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INTRODUCTION

Other Duties as Assigned, or Desired

ROZE HENTSCHELL AND CATHERINE E. THOMAS

T
he popular Twitter account Associate Deans (@ass_deans, over 
127,000 followers as of this writing) is dedicated to “making fun of 
middle management in college and universities.” The profile pic-

ture for the account is of Imelda Staunton in her role as Dolores Umbridge, 
the abusive, despotic Headmistress of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and 
Wizardry in two of the Harry Potter films. In short order, Umbridge moves 
up the ranks from an ineffective professor of Defense Against the Dark 
Arts, to headmistress of Hogwarts (replacing a beloved, aging headmas-
ter who was forced out), to Hogwarts High Inquisitor, a new senior lead-
ership position created just for her. Delightfully ridiculous as she is, it is 
easy to satirize Umbridge’s career trajectory from professor to adminis-
trator to an executive position no one has heard of and no one knew was 
necessary. The account is particularly harsh in its satirical portrayal of the 
role of humanities faculty in a science, technology, engineering, and math-
ematics (STEM)–focused higher ed landscape. In one stinging tweet, the 
author says, “We appreciate the humanities faculty are unhappy with the 
college restructuring toward STEM. However, we are not sure that strik-
ing and refusing to do a job the board wants eliminated is good strategy. 
But, hey, go for it!” 1 Umbridge, and the Twitter page, present the narra-
tive of leadership in higher education as a story of academic administra-
tors who are at best hypocritical and power hungry and at worst a bit evil.

We might take some lessons from Umbridge: learning the culture of 
your institution when you arrive is critical; replacing a well-loved admin-
istrator will be challenging; ignoring faculty governance by issuing “edu-
cational decrees” may be unpopular. But the Twitter account’s point hits 
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hard: if you are an ass dean, even one who hails from the ranks of human-
ities faculty, there must be a little bit of Dolores Umbridge in you. Indeed, 
a move into administration is often met with colleagues’ jeers of “going 
to the dark side?” and mixed-bag wishes of “congratulations and sympa-
thies.” 2 Leadership positions are often disparaged as roles that no one in 
their right mind should want to pursue. For those in the humanities, this 
can be even more acute, since many of our disciplines have taught us to be 
suspicious of hierarchies, power, and privilege.

What both popular culture and some elements of faculty culture may 
be missing, however, is the transformational potential of administrative 
roles in higher education. Not all leadership roles are created equal, nor 
do they require identical skills, mindsets, or orientations, nor do they have 
the same scope of influence. While there are core competencies that can 
help a leader be successful, there is administrative diversity that can ac-
commodate a range of interests and individualities. A program coordi-
nator or director role overseeing study abroad, a minor, or a first-year 
experience curriculum is differently positioned than a department chair 
or dean. A faculty affiliate position supporting colleagues in developing 
service-learning experiences for students is different work than coordi-
nating a writing program. And the problem-solving, budget-juggling, and 
people-managing work of a department chair is different in scope and re-
lation than a dean’s, which is different than a provost’s. And that is just 
the point.

Often, we think very narrowly about what administration can offer 
and who can and should occupy such positions. Depending on our rela-
tionships and experiences with the people in those roles, we may have as-
sumptions about what those roles represent, whether positive, negative, or 
something in between. While it remains true that not everyone who be-
comes an administrator may wish to serve as one, at least as a destination, 
or considers the work professionally sustaining, many others just might 
find it to be a positive professional pathway — one filled with satisfaction, 
growth, opportunities, and, yes, joy. If you are currently in an administra-
tive role and wish there were more spaces to talk honestly about what it 
is like, if you’re wondering what leadership is like “on the inside” or are 
considering a move into administration (the “admin-curious”), or if you 
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are just interested in learning more about different leadership careers in 
higher education — this book is for you.

In this volume, we explore the professional transition to administration 
and several critical issues that surround that decision. The purpose is to 
provide our audience of administrators or admin-curious individuals with 
stories with which they may identify and with practical advice for navi-
gating this new life. Just as there are many different leadership roles in the 
higher ed landscape, so too are there many pathways in and out of those 
roles — some by choice, some by necessity, some by serendipity. The col-
lection takes up these issues from a variety of vantage points. The chapters 
consider administrative life at a range of institutional types and give voice 
to individuals in an array of leadership roles, occupying different ranks 
and academic statuses, and holding diverse personal identities and values.

Transforming Leadership Pathways examines the ways in which humanities- 
trained professionals are particularly suited for and often find themselves 
in leadership roles in higher ed. Many humanities teacher-scholars in-
habit these roles, and it is worth exploring why. This collection of thirteen 
essays investigates how humanities professionals grapple with the oppor-
tunities and challenges of leadership positions and connect them to their 
teaching and research endeavors. It makes space for serious conversation 
about the multiple roles humanities specialists play and offers strategies 
for professional growth, sustenance, and satisfaction. The collection also 
considers the relationship between our disciplinary areas of study, our aca-
demic training, the skill sets and habits of mind we have cultivated, and the 
lives we inhabit and aspire to. These essays address diverse types of institu-
tions and leadership positions and speak to the lived experience in them.

While we emphasize that a leadership path in higher education can be 
a welcome and positive professional move for many humanities profes-
sionals, our volume also acknowledges the issues that arise when faculty 
take on administrative positions while otherwise marginalized on cam-
pus, either by virtue of faculty status, rank, or personal identities. The goals 
of this collection are to demystify and normalize the path into higher ed-
ucation administration and to demonstrate that, rather than lacking the 
skills that stereotypically are associated with academic leadership (deep 
knowledge of budgets, affirmation of exclusive, hierarchical power systems, 
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and an endorsement of neoliberal institutions that have become ever more 
corporate in structures and practices), humanities scholars are uniquely 
qualified for administrative roles. Empathetic, deeply analytical, attuned 
to historical context, and trained in communication, teachers and schol-
ars who hail from humanities disciplines often find themselves well suited 
to the demands of complex academic leadership in twenty-first-century 
colleges and universities.

We see this volume adding a new perspective to the existing literature 
on higher ed leadership. Many books addressing college and university 
administration presuppose the reader is employed at a research or four- 
year institution and are usually authored by individuals from such insti-
tutions. Likewise, the definition of leadership roles in many texts seems 
to focus on executive leadership roles and imagine an administrator who 
has progressed through a career in a traditional manner (tenure-track fac-
ulty, to department chair, to dean, and beyond). Some titles include C. K. 
Gunsalus’s The College Administrator’s Survival Guide, George Justice’s 
How to Be a Dean, and Thomas McDaniel’s The New Dean’s Survival Guide: 
Advice from an Academic Leader. These books assume that you have made, 
embraced even, the transition into a leadership role and have practical 
and important advice on how to lead effectively at a time when higher 
education confronts many challenges. For example, Jeffrey Buller’s The 
Essential Department Chair and its companion volume The Essential Dean 
or Provost provide expansive guidance on these roles’ relationships and 
duties within the college/university, from identifying, soliciting, and 
managing resources; to managing annual course rotations, curricular de-
velopment, and budgeting; to tackling tasks like hiring, firing, mentor-
ing, developing, and evaluating faculty on local and campus-wide scales. 
Similarly, Daniel Gras sian’s An Insider’s Guide to University Administration 
offers an honest glimpse into areas of administration that academic lead-
ers will need to know but are often least prepared for. In addition to de-
lineating leadership styles, Grassian discusses university finances, strate-
gic planning, and navigating minefields of campus free speech and faculty 
grievances.

There are, of course, books that speak to the challenges of leadership 
pathways. In Reframing Academic Leadership, Joan V. Gallos and Lee G. 
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Bolman acknowledge the “accidental” path that some academic leaders 
take, as well as the lack of training they receive, and focus on the positive 
aspects and rewards of academic leadership. A central claim is that “think-
ing and learning are at the heart of effective leadership,” and the book pro-
vides pragmatic advice on a range of issues administrators are likely to face 
and takes seriously self-care as a strategy for success. 3 Some other positive 
trends in the literature of higher ed administration include work focused 
on leadership vis-à-vis diversity and inclusion. The essays in Adrianna 
Kezar and Julie Posselt’s Higher Administration for Social Justice and Equity 
demonstrate how to incorporate equitable and justice-minded practices 
into the daily activities and responsibilities of campus leaders. The em-
phasis on practical, day-to-day strategies fits within the how-to leader-
ship subgenre discussed earlier, but the call to address inclusive work prac-
tices illuminates the growth areas the academy has yet to embrace fully.

A focus on gender and higher ed administration is the hallmark of 
Karen Longman and Susan Madsen’s collection Women and Leadership 
in Higher Education, which highlights the increasingly diverse cohort of 
college administrators and admin-curious individuals. It explores key is-
sues around women in higher education: to what degree and in what ways 
women occupy leadership roles, avenues for professional development, 
women’s experiences and takeaways from holding various positions, and 
future directions for women in higher ed administration. And M. Cristina 
Alcade and Mangala Subramaniam’s collection Dismantling Institutional 
Whiteness: Emerging Forms of Leadership in Higher Education shines a light 
on the historical makeup of higher ed leaders as predominantly white 
and male-identified and underscores that when women of color enter 
leadership positions, colleges and universities can begin to unsettle their 
own systemic, institutional racism. The essays, however, also reveal that 
leadership often “carries professional and personal costs” for women of 
color. 4 These volumes’ more intersectional approach to engaging ques-
tions around higher ed leadership aligns with the goals of Transforming 
Leadership Pathways, particularly as our contributors represent a variety 
of institution types, subject positions, and orientations toward the work.

Often, texts in this genre assume an audience that identifies with and 
embraces the role of administrator. They tend not to acknowledge the 
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varied paths to those roles and the complex personal and professional 
transformations that need to happen in order to get to the place of sit-
ting comfortably in them. Semenza and Sullivan’s How to Build a Life in 
the Humanities: Meditations on the Academic Work-Life Balance (2015) is a 
notable exception. Their volume explores different dimensions of life as 
an academic faculty member, focusing primarily on the personal consid-
erations that attend such a career pathway. It takes seriously the “life” as-
pects of work-life balance. Transforming Leadership Pathways closes the 
gap between the traditional how-to orientation of the higher ed leader-
ship genre and How to Build’s gathering of personal accounts of negotiat-
ing work and other important aspects of life as a humanities professional. 
This collection presents a range of perspectives on administrative roles, 
leadership challenges, and diverse ways people move in (and out) of such 
positions. It also represents voices from a diverse portfolio of occupational 
subject positions and institution types, both highlighting and celebrating 
that leadership looks and feels different across the academy. Its orienta-
tion is positive but realistic about the opportunities that administration 
provides for professional development and career longevity, as well as the 
trials and complications that can arise along the way.

CHARTING LEADERSHIP PATHWAYS

Faculty who emerge in academic leadership positions usually enter aca-
demia with a different vision of their professional path, one involving a 
tenure-track position, a healthy balance of teaching and research, and pro-
fessional and financial support for one’s work. 5 If one has attained these, 
then the road to tenure or academic advancement is one where individ-
uals have little reason to pay attention to the administrative goings-on 
at their institutions. Following a “traditional” path toward tenure means 
six or more years in graduate school and another six or so years build-
ing one’s scholarly reputation and teaching dossier, with some service to 
the department and profession sprinkled in. We are neither encouraged 
to do nor rewarded for doing much more than that. Most of us lack the 
specific skills to do the complex and usually unsung tasks of administra-
tion because we have never been taught how or why we should. Ironically, 
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many people who head into administration are only able to do so because 
of the years they have put into their scholarship. Often, full professor is a 
preferred qualification for a senior leadership position. And, of course, at 
many institutions, one only becomes a full professor after many years and 
an investment in the scholarly work that is rewarded with that rank. Some 
administrators will happily switch gears and leave their life as a scholar 
behind. But many will not. And those who decide that they have invested 
too much in their research and publication agenda to abandon it are faced 
with the unpleasant reality that their life as an administrator will leave very 
little time for the work that they have devoted their career to cultivating.

On the other hand, department reorganizations, market forces, and 
labor shifts at many institutions mean that nontenured and non-tenure- 
track faculty increasingly find themselves in administrative roles. As 
William Bowen and Eugene Tobin note, while in 1969 78 percent of uni-
versity faculty held tenure or tenure-track positions, by 2009, that num-
ber dropped to only 33 percent. Furthermore, the number of part-time, 
non-tenure-track faculty has exponentially scaled up. 6 This means that a 
number of administrators find themselves in the unique, challenging, and 
sometimes uncomfortable position of having to supervise or direct their 
colleagues, some of whom will occupy higher faculty ranks and more cul-
turally powerful positions. Many do this with higher teaching loads and 
lower salaries than their coworkers. In addition, while they are managing 
significant administrative work and negotiating complex professional re-
lationships, they also may be pursuing tenure or a more secure position 
that requires extensive teaching, research, and (other) service. The issue 
of work-work balance is even more intense as a result. While our collec-
tion demonstrates that leadership roles can be incredibly generative pro-
fessionally and personally, provide financial security, and open new career 
pathways, we do not wish to elide the very real and often troubling mate-
rial conditions that undergird the constitution of the professorial and ad-
ministrative ranks. As several of our contributors show, it can be done and 
be done well, but it requires the nimble, creative thinking, and integrative 
orientation that many humanities disciplines cultivate.

It is well known that faculty who attain leadership positions rarely re-
ceive adequate, or any, professional development for their new roles. Most 
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of our training is on-the-job experience that we somehow managed to do 
well enough to be considered competent and trustworthy. Indeed, admin-
istrators seldom receive formal training because their institutions do not 
provide the infrastructure to support those who want to move into and 
thrive in these roles. Supervisor training, conflict management, fundrais-
ing, knowledge of budgets, university policies, procedures, infrastructure, 
and organizational development are often the skills most necessary for ad-
ministrators, but we usually learn them while in the role. As a result, col-
leges and universities have a small pool of people from which to hire ad-
ministrators, whether those people are excellent or not.

This is a crucial opportunity for academic institutions. Some are begin-
ning to recognize the need to cultivate leaders as they consider planning 
for the future. The well-established mentorship model in academia con-
tinues to provide helpful one-to-one coaching on the ins and outs of the 
administrative world of the university. However, leadership mentoring is 
not always embedded into the infrastructure of institutions, so ensuring 
availability, consistency, sustainability, and quality of support is difficult. It 
is also not clear that all individuals gain equal or equitable access to leader-
ship mentors in roles that may have the influence to catalyze their careers. 
Therefore, mentorship as a sole mechanism for professional development 
can have an uneven impact. Scaffolding efforts and being more inten-
tional about providing them can better reach more “admin-curious” fac-
ulty and promote a healthy, inclusive culture around administrative work.

Among the promising shifts that signal a greater desire to “develop a 
bench” for campus administrative roles are leadership programs and acad-
emies, providing funding to send faculty to leadership networking and 
development events, and campus workshops and programming aimed at 
developing leadership skills. Another ongoing set of opportunities — albeit 
ones that are more selective and oriented around further developing existing 
campus leaders — are offered by higher education professional development 
organizations. These include local, networking-based groups like Georgia 
Association for Women in Higher Education and national programs such as 
the Higher Education Resource Services Leadership Network, the Harvard 
Institutes for Higher Education, and American Council on Education Fel-
lows program. Involving and supporting interested faculty and lower- to 
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mid-level administrators in such opportunities is a worthwhile investment 
in individuals, the campus community, and the life of the institution. As with 
the mentoring of students, reaching out to colleagues to encourage them to 
apply for these opportunities because they have the potential to be strong 
leaders — and ensuring that you will support them if they do — can go a long 
way in motivating good people to pursue leadership roles.

Potential allies in this work are professional disciplinary organizations. 
These groups should — if they are not already doing so — acknowledge the 
complex, compartmentalized lives that their members have and do more 
to support the various professional pathways that those in the human-
ities have taken. For example, the Shakespeare Association of America 
(SAA) recently began offering a series of professionalization sessions at 
their annual meetings. Including topics such as preparing articles for pub-
lication, teaching Shakespeare within the general education curriculum, 
and exploring administrative career pathways, this series recognizes that 
its members serve in a variety of institutions and job types and do diverse 
types of professional work. Seminars and workshops like “Shakespeare 
and Women’s Leadership,” part of SAA’s 2022 conference, also signal a 
greater awareness of this fact and a responsiveness to their membership’s 
needs and multivalent interests. When more disciplinary organizations 
in the humanities embrace leadership development as a valued element 
of their members’ careers, attitudes toward and academic culture around 
higher ed administration will grow more positive as well.

As the academy begins to shift away from older models of colleges and 
universities that inculcate systems of privilege and benefit the fortunate 
few who proceed on a “traditional” track from graduate school to tenure 
track then tenured professor, higher-level administrators should in tan-
dem reflect on and define clear leadership pathways and preparation for 
those within their institutions. In other fields, professional development 
and leadership coaching are expected. It is common to coach staff for ad-
ministrative advancement where there is interest and aptitude and to pro-
vide resources to support that track. It also is rare that one holds a single 
job or stays at a single organization for an entire career. Shifts within and 
among organizations are common. Higher education is still coming into 
the twenty-first century; while it is adopting increasingly a market-based 
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orientation to hiring and student services, it still clings to structures and 
policies that may not fully serve its faculty, staff, and students. Honestly 
and critically interrogating the systems, structures, and policies that gov-
ern faculty advancement and leadership pathways will result in a more in-
clusive and equitable workplace where expectations and compensation are 
transparently just. In that model, leadership roles are not perceived as part 
of an exclusive “dark side” conspiracy to preserve individual and institu-
tional power, but rather they become viable, respected, and well-supported 
career avenues for individuals to pursue and in which to become change 
agents for the greater benefit of all.

MANAGING ALL THE THINGS

When we transition into these positions it often seems easier to com-
partmentalize our professional selves to handle the competing activities 
we are engaged in simultaneously. There is the self that has training as a 
teacher and a scholar. This self identifies as a faculty member, as part of a 
group of intellectuals who are decidedly resistant to the officiousness and 
perceived aggrandizement of the administration. This self relishes com-
plexity of conversation and is innately averse to spreadsheets and annual 
reports. This self often is siloed from the workings of the university since 
what matters to her is creating knowledge and educating students who 
find themselves in our orbit. This self says, “Yes, and . . .” because there is 
always time for more permutations of an idea.

Then there is the administrative self, whether that be program coor-
dinator or director, chair, associate dean, dean, provost, or something else. 
This self is pragmatic. She needs to understand the structures of a uni-
versity to do her job well; her life is filled with bullet points, spreadsheets, 
meetings, and checklists. This self may find that she needs to learn addi-
tional skills and fields of knowledge to perform all aspects of her work 
successfully. She may be motivated or required to build new relationships 
across campus and work closely with staff members who may possess dif-
ferent academic cultural values or orientations on how things get done. 
This self knows that there will be new levels of policy, procedure, and in-
terrelationships to master and that they require extra time, energy, and 
proclivity to embrace.
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Like many others entering leadership roles, I [Catherine] experienced 
some professional identity shifts when I first joined the student success 
team at my previous institution, which has spurred ongoing reflection. My 
colleagues knew I taught, but I was on a largely staff-based team. Alter-
nately, while I attended department meetings and joined a department 
committee to get to know my faculty peers and contribute to the life of 
my discipline, there were several occasions when those colleagues looked 
at me in surprise. They were unaware of my areas of expertise, that I had a 
long-standing faculty career at a previous institution, that I had taught and 
published on a variety of subjects, that I had done administrative work be-
fore, that I worked a twelve-month schedule. Such moments reminded me 
that I was both them and not-them. Some of this was explained by having 
worked at a different institution prior to joining that one, but much of the 
disjunction was because I held an administrative role that set me outside of 
the daily rhythms of department life. Another question that arose quickly 
was how I should be evaluated as an administrative faculty member. I was 
both staff and faculty in the roles I held and the work I did.

This situation brings to light some questions — both practical and 
philo sophical — about the faculty administrator. How will your profes-
sional evaluation(s) work? Who will complete them and provide feed-
back, and when? What box do you check on institutional surveys and other 
forms — faculty or staff? (There never seems to be a “both” option.) What 
LISTSERVs are you a member of ? What information are you privy to? 
At which events are you welcome and which would be awkward to attend 
because of perceived power differentials or the changed nature of the re-
lationship? The list goes on and on. The ground often shifts, and one may 
not realize it until one is walking across it and trying to figure out how to 
inhabit this new identity. While time and familiarity with one’s role, col-
leagues, and institution can ameliorate some of the tensions, other aspects 
of faculty-administrator roles remain structurally liminal.

Regardless of one’s professional pathway into and level of preparation 
for higher education leadership, very few of our roles are singly focused. 
Rather, they are divided into percentages that seemingly have little over-
lap. How then might one successfully juggle a multi-faceted professional 
life and achieve some semblance of a work-work balance? For one thing, 
one must redefine “balance.” If one’s administrative position is officially 
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described as 75 percent administration and 25 percent teaching, for ex-
ample, and scholarly or creative work is not evaluated in the annual re-
view process, one must seriously consider the time spent on those pur-
suits or the personal and professional value attached to them. There are 
only so many hours in the day and so much energy to go around. Faculty 
are taught the primacy of caring for their students’ learning needs and 
publishing what needs to get published to receive tenure and promo-
tion (or their equivalent, at non-tenure-granting institutions). And many 
of us still derive satisfaction from engaging with our disciplines through 
conference-going or publication. While academic leaders take a variety of 
approaches, what is universal is the need to make personal choices — of-
ten difficult and mercenary ones — about what that work balance looks 
like and where priorities will be assigned. It is worth noting that priori-
ties also will shift, sometimes daily, so time management, organizational 
skills, and honest self-reflection are necessary. This is to say nothing of the 
impact holding a higher leadership role can have on the time and energies 
available for caregiving, maintaining domestic partnerships, friendships, 
and other relationships, or participating in volunteer work and hobbies. 
While here we focus on frequently competing professional selves, we also 
acknowledge that our personal lives and obligations play a crucial role in 
how we navigate our professional lives.

In my [Catherine’s] case, I take a two-pronged approach to work-work 
juggling. First, to whatever extent I can, I try to align my pedagogical 
work as a faculty member with my administrative work as a staff mem-
ber. For example, I often have taught a first-year composition or first-year 
seminar course in a learning community, programs I coordinated or as-
sisted with. At Georgia Gwinnett College, I served on the collegewide 
Curriculum and Assessment Advisory Committees and the English de-
partment’s Transitional Studies Committee, all of which tie into the cur-
riculum I supported and assessed. Sec ond, I have tried to think through 
how my love of and background in early modern studies could possibly 
mesh with efforts we are making in student success initiatives. This re-
sulted in an article on using Shakespeare reading groups to support growth 
mindset and self-efficacy development in first-generation college students 
and a seminar paper on using an intrusive advising model to think through 
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early modern notions of good counsel. While admittedly it is not always 
possible to align one’s research interests with current duties and work ori-
entation, possessing a growth mindset and seeking points of intersection 
or topic-adjacent ideas can lead to some interesting research avenues. In 
addition, while it can be a steep learning curve, adopting new scholarly 
pursuits that do align with one’s current position can diversify a research 
portfolio, strengthening one’s marketability and value to the institution. 
Doing so also may open doors to other leadership opportunities.

In contrast, my [Roze’s] scholarship and teaching on early modern lit-
erature and culture have not overlapped at all with my work as an associate 
dean for academic programs at an R1 institution (defined as 70 percent ad-
ministration and 30 percent scholarship/teaching). Teaching preparation, 
class time, and grading simply cannot be ignored, so that time is often pri-
oritized. What has changed is the time to continually propose new classes, 
read the latest scholarship in preparation for class, and deeply reflect on 
my discipline. I must trust that a career spent teaching and researching has 
afforded me the ability to do a respectable job delivering content, but one 
that might look different than it did earlier in my career. Part of my ad-
ministrative portfolio is supporting instruction, so that work has allowed 
me to continue to learn and grow in best practices of inclusive pedagogy 
and good classroom management. Teaching still brings me immense joy 
and satisfaction, and if I can manage my own expectations, it often feels 
like a “break” from my administrative duties, is a professional activity that 
is still legible to my campus partners, and a space where I can incorporate 
new learning on pedagogy.

