 
must develop innovation competence within its own staff in order to be able to develop such 
competence among the students. As Chapter 5 shows, developing innovation competence in 
an African university where staff motivation is very low is more complicated than just designing 
a training programme. A more holistic programme is necessary targeting change in mindsets 
and integrating competences that reward staff through teaching, research and consultancy. An 
important first step is to enhance self-awareness as a primary competence for enhancing learning 
for personal growth and social change which by nature is participative – based on interactive 
exchanges of knowledge and experiences. It is such participative engagements that may lead to 
more democratic and accountable societies that trigger and support grassroots development 
and systemic innovations. Based on this research it can be concluded that without capabilities 
for self-awareness, academics and their graduates will always find it difficult to influence 
development and consequently their anticipated contribution to building democratic societies 
will remain largely rhetorical. 

Inducing and managing change in social systems

Unpredictability of people’s responses is often what makes change in social systems especially 
complicated. As discussed in Chapter 2, people resist to be changed, but it is often a pleasure 
when they are motivated to change themselves. In fact “we” cannot change people; educators 
can only influence change through learning. The challenge of development practitioners is to 
create motivation for individuals and organisations to learn and change themselves according 
to the changing environment. It has been argued, based on management literature that 
organisations learn through people who learn – hence organisational learning is an outcome 
of individuals learning together. The thesis has documented an exercise in individuals learning 
together based on the assumption that the way to sustain individual and organisational learning 
is to create a shift in the mind-sets of people, so that they begin to see the world differently, so 
opening up new frontiers for learning.
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The personal mastery and systemic ‘soft’ skills approach used in the competence development 
programme sets a platform for change in mindsets where people begin to explore their own 
processes of change. Personal feedback, for example, opens new grounds for learning in an 
inspirational way. As people become more aware of what else they could do beyond their 
present capabilities, they begin to desire to take action and change. The interactive processes 
of inspiring one another collectively lead to organisational learning and change. With new 
mind-frames to accommodate alternative views, a shared organisational vision takes shape, 
providing a basis for re-examination of organisational cultures, rules and structures. The basic 
theory of the process examined is that the value realised by individuals from their own change 
processes creates the social energy and motivation for organisational change. Outcomes of the 
innovation competence development case, as described in this thesis, then provided evidence 
that the aggregate effect of individual change increased the potential for organisational change. 
People are motivated to change by their dissatisfaction with the status quo, and by having 
options for achieving a shared vision. However, it has been shown that pursuing change is not 
easy; it requires social support through collective action and shared responsibility.

Theory suggested that through continuous reflection, people can better understand their 
organisation and take initiative to explore other dimensions of change that ultimately lead 
to improved organisational performance, and that such systemic interventions may trigger 
change in the entire system, resulting in effects far exceeding expectations. From the innovation 
competence development case study, this thesis has provided evidence that change in mindsets 
of individuals was capable of effectively and beneficially influencing the way professionals 
conduct training, research and consultancy. We also saw that those individuals then begin to 
influence the management of the social system. The most important intervention for social 
change, it has been suggested, is the shift in mindsets which creates fertile ground for new 
learning. This type of learning opens doors for system-wide change that is less threatening and 
therefore more likely to be sustainable.

The core of organisational development and system change processes, as suggested by the 
outcomes of the innovation competence development case (Chapter 7), lies in the ability 
to create alternative worldviews in people while at the same time supporting them to gain 
confidence to manage their own change. In the context of rural development, expert knowledge 
and skills only come in to support a change process in motion, but they themselves cannot 
induce change in a social system. Expert knowledge is an essential but scarce public good – 
hence the need to find the most effective way to utilise the scarce resource. Effective utilisation 
of the scarce resource requires an organised demand side – the smallholder farmers to articulate 
exactly what they want from the ‘experts’. Chapter 3 showed the inability of vanilla farmers to 
demand services, even for problems related to soil-borne diseases and nutrient management, 
where they thought research and extension might have a solution. A demand-driven agricultural 
service delivery that the Ugandan Government has embarked on (Chapter 4) will be severely 
hampered unless smallholder farmers are assisted to organise themselves to generate demand for 
expert knowledge. Farmers also need to have opportunities to engage in the mind-set changing 
activities through which lecturers in research and extension have engaged. This remains a major 
challenge for scaling up of results reported in this thesis beyond the university.
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Development of and access to tools for making change

To induce and manage change in social systems, two critical tools are required: facilitation and 
communication skills (cf. Woolcock, 2006). They are essential in all professional activities as 
discussed below.

Facilitation

Acting in an innovation system is a new paradigm for African universities (Makerere is 
just an example). This new paradigm is emerging out of dilemmas of dealing with complex 
development challenges such as poverty. Chapter 1 portrayed recent policy reforms in many 
African countries as aiming at increasing efficiency to deal with development challenges where 
poverty is at the core. Universities as flag-bearers of education cannot escape the pressure to 
justify their relevance to those challenges. In order to cope with pressures that often arise, we 
have to learn new ways of mentally tackling situations, which frequently involve changes in 
procedures, the way we relate to others and how we physically perform tasks (Harri-Augstein 
and Webb, 1995). In this view, university lecturers have to absorb new ways of training, and 
learn new ways of doing research and consultancy resulting in development impact, a demand 
that was never made explicit before. Chapter 7 presented facilitation competence as a key 
tool for steering mental, social and physical change in the way people do things; a mental 
shift is the primary change required at all levels (farmers, agricultural professionals, lecturers 
and students). The mental shift, however, has to be guided by a new vision for personal and 
organizational performance. Chapter 5 described how such a compelling vision could be 
developed to commit the university leadership and lecturers to ensure continuous change 
and adaptation. Similarly Chapter 4 illustrated the centrality of facilitation competence to 
influence change in the community, and especially in innovation systems characterized by 
multiple stakeholder engagement and conflicts typical for such an arrangement. It is therefore 
concluded that facilitation competence is an important tool for fostering learning for change 
in a development context. 

Facilitation competence should not be separated from professional training. Our own 
personal experiences with education and basic teaching and learning preferences shape 
our habits of mind about how we influence others to learn (Cranton and King, 2003). If 
students have never experienced facilitative learning it is unlikely that they will apply it in 
their future professional career. In training people to work with community, universities 
must apply facilitative approaches that instill the values of shared learning among future 
professionals because whatever they are expected to do to influence change in society will 
require facilitation.

Communication

Like facilitation, communication is a basic tool for professional practice in the field of 
agriculture – influencing change among farmers is a communicative process. Emphasis on 
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communication here is different from simply taking or offering a course on communication as 
part of the curriculum. A review of literature has shown that universities cannot fundamentally 
change the quality of their graduates via curriculum reviews. The underlying challenge is how 
the curriculum is implemented – i.e. how the curriculum content is taught. Chapter 7 provides 
evidence that what changes a person is not necessarily ‘what’ but ‘how’ a subject is taught to 
her/him. Passing an exam (as usually happens in a university) in a communication course, for 
example, does not guarantee that one can actually communicate anything at all outside the 
exam room. The outcomes of the innovation competence development case study (Chapter 7) 
suggested that communication for practitioners who are pre-occupied with problem solving 
requires practical engagement processes through which people learn among other things to: 

talk to one another in a respectful manner regardless of their social and technical 
diversity;
respect different opinions, appreciate how the diversity of opinions enriches the learning 
process and become comfortable with living with diversity;
listen actively to others, as much as lecturers or researchers are listened to – give others a 
chance to put forward their views as much as they would like to be allowed to put forward 
their own views;
encourage and support others to develop their full potential through constructive 
feedback;
challenge conventional thinking, culture, and values without appearing arrogant, and build 
consensus to redirect focus towards personal and shared benefits;
resolve conflicts of understanding, perception and interpersonal relationships to build 
teams that strive to achieve a common goal.

Development and access to facilitating and communication tools demands practical engagement 
and can be enhanced by peer-coaching. Unlike academics, who communicate primarily with 
peers, practitioners find themselves at the interface of many different worlds – researchers, 
donors, governments, multi-lateral agencies, activists, NGOs, and poor communities, and 
thus need to be able to operate in multiple communicative modalities (Woolcock, 2006). 
For this Woolcock says development professionals need the core competences of ‘detectives’, 
‘translators’, and ‘diplomats’, all of which from his explanation have strong elements of 
communication.

In short, communication is the tool that integrates professionals in society and allows them 
effectively to influence change from within as members of that social system. But universities 
train students as if all were destined to become academics who largely communicate with peers. 
They focus on teaching scientific writing and presentation, forgetting that most graduates will 
end up working with communities where scientific communication skills are not required. 
The essential communication skills for interacting with communities of farmers and poor 
people are acquired through practice and not by just studying them. In Chapter 7 it was shown 
that interactive learning approaches open up both the lecturers and students to exchange 
knowledge, or to co-create knowledge through communicative processes. Interaction between 
the university and the rural community, as proposed in Chapter 1 (cf. FAO and World Bank, 
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2000), enhances the development of communication and facilitation competences for both 
the students and lecturers in actual situations with smallholder farmers.

