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PREFACE

Either write something worth reading or do something
worth writing.
-Benjamin Franklin-

| have been in academia for over thirty (30) years and dedicated thirteen
(13) of those years as an academic administrator. Put aside junior
administrative positions, | served as Dean of Business School (2009-2015),
then promoted to Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Research and Innovation)
(2015-2017), followed by Deputy Director General of Higher Education
(2017-2018), and finally Vice-Chancellor (2019-2021).

Like other academic administrators, | have learned so much
from these experiences. | believe that street lessons are equally, if not
more important than theories found in textbooks. Unfortunately, most
of those experiences are hidden or not shared publicly. Thus, people are
not learning from what has happened in the past to use in the future.
Therefore, when | first thought about writing this book, two things
immediately leapt into my mind. First, the focus is on the street lessons,
the simple and fundamental lessons people often ignore. Second, the
book has to be simple and easy to read; with a storytelling style of real-
world stories surrounding higher education.

Several groups of readers may benefit from this book. The

first group of readers are young academicians who aspire to become
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academic leaders. The second group are academic administrators who, |
believe will benefit greatly from the real stories shared. The third group
are university student leaders. Fourth and finally are the lay public who
are interested in leadership and institutional transformation generally
and higher education specifically. While many examples used in the
book refer to the institutions | have worked with and currently working
with, they are also applicable to any context of higher learning, and in
fact any institutions. This book is broken into three parts; my thoughts
about issues surrounding higher education; strategies and actions; and
the unfinished business, things | have started but was unable to complete
when my term as the Vice-Chancellor ended.

Part | shares my thoughts on several issues surrounding Higher
Education and the Institutes of Higher Learning such as Leadership,
Governance, Talent Management, Succession Planning, Academia-
Industry Collaborations, Negotiation, Innovation, and Entrepreneurship.
It comprises ten (10) chapters which are the extended version of the
articles | have published in the New Straits Times, Marketing in Asia
and 300TH. Part Il is more like a case study that discusses challenges,
strategies and actions taken to transform Universiti Malaysia Kelantan
(UMK) from a bottom-ranked public university into a respectable one.
This part comprises three (3) chapters; starting with a little chapter on
the importance of actions; followed by the small steps taken to bring
quick wins; and finally, the visionary actions that will bring the institution
to the next level. Part Il discusses several game-changer strategies. This
final part comprises five (5) chapters. First is the establishment of Ignite
Venture Innovation Lab. The Lab aims to change people’s mindsets, the
way we see things, and how we identify problems and turn them into
opportunities. Second is the effort to nurture religious students with hi-
tech knowledge and skills to become the nation’s future tech workforce.
The third is about the challenges and strategies to raise waqf funds as
an alternative source of income for universities. Part Il concludes with a
little chapter about pushing the extra mile.

Xiv

| hope the readers will enjoy reading the book and learn some
lessons to make higher education institutions a better place that
will transform the students to become not only responsible for their
businesses or organisations they work with (profit) but also liable for the
consequences of their actions to the environment (planet) and society

(people) at large.

Noor Azizi Ismail
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SUMMARY

Chapter 1: Change Leadership

All leaders want to bring change and leave a positive legacy in the
institutions they lead. However, not all are successful with some, inversely
causing more harm than good. The big lesson is, leaders should not be
fixated on mere change for legacy purposes. Great leaders are not power
crazy. They only bring change when it is necessary, and they do it in the
best interest of the organisations. When they do, they ‘Communicate’

well, they ‘Collaborate’ and they ‘Commit’.

Chapter 2: Transformative Leaders Who Hug Their Haters

Transformative leaders are usually singled-out and rebellious but they
have special qualities that ordinary leaders don’t. They are committed,
and ready to work beyond their self-interest to identify change and create
a vision to guide and push for the change agenda through influence,
inspiration, and execution of the change. They can inspire and bring
people together to work on disruptive ideas that may be crazy to some
but will bring major impacts not only to the organisations they lead but

also to the environment and the larger society.
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Chapter 3: Institutional Transformation

In a volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous world, institutions need
not only change but transform the way they conduct their businesses.
Three important steps to successful institutional transformation are
understanding organisational health, enforcing governance and quality
systems, and formulating winning strategies. Each step comprises several
actions. The institutional transformation is about putting the right culture,
strong governance, and right strategy in place; and with strong leadership
and a team of high integrity, nothing is impossible.

