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Prologue
The time that my journey takes is long
And the way of it long.
I came out on the chariot
Of the first gleam of light,
And pursued my voyage through
The wilderness of worlds
Leaving my track on many a star and planet.
~ Rabindranath Tagore (Gitanjali)
It might be helpful for the readers to bear in mind that
English is not my mother tongue, and writing this book was not
an intentional pursuit per se. In late 2010, I was approached by
my colleagues, Colina Mason and Felicity Rawlings-Sanaei, to
write a Chapter for a book1 they were planning to edit. I had just
received the Australian Learning and Teaching Council (ALTC)
Citation for “outstanding contribution to student learning.” My
colleagues wanted me to write how I, a naïve young engineering
graduate from a developing country, became a business
academic, taught in many countries in different continents, and
ended up at the University of New South Wales, Australia. Since
the publication of that book, some readers have encouraged me
to expand that chapter into a full-fledged book as it had “all the
1 Colina Mason and Felicity Rawlings-Sanaei, Ed., Academic Migration, Discipline
Knowledge and Pedagogical Practice: Voices from the Asia Pacific. (Singapore:
Springer Science+Business Media, 2014).
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elements of an interesting book.” This book is the result of that
encouragement. I must admit, there were many occasions when
I seriously doubted the wisdom of writing this book; however,
the inherent human desire to leave footprints in the sand of time
for posterity motivated me to complete it.
This book, which is autobiographical in nature, begins with
the story describing how I became a university teacher almost by
accident but developed a love for this profession with the passage
of time. It then presents a reflective account of my experiences
as an academic at various universities across the continents. I
have not written this book on how to teach well—it is a book
about a teacher, not teaching. It is a memoir of an academic who
joined academia almost by accident.
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Chapter

From an Academic by Chance
to an Academic by Choice
Dream and Reality

S

ome say the course our lives take is a deliberate choice
among various alternatives. But how that choice is made or
how our lives actually shape is one of those enigmas that does
not always lend itself to rational explanation. Our lives do not
necessarily conform to the way we want or plan to shape them.
We may diligently and carefully develop a neat, well-conceived,
and structured career plan and meticulously prepare ourselves
for that career, but there is no guarantee that we will actually
pursue that career path. I did not. Was it divine providence that
predetermined the course of my life? It seems to be true in my
case. I do believe that no matter what you want to be or how
you want your life to shape up, it is divine providence that will
ultimately prevail. The course my life actually took is not what I
wanted to follow nor was it planned for me by my father.
I started my schooling in a village primary school in the then
East Pakistan on a cold January morning in 1951. Throughout
my entire student life, I was a very sincere, hardworking, and
serious type of student. It was no wonder that I did very well in
1
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all of my school exams and became known as a “brilliant” and
“bright” student. In those days, performance in exams was the
single, most important yardstick to measure the caliber or the
quality of a student in my society.
Since finishing secondary school, I always dreamt of
seeing myself as a CSP or PFS officer2—a member of the most
glamorous and prestigious, elite officers club in the Pakistan
Civil Service. This was the dream career to which all “brilliant
and bright” students—and their parents—aspired. These officers
were like local kings in the sub-divisional towns or district
headquarters where they were posted as civil administrators.
They had tremendous authority, pomp and show. With big
bungalows, chauffeur-driven cars, and an army of servants, these
elite officers were the most eligible bachelors in the country and
the first choice of most unmarried girls of the upper echelon of
society. Like all other bright students I knew, I wanted to pursue
a Bachelor’s degree with honours, followed by a Master’s
degree in Economics or English, and sit for the competitive
exam to join this coveted cadre service. But that was never to
be. For reasons unknown to me until today, my lawyer father,
practicing in the Criminal Court of our sub-divisional hometown
of Narayanganj, had a strong disliking for the CSP officers. Most
of these officers started their career very young, in their midtwenties, as magistrates in sub-divisional town criminal courts,
and I guess the experiences that my “aristocrat” father had as a
lawyer in their courts was not something he liked or enjoyed.
My father wanted me to study engineering and be the first
qualified engineer in the small village from where I came. I
believe social status and prestige of engineers, their relative job
security as well as the fact that engineers could make “extra”
2 CSP stood for Civil Service of Pakistan and PFS stood for Pakistan Foreign
Service. After graduation, most top students aspired to join these services.
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money,3 prompted my father to push me towards that profession.
There was an additional factor which acted as the icing on the
cake. A German engineer client that my father represented in a
lawsuit promised to take me to Germany for higher studies in
engineering. An entrepreneur in my small town hired this engineer
as a consultant to build a factory; however, after the factory was
built the entrepreneur breached the contract of employment: he
refused to compensate the consultant as agreed. This resulted
in a legal battle in which my father successfully defended his
German client and helped him get justice. He did not charge
his client any fee for his services. Later they became friends for
life. Before leaving East Pakistan, this German friend proposed
a plan to my father for my future higher education. The plan was
that, after completing under-graduate engineering education in
Dhaka, I would go to Germany to pursue post-graduate studies
in engineering. My father did not even bother to ask me if that
was what I wanted; but then, that was the norm in those days—it
was believed that parents were in the best position to plan their
children’s life. The logic was very simple: parents love their
children the most and know what is best for them. Hence, it was
natural that they would take the liberty to plan their children’s
career, select (or reject) the girl (or the boy) he (or she) should
(or should not) marry and make similar other decisions affecting
his or her life. It was a sacred obligation of good off-spring to
obey their parents, execute the plan developed by them, and not
question their wisdom.
I did not have the courage to tell my father that I did not
want to study engineering. I asked my dear mother to put this to
my father on my behalf, which she did. But my father would not
listen to any one, so I was rather forced to enroll myself in the
3 Commonly known as “upori” or kickbacks/bribes from contractors or suppliers. It
was believed to be a common practice among engineers.