On the other hand, the scholarly “profile” I have attained comes with 
the institutional or personal expectation that I will not abandon the work 
that got me here. Research and publishing continue to be part of my pro-
fessional life, but it is almost always done in small chunks of time and in 
the predawn hours, not while “on the clock” (having one’s work bound 
by the eight to five workday is one of the first culture shocks of becom-
ing an administrator). The key to my progress has been in participating in 
writing groups with campus colleagues and in virtual writing productivity 
platforms to keep my work habitual and to hold me accountable. Having 
a busy workday means that I must manage my time efficiently. While I 
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have trained myself to work well this way, I sometimes find myself ques-
tioning the value of my scholarly work. While the work of academic ad-
ministration operates on a specific time line, often with quick turnaround, 
the pace of academic (and especially archival humanities) research and 
publishing is comparatively slow. This dichotomous sense of time further 
polarizes how I view my own efforts. Seeing the positive and compara-
tively swift effect of administrative work can be thrilling for those of us 
who are uncertain whether our published writing has made any impact 
at all. In other words, while I have figured out how to navigate the work-
day balance, I continue to grapple with the relative value of my academic 
contributions and rewards. Admitting this is both painful and liberating.

The creation of this volume serves as a good example of work-work bal-
ance best practices. Finding allies — people with whom to work or keep 
you accountable, who share not only your passions and goals but also a 
similar work ethic and energy level — creates an important support system. 
Reflection on your goals and the project can also prove fruitful in helping 
you organize your time and efforts. What is in your favor and where are 
the strength areas that will push things forward? What tasks need more 
attention, time, or energy to be successful? What opportunities do you 
have to leverage existing knowledge and resources? How will this project 
advance your various interests? And what people, processes, or other de-
mands might threaten your achievement of the goal? “Threat” need not 
be sinister but rather something that takes time and energy away from 
reaching the finish line.

Consistent progress on scholarly projects relies upon regular commit-
ments of time. Setting up a calendar with benchmarks for completing dif-
ferent components of the article, book, or presentation will keep the work 
on schedule and manageable in its scope. Establishing and holding regular 
time for these tasks on the calendar (in whatever denominations you can) 
will assist in protecting it against all odds. Being mindful to allot time and 
tasks based on what suits one’s energies and availability can also make the 
juggling smoother and less stressful. For example, one could squeeze in 
some research in the afternoon before the day’s wrap-up but might need 
uninterrupted time early in the morning to write original content. We 
have found that letting go of perfectionistic tendencies and just doing the 
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things, even if they are messy or inchoate at first, creates momentum. As 
the proverb goes, don’t let the best be the enemy of the good.

Work-work balance therefore need not be a competitive binary be-
tween administrative and other types of academic work. Rather, we con-
tend, leadership roles encourage growth and cross-training. For exam-
ple, when I [Catherine] came to Georgia Gwinnett College, a relatively 
new institution, my accumulated experience and love for creating curric-
ula, programs, and events were incredibly useful. I was given the freedom 
to collaborate with campus partners and build lasting infrastructure and 
curricular opportunities. This was exciting to me because my efforts were 
making a real, measurable difference. In addition, while I had been advis-
ing and supporting students and faculty in various ways prior to taking an 
associate dean role, I had the invigorating opportunity to embrace a new 
disciplinary field — transitional studies. The learning curve was steep, but 
as a new full professor, this was a welcome challenge to learn something 
new and broaden my research and praxis horizons. Likewise, I [Roze] had 
served as a faculty mentor to colleagues, but when I took on an admin-
istrative role, I found myself supervising staff for the first time. Through 
overseeing staff whose educational background, professional training, and 
job were quite distinct from my own, I have come to see that my role as a 
supportive mentor transcends the job description. Working with staff has 
given me a much better understanding of the complexities of the person-
nel at an institution and how my faculty research and teaching position 
fits into the larger landscape.

As these examples show, work-work balance can be framed as both a 
creative challenge and a pragmatic one, which makes all the difference in 
terms of professional sustainability. One learns very quickly what is most 
important to them — in terms of work tasks that must be done on a set 
time line and other types of work that are valued and energizing. It is im-
portant to note that administrative responsibilities and tasks are not al-
ways at odds or the enemy of other important efforts like teaching, ser-
vice, and research. Administrative work can be inspiring and meaningful 
and have a tangible impact on students, colleagues, and the institution. 
Leadership roles can hone who you are and what you contribute to the life 
of the mind and the life of the institution. One’s work life is likely to be 
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enriched in ways that both are and are not anticipated. Leadership posi-
tions are gateways to new learning and ongoing professional development.

Why focus on humanities professionals in our discussion of leadership 
pathways in higher education? Aside from noticing that there are many 
administrators with humanities training across the academy, we contend 
that there are several reasons this group is particularly suited to and gravi-
tates toward leadership work. 7 First, the disciplinary practices humanities 
professionals engage in align with core foundational skills and questions 
that create proclivity for leadership roles. For example, individuals trained 
in humanities are facile with the reading, analysis, and production of texts 
for different audiences. Following the argument that almost anything can 
be a text, scholars in these disciplines can bring to bear their skills in read-
ing colleagues’ reactions in a meeting for a campus initiative, producing ef-
fective messaging to different constituents, and unpacking opaque policy 
language to understand its historical context, as well as its impetus, and 
communicate that to others.

Second, many disciplines under this umbrella are focused on the study 
of the human experience — its history, constructive nature, evolution, cul-
tural lenses, and implications. The humanities help us understand people, 
systems, and culture. The questions asked and activities engaged in encour-
age self-reflection and foster adaptability. Through studying both histori-
cally and culturally inflected texts, as well as lived experiences, these disci-
plines allow practitioners to understand and effectively build relationships, 
an aspect crucial to successful leadership. They both teach and cultivate 
empathy. At minimum, humanities scholars are expected to embrace the 
problematic nature of complex issues, to realize that there may be several 
answers, and even several good answers, to the same question, as well as 
anticipate counterarguments. This is not to say that administrators who 
come from other disciplines do not see things in a multivalent way, but the 
leap may be less far for those in the humanities because our disciplines re-
quire us to think this way.

While not all graduates of humanities programs will embody these 
traits, many will possess some or all of them, and those are particularly 
useful when situated in an administrative role, whether at the lower level 
of the academic hierarchy, at the very top, or somewhere in between. 
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Professing the humanities crafts one into an agile leader — in the sense of 
being nimble, flexible, and responsive and in the model of the recent “ag-
ile coaching” movement. 8 These types of administrators are quick but ac-
curate assessors, effective change navigators, collaborative leaders, creative 
thinkers, team-building aficionados, and goal-focused problem solvers. 
The chapters in Transforming Leadership Pathways aptly illustrate how 
these qualities manifested when our contributors responded to different 
challenges, structures, and circumstances on their leadership pathways.

CHAPTER OVERVIEW

The chapters in part 1 of our collection, “Leadership Pathways,” investigate 
the skills, perspective, and self-awareness required to thrive in academic 
leadership positions. In so doing, the authors acknowledge the situated-
ness of leadership and the cultural and social factors at play in inhabiting 
these positions. The authors demystify pathways and processes and of-
fer concrete examples of self-aware successes. In “What It Takes: How 
to Develop Academic Leadership,” Darryl Dickson-Carr argues against 
the idea that only a select few faculty are suited to leadership roles. He as-
serts that such a narrative tends to perpetuate a system in which knowl-
edge and agency are concentrated in a small group, thereby disenfran-
chising and infantilizing the majority of faculty. In addition, much of the 
work that allows colleges and universities to function frequently falls on 
women and people of color, creating tiers of privilege that mirror labor 
caste systems outside the academy. Dickson-Carr outlines what faculty 
should know and do to be fully engaged department, college, or univer-
sity citizens capable of moving into leadership positions and providing vi-
sions for their units and their institutions that will allow their colleagues 
to thrive. Dickson-Carr, writing from the perspective of a department 
chair, offers a profile of a competent faculty leader at work, from daily op-
erations to grander views of a department’s, college’s, or university’s fu-
ture. Most pointedly, the chapter argues that relative “sanity” is not the 
precursor to leadership; rather, mentoring, professionalization, strategic 
planning, and simple goal setting map the path to robust leadership and 
shared governance.



18 INTRODUCTION

Philip Robinson-Self, associate professor of learning and teaching at 
BPP University, UK, brings forward the research in the science of teaching 
and learning in “The Politics, Practice, and Poetics of Teaching Leadership.” 
Robinson-Self discusses the evolving role in higher education of teaching 
leadership through the lens of poetics of leadership practices. Leadership is 
a complex and contested issue in higher education, and the notion of lead-
ership can sit particularly uncomfortably alongside the traditionally demo-
cratic and collegiate forms of discourse common to arts and humanities sub-
jects. Moreover, social, political, and public health pressures have come to the 
fore in the academy, and the economic ripples of these pressures are often 
felt, particularly in the humanities. Robinson-Self asserts that the human-
ities also offer us paths forward in terms of teaching us how to deconstruct 
and interrogate processes of leadership; how to lead in authentic, moral, 
value-driven ways; and hence offers alternative paradigms for leadership 
models. The articulation of the critically complex, the problematic, and the 
subjective is one of the signature intellectual joys of the humanities, and it is 
precisely suited to understanding ways forward in the leadership of teaching.

A tenet of this collection is that context matters, and leadership can look 
quite distinct from institution to institution. In “Academic Duck-Rabbit: 
Faculty Leadership at the Smaller College or University,” Emily Ruth Isaac-
son, director of the Integrated Studies General Education Program and Life 
of the Mind Honors Program and English department chair, asserts that the 
faculty leader or administrator at the small school must learn not only to be a 
generalist in the classroom, but also a generalist in service to the institution. 
The small college setting also requires faculty leaders to engage with this ser-
vice in many ways throughout their careers. While some of these roles are 
clear in their positioning between faculty and administration, many roles on 
smaller campuses fall somewhere in between the two, creating a tension be-
tween the faculty role and the administrative role, and further creating the 
potential for conflict with fellow faculty members, who often become friends. 
While every institution will have its peculiarities of organizational structure, 
Isaacson draws a set of conclusions about what can help at any small insti-
tution: a tolerance for ambiguity, a commitment to relationship building 
across campus, an ability to view the larger institutional picture without ego, 
a capacious curiosity for the work being done across campus, and a com-
mitment to the institutional mission of the student-centered small college.



 19INTRODUCTION

Writing from the vantage points of multiple leadership positions and 
institutions in higher education, Genesea M. Carter, Aurora Matzke, 
and Bonnie Vidrine-Isbell’s chapter, “Navigating Networks and Systems: 
Prac ticing Care, Clarifying Boundaries, and Reclaiming Self in Higher 
Education Administration,” discusses how systems and networks act like 
agentive beings, imposing influence on the work of academic leaders. The 
authors (associate director of composition, senior associate provost, and 
director of English language program, respectively) provide targeted ex-
amples from their own faculty administrative positions to help readers 
see how systems and networks shape the opportunities and challenges 
of leadership roles. Finally, Carter, Matzke, and Vidrine-Isbell offer rec-
ommendations for readers to practice recognizing the disembodiment of 
themselves and others, balancing work with self-care, and reclaiming the 
embodied nature of educational administration. They believe it is neces-
sary to strive for a healthy, sustainable relationship between the lives indi-
viduals inhabit and aspire to as faculty, administrators, and human beings.

The chapters in part 2, “Interdisciplinarity and Innovation in Higher 
Education Administration,” consider the role of inter- or antidisciplinar-
ity in engendering leadership opportunities for humanities professionals. 
Administrative positions focused on overseeing collaboration and innova-
tion in teaching and learning across disciplines are well suited for human-
ities professionals, who, especially in the last generations, have disrupted 
traditional scholarly boundaries. Overseeing such initiatives requires deft 
ability to communicate why and how these collaborations work well and 
how they move an institution forward and are beneficial for students and 
faculty alike. In his chapter “Administering Antidisciplinarity: Navigating 
a Diverse Career Path from Theory to Institutional Practice,” Associate 
Dean Ryan Claycomb considers how his early days as an academic located 
in the humanities, although writing and teaching through an avowedly 

“antidisciplinary” lens, shaped his later administrative career. Occupying 
a range of academic roles that had varying degrees of power taught him 
to see how infrastructural disciplinarity may be a way to contain some re-
sistant forms of knowledge but also of protecting them, frequently in bu-
reaucratic ways. Claycomb considers that career path: informed by critical 
theory and reflection but built with an eye toward effecting positive, prac-
tical, and rewarding changes around how we make and sustain knowledge.
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Laurie Ellinghausen’s chapter, “ ‘We Know What We Are, but Know 
Not What We May Be’: Academic Innovation and the Reinvention of 
Professional Identities,” argues for an approach to academic innovation 
that derives from humanist thought — specifically, from humanist views 
of the disciplines as fostering personal growth and expansion, as well as 
civic participation. “Innovation” has become a mainstay of many strategic 
plans in higher education, resulting in appointments, including her own 
as associate vice provost for academic innovation, dedicated to the cre-
ation of academic programming that connects students to the workforce 
and promotes social and economic equity. However, the current ubiquity 
of “innovation” in higher education has invited skepticism, as have curric-
ular approaches that purport to shoehorn “the arts” into a technical and 
business-oriented career preparation model. While acknowledging those 
critiques, Ellinghausen proposes that academic innovation offers a greater 
benefit, one germane to the growth and expansion of professional identi-
ties in higher education.

The section’s final chapter, Anne-Marie E. Walkowicz’s “Administering 
Instructional Reform: Interdisciplinary Learning and the Humanities 
Profession,” examines the opportunity interdisciplinary education offers 
faculty trained in the humanities to connect their research endeavors to 
their roles as administrators. Walkowicz discusses the value of undergrad-
uate interdisciplinary education and explains why humanities profession-
als are uniquely trained to develop and administer interdisciplinary cur-
ricula. Using her role as coordinator of interdisciplinary studies and her 
institution as a case study, Walkowicz argues that interdisciplinary edu-
cation prepares students for the workforce by engaging them in learn-
ing experiences focused on using multiple disciplinary lenses to bring 
evidence-based reasoning to complex problems.

The authors in part 3, “Leadership, Equity, and Social Justice,” exam-
ine what it means to emerge as a campus leader when one’s personal and 
professional identities are not traditionally privileged. They explore the 
challenges of occupying leadership roles from these subject positions but 
also discuss how their strengths and skill sets have enabled them to be 
successful. The chapters explain the value of leadership mentoring and il-
lustrate how resilience, persistence, and flexibility have aided the authors 
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in navigating complex institutional landscapes. In Chyna N. Crawford’s 
chapter, “Leading While Young, Black, and on the Tenure Track,” she out-
lines the research suggesting that Black women faculty, and often admin-
istrators, are not only undervalued, but are also positioned at a distinct 
disadvantage of having to traverse their race as well as their gender; they 
have lower rates of retention, tenure, and promotion, and may have their 
expertise questioned. Crawford addresses the specific barriers that Black 
women who are appointed to leadership roles before they are granted ten-
ure encounter. Faculty who accept this opportunity often do so at great 
threat to themselves and their professions. Drawing on experiences as 
chair and associate professor, Crawford discusses the challenges and re-
wards of holding administrative positions while on the tenure track and 
argues for the integral role of mentoring. Finally, she offers recommenda-
tions for the success of Black women who are currently pursuing tenure 
or who may choose to enter leadership roles.

A discussion of the precarious position of untenured leaders is extended 
in Kristina Quynn’s chapter, where she interrogates the increasingly com-
mon scenario of leadership roles inhabited by people off the tenure track. 
In “Leading through Precarity: A Tale of (Un)Sustainable Professional 
Advancement,” she examines the variety of professional experiences on 
her pathway to assistant dean of graduate studies and director of a profes-
sional campus writing program. Quynn reflects on the nature of leadership 
and professional advancement available to contingent faculty in contem-
porary higher education. She then brings together the literature on aca-
demic productivity with analyses of contingency and the corporatization 
of higher education to detail the often hidden, unspoken, and shame-filled 
workloads of those who pursue leadership roles off the tenure track. Hers 
is a narrative of professional transformation, critique, and devotion, which 
reflects on how to build much-needed pathways for faculty advancement 
and professionalization while fostering a culture of sustainable success to 
model and serve the needs of all on campus.

Engaging also with the issues around administrative work while hold-
ing intersectional identities, Rowena M. Tomaneng illustrates the ways in 
which leadership roles can be harnessed to amplify social justice work in 
both the community and the academy. In “Ito Ang Kwento Ko: Pinayist 
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Pedagogy/Praxis and Community College Leadership,” she discusses 
her lived experience as a community college president whose leader-
ship, teaching, and service are guided by social justice and equity frame-
works. Tomaneng explains how her pathway into leadership includes an 
academic progression and self-actualization process heavily influenced 
by community engagement, advocacy work, and grassroots organi zing. 
She then outlines several frameworks that have meaningfully shaped her 
praxis as an equity-minded educational leader: Pinayist pedagogy/praxis 
and social movement theory. Pinayist pedagogical/praxis approach is 
deeply rooted in both critical and ethnic studies pedagogies in addi-
tion to transnational feminism. Development of self-agency is grounded 
in decolonizing praxis for restoration of humanity, Pilipina women’s 
knowl edge production, community dialogue, and commitment to action. 
Social movement theory has shaped Tomaneng’s social justice lens and 
strengthened her commitment to creating civic pathways in the three 
Cali fornia community college institutions she has served and led in the 
past twenty-five years.

The chapters in part 4, “Community, Communication, and Calling,” 
highlight the crucial roles that collaborative decision-making, transpar-
ent communication, and self-awareness play in effective twenty-first- 
century higher education leadership. To promote shared governance and 
foster trust within diverse institutional and local communities, an aca-
demic administrator must build consensus and operate from places of 
shared value. However, leaders must also be self-aware and self-reflective 
about their strengths, growth areas, and callings for the work. These chap-
ters provide models of how to do these types of work, to benefit students, 
colleagues, the institution, and the self.

Emily J. Morgan’s chapter, “Collaborative, Introverted Leadership: 
Engaging Your Stakeholders to Move a Program Forward,” introduces 
collaborative leadership as a means of rallying one’s stakeholders to build 
a productive program or department. Morgan discusses her experiences 
using this model as director of dance for several years. With faculty col-
leagues and students, and higher administration’s approval, they gener-
ated a new mission statement, vision statement, and program learning 
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objectives. She successfully proposed a new degree program, significantly 
altered an existing one, and is in the process of adding a new concentra-
tion. Drawing on both research and her own experiences, she offers strat-
egies for using collaborative leadership to facilitate big- and small-picture 
thinking in one’s own program, department, or college. By engaging one’s 
stakeholders, collaborative leadership can empower one’s community, cre-
ate a better opportunity for substantial results, and help a program move 
forward in the best possible direction.

The relationship between executive academic leadership responsibilities 
and humanistic training is explored by Michael Austin in “Communica-
tion and Crisis Management: A Case Study and a Cautionary Tale.” In 
this chapter, Austin draws on his own experiences as executive vice presi-
dent and provost during the early days of the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic 
to talk about the value that training in the humanities can offer academic 
administrators who must build and use communication networks in cri-
sis situations. He cautions administrators not to mistake frequent or ele-
gant communication for an effective communication strategy, and he dis-
cusses both the failures and the successes of his communication during the 
global pandemic. The chapter concludes that, while communication strat-
egies are important, and very much a part of a humanities education, the 
core philosophies behind a humanistic education are even more import-
ant. Communication fails when it is transactional and occurs between in-
stitutional categories. It succeeds when it is grounded in genuine human 
interaction of the sort that the study of humanities is based upon. While 
communication strategies can be taught fairly quickly, a humanities ed-
ucation also conveys a deep understanding of why communication is im-
portant and the human dimensions of a crisis.

Sean Benson, professor of English, concludes our collection with an 
important perspective: that of a faculty member who served in and then 
decided to step away from academic leadership. In “Vocation and the 
Drudg ery I Love,” Benson recounts his journey into and ultimately out of 
administration. Benson focuses first on his experience as a dual teacher/
administrator, mentoring students and colleagues in and out of the 
class room while also taking on other managerial tasks. He encountered 
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moments of professional dissonance, though, which compelled him to 
reflect on his values, priorities, and desires for his career. While Benson 
was leading a reading group on vocation, Martin Luther’s understanding 
of calling helped him to think about aligning his abilities with the needs 
of others. Benson contends that choosing to pursue administration over 
teaching and writing is a trade-off, one that potential administrators are 
wise to consider closely before taking the plunge. Benson’s account of 
disaffection with administrative service is an important one to tell, as not 
everyone who enters administration will find it precisely what they en-
visioned. Administrative work clarified what he was good at and felt ful-
filled in — “called” to do — and directed him to a professorship where his 
skills and abilities were a perfect fit for the nonadministrative job he took 
at another institution.

What the collection of writings in Transforming Leadership Pathways of-
fers then is a critically minded look at the lived experience of twenty-first- 
century higher education leaders. From exploration of pathways into and 
out of such roles, to examination of how institution type and diverse levels of 
administrative participation shape the experience, to reflection on how iden-
tity, power, and privilege intersect, inhibit, and enable one to be successful, 
these are the stories of the 99 percent, our colleagues in arms. These authors 
offer different perspectives on leadership that are empowering and hope-
ful but at the same time honest about trade-offs and challenges that attend 
such career pathways. They also highlight how being a humanities-trained 
professional equips them to analyze, synthesize, collaborate, flex, and suc-
ceed in leadership work. Our intent is to give space to these voices and to 
create a new narrative around higher ed administration. This narrative ac-
knowledges the potential “dark side” elements of academic leadership but 
also demonstrates its potential to actualize real, positive change in the lives 
of students, faculty and staff, and the larger community. Becoming a leader 
in academia encourages self-reflection, requires grit and persistence, and 
builds new skill sets and relationships that are enriching to one’s personal 
and professional growth. May we eschew the stereotype of Umbridge and 
instead embrace our inner Dumbledores and McGonagalls, leading with 
courage, compassion, and commitment to a brighter future for all.
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PART 1

Leadership Pathways





1
WHAT IT TAKES

How to Develop Academic Leadership

DARRYL DICKSON-CARR

T
his chapter has a rather pressing goal: to encourage more academ-
ics to consider seriously taking on administrative roles that have 
the potential to transform the university. Academe is losing an 

enormous amount of institutional knowledge and useful experience as 
faculty from the first wave of the “baby boomer” generation reach retire-
ment age. As we lose that population, we lose many who helped shape ac-
ademic life by training graduate students, mentoring junior faculty, and 
serving in the various leadership roles that kept departments functioning 
and faculty governance alive. The COVID-19 pandemic has only acceler-
ated these departures. While the knowledge these colleagues possess is of-
ten passed on to others, their ability and willingness to serve do not always 
transfer safely. For a variety of reasons, faculty may refuse outright to be-
come the faculty senators, program directors, department chairs, associate 
deans, deans, and provosts that keep our embattled colleges and universi-
ties alive. After looking at the reasons faculty resist administrative paths, 
I argue that more of us could — and should — pursue them, with the right 
sort of mentoring and guidance. While that mentoring begins in gradu-
ate school, it can happen at any point in a productive career. Leadership is 
not just for an innately gifted (or stereotypically power hungry) class but 
for all who wish to engage in faculty governance and play active roles in 
guiding and changing the institutions where they work. Using my own ex-
periences as but one guideline, I suggest ways faculty may be encouraged 
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and prepared to enter administration, and why it makes all the difference. 
Without more faculty willing to engage in administrative work, such la-
bor falls to a shrinking pool of people, thereby limiting new ideas, un-
dermining faculty governance, and potentially burning out some of our 
brightest colleagues.

