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Abstract Following many years of welcoming Asian students to Wales and conducting lecturer workshops in Asia, the experience of working continuously with Asian colleagues at the International University of Malaya-Wales (IUMW) has given an extra dimension to and created different challenges for the author, compared with being an educational “consultant” or delivering at a UK based campus.
Managing the competing quality dictates of a variety of quality audit processes has allowed some insights. Several quality audit ‘inspectors’ are impacting, including University of Wales (enforcing QAA frameworks), ISO and those of the national Malaysian Qualifications Authority (MQA), allowing interesting comparisons of similarities and differences, both in content and processes. In terms of changing assessment, learning and teaching cultures at IUMW, the need for clear communications, reinforcement, repetition and sensitive guidance are paramount. The positive enthusiasm apparent for embracing internationally respected norms has to be balanced by respect for evolutionary change traditions, a sometimes over respectful deferential culture and hierarchical management structures, witnessed in a series of training workshops conducted by the author.
UK colleagues will recognise many features of existing modes of delivery and an educational ethos in Asia, familiar to older generation lecturers, from their early UK experience. Not all older practices are bad. Not all new systems are good. Asian culture respects difference and ‘shades of grey’, in a way that Western practitioners may find frustrating. Seeking workable systems with acceptable quality outcomes should be the end product. Respect for working colleagues and empowerment for university practitioners, from administrative officers to front line tutors, should be the means to this end.
1. What this paper is not!
In a short paper it will not be possible to cover all aspects of this weighty and nuanced theme. To cover it in more depth would require review and evaluation of findings from several aspects of intercultural management, management of change, education management theory, international management paradigms and balanced references to established models with the inevitable dynamic environment that is evidenced both as Western practitioners develop understanding of Asia and Asian partners adopt Western norms.
To a large extent this paper reflects the author’s experience helping to managing a Higher Educational Institution (HEI) in Malaysia, although there are some references to other countries and continents.
Imperialism is a value laden concept, with generally negative connotations. This paper does not seriously expose educational imperialism of an aggressive, intrusive and domineering style. More it observes an aspect of Western (UK) influence and collaboration with an Asian (Malaysian) partner. As such the case would be of limited potential for generalization. 
Imperialism has a variety of definitions and historical contexts. It is relevant to Malaysia since the peninsular was a British colony until 1957. It also experienced colonial influence under Portuguese, Dutch and Japanese overlords, with a variety of reactions by the local people, mostly negative. The evaluation of the term of British rule does have some positive features, which are seen in the Malaysian adoption of rule of law, the help offered by UK security forces during the insurgency period, educational traditions (including the same overlying quality audit frameworks) and Malaysian participation in Commonwealth activities, which maintain bonds of friendship.
The author’s perception is that the model applied by the University of Wales (UW) at the International University of Malaya-Wales (IUMW), a joint venture with the University of Malaya (UM) is more of a partnership, utilizing mutual respect for cultures and striving for international recognition, by achieving international standards of quality enhancement. However in often robust discussion with Malaysian colleagues, the author sometimes fears that his strongly held opinions and defense of organizational features of university policies may be perceived as “imperialistic”.
The debate on the benefits or not of imperial experience will continue amongst historians. It is even reflected in analysis of fictitious empires such as evaluation of imperialistic impacts in the Star Wars franchise in cultural studies (Graff, 2016)! However in the C21st this paper considers a designation of an imperialistic categorization to be negative and unhelpful.
Therefore it is hoped that the synergy and positive outcome of IUMW’s enterprise, will more resemble the Positive Organizational Scholarship (POS) form of Stahl et al (2017), who assert that cross cultural differences and interaction result potentially in growth and positive developments for all participants. 
2. The Malaysian HE context.
Malaysia is a dynamic ASEAN economy, with excellent Asian connections and an impressive HE sector. The 11th Malaysian Plan, 2016-2020: “Anchoring Growth On People”, is the culmination of the roadmap to the 2020 targets for the nation and its society. Preceded by relevant policies such as the former national plans, the Private Higher Education Act 1996, National Higher Education Strategic Plan, 2020 and Vision 2020, Malaysia seeks to develop as a leading technology based, higher skilled, enterprising economy, in partnership with its neighbors for peaceful development. The role of HEIs to this mission is fundamental.