4

Mohammed Abdur Razzaque

.
then East Pakistan University of Engineering and Technology
(EPUET, now BUET). I had no alternative—who other than my
father would pay for my education? Hence, despite not liking
engineering at all, I graduated with a first class degree (ranked
second in my class) and obtained my BSc Engineering degree
from there.
The idea of going to Germany for higher studies had to be
abandoned, however, as my father’s German friend passed away
in September 1968, just three months before my graduation.
One of his sons wrote to my father expressing his willingness to
fulfil his father’s promise, but, surprisingly, my father was not
that keen to accept the offer. Did I feel bad? I cannot recollect,
but his decision to not send me to Germany turned out to be a
good decision for the family for a completely different reason.
When I was about to complete my third year of engineering,
my father had a severe road accident, and his hipbone was
broken, severely restricting his mobility and affecting his legal
practice. The bold, courageous, and strong-willed father that I
have known all my life suddenly became mentally weak and
heartbroken. He wanted me, his eldest son, to be around him and
take responsibility for his large family of eight members.

Offer to become an academic

In early December 1968, I started my career (not very
happily though) as an assistant metallurgical engineer in the
Chittagong Steel Mills, the only re-rolling facility in the then
East Pakistan (now Bangladesh). I was still toying with the
idea of becoming a civil servant and preparing myself to sit
the Central Superior Service (CSS) examination, although not
many engineers were known to have sat that exam. But then, a
rather unexpected development changed all that. As luck would
have it, within a fortnight of starting as an engineer, I got an
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opportunity to become a business educator! I was awarded a
Ford Foundation Fellowship for two years to study MBA at the
Indiana University Graduate School of Business at Bloomington
and return to Dhaka as a lecturing staff for the newly established
Institute of Business Administration (IBA).
Just after my graduation from the Engineering University, I
responded to an ad by IBA seeking future teaching staff for the
newly established institution, but that was for fun. Soon after
I joined the Steel Mills, I was interviewed for one of the five
positions advertised. I was the youngest of all the interviewees,
and I thought I did pretty badly in that interview. Even in my
wildest dreams I did not think I could be one of the five selected,
but I was! This was a golden opportunity for me to give up my
engineering career before it even started properly. It was like a
dream come true. Since reading the Bengali translation of Laura
Ingalls Wilder’s adventures in Little House on the Prairie and
Calvin Ellis Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin as a young schoolboy,
I dreamt of visiting America one day. Now that opportunity
was there for taking! Yet, accepting the offer appeared pretty
difficult for me. As the eldest son of the family and the major
breadwinner, I had to think about my heartbroken and disabled
father, my fulltime housewife mother, and my five fast-growing
brothers and sisters of various ages. Many what-if-how questions
linked to the decision popped up in my mind. How could I leave
them in the lurch to further my personal, ambitious interests? If I
leave them, would it not be viewed as a lowly act of abandoning
them when they needed me most? What would people think
of me? I felt trapped between my two conflicting interests:
my own personal ambition and obligation towards my family
members. I started debating whether I should have applied for
that scholarship in the first place; my enthusiasm deserted me.
While indecision lingered, despite his ill and failing health,
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my father put on a brave face and made the decision for me.
He assured me that managing the family for two years would
not be a problem and made me to accept the offer. IBA was the
pioneer of modern business education in the then Eastern Wing
of Pakistan and established itself as a prestigious institution of
higher education. To be a part of that esteemed institution was
undoubtedly a matter of great pride. A binding condition of the
scholarship was that I must serve IBA for five years after my
return to Dhaka from the USA. That was not bad at all. I would
be back to my family in just two years and could be out of my
bond before my thirtieth birthday. I could leave academia if I
wanted for the financially more-lucrative corporate world!
But that was not to be either. I did return to Dhaka, took
care of my family all right, and left IBA after completing my
five-year bond period, but not for the corporate world! I did
not leave academia at all. Instead, I pursued my teaching career
for almost four and a half decades to now. Perhaps teaching is
in my genes, and I was destined to be a teacher like both of
my grandfathers, who were school teachers. My mother and
maternal grandmother ran schools for destitute children at their
respective homes, and two of my uncles—one paternal and one
maternal—were also school teachers. Incidentally, I also taught
at a secondary school for a short time just after finishing my first
year as an engineering student and quite enjoyed it. In addition,
after my father’s accident, I was rather compelled to work as
a private tutor to finance my engineering education and thus
support my family. Was it my fate to spend my entire working
life as a teacher? Perhaps yes, but whatever the case may be, I
have lived a pretty interesting life as an academic in different
parts of the world. This book makes an attempt to present a
reflective account of my long journey in the fascinating global
academic terrain that I have traversed.
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A Reflective Account