DR. FAUSTUS, I PRESUME?

Academics love dichotomies and melodrama. As much as we privilege nu-
ance and subtlety in our analyses and spurn essentialism, rank-and-file fac-
ulty members also find great comfort in casting ourselves as the occasion-
ally tragic heroes of extensive dramatic tableaux. Under eternal assault and 
torment from upper administration — the Faustian villains who sold their 
souls to chthonic beings in exchange for access to power, bloated staff, and 
astronomical salaries — faculty can never escape the endless, fruitless ini-
tiatives and shadow work they generate. These tableaux have been revised 
many times, with the latest version having the breathtaking title of The 
Tragical History of the Neoliberal University (composed ca. 1985, or when-
ever the Culture Wars began in earnest). It’s a drama told in infinite acts, 
repeated ad nauseam, with the victims the faculty who sadly held onto 
their souls (read: their teaching and pure research), while venal colleagues 
hailed Satan and lost theirs.

At some point in American higher education’s history, academics 
started taking Christopher Marlowe’s The Tragical History of the Life and 
Death of Dr. Faustus (1588) and certain sections of Books III and IV of Gul-
liver’s Travels (1726) a bit too seriously. Marlowe’s classic tale recounts how 
Dr. Faustus, an arrogant, self-righteous theological scholar, engages in 
necromancy, pays homage to Lucifer, and sells his soul to gain knowledge, 
power, and access to sensual delights. In Book III of Gulliver’s Travels, the 
eponymous hero travels to the Grand Academy of Lagado, where the pur-
suit of science — knowledge in all its forms — is lampooned as perverted 
and absurd. In Book IV, Gulliver tells his Master Houyhnhnm — leader 
of a land of rational horses — about the fraternity of attorneys, who are 
ever on the side of injustice, while judges are “Persons appointed to de-
cide all Controversies of Property, as well as for the Tryal of Criminals; 
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and picked out from the most dexterous Lawyers who are grown old or 
lazy: And having been byassed by Necessity of favouring Fraud, Perjury 
and Oppression[, have refused to do] any thing unbecoming their Nature 
or their Office.” 1 Where Faustus, Lagado’s scholars, and English Judges 
go, so must administrators, who have sacrificed their scholarship, schol-
arly ethoi (if they ever had any), and their ability to deal squarely and hon-
estly with the faculty at large.

Academics who have taken on leadership roles, both large and small, 
often encounter something quite different. And perhaps needless to 
say, in the previous paragraphs it would appear that I have set up a truly 
grand straw man, one meant to deride my fellow faculty. This is not quite 
true. Tales of busybody and occasionally venal administrators abound, 
and many of them are not only true but occasionally make Marlowe’s and 
Swift’s characters seem mild in comparison. Nearly every academic stands 
ready to recount — often accurately — the legend of the assistant vice pres-
ident of creative groundskeeping who absconded with thousands of dol-
lars misappropriated from the coffers intended for classroom instruction. 
But most administrative work is relatively mundane in nature and decid-
edly benign, frequently helpful or useful, and utterly necessary.

Nevertheless, it’s easy to understand why the legends persist and grow, 
as faculty at many universities have watched the number of administra-
tive positions proliferate, while full-time, tenure-track faculty lines have 
plummeted over the last forty years, replaced with contingent labor. None 
of this is disputable. From an academic system in which the overwhelm-
ing majority of faculty were on the tenure track, between 2008 and 2009 
as well as 2018 and 2019, the percentage of faculty in non-tenure-track po-
sitions grew from 10.1 percent to 26.6 percent, with doctoral institutions 
seeing a jump from 8.7 percent to 27.1 percent. 2 At the same time, faculty, 
students, and alumni have watched as what appears to be “administrative 
bloat” has grown, which Johns Hopkins University political science pro-
fessor Benjamin Ginsberg famously summarized as follows:

Every year, hosts of administrators and staffers are added to college and 
university payrolls, even as schools claim to be battling budget crises that 
are forcing them to reduce the size of their full-time faculties. As a result, 
universities are now filled with armies of functionaries — vice presidents, 
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associate vice presidents, assistant vice presidents, provosts, associate pro-
vosts, vice provosts, assistant provosts, deans, deanlets, and deanlings, all 
of whom command staffers and assistants — who, more and more, direct 
the operations of every school. 3

Naturally, Ginsberg calls for universities to reduce the size of their ad-
ministrative staff to improve quality and reduce tuition.

Yet even this call for administrative austerity, which faculty echo on 
innumerable campuses, overestimates the cost and control for which ad-
ministrators are responsible. Most faculty are keenly aware of what we 
broadly label “shadow work”: small, annoying administrative tasks that 
faculty apparently did not have to do in the past, such as submitting their 
own travel and expense reports, regularly checking on students’ progress, 
and — the bête noire — assessment, which lends a Kafkaesque feel to ac-
ademic life. Didn’t rank-and-file faculty pursue advanced degrees to en-
ter the profession free of reports, endless data, and micromanaging hier-
archies? The Matrix, it seems, has us.

But reducing academic leadership in today’s college and university 
environment to narratives of misprision, misappropriation, venality, co- 
optation, nepotism, and incompetence carries certain risks. First and fore-
most, these narratives obscure the fact that, indeed, we do need functional, 
competent, and empathetic people to help craft policies and structures that 
allow us to teach, to conduct research, and to engage in the service needed 
for our departments, colleges, universities, and disciplines to grow and 
thrive. Universities and colleges need to be reaccredited. Programs need to 
be assessed. Donors need to be cultivated and asked for support. Students 
need to be recruited. Relationships with the local community need to be 
maintained. State legislatures, ever ready to cut funds to state universities, 
need to be lobbied effectively. While faculty can and should play roles in 
these efforts, it doesn’t take much imagination to understand that most 
individuals should leave the daily grind to dedicated, full-time adminis-
trators. What are the odds, for example, that state legislators would wel-
come a fiery (or even mild) condemnation of the neoliberal university on 
the floor? Will accrediting bodies happily accept that they have no legit-
imate purpose and be told to butt out of college and university affairs? 
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Should faculty simply pull a general strike when assessment data are due? 
Shouldn’t each department be able to funnel part of its budget to support 
a needy local charity? If these questions sound absurd or extreme, I as-
sure the reader that I know faculty who have suggested or attempted all 
of the above. Pragmatism makes no pulse run faster, but it does keep de-
partments out of receivership.

Second, the people who tend to work most fruitfully in leadership po-
sitions are often drawn directly from faculty ranks within institutions 
rather than from outside; those who know the institution and its history 
best may know how to address its most pressing concerns. As Ivy Kaplan 
writes, a number of factors have contributed to administrative growth in 
recent years, including “more diverse student bodies” that require “aca-
demic and social support services to serve these new student demograph-
ics adequately.”  4 With Title IX enforcement becoming ever more com-
plicated, as well as recent and imminent drops in student enrollment, we 
do need someone to manage mundane bureaucratic tasks, such as read-
ing and understanding new regulations that govern universities, follow-
ing through on faculty and student complaints about violations of their 
rights, and working out new strategies to improve retention and prevent 
institutions from being shuttered. 5

Moreover, most growth in administrative staff occurs at lower levels, 
where faculty and students need the most assistance in an increasingly 
complex academic arena, full of Learning Management Systems such as 
Moodle, Canvas, Instructure, and D2L, to say nothing of travel and ex-
pense software, faculty, staff, and student service platforms, library data-
bases, search engines, and so on. While faculty and students may be fully 
justified in voicing concerns about how these systems are chosen and im-
plemented, especially when such decisions come without faculty input, the 
need for these systems and administrators who make the decisions imple-
menting them cannot be disputed. How high those decisions are made, of 
course, remains an open question. During the COVID-19 pandemic, fac-
ulty across the United States often found they were not part of discussions 
regarding university responses, especially regarding policies and protocols 
on which student, staff, and faculty lives could depend. Their complaints 
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had great merit. But should policy be made via consensus? Who bears re-
sponsibility for implementing policy? Who answers questions that stu-
dents and their families might have? Who works with staff?

Third, these narratives risk keeping academics in perpetual and po-
tentially futile “wars of maneuver” rather than “wars of position,” follow-
ing Antonio Gramsci’s concepts. For Gramsci, wars of maneuver are at-
tempts to upend the social and political order, almost invariably stifled or 
squelched to the extent that the prevailing hegemony is at the center of 
civil life. The more hegemony — analogous to what many of us now call 
the “neoliberal university” — is entrenched, the less likely a war of maneu-
ver is to succeed. 6 Broadly speaking, the chances that academic structures 
will readily agree to their dismantling are slim to the point of being al-
most nonexistent. While we may easily argue that administrative struc-
tures have become bloated and should be streamlined, the basic structure 
is fully entrenched; a college or university needs a president/chancellor 
or similar figurehead, as well as a provost, various deans, and department 
chairs or heads responsible for making decisions, along with the staff 
needed to implement those decisions. Whether those provosts and deans 
always need the associate provosts, associate deans, assistant deans, and 
other jobs that have proliferated is certainly open for debate, but no one 
seriously argues that deans and provosts are unnecessary.

Instead, academics are most often engaged in wars of position that try 
to redefine how the officials who increasingly govern our academic life 
engage in their roles. How much agency, for example, does an associate 
dean have to create and implement policy, as opposed to departments and 
their chairs or heads? Where is the fulcrum of faculty governance? Most 
importantly, how do we ensure that those occupying these roles are pre-
pared to be active, productive, and effective leaders?

In the remainder of this chapter, I want to examine some ways to nav-
igate the paths to more effective leadership. I begin by looking back on 
some personal experiences to highlight the lessons — positive and nega-
tive — gained in each case to show how institutions might develop lead-
ers. Naturally, I’m aware of several hazards here. I do not claim that ex-
trapolating from my personal experiences leads to universally applicable 
solutions. Nor do I believe that I have necessarily been effective as chair of 
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departmental committees, as a program director, or as a department chair. 
For every positive lesson obtained, I have managed to find a way to mis-
read situations or have failed to grasp fully what happened until much later, 
as more information became available. Each of these instances was an op-
portunity to learn — the clichéd “teaching moment,” if you will. But each 
moment deepened my understanding of why seemingly arbitrary rules and 
procedures are in place, as well as the fact that some of these same rules 
and procedures are in fact arbitrary and need revision or replacement. I 
have been fortunate enough to see how faculty in leadership roles devel-
oped the next generation of leaders’ capabilities.

DATELINE: 1992

I obtained my PhD in English from the University of California, Santa 
Barbara (UCSB). After passing the program’s comprehensive master’s ex-
amination in the spring of 1992, I returned to regular studies, coursework, 
and teaching in the fall quarter. Soon after classes began, I received a let-
ter from the chancellor — the late Dr. Barbara Uehling — indicating that 
I’d been nominated to be the graduate student representative on the search 
committee for a new vice chancellor for academic affairs, equivalent to a 
provost. To be honest, I was like most students, graduate and undergrad-
uate, and didn’t quite know what the vice chancellor for academic affairs 
did. I understood even less why or how I was nominated. I took the letter 
to my faculty mentor, whose eyes brightened as he explained that such a 
nomination was a sign that someone — most likely the director of gradu-
ate studies or another English Department member — thought that I was 
reliable and had good judgment. Although the chancellor’s letter outlined 
in broad terms how long such an appointment would last, I called her of-
fice to discover how much time it might consume, to avoid interfering too 
much with my studies, and then accepted.

I soon received the full committee’s roster. Although I don’t remem-
ber the precise details, the committee comprised an undergraduate rep-
resentative, at least two and perhaps three faculty members from each of 
the university’s colleges, at least one faculty senate representative, and of-
ficials from administrative divisions who would need to work with the 
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winning candidate. The committee chair was a senior English professor; 
the humanities, social sciences, the so-called hard sciences, and engineer-
ing were represented in roughly equal measure.

From the committee’s first meeting, I began to grasp as I hadn’t before 
how the university was organized, and how that organization inevitably 
set up divisions — administrative and political — between different units. 
After reviewing our charge with the chancellor, we then established nor-
mal ground rules of confidentiality and candor that all search committees 
need to have. From that point, the committee’s internal wars of maneuver 
began, with representatives from the humanities and sciences alike let-
ting their peers know that the successful candidate for the position needed 
to respect their disciplines, if not be from them. My fellow student rep-
resentative and I declared that we wanted students’ needs and interests 
protected in the end, along with the university’s high academic standards. 
None of our initial establishing of bona fides was surprising in itself.

But after the position was advertised and applicants’ cover letters and 
curricula vitae (CV) began to arrive, I began to notice how faculty would 
read the many lengthy and impressive CVs. Records I thought were im-
peccable were analyzed for any gaps in time or lapses in productivity. 
Awards were praised or dismissed; teaching records and graduate student 
supervision were subjected to occasional brutal assessments. Committee 
members investigated and discussed reputations, whether local, national, 
or international. Through it all, I witnessed how easy it was for a candi-
date to get close to being rejected for what was likely the birth of a child or 
following a spouse, unless and until another committee member pointed 
out that we could not discriminate against someone for supporting their 
personal or career choices. Such defenses kept more women and people 
of color in the pool until the late stages. This lesson was crucial. More on 
this to come.

In general, I drew several other important observations:

Faculty wanted stability and longevity in academic leadership.
Faculty wanted innovation but not at the expense of stability and clar-

ity of vision.
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Clarity of vision meant, ideally, that the successful candidate would not 
make drastic policy changes, or at least not make policy changes for 
their own sake.

On any large committee, alliances are formed, tested, occasionally broken, 
and reconstituted.

Institutional values — sometimes synonymous with a nebulous “fit” be-
tween candidate and job — could be used to keep or exclude candi-
dates arbitrarily.

Confidentiality was exceedingly difficult to maintain.
No process, regardless of its complexity and safeguards, guarantees a par-

ticular outcome.

I must stress that our search yielded an excellent winning candidate, 
after attracting some rather renowned finalists. And while this graduate 
student representative’s attempts to appreciate and negotiate different 
narratives were often clumsy, I still felt that my concerns were heard and 
respected. My fellow student representative and I weren’t infantilized, nor 
were we treated with condescension, for the most part. We had voices in 
the many conversations that transpired and in the final vote.

DATELINE: 2019

Over a quarter century later, I was asked to serve on an almost identical 
committee for my university’s next (and current) provost, but this time as 
a department chair and representative for the humanities. Several crucial 
differences should be noted:

I now teach at a private university a little over half the size of my grad-
uate alma mater.

Members of the board of trustees sat on the search committee.
Our search was organized and administered largely through a prominent 

executive search firm and its representatives, who wielded a de facto 
significant amount of influence by vetting and advocating for certain 
candidates.
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The student senate president represented all students.
Once the search opened, it followed an aggressive schedule, with the fi-

nalist named within two months.

Most importantly, every single observation from 1992 proved to be true 
in 2019.

Universities and colleges, as well as the schools, departments, and pro-
grams within them, seek stability and access to resources as much as or 
more than they did a quarter century ago. It is now an axiom that mem-
bers of upper administration are unlikely to stay in their positions for very 
long; to be a dean or provost for more than a decade is almost unthink-
able. One is expected either to move up the administrative chain or on 
to a new post before then. And of course, many administrators don’t stay 
more than a single contracted term (usually three to five years, depending 
on the institution). Without being too hyperbolic, faculty can often feel 
abandoned, or at least tossed hither and yon when a new administrator 
with new initiatives comes along. Adjusting and surviving requires addi-
tional energy — and time.

In addition, I noted how at private institutions, trustees wield influence 
to an extent not always seen at large, public universities. This is not to say, 
of course, that trustees do not play the same role at UCSB and other pub-
lic institutions. But as faculty at public colleges and universities know, the 
state governing boards and legislatures hold more distant yet significant 
sway over institutions’ directions.

LESSONS

Between these two searches, of course, I’ve had countless other experi-
ences as a faculty member teaching, conducting research, and engaging 
in service to the university and profession. But the lessons from that first 
search have taught me how we can develop effective academic leadership.

First, leadership begins in academic programs, or even in graduate stu-
dent governance. In my graduate program, our director of graduate studies 
and other faculty directly involved in the program regularly held seminars 
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on professional matters. One of our core courses, which combined critical 
theory with research methods, had units devoted to these issues. Nearly 
every proseminar or seminar in the program took time, often a week or 
so, to discuss at least one of several professional subjects: how ideas in the 
course have influenced literary study; how to write abstracts to answer 
calls for papers; how to write publishable papers, where to send submis-
sions, and why one should publish in the first place; the state of the aca-
demic job market, both in general and in specific fields; and how to write 
funding proposals.

Equally important, students within my graduate program frequently 
asked faculty to address questions about the program’s structure (es-
pecially its examinations), about recruitment of women and people of 
color, about pedagogy, and about possible trajectories of academic careers. 
Admittedly, while most in the program were at least as concerned about 
the dearth of tenure-track jobs available in the 1990s, the movement to 
think of so-called alt-ac careers had not yet gained momentum. 7 That cul-
ture of open inquiry arguably resulted in a majority of my cohort’s mem-
bers becoming accustomed to both working within and questioning ac-
ademic norms.

Questioning institutional structures in itself may not be unusual. When 
PhDs are comfortable with working for change within those structures, 
the net result is that assuming, even pursuing, positions of academic lead-
ership becomes the new norm. Two-thirds of the eighteen people who be-
gan our graduate program completed the PhD; of those, 80 percent have 
served or are serving as program directors, department chairs, assistant 
or associate deans, deans, assistant or associate provosts, and provosts. At 
least one is a college president.

Let me pause. I recognize that this narrative may sound a bit trium-
phalist. While I unequivocally admire the faculty and students from my 
graduate program, they neither explicitly nor implicitly encouraged their 
students to become academic leaders, nor did they mention such positions 
as points along a career arc. Coincidence, needless to say, does not equal 
causality. But the program’s assumptions — that all who matriculated had 
the potential to become faculty, to become part of academia, and should 
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be equipped to work within it — served to remove some mystery from ac-
ademic life.

About ten years ago at my current institution, our provost recognized 
that far too few members of the faculty had moved beyond the mystery. 
The university’s history and operations remained opaque. In far too many 
departments, only a few people displayed both interest and aptitude for 
becoming program directors, department chairs, associate deans, or deans. 
The university had a leadership pipeline problem. In conjunction with 
the president’s office, the provost asked deans and chairs to begin identi-
fying potential leaders, those disposed to take on greater responsibilities, 
if only they knew how. The result was the Emerging Leaders Seminar, a 
semester-long series of weekly meetings at which potential leaders met 
with the president, the provost, several vice presidents, one or two deans 
or associate deans, and other officials who could explain everything from 
different offices’ responsibilities and organizational charts to university 
finances, to admissions, to facilities, to the daily work of running depart-
ments, and so on. Identified as an “emerging leader,” I found that my com-
prehension of — if not appreciation for — university bureaucracy grew ex-
ponentially.

Several colleagues who also participated in the seminar had different 
views. They strongly criticized the potential for such training seminars 
to reproduce or at least leave unquestioned hierarchies within the uni-
versity. I cannot dispute that possibility; certainly, I doubt that upper ad-
ministration wished to sow the seeds of its own destruction via a faculty 
revolt. But I looked around the room and saw the seminar as a potential 
tool for greater equity. Most of the participants were women. People of 
color were overrepresented in comparison to their numbers in the facul-
ty’s population. These two facts bring with them some caution, to the ex-
tent that women and faculty of color have historically been asked to take 
on a greater amount of service. The obvious difference, of course, is that 
upper administration was attempting to ensure that the university’s fu-
ture leaders would not be all White males. But true equity, then and now, 
would require that these future leaders be duly compensated for helping 
the institution to function effectively at all levels. More on this in the fol-
lowing section.
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GETTING AWAY FROM GETTING AWAY FROM IT ALL

Perhaps the most valuable component of successful PhD programs is 
that they prepare students for academic realities, including the absurdi-
ties built into bureaucratic systems. No line from my graduate studies reso-
nates more than “expect the unexpected,” shared by two advanced students 
who’d made their first attempts at the academic job market. They described 
many of the horror stories that academic job seekers have shared: inter-
viewing cheek by jowl with other job applicants at the Modern Language 
Association’s Job Center; interviewees sitting on hotel beds while inter-
viewers relaxed in solid chairs; interviewees being asked to care for inter-
viewers’ small children; uncomfortable, if not downright illegal questions; 
bizarre conversations; strange hotels; anxiety and despair.

More importantly, these graduate colleagues revealed how search com-
mittees, and therefore many faculty, think. Along with our professors, they 
stressed that search committees have to do their best because they have to 
answer to deans and provosts at their home institutions. If they bring to 
campus and hire candidates unlikely to gain tenure, then they risk not re-
ceiving future tenure-track positions for their departments. They have to 
think about the long-term consequences of their decisions. More to the 
point, these strange beings called “deans” and “provosts” wield power and 
influence meant to maintain and improve the institution’s standards and 
culture. While I have little idea what my own professors thought of their 
deans and vice presidents for academic affairs, it’s quite safe to say that they 
hoped and expected them to be competent. And if we were to become part 
of the professoriate, the hope was that we would be competent at our jobs.

Overwhelmingly, we are highly competent and capable. But out of sev-
eral different motives, such as antipathy toward administrative work in 
particular or — to be honest — heavier work in general — we do find that 
a few faculty members attempt to ensure that they will not be asked to 
shoulder additional burdens, leaving it to others to learn how to do the 
jobs they can’t or won’t.

Learned or feigned incompetence is the quality of being decidedly bad 
at certain aspects of the job to avoid being asked to do them. Those as-
pects are almost invariably any administrative tasks. Faculty have devised 
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or fallen into several habits to stay as far away from administration as pos-
sible; anyone reading this text can probably identify them. Most promi-
nent is simply remaining purposefully ignorant of how one’s institution 
works, in both the short and long terms. Thus one could be a member of 
one university’s faculty for years, even decades, and not know how specific 
offices on campus work — or that they simply exist. This ignorance could 
even extend to one’s own department, regardless of its size, however un-
likely that might appear. Sometimes feigned incompetence means refus-
ing to follow good email protocol or failing to communicate effectively.

To be fair, this apparent lack of competence may be the result of the 
impostor syndrome that afflicts nearly all of us from the moment we en-
ter graduate study. It can be paralyzing and debilitating. Chairs and deans 
may attempt to help colleagues who struggle with a sense of their own in-
adequacy. But faculty doubts about authenticity and competence are fre-
quently artificial, almost delusional, products of too many people being 
shielded from the university’s inner workings during graduate study or in 
their early careers. Few graduate programs systematically offer graduate 
students opportunities to see how program directors, department chairs, 
or deans conduct their daily business similar to the one I described earlier. 
It is more common for students preparing to enter the academic job mar-
ket to receive some advice about on-campus interviews when candidates 
are apt to meet associate deans, deans, and occasionally members of the 
provost’s office. Until such training, though, most graduate students have 
little incentive to understand administrators’ jobs, while assistant profes-
sors on the tenure track may be more focused on earning tenure than on 
studying a university organizational chart. Nevertheless, it requires either 
intense focus or severe avoidance not to learn, for example, that deans and 
provosts do have responsibilities, some degree of authority, and budgets 
(however limited), and why they are important.