Therefore if universities are to produce the professionals that society expects to bring about 
social change they must ensure that their graduates are well equipped with facilitation and 
communication competences, but it also follows that those competences must exist among 
university lecturers in the first place. To acquire such competences class sizes must be reasonable 
enough to allow practical engagement. This thesis (Chapter 7) has provided evidence that 
lecturers who worked with relatively small class sizes practiced interactive teaching more than 
those who had large classes. Therefore, a ‘bloated’ student intake as a source of revenue without 
corresponding increase in facilities and staff at the university will undoubtedly curtail access 
to such critical competences.

Solution-oriented thinking and practice in an African 
university

We talk of innovations because we are looking for solutions that fit problems as they appear 
in a specific context and change is only possible if we are committed to going through the 
challenges it presents with determination and hope. However, solution oriented thinking and 
commitment to undertake change in the community is not in the mainstream of academia, 
particularly in the African context. For example, the primary objective of developing a 
research project by university lecturers is publication in peer-refereed journals, because 
that is what counts most in their career development. Development, to which universities 
are now challenged to contribute, is all about finding solutions to existing problems, and 
poverty is the biggest problem of all in the case of Uganda. This requires re-orientation of 
thinking and new skills in adapting the traditional functions of universities: viz., training, 
research and consultancy. The competence development case study presented in this thesis 
illustrates how developing competences for action research and process consultancy is one 
way to fulfil academic functions while at the same time contributing to development and 
poverty alleviation. If this approach seems convincing then it means that African universities 
have to forego, or better still challenge the relevance of, some of their traditional ways of 
doing science. Ingenuity is needed to adapt ways of doing science to the poverty agenda. To 
encourage this type of creativity, the African university must develop new criteria for staff 
performance appraisal and reward. In the new performance criteria for the African university 
of the 21st century, contribution to development and quality of teaching will need to feature 
more prominently.

This thesis (Chapter 4) has also shown that for agricultural professionals to enhance 
innovations in the community they must forego their traditional roles of ‘problem solvers’ 
and become co-learners finding joint solutions with farmers and other stakeholders through 
participatory experimentation. African scientists need to be able to break out of routines that 
reinforce the status quo and explore creative and unorthodox ways of solving complex problems. 
Through such engagement creativity will be unleashed, as scientists begin to rise to and relish 
the challenge of solving neglected and complex problems drawn to their attention through 
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community engagement. This will imply much risk taking. But taking a risk and trying out new 
things will depend on building up the ability of researchers to reflect on their actions, draw 
lessons and adapt accordingly – in short, they must become reflective practitioners. This is the 
type of transformation that the innovation competence development programme at Makerere 
seeks to pioneer. In addition to technical “experts” the African university will also have to 
produce “change makers”, if it is at all to adapt itself to current development challenges. 

When people find solutions that work for them they take charge of their own development 
and become entrepreneurial thinkers. I borrow Gibb’s (2000) notion of entrepreneurship as it 
relates to ways in which people, in all kinds of organisations, behave in coping with and taking 
advantage of uncertainty and complexity, and how in turn this can become embodied in ways of 
feeling, communicating and learning things. It has already been argued in this thesis (Chapter 
1) that the African university needs to produce more entrepreneurs than bureaucrats. But 
entrepreneurship is not acquired by proclaiming it, or by teaching its theory, as happens in so 
many universities. It is rather an emergent property of practical engagement in solution finding. 
To produce entrepreneurs university lecturers must also become entrepreneurs, in the sense that 
they must also find workable solutions to problems in diverse contexts. Action research and 
process consultancy have been highlighted in this thesis as mechanisms for enabling lecturers to 
become educational or research entrepreneurs, and thus in effect the true educators characterised 
by Cranton and King (2003) as thriving on the application of their learning. In this type of 
engagement, the focus shifts from getting tasks done to getting a problem solved, which involves 
a lot of creativity and adaptation. In justifying their existence, African universities must not 
only claim to be contributing to solving national problems through their actions, they must be 
seen to be doing so. This in itself will be a value change resulting from self-awareness, respecting 
other forms of expertise and engaging with other to find solutions and a commitment to make 
change. This thesis has discussed an example of the design and implementation of a learning 
programme to attain just such a value change. It is one way the African university could break 
out of its colonial inheritance to offer innovative and promising solutions to 21st century 
problems. Otherwise the university will remain on the periphery of development, with the rest 
of African society regarding it as an expensive irrelevance.

Developing a culture of authenticity

Authenticity is the expression of the genuine self in a community (Cranton, 2001). It is 
distinguishing oneself from the others with respect to norms and values. One of the outcomes 
of the innovation competence development case study was an emerging culture of commitment, 
accountability and desire to build a legacy of authenticity. Education should be seen as a way 
of promoting good citizenship, socialising people to fit into a profession or organisation, 
providing building blocks of democracy, improving productivity, cultivating future leaders 
and freeing people from oppression (Cranton and King, ibid.). University lecturers, who are 
at the apex of the education ‘pyramid’, are expected to be role models and leaders in promoting 
those values by example. But it is a critical challenge to incorporate ethical and aesthetical 
dimensions of learning in the curriculum (Wals et al., 2004). Morals and ethical conduct 
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are not seen as a responsibility of the university, yet the university expects its_graduates to 
behave ethically and in a morally acceptable way. Development without a strong moral base 
remains fragile. African universities need to re-discover and champion the moral values of 
African societies which largely have been eroded by corruption and bad governance. It needs 
to promote a strategy for building authentic professional leaders. These values include being 
accountable to society, a commitment to professional service, honesty and transparency in 
professional transactions, and a_passion to serve for reasons that go beyond money.

In other words the African university should be a place for building a generation whose 
activities and values will lay the foundation for the prosperity of future generations. Though 
the task is far from easy, and opinions vary even about the basic standards, this thesis has 
described a process which opens up gains in empathetic feelings, care for others and social 
responsibility, on which a culture of authenticity might be founded. Without the university 
embracing this task, the would-be ‘liberators’ (university graduates) of society may turn out 
to be those who undermine collectivity. As we strive to “build for the future”, as the Makerere 
University motto says, we need to be aware of the possible unintended consequences of an 
education that undermines Africa in the 21st century by failing to spread respect for social 
solidarity and human rights.

Conclusions

This thesis has described an attempt to transform education and research in a specific African 
university. The cycle of change is as yet in its early stages, so it is not possible to offer an 
analysis based on widespread impact. What has been attempted here is to describe the change 
process, and to analyse as clearly as possible its underlying logic, pointing out on the way any 
obvious problems posed and overcome. Time will tell whether the initiative has indeed laid the 
foundations for a new kind of poverty-alleviating professionalism among Ugandan agricultural 
professionals. It would be inappropriate to speculate on these longer terms outcomes. But the 
three case studies do allow some conclusions to be drawn, in terms of possible lessons for the 
African university more generally: 

1. The African university and the community. The dynamics of the market for agricultural 
products in smallholder agriculture has surpassed the response capacity of research and 
extension organisations, and by implication the scope of university education. It is argued 
that focus on traditional export cash crops (such as coffee and cotton for Uganda) by 
research, extension and in agricultural training, will only increase poverty among the 
smallholder farmers, as prices for such products rapidly and consistently decline. New 
opportunities for smallholder farmers emerge with non-traditional niche market crops such 
as vanilla (in the case of Uganda) in which research and extension are unable to respond 
fast enough while the demand lasts. This thesis has shown how farmers adapt to new 
opportunities through social learning. By their training, agricultural professionals are ‘shy’ 
and incapable of engaging with farmers in social learning processes, because their functions 
in such situations are quite different from the “expert” advisors they were trained to be. In 
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such circumstances, agricultural professionals become irrelevant in helping smallholder 
farmers gain the adaptive capacity to cope in a rapidly changing environment. It is therefore 
imperative that the African universities re-orient their programmes to produce graduates 
capable of enhancing innovation and social change in the community of smallholder 
farmers. But university lecturers must acquire the necessary competences first. What is 
desired is a transformation where the ‘expert’ of yesterday becomes the ‘change maker’ of 
today who is actively welcomed into rural social networks as a trusted knowledge broker.

2. Policy. From a policy perspective, the participative and democratic paradigms of development 
have implicitly imposed new roles for development professionals but in practice the 
professionals have not changed. Inclusiveness, people determining their own development 
agenda, and their involvement throughout the development process, have rendered top-
down approaches irrelevant. In Uganda, for example, agricultural research and extension 
organisations have inevitably had to adopt a demand-led approach to service delivery. 
They are required to account for their activities by way of their impact on livelihoods 
(or development) and not necessarily in terms of scientific production and productivity 
as before. These new forms of accountability have exposed competence deficiencies for 
agricultural professionals. Woolcock (2006) puts it clearly that development is not a single 
(if highly complex) technical problem awaiting a solution from a lone genius or a single 
discipline; development is necessarily inherently a multi-dimensional problem, and thus 
will require multi-dimensional responses and integrated skills sets (cf. Hobart, 1993: 1). But 
mere change in policy and institutional structures will not result alone in effective demand-
led service delivery. Deliberate efforts are needed to address the competence challenges 
of such a system, since the current training regimes are not in fact fit-for-purpose_ in a 
collaborative demand-led world. For the professionals, specialised technical expertise is not 
enough. They need social skills to foster innovation and change among smallholder farmers. 
The farmers, too, need basic skills to be able to demand relevant services. Consequently, 
education institutions are challenged to produce a new “breed” of professionals for the 
contemporary development paradigms. The present thesis has shown one route towards 
such new competences.