Writing a reflective account of a journey spread out over
almost four and a half decades, however, is not an easy task
for a number of reasons. First, the very term reflection is rather
elusive as its very essence “is the interaction of experiences
with analysis of beliefs about those experiences” (Newell,
1996, 568). Through reflection, an individual recalls what he/
she did in the past, what situations and incidents he/she faced,
and the knowledge gained from those (Fitzgerald, 1994, 67).
A good reflective account, of necessity, calls for a broad-based
approach which may combine descriptive, self-evaluative, as
well as critical reflection (Hatton and Smith, 1995, 35) both in
and on actions and happenings during a given period of time.
However, selectivity is necessary in recalling, as not everything
that happens in life is worth reflecting—trivialities and mundane
issues are generally ignored. Hence, this is an eclectic approach
that reports a smattering of carefully selected major events and
happenings in the journey that impacted me directly—as well as
indirectly—and an analysis of all those aspects based on my own
interpretation and judgment. This account portrays the process
of my overall transformation from being an engineer in a small
steel plant in a developing country to a business academic in
a prestigious university in a developed country. I honestly and
most sincerely expect it to present the complete me, including
my values, beliefs, thinking, attitudes, and idiosyncrasies. That
is where the actual problem lies. I am not sure whether my
memory is strong enough to recall all those things that are worth
reporting and analyzing; and whether I have the required skills
to do that job effectively.
Second, the meaning of the term education, as it subsumes
learning and teaching, is quite broad. There are many levels of
learning and teaching and at each of these levels are endless
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things to learn and teach. The multidimensionality of and the
complexity embedded in the concept of education requires
teaching and learning activities to be performed by and for
many stakeholders. Comprehending what occurs in the world
of education requires a clear understanding of the relationships
between these diverse stakeholders, i.e., the individual, the
institution, and the society in which the educator operates. This
comprehension is neither absolute nor is it total. In the same
vein, the relationships are not necessarily linear: they can be
culture and/or discipline specific, but continuously evolving
as they undergo constant changes. For instance, some societies
view higher education as a basic human right, while in some
other societies education is available only to a privileged few.
Similarly, in some societies more emphasis is put on science,
engineering, or medical education, while some others may put
more emphasis on legal studies, business studies, or liberal arts
(Gimeno Sacristán, 1999). Anyone intending to talk about this
rather broad, but complex subject of education will adopt his/her
own unique, subjective interpretation that may not be acceptable
to others.
This is true for this account as well as it captures a very
interesting and eventful period full of rapid, multifaceted,
and multidimensional changes having great impact on human
civilization. During this period, the world witnessed many manmade catastrophes, such as genocide and wars, resulting in the
emergence of new nations—clashes of ideologies, triggering a
change of world political order through the fall of socialism,
and rapidly growing intolerance among people of different
faiths resulting in the rise of global terrorism. Humanity also
suffered from natural disasters, such as tsunamis, floods,
cyclones, typhoons, tornadoes, and severe earthquakes. On the
positive side, the world also witnessed some epoch-making
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advances in science and technology, including the information,
communications, and high-speed data-processing technology.
Rapidly advancing computer technology made unthinkable
things possible, and men have set foot on the moon and Mars.