I would characterize the second barrier to effective faculty governance 
or potential readiness for those leadership roles as a desire to reinvent 
the wheel, which frequently takes the form of re-legislating matters that 
members of the faculty had already legislated but a few years, months, 
weeks, or days earlier. Readers may nominate their own examples, but the 
most common would be matters of policy — anything from promotion and 
tenure guidelines, to undergraduate or graduate academic standards, or 
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funding rules — that units had developed and settled upon after extensive 
and often vigorous discussion and debate. This often bespeaks not only a 
lack of trust between individuals and their units but also an assumption 
that one person’s voice should overrule the work of many, no matter how 
idiosyncratic that voice might be. Faculty governance cannot take place 
without a healthy sense of collegiality and faith in others’ abilities to de-
cide on crucial matters. That begins at the program or department level. 
Faculty who slow a unit’s progress by questioning every proposal decision 
without considering fairly the advantages, disadvantages, and outcomes 
can become toxic, and therefore undesirable, as potential leaders. While 
upper administration needs to earn faculty confidence as well by listening 
and valuing those who could lead their units, departments need to cre-
ate processes for full vetting of proposals to obviate frequent revisiting of 
sound decisions.

I take to heart Jonathan R. Cole’s admonition that an “essential fea-
ture of the American research university” and its notion of academic free-
dom is that

no one speaks “for” the university — not even its official leaders. Al-
though the president, the provost, and the board of trustees have the re-
sponsibility and the authority to formulate and carry out university pol-
icies, the essence of a university lies in its multiplicity of voices: those of 
its faculty, its students, its researchers, and its staff. 8

For Cole, “there is no ‘university position’ ” on “the writings, or remarks, 
or actions of Professor X” who may speak out of turn and threaten a uni-
versity’s image or standing; the university “does not decide which ideas are 
good and bad, which are right and wrong,” as that is “up for constant de-
bate, deliberation, and discourse among the faculty and students.” 9 When 
faculty are not equipped or willing to engage in these debates, whether 
through learned incompetence or antipathy toward leadership roles or ad-
ministrative work, then it becomes easier for the administrators, whom 
faculty and students rightfully fear to have free rein, to arrogate to them-
selves the responsibility to speak for the faculty.

The only way to avoid this outcome is for faculty to be fully engaged 
in their institutions’ operations, to join the “war of position” and infiltrate 
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the structures that need to be exposed and possibly rebuilt. This cannot 
happen when faculty attempt to escape their units, to give responsibility 
to an ever smaller group of faculty willing to serve. These forms of escape 
frequently consist of faculty building — and sometimes inventing — struc-
tural obstacles that prevent them from being fully engaged. At the bas-
est and most egregious level, some members of the faculty might build 
artificial reasons why they could not possibly come to campus to partic-
ipate in meetings, such as designated research days during the week that 
must always remain inviolate. More commonly, though, our colleagues 
may become so deeply ensconced in professional matters beyond the de-
partment and university that no one ever sees them. And so the burden 
falls to the same faculty again and again, with a shrinking number of 
voices carrying sway.

CONCLUSION: LOOKING FOR A 
LOT OF GOOD PEOPLE

What does it take to enter these positions? It certainly is not, as faculty re-
peat ad infinitum, a certain kind of character, as if good, highly competent 
administrators were born, not made. This is the most damaging narrative 
of all, that colleagues who become academic leaders are part of a de facto 
servant caste, one beneath those whose lives and research are more im-
portant than the odiousness of administrative or service work. Such narra-
tives frequently reproduce hierarchical divisions of class, gender, and race 
in which women and people of color, ever inferior to the White male ma-
jority, must always pay a limitless set of “dues,” while the faculty deserving 
of the full “life of the mind” are free to do their work without the burden 
of heavy service. Even when such narratives do not reify these structures, 
they relieve individual faculty members of the responsibility of working 
to improve their institutions. The avoidant define administrative offices 
and institutional policies as inscrutable at best, suited only for those whose 
teaching and research are deemed less valuable. And once again, our stu-
dents lose; knowledge loses.

In the personal anecdotes I conveyed in this chapter, I concluded 
that the lessons learned from my early and recent experiences justified 
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greater attention to professionalization and mentoring. I am an African 
American male, the first of my paternal and maternal families to earn a 
BA, MA, and PhD, one of the barely 5 percent of all Black faculty in the 
United States, 3.6 percent of all full professors, and — again, as an African 
Amer ican male full professor — one of one-half of 1 percent of all faculty. 10 
The chances that anyone would receive the mentoring and professional-
ization needed to survive in the academy are already slim under the best 
of circumstances; for those in my subject position — for all faculty of color 
and the majority of women — they are infinitesimally small. As Chyna N. 
Crawford highlights elsewhere in this volume, mentoring and profes-
sionalization opportunities are not only unusual in academia, but also 
routinely closed off to women and to faculty of color, especially African 
American women. Crawford writes that her “peers were very quick to 
point out to me that they had years of training and practice, into an area 
where, I had little to no prior experience and expertise.” 11 Her experience 
is all too common. Crawford also advocates good mentors because the 
mentor may help the “emerging leader to increase their self-efficacy by 
demonstrating that if their mentor can succeed, so can they.” 12 Equally 
important, when women and people of color are asked to do more work 
with less support and mentoring while watching their White colleagues 
advance with less effort and more recognition, it is not only demoral-
izing but can militate against retention. Units that fail to provide such 
mentoring and support risk undoing any and all efforts to diversify their 
faculty, staff, and students. It’s a butterfly effect that can have devastat-
ing consequences.

Yet the solutions here are almost maddeningly simple. They require in-
tegrating mentoring and professionalization into all graduate programs, 
rather than making these components the province of a few, elite institu-
tions. They require creating and maintaining programs that identify and 
train faculty to become crucial players in their institutions’ futures. They 
require active listening and discourse from the beginning of graduate study, 
through appointment in full-time positions, through promotion and ten-
ure, and beyond. They require identifying and recruiting undergraduates, 
graduate students, and faculty invested in the academy’s success. What 
they don’t require is a deal with Lucifer.
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2
THE POLITICS, PRACTICE, 

AND POETICS OF 
TEACHING LEADERSHIP

PHILIP ROBINSON-SELF

T
his chapter discusses the evolving role in higher education of teach-
ing leadership. Leadership is a complex and contested practice in 
higher education and can sit particularly uncomfortably along-

side the traditionally democratic and collegiate forms of discourse com-
mon to arts and humanities subjects. However, the humanities also offer 
us paths forward in terms of teaching us how to deconstruct and interro-
gate processes of leadership, how to lead in moral, value-driven ways, and 
hence present alternative paradigms for what leadership might mean, and 
how it can mean. The articulation of the critically complex, the problem-
atic, and the subjective is one of the signature intellectual joys of the hu-
manities, and it is precisely suited to understanding ways forward in the 
leadership of teaching.

TEACHING LEADERSHIP POLITICS AND CONTEXTS

The exercise of leadership has a long history in universities. In the early 
thirteenth century, the chancellor of the University of Paris registered a 
familiar dichotomy between the needs of teaching and of institutional 
governance, complaining that “things are hurried and little is learned, the 
time taken for lectures being spent in meetings and discussions.” 1 Despite 
the long tail on the argument, however, it is fair to say that the last few 
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decades have put issues of leadership in higher education under the spot-
light in ways not seen previously, as both a subject for intense scrutiny and 
debate, and as an area ripe with opportunity. As I will briefly set out in 
the opening portion of this chapter, the higher education sector has, glob-
ally, increased and diversified in scope, size, and mission; at the same time, 
the links between universities, governments, publics, and private enter-
prises have shifted. These changes have brought tensions, pressures, and 
anxieties, but also greater opportunities to influence. Leadership within 
universities increasingly can mean leadership beyond. As I detail from a 
more personal viewpoint in the second section of this chapter, the ways 
in which we practice leadership offer the means to make genuine impacts 
beyond our own subject areas while carrying something distinctive about 
those subject areas with us.

The present chapter takes as its focus the developing role in higher ed-
ucation of teaching leadership, a role with a range of responsibilities con-
ducted at varying degrees of seniority, and which comes with an equally 
varied nomenclature (associate dean, director of teaching, chair of stud-
ies, and so forth). There are, however, common threads and areas of in-
terest running across such roles. Although the balance of responsibilities 
may vary, generally the activity of teaching leadership might be expected 
to involve something akin to the following: oversight of student learning 
and experiences, organization of teaching (if not always direct manage-
ment of those colleagues doing the teaching), oversight of the develop-
ment of new curricula and of the management of existing curricula, and 
the development, coordination, implementation, and communication of 
overall strategies regarding education. The level at which these responsi-
bilities are conducted may again vary, as of course will individual agency 
in how such roles can be carried out.

Further complicating this picture of teaching leadership are the myr-
iad ways in which the sector globally has changed, enlarged, and diversi-
fied over the past few decades. An increasingly diverse range of institu-
tions with degree-awarding powers has led to a similarly diverse range of 
goals for learning and, consequently, a variety of notions of what consti-
tutes, or what ought to constitute, good teaching practice. 2 Some insti-
tutions place greater strategic emphasis than others on research capacity, 
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on the skills and employability of graduates, on links with industry, on at-
tracting international students or offering placements abroad, or on par-
ticular cultural or pedagogical values; the balance of these kinds of prior-
ities will affect how curricula can be shaped within each institution. The 
organization of teaching and of education strategy will likely look differ-
ent in larger institutions with broader subject coverage than in smaller and 
more specialist providers, different again in institutions rooted in regional 
communities to those spread widely across multiple campuses, and differ-
ent again in those with greater investment in online provision, and so on.

Thus, which goals are to be pursued, which innovations implemented, 
which stakeholders consulted, which staff involved and at what level of 
seniority are all variable by, and often also within, the institution. 3 Equally, 
particular goals may jar or find resonance with those of individual senior 
managers, academic staff, students, and other constituents within aca-
demia. 4 The role of meeting and matching such issues and competing de-
mands with appropriate teaching is no simple business. Marshaling such 
complexity as a leader of other teachers is, if anything, yet more complex.

Beyond this essential complexity, though, there are other reasons why 
teaching leadership is fundamentally difficult. Most obviously, the concept 
of leadership generally in higher education has not been readily or easily 
accepted. Writing at the end of the ’90s, Paul Ramsden noted that “ambi-
tions for leadership, success in management and administration, a com-
mitment to more efficient business operations [ . . . ] tend still to be looked 
on with disfavor by many academics.” 5 Two decades later, management re-
mains something of a dirty word in higher education, and leadership has 
not fared a great deal better. As Prichard puts it, “Management, manag-
ers and management activity are controversial and problematic in HE.” 6

Indeed, there is no single, clear, or broadly accepted definition of leader-
ship in academia; a contentious area of scholarship, the literature features 
often competing and contradictory references to multiple leadership types, 
theories, styles, and models. In some ways this is, perhaps, unavoidable: 
leadership incorporates a considerable range of individuals, groups, actions, 
and activities, occurring in an equally considerable range of contexts, un-
derpinned by distinct values and beliefs variable from person to person. 
Despite this essential variability, however, institutions have increasingly 
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moved to structures that ask for, or require, forms of leadership tending 
toward the hierarchical, managerial, and positional. This focus on leader-
ship as located in individuals can be seen as part of a structural and cul-
tural shift in the organization and running of universities beginning in 
the 1980s, a shift that has involved movement from integrated academic 
cultures of administration to “executive management,” from relatively flat 
organizational structures to increasingly hierarchical ones. 7

There are well-rehearsed reasons behind these changes. External driv-
ers commonly pointed to include the massification of the sector, interna-
tionalization, knowledge commodification, public scrutiny, and the onset 
of austerity. Increased regulation, oversight, competition, rising student 
fees and living costs (in some regions), questions of consumer satisfaction, 
data protection, and even something as prosaic as the sheer size of institu-
tions have all encouraged movements toward more hierarchical forms of 
institutional organization. From this viewpoint, students, academic staff, 
and other constituents of the university are increasingly seen in terms of 
human capital: the stock of habits, knowledge, social, and creative attri-
butes embodied in the ability to perform labor in the service of economic 
value. A range of matching cultural and organizational changes can be 
marked within institutions, including increased control (managerialism), 
increased competition between institutions (marketization), increased 
stress on transparency and measurement (bureaucratization), and the re-
modeling of structures and operations (corporatization). In much of the 
literature on leadership, this is regarded as invariably detrimental to higher 
education and to individuals working within it. There is some truth to all 
this, and we may particularly feel it in times of crisis. However, it is also 
worth acknowledging that a common, and useful, critique of this type of 
narrative is that it assumes an idyllic past to higher education borne more 
out of nostalgia than reality. After all, the history of universities, at least 
within the Western tradition of higher education, has been frequently elit-
ist, imperialist, and marginalizing in nature.

The ensuing consequences of changes in the sector have been widely 
reported and debated, as have the effects on the organization of curric-
ula. 8 Similar developments have been encouraged, and critiqued, glob-
ally; these can be seen as part of broader neoliberal movements in which 
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higher education policy is increasingly based on “assumptions of global-
ization, competition and meritocracy.” 9 In this model, education is clearly 

“tailored to the needs of corporate interests” with increasingly less impetus 
to face “pressing social and ethical issues.” 10 Similarly, Bulaitis describes 
the “adoption of economic value as the driving rationality of governance” 
for universities, with “the rhetoric of economic justification [ . . . ] a formal 
requirement for government subsidy of creative and cultural ventures.” 11 
How the university is conceived of (and particularly what purposes it is 
assumed to fulfill) affects what types of knowledge are valued, incentiv-
ized, and rewarded; what shape our programs of study take; and the inter-
actions and expectations of our students.

There are, then, a number of external issues facing those of us who move 
into teaching leadership. There are also extrinsic and intrinsic questions of 
recognition and value in the role itself. Though, by comparison, the con-
cept of research leaders has grown in acceptance, aided by the language of 
promotion structures, grant accumulation, and various assurance exercises, 
teaching leadership can remain something of a contradiction in terms. 
The ethos of academic work, and particularly the work of teaching, tends 
to privilege individual academic judgment in its execution and collegiate 
action in its organization. While leadership in teaching has received in-
creasing acknowledgment as both a legitimate career activity and a valid 
intellectual pursuit (the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning being one 
academic avenue that has burgeoned in recent years), leadership of teach-
ing continues to imply an unwelcome and unmerited managerial inter-
ference in day-to-day academic life.

These issues are all felt particularly acutely in the humanities, where 
the notion of individual and hierarchical leadership can sit uncomfort-
ably with the signature pedagogies of our subject areas, and with the tra-
ditionally democratic and collegiate forms of discourse common to arts 
and humanities subjects. On top of that, the neoliberal language of labor, 
skills, employability, public good, and so forth has put the humanities, par-
ticularly, under significant economic pressure. Despite being in some re-
spects the most economically viable courses, humanities and creative arts 
tend to be squeezed financially, and are often at pains to justify their ex-
istence. The humanities have long been felt to be under attack or at least 
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in need of defense. J. H. Plumb made the case for a “crisis in the human-
ities” over half a century ago, and since then, the argument has reared its 
head in various ways. 12 The reorientation of universities in terms of mar-
ket logic clearly privileges (even if it also constrains) scientific subjects 
that can show more immediate benefits of research investment to econo-
mies. 13 Meanwhile, the humanities are seen to lag behind in terms of “in-
creasing pressures on institutions to orient . . . towards immediate socie-
tal needs, most commonly the economic ones, manifesting themselves at 
the micro-level in the employability of graduates and at the macro-level 
in links to the knowledge economy.” 14

However, the humanities also offer us paths forward in terms both of 
deconstructing leadership as an idea and, perhaps more importantly, re-
considering and enriching the ways in which we practice leadership along-
side others. The articulation of the critically complex; the exploration of 
the subjective; and the imaginative, creative, and democratic deployment 
of discussion, interaction, reflection, and co-construction: these are some 
of the signature intellectual joys of the humanities, and they are, as I set 
out in the next section, particularly suited to understanding ways forward 
in the leadership of teaching.

LEADERSHIP POETICS AND PRAXIS

As I have sketched out in the foregoing, teaching leadership takes place 
against the context of several challenges at sector, institutional, and depart-
mental levels. In offering my perspective on these issues, I draw directly 
from twin experiences as both a (past) teaching leader in humanities and 
a (present) teacher of leadership to others. Along the way, I want to point 
to the usefulness of critical and particularly aesthetic pedagogies in the 
exploration and practice of leadership in the humanities and more gener-
ally. My own story may well be relatively familiar: partly by design, partly 
by chance, I moved several years ago from a path based primarily around 
teaching and research into one which also encompassed academic lead-
ership across a number of subjects. From there (and mainly, at the time, 
with an eye on finding better work/life balance), I took something of a 
leap into leadership development. What began as a testing of the waters 
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outside a home discipline has become, by various turns, a career. There are 
many positive aspects to such work. The range of ideas and perspectives 
brought up from the areas in which I engage has been both intellectually 
rich and professionally stimulating. The teaching aspects of my career have 
been enlivened by this work across disciplines: engagement with other ac-
ademic areas has led me to learn about and in some cases to teach and re-
search a variety of subjects that I might not have otherwise and to bring 
in some of their pedagogies into my own practice.

This engagement also has made me think differently about the nature 
of leadership, as I set out in the remainder of this chapter. It is not my in-
tention here to propose new models of leadership per se. As has been noted, 
the field is already full of metaphors and models, and adding another risks 
confusion — and does not necessarily tell us anything new about the ac-
tions or outcomes of leadership. 15 What I do want to do, however, is to 
make a claim for the use of the humanities in understanding a practice 
and a particular approach to the ethos of leadership. As a whole, and with 
varying emphases, humanities disciplines work to reveal and to under-
stand cultures, emotions, ethics, values, behaviors, and relationships; a 
critical understanding of these aspects of humanity has been seen as fun-
damental to competent, ethical leadership. 16 It is thus worth reminding 
ourselves of how the ways in which we teach can be productively reflected 
in the ways in which we lead.

Conducting effective teaching in humanities subjects often depends 
on the deployment and encouragement of rich, probing, and democratic 
discussion. Such discussion helps students to see events, objects, people, 
or ideas through a range of critical and theoretical lenses while develop-
ing their own lines of inquiry and insight. This teaching philosophy, that 

“discussion remains an indispensable part of democratic education,” along 
with the skills that make it work as a practice, positively influences my 
own approach to leadership. 17 Of course, discussion and debate suit the 
humanities; they bring out and exercise key skills in specific disciplines 
while attuning students to subtleties in that skill set around active listen-
ing, creative response, and critical discourse. Such debate can also help to 
keep leadership a pleasurable, intellectually productive, and critically in-
cisive activity.
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To work in humanities is to “study the meaning-making practices of 
[ . . . ] culture, focusing on interpretation and evaluation with an indis-
pensable element of subjectivity.” 18 These methodological tools have been 
related powerfully to acts of pedagogy and emancipation by Maxine 
Greene, who saw the educational need to attune to “multiple patterns of 
being and knowing, to a regard for cultural differences, to an attentive-
ness when it comes to voices never listened to before.” 19 Greene argued 
for the political and social power of the creative imagination: “Of all our 
cognitive capacities, imagination is the one that permits us to give cre-
dence to alternative realities [ . . . ] allows us to break with the taken for 
granted, to set aside familiar distinctions and definitions.” 20 For Greene, 
human experience was a sedimentation of layers; as Kohli comments, suc-
cessfully attending to such layers requires an “expanded notion of crit-
ical reflection — one that incorporates rational, emotional, ethical, and 
aesthetic sensibilities — in order to come to more complete understand-
ing.” 21 In a number of ways, then, the creative and reflective lenses which 
we use every day within our subject areas can be powerfully deployed in 
our approach to leadership.

Teaching leaders within the humanities have an opportunity to act as 
what Giroux has termed “transformative intellectuals,” in as much as we 
take a critical stance toward our own practice and the practice of others 
that is inherently open, creative, and transformative. In shaping the cur-
riculum, shaping policy, defining educational philosophies, and working 
with communities in diverse capacities, Giroux argues, transformative in-
tellectuals are critically aware of their own theoretical convictions and be-
come skilled in strategies for translating conviction into practice. 22 This 
is, essentially, the Gramscian/Freirean concept of praxis, or theoretically 
informed action. In both formulations, praxis involves the active combi-
nation of reflection and action in the service of social change, engaging 
teachers and students together in a critical examination of how power re-
lations operate in education and how these relations sustain and propa-
gate existing hegemonic social structures, particularly connected to the 
construction of knowledge (a process Freire famously referred to as con-
scientização, or conscientization; the gaining of critical consciousness). 
Equipping teachers and students with the language of critique and the 
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rhetoric of empowerment enables “transformative agents who recognize, 
challenge, and transform injustice and inequitable social structures.” 23 
Praxis represents a vital approach in teaching and in leadership, offering 
empowered discourse in the service of transformative ends. We have an 
opportunity too, here, to be as open about our practices of leading as we 
are about those ends. The democracy of the humanities classroom ought 
also to be the democracy of leadership.

But in seeking transformation we must be careful not to become com-
plicit in the flaws of transformational leadership practices. As Tourish has 
commented, “In stressing the need for leaders to ‘transform’ others — a 
project which increasingly seeks to reshape their most private values, at-
titudes and aspirations — transformational leadership has been complicit 
in attempts to extend the power of formal organizational leaders in ever 
more intrusive directions.” 24 Genuine transformation is transformational 
for all, emerges from all, and does not operate at the cost of overriding 
identities or by forcing others to engage in a pretense of institutional val-
ues. This is the moral and democratic tension of leadership, leadership as 
responsibility to others, as obligation, “a reciprocal process of opening one-
self up and learning from others in order to carve out new spaces of free-
dom.” 25 It is not an easy process, and there are plenty of pitfalls along the 
way, but here again, I would argue that the humanities are well placed to 
cope with such tensions: “The humanities, centrally concerned as they are 
with the cultural practices of reflection, argument, criticism, and specula-
tive testing of ideas, have a substantial contribution to make to the good 
working of democracy.” 26 Democratic conversation, speculative and co-
operative construction of knowledge, critical consciousness, attentiveness 
to argument, and care for both critique and kindness, these are the struc-
tural, intellectual and aesthetic building blocks of our subject areas in the 
humanities and are at the heart of the praxis of leadership.

Leadership should not then be enacted in terms of individual, per-
sonal, or positional attributes but rather seen in terms of a socially occur-
ring nexus of ideas, events, and actors. According to Collinson and Tourish, 
leadership is “socially constructed and interpreted and [ . . . ] could mean 
very different things to different actors in different situations.” 27 Thinking 
of leadership as a social process of mutual and reciprocal influence in the 
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service of identifying and accomplishing collective goals is a rewarding if 
also clearly a complex proposition. 28 It necessarily involves identity work: 
who we choose to be, what identities we choose to enact, when we choose 
to perform them, how, with whom, and in what contexts are all central to 
the dynamics of leadership. Again, the critical reflection common to hu-
manities disciplines is central here to the successful action of leadership 
because it provides space for considering the ways in which our own iden-
tity (subjectivity, biases, race, gender, class, culture) interrupts or, poten-
tially, enhances, an ability to see other perspectives and hence provide ef-
fective arenas for the operation of leadership. 29

A view of leadership as acquired and sustained (or lost) through con-
stant social interactions necessarily shifts power away from any one leader 
and transfers it to the relationships within and around a community, “the 
social interactions in which people claim and grant leader identities.” 30 
This is not, it should be said, the same as distributed leadership, where re-
sponsibilities are determined from above by the nature of a task or situation. 
Distributed leadership tends to be a popular theory in higher education, 
in as much as the collegiality of the model fits an ideal of the university. 
In practice, however, this ideal can exclude, denigrate, or otherwise silence 
voices based on (for example) class, race, and gender. Distributed leader-
ship, and to a certain extent ideas of collegiality as a whole, can mask con-
testation, discrimination, and conflict; it can also act as a method of push-
ing work onto junior colleagues. 31

Equally, it is worth remembering that “sometimes making visible and 
opening the space for speech can contribute to rather than prevent harm.” 32 
There is a difference between appearing caring and engaged and creating 
spaces for actual dialogue or change. There is a sense in which creating 
spaces for speech and community risks also being coercive, in as much as 
what seems to us like a permission to engage may to others be a demand. 
Creating a genuinely engaged and democratic community among fel-
low academic staff can be — despite (or even because of ) our experience 
in teaching — a more difficult proposition than with most students. Most 
obviously, differences in real or perceived seniority can create problems in 
discussion: “rational communication” may end up “distorted by the effects 
of unequal distribution of power.” 33 Openness, a commitment to questions, 
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and clarity in creating a learning space (again, all signature pedagogies in 
the humanities) can help in recognizing and carefully teasing out the prob-
lems. In believing in evolving forums for discussion based on genuine ex-
change and involvement, I take my cue from a point made some years ago 
in Edwards, McGoldrick, and Oliver (2006) concerning the quality of 
effective learning: “You’ve got to improvise — it’s like a performance in a 
way. One in which the audience can heckle and change the ending [ . . . ] 
you just have to prepare as best you can and then cope.” 34 Heckling and 
changing the ending is a wonderful description of what I would look for 
in genuinely engaged learning and just so in genuinely engaged leader-
ship work. Everyone involved must have the capacity to change the end-
ing, or there is not much point in being involved in the story.