3. The meta-challenge for the African university of the 21st century. Competence 
deficiencies of agricultural professionals reflect the short-comings of their training. 
Universities as the main source of agricultural professionals are responsible for providing 
education that does not fit current development needs. Undoubtedly universities need 
to redesign their curricula, but before that they have to re-examine their own capacity to 
provide the type of education that ensures the competences demanded by contemporary 
African society. To shift from producing merely disciplinary ‘experts’ to producing ‘change 
makers’, the African university will have to build its own competence first. This thesis has 
made clear that the effort requires not only a change in knowledge and skills; the larger 
task is to transform a ‘technical’ university into a ‘developmental’ university, and this (it has 
been argued) demands a shift in attitudes, mindsets, values and responsibilities. The thesis 
does not purport to prove that the Makerere experiment is the only way to tackle the task, 
or that success is guaranteed. What it has done, however, is to show through description 
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and analysis that the problem is being logically and effectively addressed, and that the signs 
are so far encouraging. 

4. Transforming the African university. African universities on their own are incapable 
of initiating and pursuing fundamental reforms in their way of doing things. They need 
external help to stimulate systemic thinking that is not in the mainstream of conventional 
academic practice in richer countries. The African university finds itself on the cutting edge 
of interventions intended to bring about fundamental organisational change, ‘depoliticise’ 
change processes to allow disciplinary integration and collective action, and provide quality 
facilitation for holistic change within a well-articulated vision. Support is needed to help 
universities such as Makerere manage their own change processes. There is no panacea 
for such an intervention. It is a comprehensive change process whose design has to grow 
from within, taking into account the national and institutional context, motivation and 
commitment of the staff to engage in a process of learning to change, and potential strategies 
for mainstreaming and up-scaling change to transcend entrenched institutional cultures.

5. Triggers for change in the African university. Targeting change in mindsets with a 
comprehensive and integrated learning programme is desirable for stimulating fundamental 
change in the African university. The starting point is to challenge some entrenched beliefs 
and values, in order to awaken consciousness and desire for personal change towards a 
preferred future. The incentives for personal change in the African context are benefits 
that enhance social relations, potential to supplement meagre salaries through worthwhile 
consultancy activity and professional or career growth. As individuals change, they become 
more capable to influence change in others and sometimes thereby trigger change in the 
larger system through new patterns of behaviour and ways of doing things. The point about 
inspirational champions has been made above, but it is one worth repeating in conclusion. 
It is sometimes claimed that Africa has plunged into extreme poverty through failures of 
leadership. The African university of the 21st century is challenged – perhaps above all 
– to change itself as an act of inspired leadership. The university itself should become the 
champion of poverty alleviation. 
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Appendix 1: Reflection on my own learning 
through doing a PhD

Introduction

The thesis, Learning to make change is all about learning. As described in the first chapter, 
the methods used to generate data namely; interviewing, workshops, documentary reviews, 
participant observation and self-assessment do not adequately represent my own learning in 
the process of doing this work. I cannot hesitate to say that probably I have learnt more than 
anybody else referred to in this thesis yet I feel this is not well articulated. It is a general 
weakness in research and research methods that the investigators appear neutral to the research 
when actually they are not. Even in situations where researchers are fully engaged like in action 
research, the methods used to generate data tend to exclude the researcher. As researchers, 
we observe, listen, ask questions, count, measure and interpret the outcomes as though we 
ourselves come out of these processes ‘unaffected’. We deny ourselves the opportunity to explain 
our own learning and what changes in us as a result of our engagement in the research.

Even Alvesson and Sköldberg’s (2000) description of reflection or reflexivity as “interpreting 
one’s own interpretations, looking at one’s own perspective from other perspectives, and 
turning a self-critical eye onto one’s own authority as interpreter and author”, focuses on how 
we present our findings but misses out our own learning journeys. In this case one would say 
that if the thesis is examined and successfully defended, then what obviously changes about 
the researcher is a title against his name. The fact is that more important changes have taken 
place than a mere title. I therefore use this opportunity to reflect on my own learning journey 
through the process of doing a PhD. For purposes of structure, I reflect on my experiences with 
respect to phases of the PhD process.

Why a PhD?

If you asked people why they chose to or wish to do a PhD, there can be as many different 
reasons as the people asked. Our motivations to go through the not so pleasant processes 
are diverse. Some people describe it as “Permanent head Damage” and yet many more are 
striving to have it. From my interactions with people who go or wish to go through that level 
of academic achievement, the main reasons could be one or more of the three: 

It is a requirement for job security and/or increases opportunities for better jobs.
It is a prestigious achievement for self actualisation. Only a minute percentage of the world 
population have it and it is worth the struggle.
If there is an opportunity, why not? Once an opportunity presents itself, one just takes it on.

•
•

•
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For my case, I happened to be in the first category. A PhD is a requirement for my employment 
in the university. If I don’t get it, I have to think of alternative employment. What is apparent 
in all these grounds is the self-centredness of higher education. It appears, the higher you go 
in academic ranks, the more you think about and for yourself. In contrast, when I ask children 
what they would like to be, they often give answers like these: 

“I want to be a doctor because I want to treat people”.
“I want to be a police man/woman because I want to arrest wrong people”. In other words, 
they want to contribute to law and order in society.
“I want to be an engineer because I want to have nice buildings in the city”.

At this level, children are clear what they want to do for society if they succeeded. In their 
wishes, they express a strong feeling for others and a sense of responsibility to society. At the 
highest levels of education, people tend to emphasise what they want to do for themselves. 
It appears that advancement in education is accompanied by a transition from thinking and 
feeling for society to thinking and feeling for self.

I had never reflected on this transition until I started a PhD. More interestingly, this 
happened outside the ‘normal’ PhD activities. It was in a workshop on enhancing professional 
skills where the facilitators posed the question: looking back at your personal background, 
organisation and the critical problems you face in your country, what would your PhD change? As 
Cranton (2002) says, sometimes to ask the right challenging question at the right moment is 
the most important thing we can do to bring about transformation in a student. This question 
turned my worldview of a PhD. I started to think about its value beyond satisfying my personal 
desires. The power of that question was in the opportunity to reflect on my background and the 
relevance of my academic achievement to others. Having come from a poor rural background, 
my educational achievement is attributed more to many coincidences rather than my ambitions 
and abilities per se. By coincidences I mean the instances like at various levels of education, 
you are lucky to have a relative who can pay your school fees, another one who can provide 
accommodation, and probably another one who can support with scholastic materials. A 
majority of intelligent students in Africa cannot go far in pursuing their educational ambitions 
just because they lack those basic necessities. With that background, I was challenged to think 
beyond my self.

This reflection made me not only change my research topic but also how to conduct the 
research. Initially, I intended to study farmer organisations – why they fail or succeed. This 
would obviously be achieved by interviewing people, analysing the responses and writing a 
thesis. Likely it would not change anything in reality like many other good studies haven’t. 
Challenged by what my PhD would change, I developed the motivation to engage in research 
that would contribute to changing something in reality. Indeed I was inspired to learn to 
make change. That is how I came to do my research on a change process within my institution 
(Makerere University), which again I would describe as another coincidence of opportunity.

•
•

•



Learning to make change 1�1

 Appendices

Falling into the academic trap: the divide between 
academics and development

With the motivation and vision described above, I started developing the research proposal in 
which the research questions were phrased starting with, “How to…”. For this, I was challenged 
whether what I wanted to do was academic or development. Ideally academic research 
questions are phrased starting with, “What ….” Presumably the ‘what’ allow critique from an 
‘independent’ view, which is the essence of academic research. The ‘how’ puts you in a position 
of doing things or for that matter finding solutions and that is understood to be development. 
It was tough and at some point frustrating to defend the “how to …” in academic research. I 
had strong conviction and a compelling vision of what I wanted to do but then it was being 
challenged in the mainstream academics. To my consolation, there were some academics who 
were more encouraging and supportive of my thinking. I maintained my intentions though 
with adjustments in the phrasing of research questions but well aware of the challenge to make 
the research satisfactory from an academic view.

From these challenges, I came to understand that in academics, what matters most is the 
argument put forward rather than how things really are. Rigor of analysis is what lends credence 
to the argument or debate. Through this, I learnt that ‘thesis’ basically means an ‘argument’. 
One can draw a parallel of this type of academic with the practice of law. Winning or losing a 
case in court depends on how well a lawyer argues the case but that does not necessarily mean 
that an offence or crime was/was not committed. The aim of the defendant is to discredit the 
evidence presented by prosecution to prove innocence. Relating this to the critical problems 
we face in Africa such as poverty and hunger, I was not convinced that we needed to invest 
so much into merely putting up critical arguments or debates. Not that I am against critical 
debates, but such debates would be more beneficial if situated in practical solutions to the 
problems we face. May be we need a new type of “academics” for Africa. 