Even in the economic crisis of the late 90s which hit all “Asian Tigers”, Malaysians showed resilience and a determination to survive, grow and succeed, compared with some surrounding economies which are still trying to fully recover. Medium income families under pressure added to the market for private foreign partnered university education, as an alternative to study abroad (Healy, 2008). Malaysian commitment to IT and digital investment is evidenced in high degrees of connectivity, the Malaysian Multimedia Super Corridor (MSC), developments like the Cyberjaya techpole initiative with its own Silicon Valley ambitions. Investment in infrastructure and city developments continue at pace. KL and other key Malaysian cities are seen as forward looking and creating cutting edge mega projects. Malaysian influence is seen in its ASEAN contributions and as a host to many other wider Asian bi-lateral and multi-lateral trade agreements.
Evolution of the nation has not been continuously harmonious and there are critics. There are dangers of stereotyping and working to clichéd views of folklore. Some of these are discussed and appear to include elements of truth, such as in the writings of Mahathir (2011), one of many examples.
The impressive celebration of Merdeka Day (Independence Day) and displays of national unity notwithstanding there is a clear differentiation in Malaysian society based on race, class, regional loyalties and, increasingly, access to information. The dominant political positon of the UMNO government coalition is apparent.
The Malay Bumiteras (‘Sons of the Soil’) policy to maintain the social and economic positon of Malays, vis a vis the Indian and Chinese communities has impacts on HE management and recruitment. Introduced as a reaction to perceived inequitable powers exercised by other races, a “quota” system for recruitment and advancement was introduced which favours indigenous Malays in the public universities and elsewhere. The creation and impact of a Malay Islamic political hegemony is much debated. The 1982 decision to promote Bahasa Malay, helped in the launch of private, English medium HE developments, has since been revered with bilingual (with English) targets for schools, colleges and universities, now incorporated into the 2020 Vision. The vocal but largely extra parliamentary opposition witnessed in the “Bersih 5” demonstrations of November 2016 promoting a platform of anti-corruption, equal opportunities, human rights, anti-quota, meritocratic policies, does not impact on governmental policy levels. The yellow shirt demonstrators are unlikely to soon supplant the red shirt government supporters; however pragmatic policy advisors may informally adapt to address the more acute criticisms of the governmental track record. See the well publicised anti-corruption laws and regulations, which are loudly reported (Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission, 2017).
There is a debate whether general Malaysian political discourse would be much altered by a change of regime, since the diverse communities are all relatively conservative, mutually respectful and share key ethical prescripts. See the identification of difference in Rashid & Ho (2003) in ethical decisions in certain issues and an assertion of consensus in Fontaine & Richardson (2005) on key cultural values (but more differences within the racial groups).
The market for private HEIs opened in the late 1990s with the changes in the law, reducing the traditional public university oligopoly, the consumer demand for English medium HE study and the strategic development of Western, “Anglophone” (mainly UK, Australia, US) Universities who sought to open branch campuses or partnership agreements to take their services to foreign locations rather than relying on international students travelling to their domestic campuses. Private-public partnerships have also been important to establishing impressive well-funded campuses. Sponsored by Sunway, Petronas, Paramount, LimKokwing and others, in private universities bearing their names (Tan, 2002), a new tranche of university educators are promoting their wares, in a market previously dominated by traditional academics and test based recruitment. This “cracking open” (Sassen, 2004) of HE provision is still being felt. Some fear a creative destruction with many losers, others that the intense competition can undermine academic quality despite the rigorous rules of the Malaysian Qualifications Agency (MQA) and the Ministry of Education (MoE).
Students in the private universities generally welcome the foreign quality kite marks and often seek an ethos which is more openly welcoming of critical perspectives. However the reality may not be as different as hoped for and international players are struggling to achieve their business targets, with such high setting up costs and expensive compliance processes to honour quality audit demands (Sidhu & Christie, 2014).
3. IUMW HEI context.
IUMW a joint venture set up in 2013, owned by UM and UW is a relatively rare model of collaboration in the sector. It offers Dual awards, two certificates for the study of an agreed curriculum, complying with QAA and MQA frameworks. The Duality is justified by the need for some differentiation in the modes of assessment, numbers of modules, compulsory industrial internship and some details of syllabus content. However the review of QAA and MQA guidelines will be familiar to practitioners and not seriously in conflict.