Leadership, for better and worse, is about making meaning, and so in 
the same way that we teach creativity with the making of meaning in our 
own subject areas, we need leadership to make room for meaning-making 
on the part of everyone involved. For all the foregoing reasons touched 
on in this chapter, it seems ever more important to spend time with our 
communities, with colleagues, with students, with ourselves, thinking 
about what sort of leaders we want and what sort of leaders we want to 
be. Leadership should not be assumed but rather examined: the activi-
ties and practices of leadership ought not to begin and end with those in 
leadership roles but should instead work to bring in other voices, other 
members. This type of leadership, a leadership that I would argue is dis-
tinctive of the humanities, offers a way forward in catering to the many 
individual and group needs within and around our curricula — even as it 
also requires serious investment in terms of time and resources. In the fi-
nal account, though, such a method of leadership offers intellectual and 
emotional sustenance to ourselves as well as to others.
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3
ACADEMIC DUCK-RABBIT

Faculty Leadership at the Smaller 
College or University

EMILY RUTH ISAACSON

I mean Negative Capability, that is, when a man is capable 
of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any 
irritable reaching after fact and reason.

JOHN KEATS,  “LET TER TO GEORGE AND 

TOM KEATS,  DECEMBER 1817”

as humanists, we often think of ourselves in very specific terms, perhaps under-

valuing our skills and talents that can be useful outside of research and 
teaching. Somewhat relatedly, many of us find ourselves in leadership po-
sitions, sometimes deliberately pursuing such work, sometimes winding 
up in those positions in what amounts to a giant game of “not it.” Being a 
humanist in a leadership position means leveraging our skills in a new way. 
As humanists, we are often quite good at storytelling about others, but we 
are not always as comfortable with telling our own stories or drawing the 
conclusion that, indeed, our training as humanists is precisely what got us 
to this point. We look to other places for advice (as you are doing with this 
book), and many of us continue to seek ideas about how to manage the 
things that we cannot solve. But sometimes, we don’t quite find what we 
are looking for. When I was first appointed to a quasi-administrative role, 
I did what any good English professor would do: I bought some books. 
While the books I have read through the years include useful information, 
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I recognize that the intended audience worked at a larger university and 
in a larger department than I work in. For example, George Justice’s ex-
cellent How to Be a Dean discusses managing an administrative staff and 
mentions budgets ranging from $500,000 to $50,000,000. 1 I have neither 
of those things. I know that whatever useful advice I can glean from these 
books has to be adapted to my own experiences at a very different sort 
of institution. Quite simply, the work I see in those books doesn’t match 
my day-to-day experience of faculty leadership and administrative work.

Thus, what I want to do is speak more directly about the work done at 
the smaller institutions of higher learning. By this, I mean the liberal arts 
schools of fewer than 2,000 students, the small seminaries, and conser-
vatories. 2 These are institutions that fall into a wide range of financial sit-
uations, with some having sizable endowments and others being entirely 
tuition-dependent. Geographically and in mission, they are diverse, but in 
terms of expectations for faculty participation in campus leadership, I sus-
pect that they are similar. Whether the faculty number 50 or 150, service 
by all faculty is necessary to ensure that the institution functions. Those 
academic administration and leadership books include useful advice, but 
they rarely acknowledge the many different roles a single professor at small 
institutions will play. For many at larger institutions, the shift to a purely 
administrative role moves them into a different circle of influence; how-
ever, at a small institution, the faculty administrator remains squarely a 
member of the faculty and remains in the classroom. This may mean tak-
ing on leadership roles within the faculty through elected positions, even 
when serving in a role viewed as administrative by colleagues; this likely 
also means taking on many roles in a single academic year.

To make it clearer: at one point, I was director of the Honors Program, 
chair of the English Department, chair of the faculty (the equivalent of 
faculty senate president), and a faculty representative to the board of trust-
ees in a single year. I continue in several of those roles, though my elected 
faculty positions change every couple of years. Moreover, I remain on an 
entirely faculty letter of appointment, even though a portion of my job is 
twelve months, and a portion is nine months. My experience is not uni-
versal, though it is one that can be instructive for anyone who is work-
ing at a small institution. While my work may sometimes move between 
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the administrative and the faculty, it’s all work I’m doing at essentially the 
same time; hence, my suggestion of feeling like a duck-rabbit.

The experiences that I have accrued in leadership, both as a faculty 
member and as a sometime administrator have been varied and have been 
far from my own training as an early modernist. I use the term “some-
time administrator” here rather purposefully: much of what I’ve taken on 
blends from one area to the next. This ambiguity of the role is something 
that I’ve come to be comfortable with, and it’s something that I think I 
was built for. While much of my current work feels far from my train-
ing in early modern literature, my experiences as a humanist research and 
humanist teacher have helped me develop a set of tools essential in my 
growth as a faculty leader. Other chapters in this book will delve into the 
specifics of those skills, so what I want to do here is discuss the way that 
that relationship with ambiguity — that negativity capability described by 
Keats — can inform any humanist interested in administrative work or fac-
ulty leadership work. This is true of those at any institution, but most es-
pecially true for those of us at the 1,000-plus small institutions of higher 
education across the United States. Comfort in ambiguity means open-
ness, and it is this openness that leads to our ability to do the things that 
can help us find our footing as leaders.

Working at a small college is a different experience from working at a 
large university, and it is one that most of us did not prepare for in gradu-
ate school at Carnegie R1 or R2 institutions, as those PhD programs tend 
to be part of large institutions. President emeritus of Dickinson College 
A. Lee Fritschler explains that “the small college is different from larger 
academic institutions, as well as other institutions in society, in that the 
faculty are central in managing the institution. The liberal arts college has 
two dominant constituencies: faculty and mostly undergraduate students. 
The large university has several faculties, and they vary greatly in terms of 
academic specialties, outside interests, experience, and aspirations.” 3 That 
is to suggest that the interests of the faculty of the small college are more 
closely tied to the institution as a whole. This closeness to the campus plays 
out in any number of ways, but most especially in our involvement outside 
of the classroom: we are leaders of campus committees, we take on admin-
istrative work, we sponsor various student organizations, and we attend 
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all manner of campus activities (and for many of us, the expectations that 
we do these things are spelled out in contracts, letters of appointment, or 
faculty manuals). While each campus will be idiosyncratic and each fac-
ulty member’s experience will be their own, faculty can learn from one an-
other and take stories from each other’s experiences and think about how 
to apply those lessons elsewhere.

But what’s most important from my story, and what I think others can 
take away from what I’m explaining is this: I have found that my training 
in the humanities allows me to operate in both realms and to move be-
tween the various roles I have played on campus and will continue to play. 
The humanist’s pleasure in ambiguity, I believe, serves me better than any 
other central skill that I continue to hone in my development as a higher 
education professional. We have a set of core skills and values that can 
help us move forward in leadership roles, developed in our training, and 
not simply things that we learn through the literature of organizational 
leadership. We simply need to be better at naming this skill and telling 
our story about it.

To think about the idea of comfort in ambiguity, we need only think of 
our experiences with students. Students often group themselves into “sci-
ence students” and “humanities/arts students.” This shows most clearly in 
their anxieties about their general education coursework: humanities stu-
dents sometimes express fear of taking science or math courses because 
of the expectation of “the right answer,” whereas many “science” students 
have expressed their concerns to me about taking courses where they in-
terpret poetry because there’s simply not a single “right” answer. This is, of 
course, something of a sweeping generalization, but it does point to a fun-
damental expectation that we have about the interpretation of texts be-
cause it assumes some skill in Keats’ negative capability. Those of us who 
train in the interpretation of texts are immersed in a way of thinking that 
embraces the complexity and instability of meaning as central to our in-
tellectual pursuits.

This sort of comfort with ambiguity, then, connects to the other skill 
sets of the humanist that bear on our ability to move into positions of 
leadership. That negative capability of Keats’s experience is linked deeply 
with openness and curiosity about the world: while Keats argues that we 
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should not reach “after fact and reason” when confronted with uncertain-
ties, he is not arguing for irrationality. Rather, he is arguing against using 
rationality as a way to refuse to acknowledge the inevitable uncertainties 
of life. What our work in the humanities requires of us, especially in the 
context of faculty leadership, is a flexibility that benefits from this view 
of ambiguity. I want to suggest that for the faculty leader/faculty admin-
istrator at the smaller institution, this acknowledgment of the tensions is 
essential for success, even more so than at larger institutions where lines 
are clearly drawn.

In The Essential Department Chair, Jeffrey L. Buller outlines several 
practical strategies for chairs of small departments, but even here, he does 
not address the fluid nature of faculty leadership at the very small insti-
tution. 4 He asserts, “Chairs of small departments tend not to have the 
buffers available to their colleagues in larger programs,” and by this he’s 
talking about the buffers of support staff who initially field calls. He fur-
ther explains that “chairs in smaller departments tend to find that, in most 
cases, their departments are less hierarchical and more collegially orga-
nized than are large departments. The chair of a small department is less 
frequently the ‘boss’ in a top-down manner than a colleague who is will-
ing to provide some organizational support to the unit for a fixed period.” 5 
The suggestion that the chair isn’t a boss but someone doing logistics for 
the department doesn’t quite jibe with my experience though, because the 
need for someone to help steer the future of the department, program, or 
committee still exists; however, the point that is particularly relevant is the 
idea that the hierarchy is relatively flat. You remain a colleague; you gen-
erally try to remain friends.

The ability to navigate the politics of this situation is exactly why com-
fort with ambiguity is important. Part of daily life on the small college 
campus is to be able to accept the tension of being both “colleague” and 

“boss” at the same time. This tension can crop up in unfortunate settings, 
certainly: if I’m having a disagreement with a faculty member about how 
to handle a situation with a student, am I acting in my administrative 
role or as a fellow classroom instructor? In my own mind, I’m thinking 
of myself as an experienced classroom instructor. But a colleague who I 
interact with only infrequently likely sees me as an administrator rather 



74 LEADERSHIP PATHWAYS

than a fellow traveler. This can also be a failure to read the room appro-
priately. I made a mistake early in my tenure in the Honors Program be-
cause I saw myself only as a faculty member and not as a member of the 
academic leadership team. I was on the Faculty Development Committee, 
and we were hosting a speaker on campus. Because she had a handout 
that I wanted to make available to all faculty who were absent from the 
event, I wanted to figure out who was missing so that I could later hand 
deliver the materials. Other people in the room saw the situation dif-
ferently: I later got feedback that the administration was taking atten-
dance at an optional event. Since that event, I have been more conscien-
tious about how I might be viewed in those sorts of situations, and I have 
learned to live with that.

As should be clear from my example, it’s important to learn how to 
read a situation, and the politics of the smaller institution are as idiosyn-
cratic as each institution is. This is complicated by the fact that you will 
routinely work not only with fellow faculty members and students but of-
ten closely alongside various staff members. When working with our col-
leagues (and to be clear, staff members are our colleagues in the endeavor), 
we must work with a commitment to the entire institution and not just 
our departments. Our ability as humanists to recognize patterns and to 
view texts within a social context helps us do this. This works in a differ-
ent direction from our analysis of the text: this is the synthesis of ideas 
and the interdisciplinary nature of our work. This is the inherent curios-
ity required for humanistic work and for our leadership.

Working across campus with others means that essential in your work 
as a leader is your ability to bring people together, building relationships 
across the campus; much of that work is linked to the idea of storytelling 
but also links to the idea of an openness to other ways of knowing. This 
will certainly work in different ways for different people, but at the heart 
of it is the humanist aspiration of centering the human experience, center-
ing human expertise and experience across the disciplines. As an example, 
I want to point to my work as the director of the Honors Program, which 
involves recruiting faculty to teach in the program, as well as to mentor 
senior projects. Because of my position as both a faculty member and an 
administrator, I have a rapport with my colleagues that I might lack at a 
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larger institution with clearer lines of separation. When I first began this 
work, I set up individual meetings with any faculty member who was in-
terested in working with honors students. We simply discuss what the fac-
ulty member is interested in. I ask questions. I point to the connections 
I see. We brainstorm. My own basic knowledge about a wide range of 
things helps me know what to ask, but even more, my general excitement 
for people’s work helps build rapport. It takes time but building these re-
lationships to recruit faculty to teach in my program also allows me to bet-
ter know my colleagues and their skills. And this type of understanding of 
my colleagues’ work helped me build a reciprocal trust that I relied upon as 
faculty chair and as a faculty representative to the board. My work in fac-
ulty leadership builds on my work in my administrative capacity.

Because of this position as both a faculty member and an administrator, 
I have the political capital to build relationships with not only my faculty 
colleagues but also the administrators and board members I report to. We 
spend so much time talking about relationships between characters when 
we’re studying literature that the reading of the human condition carries 
over into our daily work at the university. Freeman A. Hrabowski III, pres-
ident of University of Maryland Baltimore County, explains his success 
as being based on those kinds of relationships: “This is one of the great 
challenges facing higher education institutions today. We must start by 
building strong relationships on campus that allow faculty, staff, students, 
and administrators to ask tough questions of themselves and one another, 
to have difficult conversations, and to embrace change. We may not al-
ways move quickly, but together, we can go far.” 6 I think that this is all the 
more important at the small institution, where relationships are exactly 
what we market when we try to recruit students. This is further linked to 
the way that, in my experience, many small institutions’ presidents tend 
to talk about the campus community as “a family.”

The institutional relationship building and the bird’s-eye view of the 
campus that we gain in leadership roles require a move away from our own 
egos, including sometimes a move away from a laser focus on our own dis-
ciplines. This is the challenge facing all of us as the humanities seem of-
ten to be the easy target of outside ire and the frequent victim of campus 
downsizing. But, as George Justice points out, “true leadership on cam-
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pus involves making the case for all of the disciplines in the college and, 
in particular, for the contributions the college’s faculty members and stu-
dents make locally as well as nationally.” 7 This is true not only for the ad-
ministrative leader; this is also true for the faculty leader. As a faculty sen-
ate president, a committee chair, or a faculty representative to the board, 
we must think about the value of all the majors and programs on cam-
pus. We need to be able to articulate the value of our colleagues and their 
work; we need to be able to articulate the value of these intellectual pur-
suits for our students’ development. When majors are euphemistically 

“sunsetted” whether by administrative or faculty decision, we can find ways 
to support our colleagues and find ways to demonstrate the value of those 
subjects on campus. Students opting not to major in a subject like Spanish 
or philosophy does not make the subject less valuable from an intellectual 
perspective: instead, we must help figure out how to make the case for our 
colleagues’ fields, and we must help figure out how those subjects can ap-
pear in the campus curriculum in a way that both benefits our students 
and supports our colleagues. It may just look different than a major. What 
our work can be for the humanities is the work of preserving the human-
ities in some form because they help us all deal with ambiguity, they help 
us think about human interactions, and they help us tell the story of who 
we want to be. This applies to the students just as much as to the faculty.

What this can translate into — and must translate into — is a willingness 
to focus on the work and success of other people. It’s essential that the suc-
cess of the entire institution be part of the focus of the faculty leader and/
or administrator. As Simon Sinek argues, “What makes a good leader is 
that they eschew the spotlight in favor of spending time and energy to do 
what they need to do to support and protect their people.” 8 That is, our 
work in these roles requires that we do the work for other people, not for 
ourselves and not just for our departments. We may think of our depart-
ments as distinctive and separate, but we also must remember that ev-
ery department is part of the larger institution, and all departments must 
work in tandem to keep the campus moving forward. On the small cam-
pus, the difference between being a faculty leader and an administrator 
is nearly nonexistent when it comes to doing the work of improving the 
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institution and strategizing for the future. At my current institution, for 
example, faculty members work alongside administrators, staff, and board 
members on committees that oversee strategic budgeting, assessment, fac-
ulty development, and the institutional strategic plan, among many other 
topics. Additionally, most administrators teach at least one course a year. 
Our roles blend together, and we are all trying to steer our boats in the 
same direction.

It is true that the aptitudes and skills I’m talking about here (and others 
speak of elsewhere in this book) are not exclusive to humanists, but what 
I want to emphasize about my experience is this: I learned these things 
through being a humanist. Telling our stories as leaders and future leaders 
is about recognizing what we have done, what we have learned, and how 
it applies to future situations. I think most important in this is an idea I 
began with: comfort in ambiguity. All of us recognize students who are 
not comfortable in that ambiguity; we probably recognize that in some 
of our colleagues as well. This is not a flaw in any individual, but rather it 
creates a different way of viewing the world. Keats’s concept of negative 
capability, in action, is deeply uncomfortable. Between my study of liter-
ary texts and my study of literary theory, I have developed a comfort with 
troubling situations that require holding and considering multiple view-
points simultaneously. My ability to reconcile these difficulties has been 
central to my ability to contribute to my institution beyond my classroom 
teaching. It’s also what has allowed me to navigate between my faculty 
leadership roles and my administrative roles.

You are perhaps, at the least, looking for some practical solutions to this 
problem of feeling like a duck-rabbit. Let me offer you what may work be-
cause sometimes it’s important to separate out which role you are playing, 
even though I’ve generally argued for the power of blending all the roles 
together. First and foremost, schedule time thoughtfully, whatever time 
management system you prefer. Blocking out time for administrative proj-
ects and projects linked to faculty leadership is important so that you aren’t 
simply spending all your time putting out fires. If you can compartmen-
talize the work through different workspaces or work in different capaci-
ties on different days of the week, you will likely find yourself navigating 
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your identities more readily (for example, I do English Department work 
on Mondays, Honors Program work on Tuesdays). Second, get to know 
staff members throughout campus and in every office. Third, understand 
the organizational hierarchy and all your locations within it. Fourth, re-
member that you are not doing this work alone. Find a mentor on cam-
pus or a mentor at another institution. It’s helpful to have a mentor and 
confidant when you’re trying to sort out the problems of your work. And 
fifth, lean into the weirdness of being a duck-rabbit. Some days you will 
be a duck. Some days you will be a rabbit. Some days you will be both at 
once. And most days it’s a good thing.

NOTES
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NAVIGATING NETWORKS 

AND SYSTEMS

Practicing Care, Clarifying Boundaries, 
and Reclaiming Self in Higher 

Education Administration

GENESEA M. CARTER, AURORA MATZKE, 
AND BONNIE VIDRINE-ISBELL

The transition from faculty to administration requires you 
to reframe your sense of professional accomplishment and 
understand that you are fueling student success from a dif-
ferent vantage point. Instead of flying the airplane, you are 
designing new airplanes, repairing broken airplanes, con-
trolling air traffic, ensuring safety, building new airports and 
serving the general welfare of all.

BRADLEY FUSTER,  “MOVING TO THE 

‘DARK SIDE’  IN DARK TIMES” 1

the administrative roles humanities faculty tend to fill are complex: much like 

running an airport, they must navigate a myriad of roles and responsibil-
ities. And much like an airport exists within a super system of airports, 
higher education is a super system: it is a series of microsystems and net-
works influencing the macrosystem. While systems and networks are nec-
essary to keep universities and colleges running smoothly, they can also 
act like agentive beings, shaping policies and processes, such as impos-
ing deficit-based pedagogies and perpetuating problematic labor prac-
tices. 2 Systems and networks are vital to academia, and they are also all- 
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consuming by nature because systems and networks’ primary function is 
to ensure the success and survival of the institution. As a result, the insti-
tution may become more economically focused to (try to) ensure finan-
cial success and survival. 3 The neoliberalization of higher education, espe-
cially with the emphasis on institutional auditing and economics, is one 
example of how systems and networks create tensions for humanities fac-
ulty administrators. Many neoliberal systems and networks undermine 
the training many humanities scholars receive in communities of practice, 
mindfulness, contextual exigency, organizational psychology, social justice 
efforts, and academic labor issues, among others. 4

In our chapter, we will first introduce systems theory as a lens through 
which humanities’ faculty administrators may understand and reflect upon 
the work they accomplish in the systems and networks they are working 
within. Second, we will provide examples from our own faculty adminis-
trative roles and accompanying recommendations to help readers see how 
systems and networks shape the challenges of leadership roles. Finally, 
we conclude by returning attention to the self and the system as an or-
ganic pairing deserving of attention. Throughout our sections, we include 
reflection-in-process practices common in our field of rhetoric and com-
position to spark personal application and reflection. We believe offering 
readers an introduction to systems theory, sharing our own experiences, 
and engaging in reflection-in-process begins to provide readers with the 
knowledge, language, and metacognition tools needed for clarity, self-care, 
and boundaries. Our roles often call us to give so much of ourselves, and 
we need clarity, self-care, and boundaries to honor our own needs, effec-
tively determine where change and potential are possible, and understand 
the needs of our colleagues and students.

REFLECTION IN PROGRESS

But first: grab a journal or tablet and your favorite beverage. Then, choose 
one of the following reflection questions and spend five minutes freewrit-
ing your answers:

• Try and identify one primary academic system or network impact-
ing, positively or negatively, the work you do and/or want to do.
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• Who might help you better understand the systems and networks 
shaping your program, department, college, and/or university?

• How do systems and networks affect your personal life?

We find focusing problem-solving on the systems and networks — rather 
than focusing on individuals — more effectively works toward positive, in-
clusive change. In addition, “writing to learn” is an effective strategy often 
used by humanities scholars to unpack complex topics and theories. We’ll 
come back to your reflection. Because communication is, as collection con-
tributor Michael Austin writes, “the coin of [the] realm” in many of the 
positions we have held, we draw from our collective experience commu-
nicating through writing and reflection as tools for readers to further de-
velop or share with colleagues. 5

Our Positionalities: Providing Context for 

Our Experiences and Perspectives

We are cisgender, white, and female professors. Two of us are first-generation 
college students. Two of us hail from California; one of us comes from 
Louisiana. We have taught at institutions ranging from 5,000 students to 
40,000 students and have held adjunct, non-tenure-track, and tenure-track 
positions. We have held various administrative roles, including writing 
program administrator, director of English language programming, di-
rector of general education, and senior associate provost of operations and 
strategic planning. Advocacy for and attention to under-represented stu-
dent populations have been hallmarks of our careers. As we write here and 
have written elsewhere, we are committed to approaching administrative 
work as human work. Our view is that we cannot be effective administra-
tors without considering our humanity in that work.

Of course, a large part of our combined approach (in our larger work but 
also evidenced in this chapter) is heavily influenced by our backgrounds 
as humanities scholars. With backgrounds in literature, teaching English 
as a second or foreign language, composition, and rhetorical studies, we 
have spent most of our careers studying language and language systems. 
Language and the control, access, and understanding of its systems and 
uses, often represent a dual seat of power and access. It is in this vein we 
pursue systems studies. Our hope is this chapter might be useful to anyone, 
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at any level of administration, and may be especially thought-provoking 
for faculty from academic humanities disciplines, ranks, and positions who 
are either administrators or admin-curious.