The world of higher education also has been rapidly changing
and evolving at a very fast and unpredictable pace. The domain of
both teaching and learning has experienced a myriad of changes
in terms of their meaning, purpose, objective, scope, focus, and
style as well as facilities. Of necessity, this discourse will give
due consideration to various temporal and spatial dimensions of
historical, social and/or political contexts affecting the journey;
but those would essentially reflect my personal interpretation,
evaluation, and critique. In short, this account will largely be
autobiographical in nature. However, for the sake of objectivity,
I have tried to exercise due caution and be selective of events,
incidents, and occurrences to be recalled from memory which
“functions by preserving images drawn from experience and it
constitutes a kind of lasting chronicle of the temporal course of
an individual’s experience” (Simon, 2003, 58).
The story of my journey does not simply narrate facts from
my memory, it also presents my personal interpretation of events
and happenings that I experienced in a number of diverse cultures
alien to me (see Exhibit 1) from a rather unique perspective. I
shall be candid about describing the lived reality avoiding both
obsequity as well as arrogance. Despite my sincere efforts to
present honest and unpretentious views, however, this trip
down memory lane, especially when it is almost four and a half
decades long, may occasionally bring forth a distorted image of
a certain recollection.
I may have earned many accolades for my humble teaching
efforts, but I am not an academic guru by any definition
whatsoever. I would be the last person to persuade others
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to accept my teaching philosophy or see eye to eye with my
interpretation of things. I just wish to share my experiences with
other academics. It is my own story and I am telling it in my
own way.
Exhibit 1: The Journey (in chronological order)
1969 February: Left Dhaka, East Pakistan (Now
Bangladesh) to pursue MBA at Indiana University
Bloomington campus in the United States.
1971 February to 1974 July: Returned to Dhaka;
Joined the Institute of Business Administration (IBA)
on February 13 and worked there until end of July
1974.
1974 July to December: Studied at Research Institute
for Management Science (RVB) at Delft, The
Netherlands; obtained Advanced Diploma in Industrial
Consultancy and returned to IBA.
1976 May to 1981 May: Left for Sudan on May 16,
1974, and taught at the School of Business, University
of Khartoum. Left Sudan on May 10, 1981.
1981 May to 1990 July: Joined National University
of Singapore (NUS) on May 29, 1981, and worked
until July 1990. Granted study leave to do PhD at the
University of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia.
1990 July to 1994 April: Worked for PhD at the School
of Marketing, The University of New South Wales,
Sydney (UNSW).
1994 April to 1998 December: Returned to National
University of Singapore and moved from OR to
Marketing Department.
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1998 December to 1999 June: Spent sabbatical leave
as a visiting professor at the North South University
(NSU), Dhaka, Bangladesh.
1999 June to 2001 July: Returned to NUS, Singapore,
and worked until July 15, 2001.
2001 July: Joined the School of Marketing, University
of New South Wales on July 16, 2001.
2003 February: Spent two weeks at the Helsinki
School of Economics, Finland.
2006 July to 2007 January: Spent the Sabbatical leave
at the Rutgers University Business School, New
Brunswick Campus, New Jersey, United States.
2007: Received Bill Birkett Teaching Excellence
Award (Australian School of Business).
2009: Received UNSW Vice Chancellor’s Teaching
Excellence Award.
2010: Received Australian Learning and Teaching
Council (ALTC) Citation for teaching.
2012 December to 2013 June: Spent sabbatical leave at
the Universities in Indonesia (UNPAD); International
Islamic University of Malaysia (IIUM); University
of Sharjah (United Arab Emirates); and International
University of Business, Agriculture and Technology
(IUBAT) in Bangladesh.
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