Private operators are still subject to MQA/MoE approval to earn full accreditation. The detail of regulatory intervention is quite acute compared with UK academic freedoms to determine course delivery (subject to subject guidelines and determination of level and other indicators). UW is committed not to award a degree unless the criteria for the award of a Malaysian degree have been fulfilled, which does allow a possibility that a candidate who might have graduated in UK, would be held back until she/he gains the required credits to fulfill MQA criteria. Since this may include Malaysian studies and some knowledge of Bahasa Malay, there could be a tension, not so far felt, particular in recruiting international and UK students, who wish to sign on for an English medium degree. For example MQA requires all English medium Computer Science degrees to enforce an IELTS score of 6.0 for applicants but this does not apply to BSc IT or many other degrees.
Malaysian management systems tend to be hierarchical, with High Power Distance, rather than the Low Power distance associated with Anglo American norms (Hofstede, 2000 and Peterson, 2017). This has implications for misunderstanding and confusion of roles. UK/US team members expecting (encouraged) questioning, demonstrating professional skills and personal values. Leaders should manage challenges to authority, coordinate teams and coordinate to achieve corporate goals. Asian approaches, tend to be more top-down, where workers rarely challenge authority, more collectivist approaches predominate. Leaders must straddle the need to ask questions to get information and monitor, but not too many or else there is a danger of undermining legitimacy and collective action.
Divisions exist between lecturers and administrative officers (Sultana & Hassan, 2016). Administrative convenience and compliance, opposed to more creative personal goals. One motivated by intrinsic, the other by more aesthetic extrinsic rewards (Amzat and Idris, 2011). This in the context of politicized, hierarchical structures might lead to mission confusion with different priorities. Certainly Mohan et al (2015) point to the need for the development of a Talent Management Culture (TMC) to address the high attrition rate of academics (12-30%, Malaysian Ministry of Education, 2013 and Chong, 2014). Stefenhagena (2013, p1301) states that “serious improvements in personnel management, assessment, and optimization of structures and functions, information flow and communication, internal and external cooperation, as well as improvement of leadership and management skills are necessary university management preconditions for the implementation of modern university goals.” 
This scenario will be familiar to many in other countries it is particularly pertinent to Malaysia where the public sector is facing significant cuts in government funding (the need to identify new revenue streams) and the private sector is managing hybrid governance systems borrowing from the older public universities with an additional demand for revenue/profit based performance indicators.
The economic downturn is impacting on central Malaysian government finance. Ministries are looking for joined up solutions, often employing “Blue Oceans Thinking” (Blue Oceans Strategy, 2017) to offer multi-agency and more efficient solutions to meet government targets. Further general funding cuts are inevitable and public universities will be under pressure. IUMW’s business model might be one to be adopted more widely should it succeed. Rodrigo (2016) sees undermining of middle class security as being a cause of labour liberalisation, similar to Western experiences 20 years ago. Free market operation of recruiting staff, measuring performance, interacting with international partners is likely to increase in intensity. The political climate and administrative/governmental agency responses might make meeting commercial targets difficult unless some flexibility on course offerings, time for development and freedom of action, delegated to HEIs is not offered.
Dobbins & Khachatryan (2014) look to the transformation of the state and HEIs, however also comment that Western universities, even if they express discomfort in the regulatory, political and HR climate, tend not to challenge state political control but work within it. It might be argued that this further undermines the possibility of state universities offering a more holistic critical campus experience.
4. Operational Factors. Some personal observations of work with Malaysian colleagues.
There are many petty discomforts reported by the author on Malaysian social activities and compliance with regulations. Most are mere irritations, such as the absence of queuing practices, allowing passengers to exit trains on LRT systems before entrants barge in or the apparently anarchic driving and parking practices. Some features do however make a difference in understanding how UK systems and standards can be implemented in a Malaysian context.
a. Complexity: The standard business culture advisory sites inform practitioners in relation to social interaction, exchange of name cards, eye contact, respect for hierarchy, different conventions with greetings for men and women etc. and are relevant to the university as a social organisation. Complexity arises due to the diverse cultural make up of Malaysian culture and the fact that many Malaysians are very international both in their educational and business experiences, adopting more Western practices. There are some topics which appear to be very difficult to formerly tackle. The LGBT agenda and tolerance/celebration of it, while on a personal level appears unthreatening, in policy terms is out of consideration in the existing legal, social, moral and cultural context.