Systems Theory

Systems theory is the study of interrelated and ecosocial systems and net-
works, human-made and natural. Fields such as social work, sociology, psy-
chology, biology, and cybernetics use systems theory to understand how 
systems and networks shape human, biological, social, and technological 
behavior and action. 6 They affect higher education leadership by defining 
and shaping the structure of the university. Ferd J. Van der Krogt explains, 

“In order to survive, any organization must meet a number of functional 
requirements, such as the realization of set objectives. . . . Structures are 
designed to realize these functions: the production structure, the policy 
structure, and the human resource management structure.” 7 Systems and 
networks ensure an organization’s structural functionalism works from 
the top to the bottom. For example, in 2018 when the California legisla-
ture shifted the requirements of remedial classes, institutions scrambled 
to adjust everything from individual coursework to transfer and general 
education credits. Many of the adjustments involved records — the keep-
ing, transferal, and adjustments of records necessary to allow students to 
enroll in, in some cases, entirely different course sequences. The Cal State 
System depended on the networks and systems to verify and guarantee the 
human components — administrators, faculty, staff, and students — were 
working toward the functional requirements set by the system.

Networks and systems are vital to ensuring university goals are achieved. 
However, when the university’s structural functionalism takes precedence 
over the local, organic needs of administrators, faculty, staff, and students, 
there are consequences: disciplinary best practices are ignored, the emo-
tional and physical well-being of faculty and staff are stifled, and prob-
lematic labor practices may continue. 8 For example, when administrators 
try to change student pronouns in the learning management system, and 
the information technology (IT) office reroutes the query to the enroll-
ment management office, who then reroutes them to another department, 
administrators go around in circles trying to update students’ pronouns. 
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While there are several layers of interaction among individuals, the system 
is so complex that making changes to students’ pronouns is complicated 
and requires multiple departments to problem-solve. There is a human(e) 
cost to navigating systems and networks out of sync with the humans 
working within them, which often results in faculty, staff, and student dis-
enfranchisement, disillusionment, and resentment. 9

REFLECTION-IN-PROCESS

Applying Stephen Covey’s circle of concern (e.g., issues of which I am 
aware but cannot control) and circle of influence (e.g., issues of which I 
am aware and over which I do have partial or full control), we want you to 
evaluate where your energies might be the most useful. 10 Choose one of 
the reflection questions you answered already and complete the following:

• Underline, circle, or highlight the people, locations, offices, arti-
facts present in your system or network.

• Create a concern/influence x- y-axis.
• Of the system elements you identified in the first “Reflection-in- 

Process” section, place them on the axis.
• Evaluate your axis (see figure 4.1). How many of the elements are 

high concern/low influence? And the reverse — high influence/low 
concern? What about the other quadrants: high concern/high influ-
ence and low concern/low influence?

C
o

n
ce

rn

Influence

FIGURE 4.1 Concern/influence axis.
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This exercise offers an evaluation of the human and nonhuman play-
ers in a system, as well as your level of concern and your level of influ-
ence. The axis can help you identify who is influencing whom, where the 
real authority connected to the processes might rest, and how to deploy 
change agents (including yourself ) effectively. In addition, it may high-
light for readers the different approaches needed for the differing systems 
in which we find ourselves.

Practicing Care, Clarifying boundaries, 

and Reclaiming Self

In this section, we dovetail our faculty administrative stories with prac-
tical strategies that have worked for us — and we hope will work for you 
too. We recognize faculty administrative experiences are contextual and 
institution-specific and share these stories and strategies with the hope 
they are widely applicable or at least recognizable. Each section is writ-
ten by a different author and in a different university context to demon-
strate the depth and breadth of our collective experiences. To honor ano-
nymity, the following narratives will not use universities’ or persons’ names.

STRATEGIES FOR CHANGE: 
WRITING TO CREATE CHANGE

One of the systems encountered within the university is the system for 
evaluation of English language proficiency. Inherent in this process is 
the deficiency model, which often indicates what is lacking in a human. 
Within the context of international students’ language proficiencies and 
entrance exams, this deficiency model is found in the physical objects 
embedded within the US university system: Visa/I-20 application docu-
ments, textbooks for immigration officers, proficiency tests, immigration 
officers’ exams, and nonobjects such as websites or virtual training semi-
nars. These existing objects and nonobjects hold within their very semiot-
ics a philosophy of lack and an implicit message of superiority. Suhanthie 
Motha and Angel Lin discuss this ideology of lack in their theory of de-
sire for the English language. Using Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic notion 
of the object petit a — the object cause of desire, these two authors connect 
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the desire for the English language to the experience of lack. When one 
recognizes (or believes) something is missing, its absence makes the sub-
ject believe herself to be incomplete. For example, they write, “Establishing 
the absence of English as a lack changes the positionality not only of those 
who do not speak English but also of those who are able to claim owner-
ship over English by reaffirming their primacy.” 11 The philosophy of lan-
guage deficiency often fixates on international or domestic multilingual 
students’ lack of language rather than on their diverse linguistic resources, 
their cultural intelligence, or their ability to act as translingual liaisons.

I have encountered this deficiency model at both universities I have 
worked at, and gratefully, my first university explicitly named and worked 
to unravel the deficiency model. Teams of instructors both within the 
English Writing Program and in the English Language Program met 
and studied ways of change. Some of the activities for change included 
writing new outcomes that addressed the interconnection of discrim-
ination and English language, creating training manuals and manda-
tory training seminars for new instructors, and developing a textbook 
for First-Year Composition that explicitly addressed the concept of de-
ficiency through readings, such as “Mother Tongue” by Amy Tan or ex-
cerpts from Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza by Gloria Anzaldúa. 
Being part of this process and involved in this training prepared me to 
enact similar changes when I began at my second university as a new 
college-level director.

At this university and in a new position as leader rather than partici-
pant, I noticed elements of the deficiency model that users of the system 
were unaware of. Often, the humans I interacted with had power to only 
use the problematic physical objects/nonobjects (e.g., textbooks for immi-
gration officers), not rewrite them. As human agents within this system, 
they were part of the construction and socializing of this lack, but they 
did not create it nor did they actively have power to change it. As the di-
rector, I did have the power to create and recreate these objects. I had both 
high concern and influence. To process moments of frustration or resis-
tance, journaling, prayer, and exercise were tools I relied on to move my 
brain activation from limbic flooding to prefrontal cortex thinking. Here, 
I could productively analyze the diction and semiotics associated with the 
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situation specific to my university context. I realized I needed to focus my 
high concern and influence on the physical objects themselves; therefore, 
those of us within the program began work to change the language within 
the documents. I asked to see the letters from admissions; we rewrote them. 
I asked to see the textbooks; we changed them. I asked to rewrite the cat-
alog; we completed three revisions. We drafted and redrafted a program 
manual and training materials. These were the first steps.

Once completed, the next step was to find the person on campus who 
“pushes the button” and ask them to push it on behalf of our program. We 
needed to change some of the methods and workflow used by intercampus 
constituents, and this would require a different level of rhetorical analysis 
than needed previously —  one of relational networks within the university.

With human agents, change often happens relationally, as our brains 
are social in nature, working systematically and often unconsciously to 
regulate emotion and navigate social groups. 12 Thus, our sphere of influ-
ence remains tied to the human bodies connected to the work. Coupled 
with the unique paradigms, hierarchies, and historical context of my uni-
versity, it became clear that, for my requests to be granted, someone else 
needed to convey my message. The best chance would be a live conversa-
tion in a private setting between two relationally close individuals who 
could convince others to do what I needed for things to change. It also 
required me to humble myself and realize I was asking to change course 
from a long history of using a familiar workflow system that functioned 
well enough for the users. It was a big ask for a newcomer, and my atti-
tude of superiority and systemic frustration only mirrored the larger con-
cern I was facing.

After a two-year process, these changes have been realized, and our 
university is more aware of the deficiency model and more active in nam-
ing the resources of cultural knowledge and linguistic diversity that stu-
dents bring to our classrooms. Though hopeful, this story ended where 
my sphere of influence ended. I had little influence to change our immi-
gration system’s philosophy. I tried. When I received paperwork laden 
with deficiency-laden language inherited from larger networks, I wrote 
back. However, my emails landed in the wrong laps. In one answer, the 
writer replied, “While I do understand your concern, the terms are not 
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determined by the State Approving Agency for Education, rather they’re 
derived from the Code of Federal Regulations published in the Federal 
Register by the executive departments and agencies of the federal govern-
ment of the United States.” 13 Email exchanges showed I had to (re)con-
sider my span of influence. I did not have the power to rewrite those doc-
uments. What could I do to unravel a philosophical system built upon this 
lack? How could I teach the English language to students who are told 
they are insufficient because they do not own it?

Begin with objects in the system. Begin with documents. Find a pro-
gram textbook that teaches from a philosophy of linguistic resources so 
that everyone who comes through your program reads and wrestles with 
the construct of deficiency. Rewrite your outcomes. Rewrite your syllabus. 
Rewrite your catalog. Write. And write more. Produce meaning with your 
language. As humanities scholars, we are comfortable with using writing 
to produce the meaning we want and need to see. I encourage you to use 
writing — and the careful attention to words — to create the change needed 
in the systems and networks that affect your programs, your department, 
your college, and your institution.

REFLECTION-IN-PROCESS

Return to your reflection notes. Review your concern/influence axis and 
take five minutes to answer at least one of the following questions:

• What artifacts/objects (emails, policies, websites, institutional re-
search, syllabi) are connected to one or two of your high influence 
moments?

• What is the process of revision for these artifacts?
• Are there any other offices, procedures, or individuals connected to 

the artifacts that should be consulted to articulate a clear pathway 
prior to beginning the revision process?

We believe we can practice personal and professional care by locating and 
revising documentation. Documentation — from office to office, meet-
ing to meeting, and person to person — holds the key to systemic change, 
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one word at a time. Yet, of course, there are situations where no amount of 
writing will shift the realities of a system in crisis.

CLARIFYING BOUNDARIES: 
FINDING NUANCE AND SETTING LIMITS

January 2020, the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a 
global health emergency. 14 In March and April of 2020, COVID-19 had 
spread to the point that much of higher education shut down in-person 
education opportunities in response to the COVID-19 global pandemic, 
Inside Higher Ed began tracking institutional case rates, policies changes, 
and vaccine requirements, and many administrators across the landscape 
of higher education began watching the changes on an hourly basis. 15 Over 
the past two years, the pandemic has brought with it the need to mask up, 
distance, and isolate, as well as death tolls in the millions. 16 While the in-
dividual and communal experience of the pandemic has been and contin-
ues to be traumatizing on multiple levels, higher education institutions 
are experiencing the effects of large budget deficits at the hands of declin-
ing enrollments, slipping persistence rates, and the loss of income from 
auxiliary services. 17

My institution, to remain fiscally balanced and retain as many em-
ployees as possible in the fall of 2020, moved to mandatory furloughs (in-
stead of mass layoffs) offset by banked vacation. In the spring of 2021, as a 
mid-level administrator, I found myself the recipient of a university man-
date: the organization would no longer allow employees to bank vacation 
hours; we were moving to flexible time off (FTO); there would be addi-
tional furloughs.

The cessation of vacation accrual in alignment with the request for con-
tinued furloughs was clearly a fiscal strategy designed to pull down the 
amount of money the institution had tied into banked vacation. The dif-
ficulty here was threefold:

1. The administration was looking for ways to preserve faculty and 
staff lines as much as possible through the shrinking of banked 
vacations.
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2. In order to positively impact the current fiscal year, the decision 
needed to be made swiftly.

3. FTO is a policy change that during regular operations is often 
hailed as a top employee desire. 18

But, when you stir these decisions into the same pot and oversalt with 
a scarcity economy, you end up with an unpalatable soup. I found myself 
leading teams of individuals with their safety nets removed. Employees 
were confused, frustrated, and scared. While some might have been excited 
about the prospect of “no limits” vacation, any positive press was marred 
by concerns about continued furloughs. Banked vacation hours, under the 
pressure of furlough, would dwindle. Leave connected to baby bonding, 
often augmented by banked hours, seemed to be in flux. Additional time 
to heal after planned surgeries, was that also gone? The questions came 
fast and furious. What could be done?

The answer was not to rage against the amorphous “powers that be.” 
The decision was the decision. We were in a pandemic. First, I read every 
piece of information I could get my hands on in connection with the new 
policies. I also encouraged several of the seasoned leaders I worked with 
to do the same. Collectively, we came up with listings of scenarios and 
potentialities that would need to be addressed in the new materials (i.e., 
new mothers in financial hardship, medical leave options, bereavement 
alternatives). Academic affairs leadership then held emergency meetings 
of our chairs and directors, highlighted the salient points of the policies, 
and allowed them to share their concerns directly. We then sent out an 
anonymous survey based on their concerns to all affected employees un-
der our span and collected additional concerns and examples. Next, we 
created two pathways: (1) make the benefits of FTO immediately and ex-
plicitly clear to employees by encouraging prompt use, and (2) meet with 
human resources (HR) to start an action plan for addressing gaps and fis-
sures in the policies that negatively impacted subsets of employees (with 
direct examples and problem-solving action plans brought to the meet-
ings). As each gap was resolved, we brought that resolution to the larger 
group, so they understood their needs were being clearly addressed. In ad-
dition, some of the concerns were already addressed in the materials ini-
tially released by HR, but the materials were missing the mark. Audience 
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evaluation and messaging were lacking in the initial release — something 
humanities scholars are skilled at spotting and addressing. We also con-
tinued to meet with HR regarding their messaging and have since coordi-
nated additional university-wide materials. As Austin asserts in his chap-
ter in this volume, “People who are trying to negotiate a crisis do not need, 
and cannot process, multiple messages from different departments of the 
university.” 19 To this end, we had to simplify and streamline, and these 
concerns continue to be a point of negotiation, even as we continue to ex-
perience pandemic realities.

This was not a policy, procedure, or decision I could rewrite or revise on 
a mass scale. However, every systemic decision has boundaries and gaps, 
and my work was setting limits and exploring the nuance to clearly miti-
gate anxiety and give opportunity where it was possible. Focusing on the 
structure and purpose of the decision, finding and naming the confines, 
and articulating clear resolution pathways for participants with difficul-
ties helps recenter the institutional conversation appropriately at the level 
at which you find yourself and those in your span of care. If the decision 
is unjust, the gathering of evidence and examples will be the first step to-
ward bringing a case forward to the decision-makers. In the end, it is im-
portant for us to identify our circles of influence, to clarify boundaries 
between people and policy, and to get to work where we can get to work. 
Otherwise, the issues exacerbating employee tensions and challenges will 
remain unclear and unresolved.

REFLECTION-IN-PROCESS

Return to your reflection notes and take five minutes to write responses 
to the following questions:

• What or who is missing from your notes and/or concern/influ-
ence axis?

• Where are the gaps in communication and/or considerations of dif-
ference (from people group to people group, department to depart-
ment, area to area, etc.) articulated?

• What might be one or two solutions you can facilitate to close the 
gaps?



 93NAVIGATING NETWORkS AND SYSTEMS

Continue to use your freewriting to focus your efforts and energies — or 
to help you know when to pull back and take a break.

RECLAIMING SELF: LEARNING TO 
SEE IT IS NOT MY FAULT

After completing my doctorate in 2013, I applied to over seventy rhetoric 
and composition jobs across the United States. I had fifteen interviews, 
two campus visits, and two offers. I took an assistant professor job at a mid-
western university with a teaching load of four sections of composition 
and rhetoric courses a semester in addition to research and service require-
ments. As a doctoral student, I had trained to be a writing program admin-
istrator and, in 2015, I became the director of First-Year Composition at 
the university overseeing a two-course general education sequence. While 
I had taken a graduate course in writing program administration and had 
several years’ experience in program administration as a doctoral student, I 
had no training in navigating the human consequences of working within 
a monolithic system designed around neoliberal principles. I certainly had 
no graduate training in setting boundaries or saying no — quite the oppo-
site. Workaholism was rewarded and expected. Naively bright-eyed and 
hopeful that my passion and workaholism could create systematic change, 
the human consequences in such a system were palpable:

• Admissions-rejected students were later accepted to boost enroll-
ment numbers, yet very little infrastructure academically supported 
these students.

• The university wanted to cancel the noncredit developmental compo-
sition course, despite increasing enrollment numbers due to the uni-
versity accepting international and US students with need.

• Full-time, tenure-track faculty (TTF) taught four sections a semes-
ter; full-time, non-tenure-track faculty (NTTF) taught five sections 
a semester. Faculty were so worn out from teaching writing-intensive 
courses and constant budget cuts and furloughs; they were disillu-
sioned and disheartened.

• TTF and NTTF salaries were significantly lower than peer institu-
tions, which meant faculty often taught overloads during the summer 
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and/or during winter break. The high teaching load plus extra courses 
meant faculty, although passionate about their teaching, were simply 
trying to keep their heads above water and didn’t have additional en-
ergy for program initiatives.

As a new assistant professor, I thought if I worked harder, I could cre-
ate meaningful and ethical change within the system. I thought my en-
thusiasm and commitment to students and the program would be infec-
tious and could mitigate the exhaustion and resentment colleagues felt 
about the university system. But what I did not understand was I could 
not counteract a system set up to burn us out. (In new faculty orientation, 
the provost said faculty turnover was 47 percent with no mention of what 
the university was doing to retain faculty.)

During my four years at that institution, I thought that, if I agreed to all 
service opportunities, I might find mentors and allies who would help me 
create change. I thought if I worked toward aligning our composition and 
rhetoric courses with the discipline’s best practices (e.g., starting program 
assessment and aligning curriculum with course outcomes), colleagues 
would be passionate about that work. But, unfortunately, many of my col-
leagues were burned out, suspicious, resentful, tired, and apathetic — and in 
many instances, rightfully so. At the same time, colleagues’ negative emo-
tions festered, went unaddressed by the larger system, and sometimes re-
sulted in toxicity. It was not unusual that well-meaning colleagues would 
tell me about anonymous complaints regarding how I worded an email or 
objected to a program initiative. (At one point I was told by a colleague 
that “someone and I won’t say who” thought I was “a dictator” for imple-
menting program assessment.) While I had a handful of allies, I never 
felt emotionally or professionally safe because of the lack of transparency 
and because the system had set us up to fail. As a result, my work moti-
vation eroded and health problems followed: I developed adrenal fatigue, 
woke up every day for a year with a panic attack, and second-guessed my 
career choice, among other work-related physical and emotional issues. 
Ultimately, working in the system was unsustainable because it refused to 
be self-reflective and/or support change, and I went back on the job market.

In my own effort to heal from adrenal fatigue and to process my emo-
tions relating to my time at that institution, I’ve realized a few home truths 
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I want to share with readers who may have had or currently have simi-
lar experiences:

• We cannot single-handedly change the university system — even if 
we desperately want to. That I couldn’t change the system is not my 
fault. That you cannot change the system is not your fault. We need 
to be realistic about what we can achieve and know when to let go.

• If we want to try to change the system, we need a team of allies to 
share the work and any accompanying mental and emotional stress. 
But, also, we should not allow our emotional and mental health to 
suffer as we attempt to find allies. There is often the desire to “just 
keep looking” with the hopes we’ll find our dream allies in a meeting 
or workshop. But we should not keep looking for allies to the detri-
ment of our health and well-being.

• We should not let our professional passions become consumed by 
the system. Does your role allow space for your passions? Are there 
colleagues who will support your professional passions? If not, I en-
courage you to look elsewhere — perhaps stepping out of your role 
to nurture those passions.

• We must get honest with ourselves about our workloads. Are we 
workaholics, overworkers, or a little of both? Workaholics work ex-
cessively because they believe their and the organization’s rewards 
are worth the excessive work. Overworkers work excessively but do 
not believe they are fairly rewarded for their excessive work. 20 In 
both cases, the system benefits more than the individual. When we 
set precedents as workaholics or overworkers, the system will con-
tinue to expect excessive work from us.

In learning to honor and respect my own boundaries, my own profes-
sional needs, and my personality traits, I realized I couldn’t be the complete 
version of myself I wanted to be in this position; I also realized the longer I 
stayed in a job with a high teaching load, low salary, and low administrative 
compensation, the more I was enabling the system to perpetuate unten-
able working practices. I felt like a cog in a machine that was duct-taped 
together, and I no longer wanted to be that cog. Through my time at this 
university, I learned that as much as I may crave changing the system, it 
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may not be possible. The way forward for me — and working through the 
disappointment and frustration — was implementing one self-care activ-
ity or setting one new boundary every term and learning that moving on 
is not a personal failure. I did not fail the system; the system failed me, my 
colleagues, and the students. I encourage you to listen to and honor your 
personal and professional needs, so you can unlock new (and healthier and 
happier) ways of seeing, thinking, and being.

REFLECTION-IN-PROCESS

In this final reflection, take five minutes and pick one or more freewrit-
ing questions to answer:

• Are you an overworker, a workaholic, a little bit of both, neither?
• Do you feel like you can say “no” and set boundaries for your personal 

and professional well-being?
• Where might you have to let change go, despite what you understand 

as the benefit to the system, in order to maintain your momentum 
for the greater good?

Because we cannot single-handedly create change within systems and 
networks, sometimes for our greatest good — our mental, emotional, phys-
ical, and/or cognitive health — we need to reevaluate the ways we have 
dedicated ourselves to our administrative work. Sometimes we need to 
get really honest with ourselves before we can move forward in sustain-
able and meaningful ways.

CONCLUSION

Humanities faculty administrators can use systems theory and reflection 
practices, as we have done here, to critically look at the micro- and mac-
rosystems and networks that affect faculty administrators’ lives and work. 
While we would not argue that we are at the mercy of higher educa-
tion systems, we are also not autonomous — and neither are the individ-
uals with whom we work. Careful consideration of self, communities of 
practice, and larger state and national networks can lead to more fruitful, 
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sustainable workplace practices over time. And while our chapter does 
not explicitly address COVID-19 as more than a foil for administrative 
change, let us take a moment to acknowledge the space in which many of 
us now find ourselves.

With the onset of the pandemic, many of us watched as our systems 
and networks rapidly adapted or calcified and crumbled under socioeco-
nomic and psychosocial stressors. The long-term benefits or drawbacks of 
these changes remain to be seen. This places humanities scholars with ad-
ministrative roles at an interesting fulcral point. Humanities scholars study 
power — the uses, distribution, and (in)access points — and now, perhaps 
more obviously than ever before, these abilities have been strained, as we 
rest in the spaces between best practice and reality.

In closing, we urge you to consider the concentric circles in which you 
find yourself operating. 21 Ultimately, we hope to draw readers’ attention 
to how systems and networks function in higher education and affect hu-
manities faculty administrators. We believe awareness of how systems and 
networks shape and influence our roles, departments, colleges, and univer-
sities provides an exigence for meaningful conversations, problem-solving 
tools, and meditative moments. Furthermore, a deeper examination of 
where we fit into the systems and networks around us can foster a praxis 
for individual self-care that lays the systems and networks, and our own 
culpabilities and opportunities within them, bare.
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I
n a recent conversation with colleagues on the subject of my next ca-
reer steps, one said, “Ryan’s interested in pretty much everything.” And 
while that’s not quite true, like many in the humanities, I find that my 

curiosity is wide-ranging. This has been the case across my academic life: 
even though all of my degrees are in the literature field, I took significant 
coursework in cultural studies and performance studies and trained as a 
teacher in rhetoric and composition. Even that modest interdisciplin-
ary travel was frustrating enough — like finding ways to make courses in 
a theater department meaningfully count toward the English PhD — but 
became more so when I hit a tightening job market. Too theatrical for 
English, too literary for theater. I cannot complain; my early career ad-
ministrative experiences as a graduate writing program coordinator during 
my PhD, and a great first job teaching in the newly constituted University 
Writing Program at George Washington University (GWU) afforded me 
just enough insight into how and why one might develop new forms of 
composition pedagogy in an interdisciplinary context.