The lesson I learnt from these experiences is that we cannot run away from critical thinking, 
systemitisation and rigorous analysis, otherwise we get lost in doing things and end up making 
mistakes that would otherwise be avoided. What is critical is to be able to design rigorous 
processes that explore issues at depth and always take a step back to critique what we do in 
view of anticipated goals. This way, it is possible to achieve the academic rigor and contribute 
to solving real problems concurrently.

Doing the research, a way of learning to make change

Doing the field research was a great learning experience for me. To start with, I was part of 
the innovations competence development programme that aimed at influencing change in 
the University by targeting change in individual lecturers. Engaging in this process as an 
action researcher, I learnt two important things that have had profound impact on my career; 
facilitation and documentation. Through these, I have discovered my hidden potentials to 
make change; gained exposure to different ways of thinking about development and academics; 
acquired skills for engaging in research and consultancy to influence change; enhanced abilities 
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to relate theory and practice; and more important, learning to learn – i.e. learning from every 
experience through reflection. I will only highlight a few incidences related to these issues.

By practicing facilitation skills in different fora, some people recognised my abilities to 
guide processes. This earned me several invitations to facilitate meetings, some of very high 
calibre. I will give only two examples in this respect. First was the invitation to facilitate a three-
day retreat on micro-restructuring of Makerere University and harmonisation of operations 
between top management, establishment and administration committee, and planning 
and development committee. This was amidst contradictions of a new policy, the Tertiary 
Institutions Act and the University Act. As a mere lecturer in the same university, this was 
an enormous challenge but it was also an opportunity to engage with my employers to find a 
solution to a real challenge of our institution. At the end of it, I was more encouraged by the 
high level of participants’ satisfaction. To express this satisfaction, the University Planner who 
hired me for the job said; “what I am going to pay you is not worth the job you have done”. Little 
did he know that I was already satisfied by the success of the meeting and the complements 
of appreciation from my superiors. From this experience, I learnt that what matters most in 
organisational management is what people agree to do together and not necessarily what the 
laws stipulate. The challenge in such situations is how to come to a consensus to do things in 
a particular way for the good of the organisation.

Second example was the opportunity to facilitate a high level consultative meeting on 
“Food Fortification for Africa”, organised by the New Partnership for Africa’s Development 
(NEPAD). This meeting aimed at harmonizing food fortification initiatives in Africa and 
exploring opportunities for partnerships and collaboration of the different actors. Again this 
was a high level of trust in me to be offered such opportunity. Each of these, of course presents 
challenges but the lessons gained are life-long. With regard to my research, it was because of 
the facilitation skills that I was invited to participate in the IAR4D initiative, which provided 
the opportunity to interact more intensively with researchers and academicians to understand 
the practical challenges of IAR4D. 

Through documenting the PM/SS learning process as part of my research, I developed 
skills for process documentation. As a researcher, the intention was to capture all processes and 
events for purposes of my data collection and feedback to participants. While doing that, it did 
not occur to me that this was a skill or service that is required by many organisations. Good 
process documentation creates transparency and is a form of accountability as well as reference 
material. I have been to many international meetings to document processes especially those 
that relate to strategic planning and organisational reform processes. Documentation is itself 
a discipline required in all organisations but it has to be developed.

Often we are not aware of how much potential we have to do things. Much of our potential 
is obscured by ‘clouds’, which are beliefs about ourselves – what we believe we are and/or can 
be. Even a PhD does not clear those ‘clouds’, in fact it might be another ‘cloud’. The only way 
to clear the ‘clouds’ to see more of our potential is to “learn to learn”. Learning to learn requires 
being aware of our ignorance – realising that there is much more to learn than we know, 
acknowledging that our worldviews are limited, accepting that we can learn from everybody, 
and believing in our capability to do much more than we are now able to.



Learning to make change 1�3

 Appendices

Writing the thesis: the lonely journey

You never know how difficult a thesis can be until you start writing one. It is probably the loneliest 
and most frustrating part of the PhD process. Lonely because only you fully understands and 
can best interpret your data. As is often with young researchers, you well know what your data 
means but you have to write it in such a way that other people understand it the way you do. 
Aside from the data and its analysis, the art of writing becomes critical. Peers and supervisors 
can advise but the bottom line is that you have to learn to do it yourself. It is at this stage that 
frustration and despair sets in. I have heard many of my peers say, “If I had known all that it 
takes, I would not have done it”. But it is a point of “no return” considering the investment made 
so far in terms of time and resources, it is worth the perseverance. It is a process that demands a 
lot of social support and encouragement from peers, supervisors and family.

The pressure to get it done make you feel that you must spend all the time reading literature, 
doing data analysis and writing. From experience, what I have found most critical is the 
planning of the thesis. Spending time to think through your work to find patterns that make 
logical flow and having a strategy to accomplish the task saves a lot of time and frustrations in 
the long run. A strategy is necessary. You have to know where to start in order to make a break 
through. Otherwise, iteration though unavoidable can turn out to be frustrating if it does not 
lead to progress. Navigating your way through definitely requires a lot of self-discipline and 
having a flexible work regime. Time spent to rest and relax is as valuable as time spent working. 
There is no panacea; every individual has to get a formula that works for them.

Influence of my worldview on the research

I am aware that my world view and my own learning experiences inevitably influenced the 
research and the other way round is also true. No researcher can claim that their research is 
independent of their way of thinking. In essence it is just a matter of honesty and disclosure 
but even then it is difficult to know how much one’s worldview influences their research. 
Firstly, my conviction that universities should play a dual role of academics and development is 
different from those who think the two cannot be performed without severely compromising 
the identity of the university. The design and implementation of this research is situated in my 
opinions, which may seem obvious to the reader. 

 Secondly, my own learning experience makes me believe that it is possible to change the 
mindsets shaped by our disciplinary training and type of education we have had. It is possible 
to learn new things that have never been in our mainstream professions – real fundamental 
change is possible. This undoubtedly influences my position of critique or analysis of issues. 
Alternative view point would probably lead to different conclusions. 

Thirdly, my involvement as an active participant in two of the case studies in many ways 
influenced the interpretation of data and probably the data itself. For many of the things I 
write about, I have a real-life personal experience. My analysis is not that of an outsider, or an 
“independent”, it is grounded in context and experience. While interviewing my colleagues 
who participated in the innovation competence development programme, I did my best to 
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restrain from giving my own experiences to avoid biases in their stories but I am still not aware 
how much could have slipped unconsciously.

Fourthly, I could have been overzealous with the view that universities and research and 
extension organisations are responsible for the current woeful state of agriculture and small 
scale farmers in the largely poor sub-Saharan Africa. It would not be fair to put the blame 
squarely on them; there are many players in this arena. In addition, I recognise the limitations 
and constraints that are beyond their control to make their desired positive contributions. My 
intention however is to create awareness that they have contributed to the status quo. Hopefully 
they can then reflect and find ways to improve their service delivery to benefit society.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I put it that a PhD is not enough, neither is it an end in itself. The bigger 
challenge is to demonstrate the difference it makes in the lives of other people. Failure to do 
that, one would be happier without it. The public in general invests so much in a PhD and it 
is only fair that they get returns to that investment.
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Appendix 2: Instrument for self-assessment on impact of the 
PM/SS programme

B1-B12 are individual profiles that PM/SS programme can influence. This instrument aims 
at assessing the profoundness of the profiles (before and after) as perceived by participants 
of the PM/SS programme. You are kindly requested to take a bit of your valuable time to 
objectively score yourself on a scale of 1 to 10 for these criteria where 1 is the least score and 
10 the highest score. 

Indicator of successful 
personal mastery

Score before 
PM/SS 
programme

Score after 
PM/SS 
programme

Triggers of 
change

How 
change 
manifested

B1:  Uses professional networks and alliances for exchange of 
information and experiences and to pursue common interests

Actively links to relevant peers and 
builds professional relationships 
based on mutual exchange and 
benefit

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Sees opportunities and synergies in 
linking different people and sources 
for partnerships for joint ventures 
and synergies

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Shares experiences with peers 
and feeds the networks with 
information

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Continuously seeks to enlarge the 
network

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

B2: Promotes team development and consensus building in teams

Brings together people to work on 
common interests and enhances 
collaboration rather than 
competition

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Volunteers to do extra work for 
the sake of improving group 
performance towards the common 
interests without taking away from 
the group the responsibility and 
ownership

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Integrates him/herself into teams in a 
subtle way

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Is reliable and only makes promises 
he/she can keep

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Trusts the other team members and 
focuses on their strengths rather 
than on their weaknesses

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10
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Recognises and accommodates 
differences in personalities, 
Interests and speed

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Sees other team members as 
partners rather than competitors

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Gives and accepts feed back 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10
Uses appropriate tools to foster team 

development and performance
1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Recognises the successes of others 
without bias, envy and jealousy

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

B3:  Initiates and facilitates group processes of joint reflection, 
strategy and vision development and decision making

Stands confidently in front of groups 
and applies appropriate tools to 
manage group work and group 
dynamics

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Listens considerately and rapidly 
identifies the points participants 
put forward

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

B4: Manages and minimizes conflicts

Accommodates other colleagues’ 
interests and speed

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Listens actively and respectfully and 
responds without hurting the 
feelings of those concerned.