b. Lost in translation: Malaysians are in general admirably able to communicate in English and are familiar with most Western mores. They are also diplomatically sensitive and very forgiving of western mistakes in etiquette and protocol observance. In technical terms' vocabulary may be shared but meaning may vary. For example the author in requesting how many times in the Malaysian courses, students were allowed to resit failed modules, received the strong reaction that there was only one resit of failed exams. However a failed resit, did often result in a repeat of the module, which was not considered a resit.


c. Regulatory compliance: At first glance the Malaysian environment is highly regulated, both in social legal matters and university governance. However there may be ways in which the full regulation can be seen as advisory or examples of good practice without having the full force requiring compliance. The author in encouraging the delivery of blocks of module teaching rather than teaching a few hours over a semester, of a modular course, was informed that such delivery while “modular” required special permission from MQA to deliver. An approval process that can take months. IUMW as a registered university may not offer diploma courses (the equivalent of 120 Level 4, UK credits). This type of course is allowed for colleges and new university colleges. The resulting restriction on IUMW’s ability to widen the recruitment window is a constraint, as are the detailed requirements to manage APL, for top-up and APEL applicants for masters study (who all need to be individually approved by MQA).

d. Leadership/followership protocols: As already mentioned Asians tend to respect a more hierarchical management system than many experience in the West. Top down instruction places great pressures on leaders to get it right and for followers to obey. In attempts to make lower levels of decision makers responsible, creative and self-managing, delegation has been attempted with varying success. 

e. Communications environment: Sometimes advised by external mentors to “get angry”, the author has deliberately not shown such emotions, despite some frustrations. The act of angry communications would threaten the more High Power distance approach’ need for cohesive, communicable solutions to problems. It also risks the loss of face for criticized subordinates, similar to Chinese applications of Mianzi (Griffiths, 2016), which could threaten to block future activity and team approaches. Malaysians are very polite and respectful. In their desire to please and support they are reluctant to say “No” or challenge, even when they are not quite sure what is being asked or whether they agree with the request. For example whether it might be ultra vires as far as MQA rules are concerned. The resulting delays or non-completion of tasks are a frustration but also a sign that better instructions, team building and training are required by leaders and partners. While the automatic respectful attention given to an outsider might be flattering with “The answer is ‘yes’. What is the question?” approach, sustainable systems require proactive, informed, confident, self-managed teams, which this is unlikely to encourage. Teams genuinely want to learn, but can easily be turned off by a demand for quantum improvements in short time lines, especially if a perceived criticism of existing standards or individuals is implied. 

f. The “Half-done job”: This is perhaps a phenomena of not being clear about requirements or recognition of many Malaysian’s commitment to SOPs, job descriptions and work place job demarcation. This situation will be familiar to UK industrial relations students of the 1970s and the continuing “jobs worthy” attitude of some service providers in large anonymous bureaucracies. IUMW’s leaf blowers clearing leaves seem to have an aversion to picking up paper litter! Team leaders organising events, often fail to cover some housekeeping tasks of the need to room booking, communications and meeting requirements. While some superb events and very impressive conferences have been organised at IUMW, some are delivered “Just in Time”, in a similar manner to the need for MQA and UW course development issues. Whether this is a symptom of Malaysian organizational culture or more a lack of clear communication and sensitivity to cultural factors by regulatory authorities is open to question.