That writing program was predicated on a four-credit model new to 
GWU, wherein faculty teaching composition skills were nonetheless en-
couraged to spend roughly a quarter of our time on thematic subjects, 
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developing deeper academic content with which to teach those writing 
skills. The idea was that faculty would bring expertise from many disci-
plines to the program, creating spaces in our classrooms for richer con-
versations among students, and making room for discussions among col-
leagues that would sparkle with ideas coming newly into contact. So, in 
addition to subfields common to English studies (rhetoric, literary criti-
cism creative writing, critical theory), we also rubbed elbows with working 
scholars from game studies, women’s studies, history, psychology, philos-
ophy, religious studies, and, over time, disciplines even further afield. The 
director and associate director of that program built an extraordinarily 
collaborative environment, such that much of the visioning work of the 
new program grew directly from faculty conversations, both in formal ses-
sions and at lunch or in hallway conversations. We set up peer-mentoring 
structures, devised shared learning goals, formulated approaches to assess-
ment, invented a first-year student symposium, and workshopped ideas for 
program research. I was especially happy to extol (in perhaps predictably 
callow new-faculty ways) the virtues of teaching interdisciplinarity as an 
overt learning goal: its pleasures afforded by creating new contact zones 
between lines of thought, the challenges of integrating knowledge from 
many fields to tackle the hard problems of our world, the rigor of learning 
the standards of knowledge production from multiple disciplines, honed 
over time. 1 I’m sure I was rhapsodic. Interdisciplinarity!

“Or even antidisciplinarity,” interjected my new colleague, Rachel Ried-
ner, at lunch one day. I stopped in my tracks. I might have even blinked a 
little extra hard, processing the concept. Antidisciplinarity?

This chapter begins from that paradigm-shifting conversation and fol-
lows a path that mirrors my own career: from exploring antidisciplinarity 
(and other “open” disciplinarities) as a scholarly and theoretical concept, 
traveling through a range of higher ed locations, and cultivating a mind-
set for navigating that career. While many of the scholars who have advo-
cated antidisciplinary stances in particular have made anti-administrative 
(or even anti-administrator) arguments, I believe that those stances of-
fer imperatives for scholars to take on administrative positions in order to 
effect the changes that they want to see in the university, as, for example, 
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Anne-Marie Walkowicz describes later in this volume. Further, an antidis-
ciplinary disposition goes hand-in-hand with certain habits of mind — an 
emphasis not just on making knowledge but also on how knowledge is 
made and an appreciation for the gray areas and ambiguities that neces-
sarily arise. It offers tools to thrive in different spaces. Indeed, the interac-
tion of scholarly humanities research with open disciplinarities has only 
become sharper as I have engaged those spaces in applied practice, with 
immediate stakes for scholarship, teaching, and learning. In what follows, 
I revisit some of those arguments through the lens of practical experi-
ence and then trace out the ways that leading with a mindset of opening 
up disciplinary enclosures can offer exciting and flexible career experi-
ences with similarly exciting implications for our academic communities. 
Ultimately, I point to the value of addressing academic problems from a 
vantage point that views disciplinary knowledge both appreciatively and 
critically, but with an understanding of the limitations of any single ap-
proach to knowledge-making and problem-solving.

In those first years at GWU, Riedner, our colleague Randi Grey Kris-
tensen, and I began a dialogue, eventually producing our 2009 collec-
tion, Writing Against the Disciplines: Antidisciplinarity in the Writing and 
Cultural Studies Classroom. There, we made arguments (following Michel 
Foucault in The Order of Things) for how the structures and practices of 
conventional academic disciplines can limit certain kinds of academic 
knowledge-making. Moreover, we argued, these limits are imposed with 
implicit, and sometimes explicit, aims of restricting the flows of power 
through scholarship that challenged ideological norms. 2 In the face of 
this observation, we located the counter-disciplinary potential available 
in rhetoric, composition, and cultural studies classrooms as a mechanism 
to labor against that disciplining of knowledge. Both critical theory and 
our contributors’ classroom experiences informed our volume, which ad-
vocated for humanities practices of cultural studies analysis, self-reflexivity, 
and process-oriented teaching, through which we might push back on the 
kinds of academic disciplinary policing that can encourage conformity and 
muffle politicized ideas.

The terms that mark off our knowledge-making endeavors can be diz-
zying: pre-, multi-, inter-, trans-, post- and antidisciplinarities abound in 
our self-searching lexicons. And readers of this volume will surely have 
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some familiarity with — and likely some strong opinions about how we 
might make distinctions among — these categories. I won’t belabor them 
here except to make a few points. First, these ideas each respond specif-
ically to forms of knowledge-making that are themselves structures for 
sorting epistemological, rhetorical, and political approaches to how we 
know and interact with the world. Each term comes with its own lim-
its and limitations, situating knowledge in time (affected both by histor-
ical context and the processes of academia), in culture, and in systems of 
power. For instance, knowledge-making can take place prior to students’ 
sorting into disciplinary majors; there are operations that we might un-
dergo to place fields alongside one another and make them interact; there 
are rules for how we might make exceptions to those operations and social 
and economic consequences for breaking them. In the academy, the sort-
ing of disciplines and fields has over time sedimented into a regimented 
set of rules and norms that appears from the outside to be a closed sys-
tem. Each of these approaches imagines different ways of prying that sys-
tem open, and so I tend to use the term “open disciplinarities” as an um-
brella to encompass several ways we might critique knowledge-ordering 
systems and redress that critique.

Second, critiques of disciplinarity that arose in the ’80s and ’90s tended 
to focus (in the Foucauldian cultural studies mode that initiated them) 
on disciplinarity as a tool for exercising political control over knowledge. 
As the culture wars set up political stakes for making cultural knowledge, 
challenging disciplinarity on political lines was perhaps as common in the 
humanities as practices that replicated disciplinary modes. Louis Menand, 
interpreting the disciplinarity debates in “The Marketplace of Ideas” notes 
that “outside the discipline became the good place to be, and there was 
a period in the 1980s and 1990s when many disciplines were almost de-
fined by the internal criticisms they generated.” 3 The fact that we antidis-
ciplinary scholars flourished in the millennial academy to a certain ex-
tent undermines our argument that politically resistant paradigms were 
hemmed in by disciplinary processes of hiring and tenure. Indeed, writ-
ing twenty years ago, Menand could already say that a postdisciplinary 
moment, defined by “a determined eclecticism about methods and sub-
ject matter” had arrived, and the field of English, in the moment I earned 
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my degree, had “become almost completely postdisciplinary.” 4 But disci-
plinarity is not dead, and departments certainly aren’t. So what remains 
in the place of epistemological-methodological rigor is not knowledge 
production that flies in the face of explicitly political controls. Rather, 
knowledge production operates within the confines of political-economic 
controls, as Menand’s “marketplace of ideas” has assuredly fallen into the 
grasp of supply-and-demand approaches to curriculum design and schol-
arly training: surely an effect of cultural neoliberalism. While scholars 
spill plenty of ink critiquing neoliberalism in the academy, that logic still 
rules the day, as virtually every contributor to this volume who deals with 
strategic enrollments, course caps, and contingent faculty salary rates 
can ruefully attest. Third, even this supposedly postdisciplinary moment 
hasn’t abandoned boundaries and structures, and scholars doing “unruly” 
work will still often critique deans and provosts and presidents for hem-
ming in knowledge that just wants to be free (I have done so myself ). 
But even when the trumpets of open disciplinarities finally do blow the 
walls of departmental structures down, what we end up rebuilding is no 
promised land of free knowledge production. What we get instead are 
schools and centers justified with a blending of the cultural studies ra-
tionales of community and political resistance, together with buzzwords 
from the twenty-first-century economic landscape: “nimble,” “responsive,” 
and “scalable.” I’m not against this, per se — I want to preserve this work 
within the climate we inhabit. So, I also note at this later stage of my ca-
reer the challenges of supporting wide-ranging work, while also preserv-
ing enough of the systems to keep wide-ranging knowledge workers em-
ployed, an administrative task often regarded with derision and suspicion 
by some faculty members.

Consider the stance of historian of science D. Graham Burnett, writ-
ing with Matthew Rickard and Jessica Terekhov, graduate students in 
Burnett’s 2017 course for Princeton’s interdisciplinary doctoral program 
in the humanities, “Interdisciplinarity and Antidisciplinarity.” As a fi-
nal project for the course, faculty and staff alike produced a brief book, 
KEYWORDS; for Further Consideration and Particularly Relevant to Aca-
demic Life, Especially as It Concerns Disciplines, Inter-Disciplinary En-
deavor, and Modes of Resistance to the Same, a text inspired in equal parts by 
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Raymond Williams’s landmark cultural studies text, and Ambrose Bierce’s 
satirical The Devil ’s Dictionary. 5 It’s a wry and witty look at the way that we 
talk about what we do, but the collaboratively produced text (attributed 
formally to “A Community of Inquiry”) also puts itself at a remove from 
actual administration. In an Inside Higher Ed interview on their book, they 
collectively write,

It’s common to hear university administrators encourage graduate stu-
dents to perform interdisciplinary work in order to make them com-
petitive applicants in an increasingly exigent job market, the idea being 
that students who can teach (or better yet, publish) in multiple fields 
are likelier to appeal to colleges and universities trying desperately to 
cover the same amount of labor with fewer full-time employees. . . . By 
treating interdisciplinarity as another accolade in the endless pursuit of 
incremental advantage, we risk subjecting academic experimentation 
to the same protocols as disciplinary inquiry, albeit with less judicious-
ness. That’s why the entry on “irony” says that interdisciplinarity is not 

“more knowing” but “less”: while we admire (and practice!) the intel-
lectual activity that flourishes within disciplinary constraints, we also 
want to shelter interdisciplinarity — or perhaps it is antidisciplinarity 
that we mean – from the dynamics that would assimilate it to business 
as usual within university life. 6

The winking flourishes here that decry exploitative administrators who 
tout “interdisciplinarity” while quashing actual antidisciplinarity misses 
a point that I want to underscore in the remainder of this chapter: that 
yes, theory, critical analysis, and scholarly playfulness can reveal ways that 
our institutional structures constrain us, and that humanities scholars can 
meaningfully attune ourselves to those political, economic, and cultural 
constraints. 7 But it is not enough to take potshots in articles and at con-
ferences at tenured administrators who have “gone over to the dark side.” 
Instead, there is intellectually honest work to be done in academic lead-
ership to build better infrastructures to support free inquiry, but doing 
so involves operating within precisely the politically and economically 
contested confines of university administration. To put it another way, 
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if we want a scholarly utopia, some people are going to have to do the 
nuts-and-bolts work of making that change. That work is slow, frustrat-
ing, messy, contested, and complicated. Yet the intellectual frameworks of 
open disciplinarities are rich assets for doing this work, even as we might 
think seriously about how to orient them affirmatively toward new mod-
els of producing ideas.

I first joined those conversations on antidisciplinarity years ago. Since 
then, I have experienced the slow, frustrating, messy, and complicated na-
ture of this work first-hand, across a range of academic spaces as a hu-
manities scholar and administrator at several research-intensive universi-
ties. I have been a contingent faculty member in a predisciplinary writing 
program, a tenure-track faculty member in a conventional English de-
partment, an associate dean in a multidisciplinary honors college, a direc-
tor of an interdisciplinary humanities center, and now an associate dean 
(this last position after two years as a kind of a project-based utility in-
fielder in the dean’s office). Moving through these varied academic spaces 
and occupying differently empowered positions at solidly funded institu-
tions has afforded me avenues for thinking through modes of disciplinar-
ity in both theoretical and pragmatic ways. In part, these have presented 
occasions to see that yes, sometimes infrastructural disciplinarity delim-
its resistant forms of knowledge, often those that grow out of identities 
and experiences that challenge the centrality of White, middle-class pa-
triarchy. But these ethical and political values frequently are navigated in 
bureaucratic ways — through budgets, structures, and policies — such that 
occupying administrative positions offers affirmative and practical tools 
to effect changes in academia that (as several contributors to this volume 
attest) are informed by theory, close reading, and an attention to affects 
alongside rationales.

While it would be imprecise to claim an administrative career dedi-
cated to the goal of opening up disciplinarity, I have gravitated to spaces 
where that work was possible. More specifically, that path depends on 
notions that institutions consist of people, and people do their work by 
prioritizing certain values. One way to shape institutions — even large, 
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complex bureaucracies — with values hospitable to people of diverse iden-
tities, knowledges, and perspectives, is to enter its administration in good 
faith and with an eye toward embedding those values within its structures, 
policies, and practices. We don’t have to take on leadership roles just to 
maintain the status quo; we can use the insights earned from deep study to 
identify the social, cultural, and philosophical underpinnings of our own 
spaces, and then work to make them better.

Even in conventional departments in the humanities, open disciplinar-
ity can and does flourish, in part in the ways that Menand describes. So, af-
ter spending two formative years in GWU’s University Writing Program, 
I secured a tenure-track English job at West Virginia University (WVU), 
teaching in a curriculum with little room for the disciplinary play that I 
often valorized. The undergraduate major and graduate degrees in English 
literature attracted few students interested in performance studies, and the 
School of Theater was situated in another college altogether. My teaching 
in those first years was almost completely conventionally disciplinary. Yet, 
Kristensen and I published our collection on antidisciplinarity in those 
same years, a publication that contributed to my tenure dossier. A com-
bination of institutional and identity-based privilege (as a cis-gendered, 
heterosexual, White man at a research institution) functioned alongside 
a conventionally administered department structure, which provided me 
a measure of security, even as I struggled to find new spaces to engage 
cross-disciplinary ideas with students and like-minded colleagues. At that 
moment, my intellectual interests, scholarship, and politics all tended to-
ward antidisciplinarity, and I worried that conventional career pathways 
would necessarily follow disciplinary lines in a department with little 
room to make an interdisciplinary impact.

What I’ve since learned is that humanities skills are helpful across the 
academy, and an approach to open up disciplinary thinking can point to 
new ways to navigate our institutions. Locating differently disciplinary 
spaces and embracing a flexible approach to career building can create 
ways to thrive while actively advocating for more flexible structures in the 
academy. Specifically: to make institutional space for open-disciplinary 
thinking, it helps to get into new administrative spaces to establish those 
structures and policies and practices. A mindset built upon humanities 
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habits of cultural analysis, context-sensitive communication, rigorous 
self-reflexivity, and process orientation can encourage ongoing learning 
from different ways of knowing, and therefore offers ways to find and fur-
ther open those spaces. For my part, I’ve taken several tacks. First, I joined, 
supported, and enriched an existing structure that fostered open disci-
plinarity in the Honors College at WVU; I built a new structure to en-
able the kind of open disciplinarity I wanted to see at my institution in 
the form of the new Humanities Center that I founded at WVU soon af-
ter; and then I returned to lead the Honors College for a time. In each of 
those roles, I was able to employ humanities mindsets and skills to fos-
ter and sometimes even create structures informed by open disciplinar-
ity. And currently, I am learning to make the most of a new institutional 
environment to foster these conversations in potentially unlikely places 
in an administrative role in the College of Liberal Arts at Colorado State 
University (CSU). The combination of humanities training and an orien-
tation toward opening up disciplinarities has become useful across these 
institutional locations — both in handling the day-to-day tasks of aca-
demic leadership and in charting a meaningful career path in academic 
administration in fraught times.

One thing that this combination has shown me is a central tension 
between disciplinarity and antidisciplinarity: what I learned within the 
frame of a humanities discipline, and how humanities thinking has it-
self sometimes pointed away from, and even against that very same disci-
plinary training. Further, it would be disingenuous to underplay how those 
habits of mind have come into play in a wide variety of spaces. For example, 
a humanities-focused (and critical theory–informed) understanding that 
disciplines don’t just have different problems or methodologies but dif-
ferent ways of knowing informed by historical and political contexts was 
crucial to working with faculty from every discipline across campus in the 
Honors College. And the skills developed in crafting arguments for var-
ious audiences, skills I learned and taught in years of writing instruction, 
were more than handy in navigating spaces across the disciplines: cam-
pus committees, outward-facing activities like admissions and recruit-
ment and new student orientation, and internal projects like working as a 
trained facilitator to foster equitable dialogues within department cultures. 
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Across those spaces, habits that humanities disciplines intentionally culti-
vate can be central and crucial to making change at our universities: some-
times transformational changes we might adopt around disciplinarity it-
self and sometimes small changes for which we might advocate that align 
with humanities principles of thoughtful and equitable discourse.

For example, in 2014, the WVU Honors College went through a vi-
sioning process that involved devising a new curricular structure. I had 
the opportunity over the next two years to design, refine, and implement 
a new two-year program — the Honors Foundations Program — to en-
rich students’ general education by providing both in-discipline and in-
terdisciplinary options for fulfilling components of their general educa-
tion curriculum. That process was the first time that I understood the idea 
of open disciplinarity both as a goal for institutional structures and as a 
design for my own continued learning. At the same time, the process of 
developing the Honors Foundations program depended on those criti-
cal humanities skills. The habits of cultural analysis, forged in a climate 
of Marxist cultural theory, gender studies, and Black studies, pointed out 
ways that our existing admissions process excluded certain kinds of ac-
cess for students who otherwise might be well equipped to thrive in our 
program. An attention to cultural knowledges required to navigate our 
admissions processes — specifically, the kinds of middle-class and often 
White cultural experiences that foreground higher education and are in-
visible — helped me to revise our intake practices to reach out proactively 
to more (and more diverse) students. Contextual writing skills honed over 
years of teaching writing and rhetoric helped me craft less exclusionary 
communications with incoming students and more encouraging ones for 
continuing students. And those epistemic approaches led to results, with 
larger and more diverse entering classes whose first cohorts finished at a 
much higher rate than the previous program’s curriculum enabled.

The challenge of opening up disciplinarity is no less rewarding to pur-
sue on the research side of the academy’s mission, and the tension between 
disciplinary ways of thinking and open disciplinarities can find new ex-
pressions in the context of interdisciplinary research centers. For exam-
ple, as director of the new WVU Humanities Center, I found a struc-
ture designed specifically to nurture and sustain intellectual pursuits that 
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didn’t fit neatly into departments. This approach to humanities scholarship 
was simultaneously antidisciplinary and disciplinary, held in productive 
tension. Antidisciplinarity inhered in the endeavor’s focus on traversing 
boundaries across departments, across colleges, across individual scholarly 
agendas, and even across the town-gown divide. Our new advisory board, 
composed of faculty from across the university, focused on supporting 
and incentivizing public scholarly production, nonconventional publish-
ing formats, and cross-disciplinary and collaborative projects that weren’t 
well accounted for in fields that prioritized solo work. Whereas honors 
administration crossed many departments, this research center was able to 
support work that might have fallen in between those departmental struc-
tures. One upside of navigating this new challenge was the chance to de-
velop a new set of tools to shape the intellectual climate we were making: 
applying for programmatic grants, administering small internal research 
grants, planning and co-sponsoring public programming, and having new 
kinds of conversations with other administrators.

Even as we sought to support these in-between spaces, I was re-
minded — as our advisory board undertook deliberate self-reflexive prac-
tices around our vision and practices — that the broad category of human-
ities scholarship is itself anchored by some common disciplinary premises: 
the focus on qualitative interpretation, the emphasis on theoretical frame-
works (as opposed to what my colleagues in the sciences understand as 
capital-T Theories), the celebration of inductive reasoning, the comfort 
(even exultation) in gray areas, and the warm embrace of the messier eth-
ical and affective components of human experience. This reminder, that 
despite my commitment to opening up the disciplines, I was still deeply 
steeped in these methodologies, revealed to me some of the limits of anti-
disciplinarity, for I was unable and ultimately unwilling to shed these com-
mon humanities premises. Plus, this kind of leadership role specifically 
requires the durable skills that humanities scholars as a group are well 
equipped to deploy.

Effective communication here matters, especially with the new part-
ners I encountered across and beyond the degree-granting enterprise: bril-
liant campus colleagues in the university libraries, our Center for Digi-
tal Publishing, the art museum, and a small but vibrant university press, 
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as well as off-campus partners like the state Humanities Council, the 
National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH), our local public li-
braries, even legislators who might advocate for humanities funding for 
our region. Indeed, the opportunity to lobby West Virginia’s congressio-
nal delegation for NEH funding was a surprising new arena that I might 
never have expected to encounter had I limited my scholarly career to writ-
ing and teaching in the discipline and is a site where humanities scholars 
broadly might find new focus to advocate for our fields.

Finally, I am learning that experience administering programs in open- 
disciplinary environments has had real application value in more conven-
tional disciplinary spaces. After a surprising turn in my career path — when 
my spouse’s career took us halfway across the country to CSU — I found 
that I had developed a varied skill set that soon helped me, as the popular 
saying goes, bloom where I was planted. Even though I arrived in a priv-
ileged faculty role to return to my own scholarship, I encountered a rest-
lessness about engaging this new institution, restlessness I correlate also 
with my humanities training. That restlessness (and an attendant curios-
ity about how this new institution worked) pointed me back to adminis-
trative work. Certainly, restlessness and curiosity are not unique to liberal 
arts disciplines. I have learned much from having worked across univer-
sity contexts and having seen how large swaths of our institutions operate 
from a range of disciplinary thought patterns: business world approaches 
to strategy, engineering approaches to solving academic problems, social 
sciences approaches to seeing students navigate a large bureaucracy, just to 
name a few. All of this has shown me new tools, but also helped me value 
my own, specifically in the form of an openness to seeing the challenges 
of our moment as interconnected across ways of knowing, an openness 
that we humanities scholars learn in the study of cultures and their arti-
facts. The connections between my scholarly research into how theatrical 
performance advances feminist or progressive politics ends up shedding 
light on how, for example, the stories we tell about academic cultures struc-
turally undermine minoritized students, exploit contingent labor, or re-
inforce disciplinary norms as givens. And in academic leadership, we can 
find plenty of sites to turn these cultural and critical impulses toward ad-
dressing real issues.
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Admittedly, I arrived at the university with some navigational capital, 
and so making my capacities known was easier for me than it might have 
been for others. In the years I’ve been here, then, I have worked on some 
familiar pursuits across the disciplines — strategic planning for honors 
education, common reading programming, and proposing a Center for 
Engaged Humanities. But these cross-disciplinary experiences also can 
help inform the kinds of tasks that occupy traditional department and 
college structures. For example, in 2020, I worked on a project with the 
college’s diversity coordinator to prepare resources around academic free-
dom and inclusive pedagogy in tense times — a set of resources built spe-
cifically for liberal arts classrooms. I have gotten to work on faculty issues 
for our non-tenure-track faculty, a concern with quite specific applications 
in English in particular. I have worked on some student success initiatives 
and some strategic planning work for the college, both of which have pro-
vided a chance to apply lessons learned in multidisciplinary spaces directly 
to liberal arts disciplines. These examples show how humanities scholars 
can not only employ administrative skills developed in these multiple lo-
cations but — alongside our disciplinary inclination toward close reading, 
theoretical framework, and nuanced interpretation — can also apply them 
as tools to learn about our new institutional homes.

What can the combination of humanities training and an instinct to 
work across disciplinary lines add up to for others considering adminis-
tration? Yes, being “interested in pretty much everything” is both a disci-
plinary feature and a useful administrative disposition. That is to say, our 
fields in the humanities give us tools to identify challenges to address ev-
erywhere and frameworks to see cultural operations in every mechanism. 
They also show us that our fields are not in and of themselves sufficient, 
especially if we acknowledge that knowledges and contexts are historical, 
contingent, and structured by the operations of power. And at the same 
time, our disciplinary training helps us practice the tools needed to ad-
dress these contexts — deep reading, persuasive writing, careful research, 
self-reflexivity about our own roles, and an emphasis on becoming inter-
ested and cultivating learning around those interests.