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Clearly analyses and communicates 
own and other parties’ interests 
and respectfully negotiates 
solutions

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Looks for common ground and goals 
and win-win solutions rather than 
emphasising irrelevant differences

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Reacts quickly when conflicts arise 
and brings out ill-feelings in an 
acceptable form

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Focuses on and brings the interaction 
down to negotiation of interests 
rather than positions in discussions 
and arguments

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

B5:  Actively seeks to develop him/herself professionally and 
personally

Knows him/herself, his / her identity 
and recognises own behavioural 
patterns and tries to work on 
them in order to live up to 
own vision and values in human 
interaction

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10



Learning to make change 1��

 Appendices

Continuously tries to increase the 
space / freedom within he/she 
can act through enhanced self-
awareness and working against the 
constraints imposed by oneself or 
the environment (the ‘clouds’)

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Builds a reputation based on 
demonstrated competence and 
experiences

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Demonstrates professional ethics and 
integrity 

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Is curious and interested to explore 
and learn new things and does not 
assume to know it all

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Considers expectations of students 
and others “clients” and actively 
seeks ways to satisfy them (utilising 
visual aids, interactive teaching etc

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Considers new ideas even if divergent 
from own perception

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Pro-actively seeks and develops 
opportunities for advancing in an 
authentic (e.g. business, career, 
consultancy – marketing oneself)

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Actively makes reference to core 
values in negotiation (openness, 
transparency, respect etc.)

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Puts himself or herself into the shoes 
of others, recognises, considers and 
appreciates differences

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Evaluates and improves his or her 
own strengths and weaknesses 
with regard to others and to 
relevant professional standards

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Initiates and regularly uses an 
organised support from colleagues 
(Peer learning, individual coaching)

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Concentrates fully on issues at hand 
and deeply analyses them without 
getting paralysed

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

B6: Tries out new things with courage and without fear of failure
Develops new ideas and dares to try 

them out
1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Evaluates risks in an informed way 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10
Takes risks when there is a good 

chance of success
1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Dares to make mistakes 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10
Learns from failures (does not repeat 

the same mistakes)
1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10
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Quickly sees opportunities rather 
than problems and makes use of 
opportunities arising

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Has a plan B (alternative plans) 
– diversifies risks

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Dares to do unconventional things 
and challenge conventional wisdom 
even

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Is not afraid of the judgement others 
have about him / her, without being 
arrogant

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

B7:  Deals with unforeseen situations in a positive and solution-
oriented way

Remains relaxed and fearless in 
unforeseen situations and is 
confident to manage them

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Quickly adapts to changes in the 
system and the environment 
adequately and with optimism

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Sees opportunities and positive 
elements even in frustrating 
situations (does not get deeply 
discouraged or paralysed by fear)

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Stands out difficulties with 
perseverance

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Has a wide variety of methods and 
tools to work with people and can 
adapt them in any contexts

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

B8:  Shares information in a free and transparent and accountable 
manner

Counters manipulative efforts in the 
system through sharing information 
and creating awareness

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Informs colleagues and subordinates 
about relevant issues and events in 
the system and beyond

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Communicates timely and clearly 
using respectful communication 
techniques 

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

B9:  Gives and receives feedback as a tool to develop him/herself and 
others personally

Accepts and uses constructive 
criticism for self-development

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Incorporates feedback from students 
and colleagues (for better 
lecturing)

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Pro-actively encourages other to give 
honest feedback

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10
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Promotes a culture of feedback in 
his/her environment and uses 
appropriate tools (e.g. Johari 
Window)

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

B10:  Develops and Pursues clear vision and values in his/her 
professional environment

Shares the vision with others in a 
transparent manner and influence 
them to engage in a shared vision

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Builds his/her decisions on the 
vision and articulated values in a 
consistent and authentic way

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Influences and supports colleagues 
within the organisation to develop 
and follow a clear vision

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

B11:  Assumes leadership roles (formal and informal) to enhance 
individual, team and organisational performance

Brings together people to work on 
common interests

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Recognise own potentials and 
increases sphere of influence 
without creating resistance

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Installs core values in co-operation 
and actively calls for their practical 
application in teams and in 
relationships with other colleagues, 
partners and stakeholders

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Integrates and supports efforts and 
initiatives of other colleagues 
within his/her subsystem or the 
larger system

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Delegates tasks, opportunities and 
power to colleagues according to 
clear performance criteria

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Rigorously follows up on initiatives 
and processes he/she pursues

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Effectively organises the use of human 
and financial resources around 
performance criteria in order to 
pursue common interests

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Recognises differences in personalities 
and adequately reacts to individual 
strategies of dealing with stress

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Takes time to listen and to comfort 
team members and other 
colleagues in times of high group 
or individual stress

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Remains calm and self-controlled 
even under stressful situation

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10
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Manages closeness and distance to 
colleagues and subordinates in 
a way which allows friendship 
and good relationships while 
maintaining respect and authority

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Supports others to develop their 
potentials by encouraging them 
to try out new things and backing 
them up when they take risks

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

B12: Pursues a balanced life style
Consumes a balanced diet and takes 

drugs in a reflected way (alcohol, 
nicotine etc.)

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Recognises and addresses his/her 
spiritual needs adequately

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Identifies causes of reactions of 
weakness, pains and illness of 
his/her body and adapts daily habits 
to it (e.g. reduce consumption 
of coffee, give the body some 
exercise, more sleep, yoga)

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

Accepts his/her emotional, spiritual, 
physical and mental needs and 
actively looks for a balanced way to 
satisfy them

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10

In moments of stress and depression, 
directs his/her inner eye to the 
positive resources at his(her 
disposal (memories of success 
and strength, periods of high 
performance and appreciation, 
people who really love him/her)

1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10
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Background

There is concern that the present education designed for the 19th century and an industrial 
machinery no longer suits the complex problems of the post-industrial 21st century. Complexity 
arises out of the fused multi-dimensional characteristics of social and development problems, 
yet universities continue to address these as if they were well configured to be addressed by 
existing academic disciplines. Universities, expected to be champions of educational reforms to 
suit development needs are themselves challenged concerning their relevance. The challenge is 
even more crucial for African universities especially those in the sub-Saharan region confronted 
with persistent and unbearable levels of poverty and food insecurity. Can African universities 
contribute to the reversal of the situation? Through innovations competence development for 
university staff, this thesis addresses the question of relevance of the African university in the 
sub-Saharan region to contemporary development challenges. Farming being an important 
element in the livelihood of the majority of people in the region, the research focuses on 
agriculture using Makerere University in Uganda as a specific case.

Experiences of the sub-Saharan Africa suggest that a narrow technological focus, as the 
driver of development is unlikely to eliminate the pervasive poverty and food insecurity. The 
problem is more than technological, it is has social and political dimensions and therefore calls 
for innovative and integrated approaches. In addition to providing education and training, 
the African university is also expected to influence development change in society through 
research and outreach. To combine its traditional academic role with a developmental role, 
staff in the African university must be innovative and actively engage in problem solving in 
community. This represents fundamental reforms in the university – dealing with the basic 
elements of changing mindsets, and building a new vision and new skills for training and 
research amongst the academic staff. Without such radical moves, universities in Africa risk 
becoming – rightly – obsolete in the face of huge challenges posed by poverty and international 
commitments such as the Millennium Development Goals.

This thesis describes and evaluates an experiment of innovation competence development 
for transforming learning, research and consultancy in Makerere University with the hope 
of making it more innovative and able to influence wider processes of change in society. 
Transformation is examined specifically from the perspective of learning, innovation and 
change in agriculture. Making change in society requires innovation competences over and 
above disciplinary expertise and these competences have to be learnt. The learning starts with 
the university lecturers, hence the title of the thesis “Learning to make change”. Competence 
has been treated as the capability to learn and influence learning. Innovation has been viewed 
as an adaptation and translation of learning into options for solving real-life problems in a 
complex and dynamic environment, while change has been seen as the desirable outcome of 
learning to improvement of life (or better development).
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Objectives and research design

The overall objective of the study was to establish how the innovation competence development 
programme for university lecturers could be set-up and implemented to increase relevance of 
Makerere University to national development. Specifically the study aimed at: (1) identifying 
the main functions of agricultural professionals in enhancing farmer innovations, (2) identifying 
the key competence challenges for agricultural professionals to engage in an innovation system, 
(3) describe how an innovation competence development programme for university lecturers 
could be designed and implemented to respond to challenges of agricultural development, 
and (4) determine the contribution of the innovation competence development programme 
to making universities relevant to development. These objectives were pursued with three 
case studies: The first case study explores farmer learning and innovation among smallholder 
vanilla farmers in Uganda. From this, functions of university graduates (i.e. researchers and 
extensionists) in enhancing farmer learning and innovation are proposed. The second case 
study explores challenges faced by research and extension in demand-driven service delivery 
systems. These are used to identify competences relevant to functions graduates are expected 
to perform in innovation systems. These two case studies provide a context for the third 
case study on the innovation competence development at the university. The third case 
study focuses on an experiment of how these required competences are first developed in 
the university staff so as to be passed on to the graduates. The experiment based on personal 
mastery and systemic “soft skills” as foundation for building broader change skills comprising of 
six thematic areas namely: personal development, team development, facilitation methods and 
techniques, organisational development, communication and alternative ways of conducting 
training, research and consultancy. It involved 26 lecturers from three faculties of Agriculture, 
Veterinary Medicine and Forestry and Nature Conservation over a period of 1½ years. 