g. Student aspirations and expectations: Malaysian students are uniformly delightful to teach. They display a thirst for education and a love of learning, which many western observers would see as naïve and be skeptical of its true nature. The diversity of the IUMW student body reflects Malaysian culture in general. The mix of races and religions is managed sensitively.  It is possible to see women in Chadors and Hijabs mixing comfortably with those in miniskirts to no ill effect. The predominant culture is Islamic but all other religious special festivals are respected and catered for, within reasonable limits (Mohamed et al, 2010). Apart from the Malaysian compulsory curriculum elements mentioned and the need to vet all student societies with government (PHEI Act,1996), as a precaution of feared students discontent, the delivery of the curriculum to students is an equivalent experience for those at IUMW to that at UK campuses.
The crucial driver appears one similar to other systems and eloquently analysed by Ismail et al (2016) as applied to Malaysian employees. As Generation Y representatives (with some Gen-X students to make life complicated) IUMW students show aspects of all parts of Schwartz’s spectrum of dimensions and cultural values. Gen-Y predominating, students are in tune with the needs for flexibility, for frequently changing roles and career ambitions, which they will build into their student personas. Gen-X tends to be more traditional in their compliance with authority to achieve their career goals, which they hope will be safe and predictable. University managers and tutors have to deal with a student body that is often more questioning and demanding of rationales for commands, which are rarely challenged in traditional settings. Transparent processes and clear rationales for policies and decisions are a way to resolve potential conflicts that might otherwise arise.
[image: ]
Table 1. Schwartz’s core dimensions and
specific cultural values
Source: Schwartz (2012, p. 9)
 Although written 15 years ago, the case analysis of Milliman et al (2002) of a US/Malaysian MNE still resonates with the author. Cross cultural misunderstandings observed in the article have been experienced by the author in the last year. Milliman et al. (2002, p. 31) reported “…email messages were sometimes met with unexpectedly long silences from counterparts in Malaysia….regardless of the responses…the Malaysian team…” continued to carry on with process that it was thought had been agreed to cease. Full and frank interchange was met with resignations or lack of cooperation.
Building on the Hofstede model of High–Power distance and recognizing that his findings are thought often to be too simplistic, Milliman et al (2002) develop a model to break the misunderstanding downward cycle and avoid cross cultural conflict. While solutions seem obvious, this author acknowledges that he was too presumptive of working practices and neglected the relationship building, training and need to blend different cultural attachments, traditions and work on shared objectives to develop better approaches. While US and UK culture is not identical, the alternative approaches, recognizing High/Low Power Distance environments for leadership and feedback responses do resonate with the author.
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Table 2, Source, Milliman et al. (2002), p.36.
The only reservation is that the dynamics of development mean that not all Malaysians will fit the collectivist paradigm and not all Westerners will agree with the US characterization in their analysis.