Chapter 4: Talent Management and Succession Planning

An academic institution is unique compared to other institutions. There
is no real boss because the basis of leadership is very much based on
collegiality. Managing and leading the so-called “intelligent people” can be
a nightmare to many academic leaders. Mutual respect and trust are keys
to successful academic leadership. Therefore, the process of recruiting,
nurturing, promoting, and retaining talents in universities must be by
design, not by chance. Most importantly, political consideration should
never precede talent.

Chapter 5: Academia-Industry Collaboration

Real world perspectives are topics that academicians can get carried away
with. There is always a blaming game between academia and industry.
Two keywords that can lead Higher Education Institutions to success are
collaboration and relevance. Instead of separating the two worlds, we
have to create a bridge that connect the two entities. Industries provide
real-life experiences and cater to an immediate productivity-economic
need, while academia provides theoretical appreciation which is not
merely technical in contents but encompasses arts, humanities, history,

sociology and more.

XX

Chapter 6: Innovation — Lessons From China

Talents and a conducive ecosystem are two important drivers of
technological innovation, and innovation is critical to boosting
productivity which is important for the sustainable economic growth of
a country. Using the Quadruple Helix approach and China as an example,
Malaysia needs to create a comprehensive ecosystem that coordinates
Higher Education Institutions, industry, relevant government agencies,
and community to innovate and increase productivity to move out of the
middle-income trap. While every sector has important roles to play in the
ecosystem, coordination and execution are the keys to success.

Chapter 7: Innovation, Technology and Talent Development

Higher Education Institutions need to revisit their original mandates and
match them with their current aspirations. To become a fully-developed
country, Malaysia must increase its productivity by focusing on innovation
agenda. In the context of higher education, universities should focus on
the KPIs based on their mandate of establishments. Research universities
must focus on fundamental research, technical universities must
focus on applied research, and others on their niche areas. Basic and
applied research complement each other. Once we have research that
is transformed into real-world applications, the process will encourage
more fundamental research and make it more sustainable. Importantly,
there must be a strong partnership between universities, industries, and

funding agencies.
Chapter 8: Turning Malaysian Universities Into Hatcheries For Technology
Start-Ups

To move into a high-income economy, the focus of entrepreneurship
education must shift from a traditional business to innovation-driven

entrepreneurship backed by Science and Technology. Innovation is
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about leveraging emerging technologies to scale new solutions and
solve societal problems. The keyword is scale. The focus on tech-based
start-ups will help the country provide high-quality jobs for sustainable
economic growth. That requires high commitment from the Ministry of
Higher Education and university management to invest in a conducive
ecosystem that fosters innovation-driven entrepreneurship. Seven
important factors are; commitment from university top management;
physical space for incubation; availability of talented champions; linking
up with the industry and the outside world; widespread mindset of going
the extra mile among faculty members; supportive internal and external

start-up ecosystem.

Chapter 9: How To Build Thriving Start-Ups of Little Known Emerging

Technologies

Many little-known technologies offer great opportunities to solve critical
human problems, andinthe process, people can build thriving start-ups off
them. Among the technologies are bioprinting, implantable technology,
neurotechnology, designer being, 4-D printing, and nanomaterials.
However, for them to be useful and serve humanity at scale, a business
model must be built around the technology. There are three important
steps for tech start-ups. First, understand the pressing customer and
societal needs. Second, understand technological possibilities. Third,

deploy disruptive business models.

Chapter 10: Negotiation and The Magic of Storytelling

Storytelling is a powerful way to build a relationship because stories stay
in our memories better than theories, concepts or facts. In business,
negotiators often use storytelling for effective negotiation. It is one of
the critical skills for many great leaders. There are five key principles to

negotiation. First is preparation. While negotiators need to be clear on the
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end goal, they must be flexible on how to get there. The second is about
mindset and the importance of cultivating the relationship between the
two parties. Third is creative problem solving, where negotiators must
engage in innovative explorations. Fourth is managing emotion during the
negotiation process. The fifth and final principle is uncovering the hidden
dimensions such as cross-cultural elements and other psychological

factors that may impact the negotiation process.