The research sought to understand phenomena underlying social structural mechanisms 
influencing action and practice among vanilla farmers, researchers and extensionists and 
university lecturers. In this view, the research embraced a combination of constructivism and 
realism as methodology to take the stance that social reality does not exist independent of the 
social actors, but at the same time seek the possibility of casual explanations of how that reality 
is shaped by actors. Data were generated for each case study by a triangulation of methods 
which included: interviewing, workshops, documentary reviews, participant observation and 
self-assessment. Key findings of the research are highlighted below. 

Findings

With market incentives, farmers learn and innovate through their social networks and 
interactions. Interpersonal relationship is the mechanism that allows free exchange of 
knowledge and innovations in an informal way. This learning can however be enhanced by 
research and extension if they engage to learn with farmers to integrate local and scientific 
knowledge. To the contrary, researchers and extensionists ‘shy’ away from social learning 
processes in preference of linear top-down approaches. By their training, researchers and 
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extensionists are modelled to be ‘experts’ to provide solutions, while social learning takes place 
in non-hierarchical interaction with farmers. To facilitate social learning as a way of enabling 
smallholder farmers gain adaptive capacity, agricultural professionals require new skills and 
attitudes. They should have competences and mindsets to perform functions which include: 
knowledge and information brokerage, organisational development, facilitating joint learning 
and multi-stakeholder dialogues, and developing entrepreneurial skills and attitudes.

In an agricultural innovation system context where services are directed by demand and 
necessity, both the supply (research and extension) and demand (farmers) sides need innovation 
competences to enable them function harmoniously. The supply side requires competences to 
facilitate action learning and experimentation; broker information and knowledge between 
farmer and other stakeholders; develop and empower local organisations; think systemically, 
develop teams and work in teams; develop and manage partnerships; and facilitate enterprise 
development. The demand side also should have capacity to self organise, lobby, advocate and 
negotiate for services, elect visionary and accountable leadership, act with entrepreneurial 
attitude, and learn by experimenting. Competences of the demand and supply sides appear to 
be mutually dependent and this thesis recognises that the supply side has the responsibility to 
facilitate the emergence of requisite competences on the demand side, while the demand side 
provides all-important feedback. The implication is that such skills have to be integrated in 
the professional training of all those likely to work with farmers.

For the African university to integrate those competences in its educational system, the 
academic staff have to reorient their mindsets towards systemic thinking and integration 
of disciplines, and learn new skills for facilitating interactive learning processes and linking 
research and consultancy to development. The innovation competence development 
experiment at Makerere University provides one possible way of doing that through an 
integrated learning programme for the academic staff. The experiment presents evidence of 
enhanced staff capabilities in: self-awareness to fully utilise their potentials; influencing change 
in organisations through feedback; working in teams and promoting peer learning; facilitating 
interactive learning and collective action processes; overcoming fear to try out new things as 
reflective practitioners; communication in problem solving situations; and thinking ‘out of the 
box’ to influence development impact through action research and process consultancy.

There is a relationship between innovation competences at the farmer, agricultural 
professionals and university levels, but those at the university have to be at a meta-level to 
ensure that agricultural professionals and farmers can be linked. To bring the African university 
into the mainstream of development, it is argued in this thesis that the university focuses on 
(a) building relationships across the different levels with regard to learning and change as 
individual and collective action processes, (b) inducing and managing change in social systems, 
(c) development of and access to tools for making change, (d) achieving solution-oriented 
thinking and practice, and (e) attaining to a culture of authenticity

However, some of the challenges of developing innovation competences in the African 
university include ensuring: appropriate reward systems; feedback mechanism between 
students, lecturers, management and other stakeholders; dealing with student attitudes and 
stereotypes to support interactive learning and critical thinking; dealing with embedded 
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institutional cultures and practices to promote innovation; and shifting towards integrated 
curriculum.

Conclusions

The three case studies allow the following conclusion to be drawn, in terms of possible lessons 
for the African university more generally: 

1.  Social learning is inevitable in agriculture, but to support this phenomenon, agricultural 
professionals need new skills and re-orientation of mindsets. It is therefore imperative 
that the African universities re-orient their programmes to produce graduates capable of 
enhancing innovation and social change in the community of smallholder farmers. But 
university lecturers must acquire the necessary competences first.

2.  From a policy perspective, the participative and democratic paradigms of development have 
implicitly imposed new roles, responsibilities and forms of accountability for development 
professionals but in practice the professionals have not changed. Deliberate efforts are 
needed to address the competence challenges of such a system, since the current training 
regimes are not in fact fit-for-purpose_ in a collaborative demand-led world.

3.  The competence deficiencies of agricultural professionals reflect the short-comings of their 
training. Undoubtedly African universities need to redesign their curricula, but before that 
they have to re-examine their own capacity to provide the type of education that ensures 
the competences demanded by contemporary African society. The effort requires not only 
a change in knowledge and skills; the larger task is to transform a ‘technical’ university into 
a ‘developmental’ university, and this demands a shift in attitudes, mindsets, values and 
responsibilities.

4.  African universities on their own are incapable of initiating fundamental reforms in their 
way of doing things – they need external help to stimulate systemic thinking that is not 
in the mainstream of conventional academic practice, and to build capabilities to manage 
change processes.

5.  The fundamental reforms needed in the African university are reorientation of mindsets 
and building capacities for reflective practice to foster personal and organisational 
development goals. The starting point is to challenge some entrenched beliefs and values, 
in order to awaken consciousness and desire for personal change towards a preferred future. 
The incentives for personal change in the African context are benefits that enhance social 
relations, potential to supplement meagre salaries through worthwhile research and/or 
consultancy activities and professional or career growth.
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Achtergrond

De zorg bestaat dat het huidige onderwijs, ontworpen om tegemoet te komen aan 
ontwikkelingen in de 19e eeuw en het industriële tijdperk niet meer aansluit op de 
complexe problemen van de postindustriële 21ste eeuw. Deze complexiteit komt voort uit 
een samensmelting van de veelzijdige eigenschappen eigen aan hedendaagse sociale- and 
ontwikkelingsproblemen. Universiteiten echter benaderen deze problemen nog steeds alsof 
ze aangepakt zouden kunnen worden vanuit bestaande academische disciplines. Universiteiten 
waarvan verwacht wordt dat zij koplopers zijn in het vernieuwen van onderwijs, om te voldoen 
aan de behoeftes van de hedendaagse ontwikkelingen, zien zichzelf geconfronteerd met twijfel 
over hun maatschappelijke relevantie. Deze uitdaging geldt des te meer voor Afrikaanse 
universiteiten gelegen in sub-Sahara Afrika dat zich gesteld ziet voor een voortdurend en 
ondragelijk niveau van armoede en voedselonzekerheid. Kunnen Afrikaanse universiteiten 
een bijdrage leveren aan een ommekeer van deze situatie? Dit proefschrift richt zich op deze 
zinsvraag van de Afrikaanse universiteit in de sub-Sahara regio ten aanzien van de huidige 
aan ontwikkeling gestelde uitdagingen, door te kijken naar het ontwikkelen van zogenaamde 
innovatiecompetenties onder academische staf. Aangezien het boerenbedrijf een belangrijk 
element is in het levensonderhoud van het merendeel van de bevolking in de regio, richt het 
onderzoek zich op de landbouw, daarbij gebruikmakend van de Makerere Universiteit in 
Oeganda als een specifieke casus. 

Eerdere ervaringen uit Sub-Sahara Afrika suggereren dat het niet waarschijnlijk is 
dat een eenzijdige technologische focus als de aandrijver van vooruitgang in staat is de 
vergaande armoede en voedselonzekerheid uit te roeien. Het probleem omvat meer dan 
alleen technologische aspecten: het heeft maatschappelijke en politieke facetten en vergt 
daarom een innovatieve en geïntegreerde benadering. Naast het aanbieden van onderwijs 
en training wordt er ook van Afrikaanse universiteiten verwacht dat zij maatschappelijke 
ontwikkeling beïnvloeden door middel van onderzoek en onderwijs. Om hun traditioneel 
academische functie te combineren met een rol in de vooruitgang, moet personeel van 
Afrikaanse universiteiten innovatief en actief betrokken zijn bij het oplossen van problemen in 
de gemeenschap. Dit vraagt om fundamentele hervormingen binnen universiteiten – gericht 
op primaire factoren zoals het veranderen van denkwijzen en de ontwikkeling van nieuwe 
visies en innovatiecompetenties ten aanzien van training, onderwijs en onderzoek onder de 
academische staf. Zonder dergelijke drastische stappen riskeren Afrikaanse universiteiten te 
verouderen in het licht van de enorme uitdagingen gesteld door armoede en internationale 
verplichtingen, zoals verwoord in de Millennium Development Goals.