5. IUMW Staff Survey.
The author conducted a survey originally designed to get feedback from lecturing staff in relation to their comfort and confidence in delivering UK standard teaching, assessment and management of degree courses, following in-service training at IUMW in the later part of 2016. A modified version was completed by administrative officers.
A sample of 76 showed that IUMW colleagues have a positive attitude to their roles. They care about the reputation of the university and particularly its prospects for growth and greater prestige. It also demonstrated that colleagues are enthusiastic about their possible contribution to the IUMW project. They are realistic about the constraints and pressures facing the University.
A selection of comments is presented below:
“We operate public university standards and controls, but have to make profit as a private company. This is a tension”.
a. Respondents’ perception of their role.
Almost universally respondents were positive about their roles in educating and/or supporting students, clients or colleagues. In particular lecturers saw motivation, leadership and making a research contribution as their raison d’etre. Administrative officers, particularly marketing staff, saw increasing recruitment and promotion of quality courses as key. Other department officers identified student support and to a lesser extent support for working colleagues as their priority.
“Communicate our positive achievements”. “Provide the best educational experience”. “To be the best educator and researcher”. “…to become and expert and share my knowledge”. “ To deliver a quality service”. Even “….to promote positive change in the Malaysian education system”.
Some responses were evidence of a compliance attitude (x3):
“To hit targets”. “To follow the instructions of my superiors”. “To carry out my work function”. 
b. Views on leadership
“IUMW needs to communicate its vision and how we can all contribute to achieving it”.“…educate the whole person”. “We must be clear but also transparent, to establish trust”. “We must be professional”. “..Create a happy environment”. “High standards of conduct and good learning environment”. “Communicate that we care for them”. “… uphold quality”. “We are training future leaders”.
General heartfelt comments included:
“Top management needs to communicate better, we are often informed by gossip”. “..need better work-life balance”. “…balanced work load…”. “…need to use email and plan, rather than demand instant responses by direct instruction or telephone call”. “...need support and training to do my job”.
The only negative comment was “My job specification restricts  the full contribution I feel I can make”.  A deferential comment was “Our bosses know better than us”.
“I have joined IUMW as a career opportunity, not available to me in my last job”. “I want the University to support me in my career development”. “More hours for research”. “Separate research and teaching, not everyone is good at both”.
There were several pleas for good leadership. “Give us a vision”. “Expand our horizon!”. 
Therefore IUMW management not only has to plan for Gen-Y students, but also for this same characteristic in its officers and lecturers. Complicating the task in both the student and employees is also evidence of Gen-X attitudes and conventional expectation of hierarchy, with its danger of abdication of responsibility and loss of creative interaction, if space for genuine sharing and devolution of tasks and power are not achieved.
6. Measures of success
The future for the author is to make changes to communications and work demands. This will mean emphasizing positive achievements before discussing and seeking team advice on the tough challenges facing us all. The author must resolve to be realistic about the quality of change that can be achieved in a short space of time, and the need to give encouragement at all times. Acceptance of poor performance remains unacceptable, but team members need to be given guidance on how to raise their work levels and how to benchmark against external standards. 
Measures of success are already set, but timescales may be needed to be revised, with the Governors of this private enterprise.
Some personal targets include:
a. Increase student recruitment- A market forces measure but also a sign that the University is delivering to its stakeholders.

b. Celebration of diversity- Malaysia is an ideal environment, with a good record of toleration, to exploit cultural difference within and external to the nations

c. Enhance Internationalisation- Develop further operations as an international university, based on the strengths of its UM and UW parents but not an imposition of a national oeuvre.  Healey (2008) shows how curriculum, recruitment, students and staff developments ca all contribute.


d. Establish a consensus on IUMW vision, mission, organizational goals and ethos. As expressed by Sultana & Hussain (2016), unity of purpose will make the organization more effective.
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communication and contol

8 Avoid perceptions of managerial
‘Weakness by encouraging 00 much
participution

Subjugated o Nature

8 Consider extrnal work facors as 3
source of ndividual work performanee.
= Find consensus on reas where

the individual wasincontrol of isher
performance

Figh Caltural Context

' Consider the surrounding context of
the feedback.
1 Avoid loud non-veral gestures. Pay
clos atetion 10 the body language of
the individua,

e indirect n conveying fecdback
 between the ines”)
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Abstract


 


Following many years of welcoming Asian students to Wales and conducting lecturer 


workshops in Asia, the experience of working continuously with Asian colleag


ues 


at the 


International University of Malaya


-


Wales (IUMW) 


has given an extra dimension to and created 


different challenges for the author, compared with being an educational “consultant” or 


delivering at a UK based campus.


 


Managing the competing quality d


ictates of a variety 


of quality audit processes


 


has allowed some 


insights


. Several quality audit ‘inspectors’ are impacting, including


 


University of Wales (


enforcing 


QAA


 


frameworks)


, ISO and those of the national Malaysian Qualifications Authority (MQA), 


a


llow


ing


 


interesting comparisons of similarities and differences, both in content and processes. In 


terms of changing assessment, learning and teaching cultures at IUMW, the need for clear 


communications, reinforcement, repetition and sensitive guidance are


 


paramount. The positive 


enthusiasm apparent for embracing internationally respected norms has to be balanced by 


respect for evolutionary change traditions, a sometimes over respectful deferential culture and 


hierarchical management structures, witnessed i


n a series of training workshops conducted by 


the author.
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