Chapter 11: Beyond Ideas

The keyword is action. Inaction breeds doubt and fear, while action breeds
confidence and courage. To be successful, go out, draw your weapons and
get into the battlefield.

Chapter 12: Little Things That Matter

In any institutional transformation, the first critical step is to fix the
fundamentals. Using Universiti Malaysia Kelantan as a case study, this
chapter focuses on several issues often ignored by many academic leaders.
First is setting up the right organisational structure with clear lines of
reporting and responsibility. Second is putting the governance and quality
systems in place. The third and most important is integrity. Other little
things that matter include meeting rules and etiquettes, branding and
visibility, use of data for effective decision-making, and prudent financial
management.

Chapter 13: The Magic of Thinking Big

Once the fundamentals are fixed and quick wins are secured, the next step
is to go for the big ideas and formulate the winning strategies. Again, this
chapter uses Universiti Malaysia Kelantan as a case study. Many big ideas

are introduced and new KPIs are set to bring the university to the next
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level. Among the new initiatives include a very comprehensive roadmap
for research, innovation, commercialisation, and entrepreneurship;
quality systems and accreditation; talent development and succession
plan; integrated campus-wide information systems; and new physical

development.

Chapter 14: Ignite Venture Innovation Lab

This chapter discusses Ignite Venture Innovation Lab, a small yet visionary
initiative taken to transform traditional-based entrepreneurship education
at Universiti Malaysia Kelantan into innovation-driven entrepreneurship
and make the university one of the start-up incubators in the country.
The aim is to inculcate an innovative mindset among university staff and
students, so them to be able to identify problems and turn them into
opportunities. The Lab exposes students to the latest technologies and
their capabilities, while at the same time guiding them to think about how

they can make use of those technologies to solve real-world problems.

Chapter 15: Untapped Opportunity — Nurturing Huffaz-For-Tech (Part 1)

This chapter discusses the issue of widening income gaps in Malaysia, and
how the country could address this problem by adopting proven models
for scaling acquisition of digital skills especially among the bottom of the
pyramid and generality of the young population. It also highlights the
amazing promise of emerging technologies in addressing the problem by
inculcating innovative mindset and creating the much-need high quality
jobs. To leverage on the available technologies, less developed countries
need to invest more on Science, Technology and Engineering education,

especially tech talents.
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Chapter 16: Untapped Opportunity — Nurturing Huffaz-For-Tech (Part Il)

This chapter provides specific structures and models based on Israel and
Nigeria which Malaysia and other OIC countries could adapt to speed up
the acquisition of digital skills by young people and ultimately level up
income distribution in the country. In this context, religious students can
be the catalyst, in addition to normal university students, to move the
country into an innovative high-tech economy. The exposure to the tech
world will enable them to view the world through broader lenses and
make them more innovative and competitive.

Chapter 17: Waqf For Higher Education — Challenges and Strategies

This chapter addresses the issue of waqgf as an alternative source of
income for universities. Two examples are given. First is Turkey where
wagf has become a tradition for Turkish people. Second is Singapore
where the latest technology is leveraged for effective waqf collection and
distribution. Several challenges and strategies are discussed. Universities
need a professional team that can communicate to the public the
importance and the purpose of the university, the challenges they are
facing, and how their contributions will bring positive impact not only to

the students but also the society. The keyword is relationship.

Chapter 18: Going The Extra Mile

This final chapter emphasises the value of having a broad perspective,
acting on ideas, and going above and beyond. Therefore, it is crucial to
train our mind to continuously wander, challenge, and disrupt the normal
way of doing things. In the context of education, we must instil critical
thinking in students so that they can recognise opportunities and turn
challenges into previously unseen opportunities. The responsibility of

educators is to bring out the best in them.
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