Dit proefschrift beschrijft en evalueert een experiment met de ontwikkeling van 
innovatiecompetenties voor het omvormen van leren, onderzoek en consultancy op de 
Universiteit van Makerere, in de hoop deze te vernieuwen en in staat te stellen bredere 
veranderingsprocessen in de maatschappij te beïnvloeden. Het omvormingsproces is vooral 
onderzocht vanuit het oogpunt van leren, innovatie en verandering in de landbouw. Een 
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verandering realiseren in de maatschappij vereist naast vakkennis, ook de competenties tot 
innoveren. Dergelijke competenties moeten worden eigen gemaakt. Het verwerven van 
dergelijke competenties begint bij universitaire docenten; vandaar de titel van dit proefschrift 
“Leren veranderingen te realiseren” ofwel: “Learning to make change”. Met het begrip 
competentie wordt hier bedoeld het vermogen om te leren en het leren te beïnvloeden. Onder 
innovatie wordt verstaan een aanpassing en omvorming van het leerproces naar opties voor het 
oplossen van levensechte problemen in een complexe en dynamische omgeving. Verandering 
wordt gezien als het gewenste resultaat van een leerproces om te komen tot verbetering van 
leefomstandigheden (of stimuleren van vooruitgang ontwikkeling).

Doelstellingen en onderzoeksopzet 

De globale doelstelling van deze studie was om vast te stellen hoe een programma voor de 
ontwikkeling van innovatiecompetenties onder universitaire docenten zou kunnen worden 
opgezet en uitgevoerd, om zo het nut van de Makerere Universiteit in de nationale ontwikkeling 
te vergroten. Meer specifiek trachtte het onderzoek: (1) de belangrijkste taken van agrarische 
professionals vast te stellen bij het stimuleren van innovaties bij boeren, (2) de voornaamste 
uitdagingen vast te stellen ten aanzien van het ontwikkelen van competenties onder agrarische 
professionals die hen in staat stellen om betrokken te zijn in een innovatie systeem, (3) te 
beschrijven hoe een programma voor de ontwikkeling van innovatiecompetenties onder 
universitaire docenten ontworpen en uitgevoerd kan worden, om zo beter in te kunnen spelen 
op de uitdagingen in agrarische ontwikkeling, en (4) de bijdrage te bepalen die het programma 
voor de ontwikkeling van innovatiecompetenties levert aan het vergroten van het nut van 
universiteiten voor ontwikkeling. 

Deze doelstellingen werden nagestreefd aan de hand van drie casestudies. De eerste 
bestudeerde het aan innovatie gerelateerde leerproces dat doorlopen werd door kleinschalige 
vanilleboeren in Oeganda. Aan de hand van deze casus werden verschillende taken voor 
(semi)academici (d.w.z. onderzoekers en voorlichters) opgesteld waarmee de innovatie en 
het leren onder boeren gestimuleerd kan worden. In de tweede casus werd gekeken naar 
de uitdagingen waar onderzoek en voorlichting mee te maken hebben met betrekking 
tot vraaggedreven dienstverlening. Op basis van deze uitdagingen werden competenties 
vastgesteld die van belang zijn voor de functies die afgestudeerden zullen vervullen in 
ontwikkelingsprocessen. Deze twee casussen vormde vervolgens de context voor een derde 
casestudy, waarin gekeken werd naar de ontwikkeling van innovatiecompetenties op de 
universiteit. Deze laatste case onderzoekt hoe de vereiste competenties eerst ontwikkeld 
kunnen worden bij universitaire docenten opdat zij zelf in beter in staat zijn om dergelijke 
competenties te ontwikkelen bij hun studenten. Het experiment is gebaseerd op persoonlijke 
beheersing van competenties en dan met name de zogenaamde systemic “soft skills” als een basis 
voor het opbouwen van bredere vaardigheden voor verandering. Deze competenties omvatten 
zes thematische velden, te weten: persoonlijke ontwikkeling, groepsontwikkeling, methoden 
en technieken voor het faciliteren van processen, organisatieontwikkeling, communicatie en 
alternatieve manieren van het opzetten en uitvoeren van trainingen, onderzoek en consultancy. 
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Bij het onderzoek waren gedurende een periode van 1½ jaar 26 docenten betrokken, onderdeel 
van drie faculteiten Landbouw, Diergeneeskunde en Bosbouw en Natuurbeheer. 

Het onderzoek streefde ernaar de structuren te doorgronden die ten grondslag liggen 
aan de sociale mechanismen die van invloed zijn op de acties en praktijk van vanille telers, 
onderzoekers, voorlichters en universitaire docenten. Vanuit dit opzicht volgde het onderzoek 
een methodologie bestaande uit een combinatie van constructivistische- en realiteitstheorieën, 
gebaseerd op de notie dat sociale realiteit niet kan bestaan zonder sociale actoren, met ieder 
hun eigen voorkennis en vermogens, en tegelijkertijd zoekend naar verklaringen voor de 
manier waarop de werkelijkheid in interactie wordt gevormd door deze actoren. De data 
bij elke casestudy werden verkregen door een combinatie van de volgende methodes: het 
afleggen van interviews, workshops, deskstudie, participerende observatie en zelfobservatie. 
De belangrijkste resultaten worden hieronder naar voren gehaald. 

Resultaten

Boeren leren en innoveren vanuit hun deelname aan sociale netwerken en de interacties die 
ontstaan door prikkels vanuit de markt. Intermenselijke relaties zijn het medium voor de vrije 
en informele uitwisseling van kennis en innovaties. Deze vorm van leren kan gestimuleerd 
worden door onderzoek, onderwijs en voorlichting, op voorwaarde dat intermediaire actoren 
betrokken zijn bij het leerproces van boeren en in staat zijn locale en wetenschappelijke kennis 
te integreren. Het tegenovergestelde is het echter het geval: onderzoekers en voorlichters 
ontwijken sociale leerprocessen en verkiezen lineaire ‘topdown’ benaderingen. Door hun 
opleiding zijn onderzoekers en voorlichters gevormd tot ‘deskundigen’ die oplossingen 
aandragen, terwijl sociale leerprocessen juist gedijen in een non-hiërarchische omgeving waarbij 
de kennis en perspectieven van boeren betekenisvol interacteren met die van de onderzoekers 
en voorlichters op basis van gelijkwaardigheid. Om sociaal leren toe te passen als methode om 
kleinschalige telers in staat te stellen aanpassingsvermogen te verwerven, hebben agrarische 
professionals competenties nodig, welke hen in staat stellen bepaalde functies uit te voeren, 
zoals: kennis en informatie overdracht, ontwikkeling van een organisatie; het mogelijk maken 
en begeleiden van gezamenlijk leren en multi-stakeholder sociaal leren; het ontwikkelen van 
ondernemersvaardigheden en visie. 

In de context van agrarische innovatie waar diensten bepaald worden door vraag en 
behoefte, hebben zowel de kant van het aanbod (onderzoek en voorlichting) en de vraag 
(boeren) innovatiecompetenties nodig die hen in staat te stellen op een harmonieuze wijze te 
functioneren. De aanbodkant vraagt om begeleiding bij actiegerichte en reflexieve leerprocessen 
die boeren in staat stelt te experimenteren. Dit vraagt onder andere om; het organiseren 
van informatieoverdracht tussen boeren en andere belanghebbenden; het ontwikkelen en 
versterken van locale organisaties; het leren denken in systemen; het ondersteunen van en 
opereren in groepsverbanden; het ontwikkelen en beheren van partnerschappen; en het 
ontwikkelen van ondernemerschap. De vraagzijde zou ook de capaciteiten moeten hebben 
zich te organiseren, druk uit te oefenen op de politieke besluitvorming, te pleiten voor 
en te onderhandelen over diensten, visionair en verantwoordelijk leiderschap te kiezen, te 



210 Learning to make change

Samenvatting

handelen met een entrepreneurvisie, en te leren door te experimenteren. Competenties die 
horen tot de vraag en aanbod zijde blijken wederzijds afhankelijk van elkaar te zijn en ook 
regelmatig stuivertje te wisselen. Dit proefschrift onderkent dat de zijde van het aanbod 
de verantwoordelijkheid draagt voor het bevorderen van essentiële competenties aan de 
vraagzijde, terwijl de vraagzijde hoogst relevante feedback levert. Het gevolg is dat dergelijke 
vaardigheden geïntegreerd moeten worden in de professionele training van iedereen die in de 
aanmerking komt om met boeren te werken. 

Indien een Afrikaanse universiteit deze competenties wil integreren in haar onderwijs 
systeem, moet de staf zijn denkwijze heroriënteren in de richting van systeem denken en 
interdisciplinariteit. Stafleden en afgestudeerden moeten nieuwe competenties verwerven 
om interactieve leerprocessen op te kunnen zetten en onderzoek en consultancy te kunnen 
koppelen aan ontwikkeling. Het onderzoek naar innovatiecompetenties op de Makerere 
Universiteit heeft een mogelijkheid opgeleverd om deze competenties te ontwikkelen door 
middel van een geïntegreerd leerprogramma voor de academische staf. Het experiment leverde 
bewijs van verbeterde bekwaamheden onder de staf op de volgende gebieden: zelfbewustzijn 
om volledig gebruik te maken van eigen vermogen; beïnvloeding van veranderingen in de 
organisatie door middel van feedback; werken in teamverband en bevordering van leren 
onder gelijken (collega’s); het ontwikkelen van interactieve leerprocessen en collectieve 
actie; overwinnen van angst om nieuwe dingen uit te proberen als reflexieve professionals; 
communicatie in situaties waarin getracht wordt problemen op te lossen; en creatief denken. 
Dit alles is van belang om de impact van ontwikkeling door middel van action research en 
process consultancy te beïnvloeden. 

Er is een verband tussen de innovatiecompetenties op het niveau van boeren, agrarische 
professionals en de universiteit. De competenties op universiteitsniveau moeten echter 
ontwikkeld worden op hoog niveau om zeker te zijn dat agrarische professionals en boeren 
beter gekoppeld kunnen worden. Om de Afrikaanse universiteit beter in staat te stellen bij te 
dragen aan duurzame ontwikkeling in de regio, pleit dit proefschrift ervoor dat de universiteit 
zich moet richten op (a) het opbouwen van verbanden tussen de verschillende niveaus met 
betrekking tot leren en verandering als individueel en collectief actieproces, (b) het opwekken 
en sturen van veranderingen in sociale systemen, (c) het ontwikkelen van en verbeteren van 
de toegang tot instrumenten om veranderingen te bewerkstelligen, (d) het realiseren van 
oplossingsgericht denken en handelen, en (e) het creëren van een cultuur van authenticiteit.

Echter, de ontwikkeling van innovatiecompetenties vragen ook om een geschikt systeem 
van beloning; feedbackmechanismen tussen studenten, docenten, het bestuur en andere 
belanghebbenden; stimulering van interactieve leerprocessen en kritisch denken. Een dergelijke 
verankering van innovatiecompetenties in de institutionele cultuur is onontbeerlijk en een 
essentiële voorwaarde bij het realiseren van een geïntegreerd en relevant curriculum. 
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Conclusies 

Uit de drie casestudies kunnen de volgende conclusies getrokken worden, welke mogelijke 
lessen bevatten voor Afrikaanse universiteiten in het algemeen: 
1.  Sociaal leren is onvermijdelijk in de landbouw. Maar om dit verschijnsel kracht bij te zetten 

moeten agrarische professionals nieuwe competenties ontwikkelen en hun denkwijze 
herzien. Het is daarom van groot belang dat de Afrikaanse universiteiten hun programma’s 
heroriënteren, om zo afgestudeerden af te leveren die in staat zijn innovatie en sociale 
veranderingen te stimuleren in de gemeenschappen van kleinschalige boeren. Maar 
universitaire docenten moeten eerst de noodzakelijke competenties verwerven.

2.  Vanuit een beleidsperspectief, hebben de participatieve en democratische paradigma’s ten 
aanzien van vooruitgang impliciet nieuwe rollen, verantwoordelijkheden en vormen van 
verantwoordingsplicht afgedwongen voor de ontwikkeling van professionals. In de praktijk 
blijkt echter dat deze professionals niet veranderd zijn. Het huidige opleidingsregime 
functioneert niet in een sociaal collectieve, vraaggedreven wereld; daarom zijn doelbewuste 
inspanningen nodig om de uitdagingen in de ontwikkeling van competenties in een 
dergelijk systeem aan te pakken. 

3.  Het gebrek aan bepaalde competenties bij agrarische professionals weerspiegelt de gebreken 
van de opleiding die zij genoten hebben. Afrikaanse universiteiten moeten zonder twijfel 
hun curricula herscheppen. Echter, voorafgaand daaraan moeten zij hun eigen capaciteit 
opnieuw evalueren teneinde een vorm van onderwijs te leveren die de competenties 
voortbrengt waar vraag naar is in de hedendaagse Afrikaanse maatschappij. Deze inspanning 
vraagt niet al.leen om een heroriëntering in kennis en vaardigheden. Een grotere taak ligt 
in het omvormen van een ‘technische’ universiteit in een ‘ontwikkelingsuniversiteit’ en dit 
vereist een verschuiving in attitudes, denkwijzen, waarden en verantwoordelijkheden.

4.  Afrikaanse universiteiten op zich zelf zijn niet in staat om aanzet te geven tot fundamentele 
hervormingen in de manier waarop ze functioneren. Hulp van buiten is nodig om een vorm 
van systeem denken te stimuleren die buiten de conventionele manier van academisch 
denken en handelen ligt om het vermogen veranderingsprocessen te (be)sturen.

5.  De fundamentele hervormingen die nodig zijn op de Afrikaanse universiteit bestaan 
uit een heroriëntatie van denkwijzen en het verwerven van competenties om reflexief te 
kunnen handelen en persoonlijke- en organisatorische ontwikkelingsdoelen te stellen. 
Het beginpunt hiervan is om diepgewortelde geloven en waardes aan de kaak te stellen, 
zodat het besef en de wens aangewakkerd worden om een persoonlijke verandering door te 
maken richting een zelf verkozen toekomst. De stimuli voor persoonlijke verandering in de 
Afrikaanse context betreffen voordelen die sociale relaties bevorderen, de mogelijkheid om 
de magere salarissen aan te vullen door middel van waardevol onderzoek en/of consultancy 
en professionele groei en carrière te maken in de context van duurzame ontwikkeling. 
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Completed training and supervision 
plan (TSP)

Description Department/ 
Institute

Dates Credits

I. Orientation
CERES Introductory course Utrecht University March - April 2003 4
CERES Summer School 2003: Presented research 

proposal

CERES May 2003 4

Literature Review and Proposal Writing Wageningen University August 2002 - June 2003 4
II. Scientific and Professional Skills
Techniques for Writing and Presenting a Scientific 

Paper

PAU and Mansholt 

Graduate School

27-29 November 2002 1

Facilitating Change in Up-Scaling of Participatory 

Approaches: Building Personal Mastery and 

Organisational Capacities 

Organised by PAU 

Programme at 

Boxmeer, The 

Netherlands

10-18 October 2002 2

Learning in PAU: Linking Participation with 

Personal Development - Competence 

Development in Participatory Approaches and 

Up-Scaling 

Organised by PAU 

Programme at Baarlo, 

The Netherlands

1-4 November 2003 1

Sharing experiences on/of PhD research on 

participatory approaches and up-scaling

Organised by PAU 

Programme at Malindi, 

Kenya

13-18 June 2004 1

Learning in PAU: Support to Analysis and Write up 

of PhD Research 

Organised by PAU 

Programme at Jinja, 

Uganda

24-28 January 2006 1

III. Presentation of Preliminary Results
“Getting it Right from the Start: Designing 

Competence Development for Innovations in 

Universities”.

CERES Summerschool 

and VAD Conference

2006 4

“Building Competence to Make University 

Training, Research and Consultancy Relevant 

to Development: Experiences of the Personal 

Mastery/Soft Skills at Makerere University”

FARA Conference, 

Entebbe, Uganda

6-12 June 2005 1

“Staff Competence Development as an Action 

Research Process: Experiences of Personal 

Mastery Approach in a University Context”

IWAR, University of 

Limpompo, South 

Africa 

6-8 December, 2005 1

“Personal Mastery/Soft Skills Development and 

Local Governance in University Context: 

Experiences from Uganda”

IFAD and InWEnt at 

Arusha, Tanzania

28-30 March 2006 4

“Experiences of the Pilot Learning Programme 

on Personal Mastery/Soft Skills Competence 

Development at Makerere University”

RUFORUM at Imperial 

Resort Beach Hotel, 

Entebbe-Uganda

30 March to 1 April 2005 1
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Description Department/ 
Institute

Dates Credits

IV. Related Professional/Academic Workshops/Conferences
International Workshop on Teaching and Learning 

Participation in Higher Institutions of Learning 

Institute of Development 

Studies (IDS), 

University of Sussex, 

UK

2-4 April 2003 1

“Rice Production and Environmental Concerns: The 

Question of Farmer Awareness and Livelihoods 

Options”

African Crop Science 

Society, Nairobi, Kenya

12-17 October 2003 4

“Learning and Teaching for Transformation” (LTT) 

Initiative Forward

Institute of Development 

Studies (IDS), 

University of Sussex, at 

Dunford House, UK

25-27 April 2005 1

Proposal Development Workshop for Building 

African Scientific and Institutional Capacity 

(BASIC)

FARA at Addis Ababa, 

Ethiopia

6-8 September 2004 1

Mobilising Partnerships for Capacity Building 

in Integrated Agricultural research for 

Development (IAR4D)

ICRA-NATURA at IAC, 

Wageningen, The 

Netherlands

27-29 November 2003 1

III World Congress on Conservation Agriculture, 

facilitated parallel sessions 

Organised by Association 

of Conservation 

Agriculture at Nairobi, 

Kenya 

3-7 October 2005 1

Total 3�
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