As of this writing, I find myself looking forward to a permanent asso-
ciate dean role in a traditional disciplinary college, still compelled (and a 
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bit driven to distraction) by my many interests. But I have come to under-
stand that like the different academic contexts in which we might work, 
our administrative skills are forged within disciplinary mindsets but also 
are enriched immeasurably by a humanities-inflected openness to hear-
ing and learning other ways of understanding the world and approaching 
problems. Learning those administrative tools will always be a transdis-
ciplinary pursuit. This is evidenced by the ways that academic leadership 
across the academy is populated by thinkers from every field, almost none 
of whom are administering directly from their field of expertise but are 
also nearly always inflected by their ways of knowing, gathering evidence, 
and solving problems. Humanities scholars can and should still approach 
academic problem-solving as a task that benefits from applying theoreti-
cal frameworks, reading situations closely and interpretively, and insisting 
upon the ethical and affective dimensions of administrative challenges. At 
the same time, we might admire the data-sensitivity of quantitative social 
scientists, the budgetary deftness of colleagues in business, the elegantly 
pragmatic problem-solving of our engineer friends, the listening-first ap-
proach of social work scholars, the creative experimentation of arts faculty 
in leadership roles, and the awareness of ecosystem complexity of peers 
working in natural resources and other life sciences. There is real joy to be 
had in working with folks who cherish these ways of knowing. As mem-
bers of a community of scholars who are together laboring to help our col-
leges and universities survive and thrive as places to make, protect, and 
share knowledge, let’s be glad that we are all working together.
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  6. D. Graham Burnett, Matthew Rickard, and Jessica Terekhov, “ ‘Keywords’ 
for Understanding Academe: Co-editors Discuss Their No-Holds-Barred 
Dictionary for Academic Life,” Interview by Scott Jaschik, Inside Higher 
Ed, January 11, 2018, https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/01/11 
/co-editors-discuss-their-new-work-keywords-understanding-academe.
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6
“WE KNOW WHAT WE 
ARE, BUT KNOW NOT 
WHAT WE MAY BE”1

Academic Innovation and the 
Reinvention of Professional Identities

LAURIE ELLINGHAUSEN

A
s teachers, we take it as a given that our students must be chal-
lenged to stretch their comfort zones to grow intellectually. I 
would add that we as higher education professionals also stand to 

grow personally and contribute more to our institutions when we are com-
pelled to absorb new and different kinds of knowledge, learn new tasks, 
work with colleagues in different roles, and accommodate our thinking 
to unfamiliar landscapes. For humanities faculty in particular — often un-
fairly stereotyped as lacking “real-world” skills — taking on administrative 
roles can facilitate personal expansion into an identity far more empower-
ing than the customary ribbing about “going over to the dark side” would 
suggest. Academic innovation and professional reinvention, I will propose 
in this chapter, can be marshaled into a productive dialogue by which hu-
manities faculty not only bring our unique skills and backgrounds to the 
leadership table but also grow individually along with our institutions. The 
embrace of self-innovation while pursuing academic leadership charts 
possible ways to synthesize knowledge, experience, and interests into new 
and creative approaches to professional and institutional development.
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MY START IN ACADEMIC INNOVATION

When the description for a new “associate vice provost for academic in-
novation” first landed in my email, I didn’t pay much attention. Having 
recently received promotion to full professor, I knew I wanted to consider 
administration to give back to my institution and explore a broader range 
of potential for myself. However, I assumed that a provost-level position 
would require having served as a department chair or a dean, whereas my 
roles to that point had included program directorships (interdisciplin-
ary PhD coordinator, director of graduate studies, and director of under-
graduate studies in my home department of English) and shared gover-
nance positions (faculty senator, vice chair/secretary and then chair of the 
College of Arts and Sciences). My current roster of skills included curric-
ulum design, assessment, a significant amount of online teaching, and fac-
ulty leadership. Still, a role in the provost’s office seemed too big a step for 
someone who had never worked in a dean’s office or as a department chair.

Yet later that day, a colleague forwarded the job announcement with 
a note: “Sounds like an interesting position — you should check it out.” I 
examined the announcement more closely this time and found that many 
of the duties did indeed speak to my experience: “providing collaborative 
institutional leadership,” “overseeing program implementation while en-
suring quality programs and teaching standards across a variety of deliv-
ery formats,” and “coordinating the work” of various teams — academic and 
administrative — to achieve critical goals. Moreover, nowhere did the de-
scription list chair- or dean-level experience as a requirement. “Why not? 
Let’s see what happens,” I told myself, setting an intention to think about 
my cover letter on the drive home.

Two months later, I found myself sitting in an “academic innovation re-
treat” with other provost’s office staff, introducing myself with a brand-new 
title. I had landed there after a round of interviews and presentations in 
which I shared my ideas about curricular innovation. In one presentation, 
I described a course I had recently co-taught on Shakespeare’s First Folio. 
Innovation, I argued, is about seizing and optimizing opportune moments. 
My two collaborators and I had done just this in formulating our course, 
which we designed to coordinate with the Folger Shakespeare Library’s 



 123“WE kNOW WHAT WE ARE, bUT kNOW NOT WHAT WE MAY bE”

fifty-state national “tour” of First Folios in 2016. Missouri’s copy, as it hap-
pened, would be displayed at the downtown branch of the Kansas City 
Public Library (KCPL), less than five miles from our campus. This wind-
fall presented a unique opportunity for our students, many of whom had 
interests in print culture and museum studies, as well as literature and 
drama. Accordingly, we designed a hybrid course (blended online and 
in-person delivery) that included reading and discussion of four recent 
books on Shakespeare and the First Folio, an introduction to the KCPL 
staff and facilities, and training to become docents for the exhibit, with 
two additional opportunities for a formal internship. This course, I argued, 
represented an approach to academic innovation that connected tradi-
tional humanities study with the acquisition of “real-world” skills and ex-
perience, an approach that much of the current literature on academic in-
novation advocates.

Yet my new job, I learned at the retreat, would require me to stretch 
considerably beyond course-level innovation. As I listened to the pro-
vost describe our charge, self-doubt began to creep in. “Who am I to be 
here? Aren’t I just an English professor?” I wondered. Looking back on 
that moment, I realize now that this very sentiment signals a personaliza-
tion of the innovation process, whereby we are called upon to learn new 
things quickly and work through the discomfort of not knowing every-
thing right away. Despite my apprehension that day, I since have done the 
following things:

• learned to run data reports from the Integrated Postsecondary 
Edu cation System, the Bureau of Labor Statistics, Academic Ana-
lytics, and Burning Glass and interpret that data in terms of work-
force and student demand;

• become a voracious daily reader of higher education news, paying 
special attention to innovation efforts throughout the postsecond-
ary education market;

• expanded my professional network to include academic and admin-
istrative colleagues from all over my campus and the University of 
Missouri system;

• attended a Higher Learning Commission national conference at 
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which I learned about the business of accreditation and its many re-
quirements;

• learned about the rigors of academic program approval from our 
cam pus, to our four-campus system, to the Missouri Board of Cur-
ators, to our accrediting body, and finally to the US Department of 
Edu cation;

• worked with schools of business, education, law, computing and en-
gineering, pharmacy, biological sciences, medicine, nursing, and arts 
and sciences on creating new undergraduate and graduate programs;

• wrote policies identifying new program approval procedures for our 
campus;

• chaired campus-wide task forces and served on campus committees 
in need of an “academic innovation” perspective; and

• reviewed programs nominated to scale in our new Missouri Online 
initiative, for which I also provided initial input during the initia-
tive’s inception.

My dissertation on early modern laboring writers prepared me for vir-
tually none of these things; my years of research and teaching as a fac-
ulty member helped only in a limited way. Yet, just as when I transitioned 
from graduate school to faculty life, I learned and adjusted, and I now feel 
strongly that I am better for the expansion itself.

INNOVATION, PAST AND PRESENT

The personal story outlined in the previous section illustrates two features 
inherent in innovation itself: risk and discomfort. These features — which 
lend an element of awkwardness, if not outright peril, to a brand-new en-
deavor — characterize not only my own professional journey but also the 
challenge of innovation itself. After all, for much of human history, “in-
novation” has been considered a dangerous thing. In early modern Eng-
land, the term conveyed suspicion toward dubious novelties, as when 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet notes “the late innovation” of introducing children’s 
companies to the stage. 2 In more threatening registers, “innovation” sug-
gested the disturbance of entrenched social norms and their supporting 
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forms of authority, disturbances that included heretical religious practices, 
rebellion, sedition, and the creation of new honors rendering older forms 
of social distinction meaningless. 3 As such, “innovation” also conveys the 
heady excitement of revolutionary change. The political economist Joseph 
A. Schumpeter captured both senses of the term in the influential theory 
of “creative destruction” he advanced in his 1943 book. 4 Schumpeter’s ar-
gument was later developed by theorists such as the business consultant 
and professor Clayton Christensen, who conceived of innovation as thriv-
ing on “disruption.” 5 These commentators emphasized the productive and 
creative potential of “destruction,” positing innovation as a process that 
cleared out the old in favor of the new and subjected all assumptions un-
dergirding the status quo to a finite life cycle.

It is important to know this history because, most recently, innovation 
seems to have lost its edge from sheer overuse of the term. In the realm of 
higher education, “innovation” now is a mainstay of mission statements 
and strategic plans. In 2014, 10 percent of American Council of Education 
member institutions reported dedicated institutional efforts toward aca-
demic innovation; from 2010 to 2015, higher education job descriptions 
using the word “innovation” rose 211 percent. 6 This rapid growth has given 
rise to a proliferation of literature, if not yet a defined set of best practices, 
on how best to innovate within the postsecondary education space. Some 
writers look toward the American institutions most widely celebrated for 
innovation — Stanford, Harvard, and MIT — to extract several suggestions 
for the rest of us: that institutions invest serious money in research and de-
velopment (“R&D”), build physical infrastructure supporting innovation 
(i.e., dedicated “innovation centers”), and create long-term industry part-
nerships (along the lines of those clustered in Silicon Valley and Boston). 7 
Other writers specify such recommendations by looking directly to tech-
nology and entrepreneurship as society’s most promising pathways to in-
novative growth, citing genomics, energy storage, automation, mobile in-
ternet, the Internet of Things, cloud computing, advanced robotics, energy 
storage, 3D printing, advanced materials, and renewable energy as areas 
inviting optimization. A widely disseminated 2020 workforce trends re-
port concurs with the general direction of this notably tech-heavy list. 8 
These areas of emerging demand frequently are suggested as the basis for 
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fostering entrepreneurship as part of the academic experience and seek-
ing private-sector collaboration to fund R&D and create opportunities 
for students.

Even as such suggestions prompt great excitement, humanities faculty 
seeking to participate in or even lead campus innovation initiatives would 
be justified in balking at this picture. Such resistance encompasses gen-
uine concerns well beyond the previously described discomfort that fre-
quently comes with large-scale change. For one thing, commentators who 
express skepticism toward academic innovation describe these efforts as 
merely the latest iterations of an unimaginative “dark side,” one associ-
ated with resource-intensive (i.e., those expensive “innovation centers”), 
but ultimately useless, public posturing and bureaucratic pencil-pushing. 
One observer, for example, detects in academic innovation the “ability to 
encompass so much, while specifying so little,” while attributing this per-
ceived stagnation to “administrators, [who] like most people, aren’t par-
ticularly innovative.” 9 Likewise, at least one major study has found scant 
evidence that investment in academic innovation yields much in the way 
of either job growth or institutional revenue. 10 These accounts evoke the 
worst “dark-side” stereotypes, conceptions that hold little attraction for 
faculty considering academic leadership. No one wants to be thought of 
as “[not] particularly innovative,” much less be responsible for adminis-
trative bloat at a time when humanities-oriented academic missions go 
perpetually underfunded.

Moreover, the academic innovation movement’s particular focus on 
entrepreneurship and technology replicates cultural trends that leave 
faculty from the humanities disciplines out in the cold. At first glance, 
this exclusion would not seem to be the case, as most of us are famil-
iar with “STEAM” mandates that add “A” (“arts”) to science, technol-
ogy, engineering, and mathematics, thus including humanistic inquiry 
in the interdisciplinary mix. Rationales for including “arts,” a term that 
captures a broad range of humanistic disciplines, are several. Since “dis-
ruptive” forms of innovation tend to exacerbate inequality in society, the 
humanistic focus helps keep innovators attuned to the need to promote 
diversity and inclusion. A focus on the “human” also keeps ethics at the 
front of disciplines such as data science, a field beset by ethical problems, 
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such as algorithmic bias, digital redlining, and facial recognition technol-
ogy, not to mention more general concerns about data security and pri-
vacy. 11 The inclusion of “A,” in other words, represents an acknowledg-
ment of — even an apology for — STEM’s potential to do more harm than 
good. Humanities scholars will recall how such cautions abound within 
the Western literary canon — from the unfortunate Prometheus of Greek 
myth, to Shakespeare’s imperious magus Prospero, to Mary Shelley’s be-
leaguered Victor Frankenstein.

Yet given the way most grant and development money flows — over-
whelmingly to schools of business, engineering, and health care — hu-
manists might be forgiven for sensing that the “A” in “STEAM” remains 
largely on the margins of institutional strategy. Certainly, we humanists 
are free to “innovate” on the level of our courses, as my colleagues and I 
did with our First Folio course in 2016. We can also innovate in the realm 
of new approaches to research and apply for funding from the perenni-
ally tapped-out National Endowments for the Arts and Humanities, as 
well as seek out smaller grants supporting humanities-based work. At 
the same time, those humanities projects that are awarded relatively high 
funding tend to be ones that apply computational methods to their data, 
thus lending technological legitimacy to the study of “A.” To be clear, I 
do not dismiss the important insights of such research projects and nei-
ther do my humanist colleagues, if the packed ballroom I witnessed at a 
recent Shakespeare Association of America panel on computational lin-
guistics is any indication. However, current allocations of research fund-
ing do suggest that the more “technical” a project is, the more it stands to 
attract real investment and thus become the basis for an institution’s in-
novation efforts.

So how can a humanities scholar-teacher, such as I was when I took 
on my current role and still am, actively publishing and teaching, substan-
tively participate in and even lead academic innovation projects? Are we 
merely here to service allegedly more urgent things? Should we console 
ourselves with supplying the so-called soft skills addendum, which seems 
like a consolation prize, even though these skills make a major difference 
in graduates’ employability? 12 When considering such questions, the un-
comfortable but ultimately healthy challenge of personal reinvention that 
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I describe at the start of this chapter is displaced by serious qualms about 
what exactly we stand to promote when taking on administrative roles. I 
do not have an answer (yet) as to how to give humanities faculty a bigger 
and more authentic seat at the innovation table, aside from continuing to 
argue for the “real-world” purchase of the skills in critical thinking, writing, 
and research that we teach. However, I do want to suggest a place to be-
gin — and that is by utilizing the humanities as the basis for thinking about 
an innovation culture that not only improves our institutions but drives the 
expansion of ourselves as teachers, as professionals, and as colleagues — a 
personal expansion that has collective and institutional benefits as well.

HUMANITIES AND INNOVATION CULTURE

By “innovation culture,” I mean an institutional habit of being that makes 
innovation something we do organically, not something intermittently 
embraced in moments of panic about revenue shortfalls. This habit, cul-
tivated on a personal level and then extended outward, is fundamental 
to the creation of sustainable learning outcomes, completion rates, em-
ployment outcomes, and — yes — revenue streams as well. My vision of 
such a culture emerges in large part from my study and teaching of one of 
early modern England’s great innovators: the poet and pamphleteer John 
Milton (1608–1674). Milton’s life and career, as well as several of his works, 
offer a compelling case study in how we scholar-teachers can contribute 
to our professional culture through leadership roles that make the most 
of our humanistic training.

Since innovation today largely shares associations with entrepreneur-
ial and STEM endeavors, Milton’s name may not come to mind imme-
diately. After all, his century witnessed the cutting-edge contributions 
of scientists such as Isaac Newton, Robert Boyle, Robert Hooke, and 
Christopher Wren. Milton, on the other hand, is a figure associated with 
literature and language — he was a multilingual scholar and writer whose 
poetic output included the greatest epic in the English language, Paradise 
Lost (first edition, 1667; second edition, 1674). But in addition to this re-
cord of artistic achievement, he also spent a turbulent decade on “the dark 
side” as an administrator (secretary for foreign tongues, where he put his 
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prodigious talent for ancient and modern languages to use) in the repub-
lican Commonwealth government. Recall here the previously cited asser-
tion that administrators “aren’t particularly innovative.” Perhaps it is true 
Milton did not have much room to “innovate” within the perimeters of his 
official government role. Yet in line with early modern senses of “innova-
tion” as a disturbance of norms, Milton embraced the revolutionary pol-
itics of his day and wrote copious amounts of prose arguing for his posi-
tions while also serving the bureaucratic machinery of a government that, 
at least initially, espoused his most cherished ideals. These ideals, for many 
of his early modern contemporaries, encapsulated “innovation” in its most 
dangerous sense: as a threat to established social order.

Milton’s career demonstrates several other meanings of “innovation,” 
meanings more directly relevant to humanities faculty considering the call 
to academic leadership. In terms of his poetic output, Milton innovated 
in a way that literary artists often do, in dialogue with tradition, with the 
works of the past becoming the basis for generic innovations that yield 
new reflections on old ideas. 13 Paradise Lost, written during the aftermath 
of the Commonwealth’s demise (a time in which Milton, as a former gov-
ernment official, narrowly escaped execution) demonstrates by its very ex-
istence that creation can occur under restraint. I strive to keep this fact in 
mind while negotiating higher education’s regulatory landscape of gov-
ernment accountability mandates and accreditation requirements, features 
that certainly can limit the scope of innovation but, at the same time, give 
rise to creative thinking about how to negotiate such strictures. Paradise 
Lost itself, in fact, is a poem about limits. It charts, first, the fall of Satan 
from heavenly favor and then the fall of humankind from its perfect state 
due to disobedience of heavenly prescription. Yet at the same time, the epic 
form itself is commodious and expansive; it is, in the terms of Renaissance 
literary criticism, a compendium of all things. 14 Over the course of twelve 
books, Milton draws on a staggering variety of contemporary discourses: 
literary, political, theological, scientific (incorporating both old and new 
science), environmental, astrological, mythological, historical, botanical, 
and more. This proliferation of knowledge reflects the author’s own am-
bition to write a definitive epic of the English language, one incorporat-
ing “things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme,” 15 all despite his lifelong 
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anxiety that he might never bring such a thing to pass. The very creation 
of Paradise Lost thus illustrates how innovation demands a bold vision in 
the face of personal, professional, and institutional limitations that en-
courage otherwise.

An earlier work, Milton’s prose essay Of Education (1644), also is in-
structive on the topic of academic innovation, this time insofar as it pro-
poses a comprehensive humanities-based educational program for lead-
ership. This tract, in which Milton articulates what he feels to be the ideal 
school curriculum, blends traditional scholastic endeavor with practical 
knowledge, all with an eye toward preparing boys for citizenship: “I call 
therefore a complete and generous education that which fits a man to 
perform justly, skillfully and magnanimously all the offices both private 
and public of peace and war.” Such preparation aligns with the philoso-
phy of early modern European humanists who regarded education as a 
means by which to cultivate civic virtue and right action among the ruling 
classes. For Milton, this cultivation would come about not through repet-
itive scholastic exercises — “the most intellective abstractions of logic and 
metaphysics” — but through a blend of artistic, scholarly, and practical en-
deavors. The students in Milton’s school would learn languages, philosophy, 
and science with an eye toward fostering eloquence, a broad base of wis-
dom, and aptitude for such applied sciences as “fortification, architecture, 
enginry, or navigation.” Milton’s program, in essence, resembles a modern 
general education curriculum of the kind still required at most universities. 
Moreover, the present-day dictum to teach “transferable skills” 16 echoes 
Milton’s own emphasis on practical applications of learning. Within this 
model for students, we might also detect a program for humanities fac-
ulty seeking leadership roles, whereby our training in the arts and human-
ities productively combines with the cultivation of “practical” skills such 
as team management, budgeting, and strategic planning.

To be sure, Milton’s vision is not something we would wish to imple-
ment wholesale. His regicidal politics, his theocratic views, and the fact 
that Of Education’s curriculum applies only to upper-class boys clearly de-
limit twenty-first-century adaptation. What I wish to emphasize, how-
ever, is the distinct lack of boundaries in Milton’s otherwise highly disci-
plined world, a world in which there are no “humanities people,” “STEM 
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types,” or excuses made along the lines of “I’m just bad at math; I’m much 
better at English.” Milton’s epic poem made plenty of room for physics, 
astronomy, and botany among iambic pentameter lines replete with bib-
lical and mythological lore. Likewise, the graduates of Milton’s hypothet-
ical school would know how to fish, till land, brandish a sword, manage 
a household, translate biblical languages into English, and deliver a con-
vincing oration. They would know, in other words, how to perform a vari-
ety of endeavors, the “STEM” things as well as the “A” things, with grace, 
thoughtfulness, and skill.

This multidisciplinary model, which combines broad-based scholarly 
attainment with the practical skills of public service, charts a way in which 
we too, as humanities faculty considering the prospect of academic lead-
ership, can combine our humanistic training with meaningful service to 
our institutions. Milton’s own career demonstrates that such a thing can 
not only be imagined but implemented. Why, then, do we higher educa-
tion professionals so sharply limit ourselves? I ask this question as a chal-
lenge to humanities faculty contemplating academic leadership within our 
rapidly changing educational landscape.

I distinctly recall the first moment in graduate school when I became 
aware of the supposed necessity of categories in crafting my own profes-
sional identity. During my first year, a mentor advised me: “When you go 
on the job market, you become your dissertation.” This advice came just as 
I had completed a weeklong new student orientation in which I was con-
stantly asked, “What’s your field?” In all honesty, I did not mind being re-
quired to choose one, as it gave me a chance to delve deeply into the histor-
ical period I loved. The dissertation years, of course, required even greater 
specialization and, sure enough, once I entered the academic job market, I 
became identified as the candidate with the project on Tudor-Stuart writ-
ers of the laboring classes. After my job talks, my profile narrowed further 
to render me “the candidate who works on John Taylor ‘The Water Poet.’ ”

Such discrete identifications no doubt make our broad and diverse 
field easier to navigate. Self-presentation and job searching become more 
focused and, on the other side of the job search, hiring becomes easier 
when departments can identify precisely how a candidate will contrib-
ute to the curriculum. Still, I have yet to encounter a colleague who feels 
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that graduate training, focused as it is on research, writing, and sometimes 
teaching, adequately prepares us for the diverse commitments of faculty 
life. Suffice it to say that, when I started as an assistant professor in 2003, 
I was not my dissertation. Rather, I was

• a colleague in my department, my academic unit, my campus, and 
the University of Missouri System;

• a teacher of undergraduate and graduate students;
• a mentor for students doing projects in early modern English studies;
• the go-to Shakespeare scholar for students, colleagues, and members 

of the community, including staff at the local Shakespeare festival;
• the author of a research monograph and collection of articles that I 

strove to complete as the tenure clock ticked away;
• a member of several new committees, all of which were working on 

ongoing projects unfamiliar to me;
• a reviewer of books and manuscripts upon request; and
• the brand-new resident of a city and state that I had never visited 

prior to my campus interview.

The reader could no doubt add even more professional and personal 
demands to this list. For colleagues transitioning into non-tenure-track 
positions, the challenges number even higher. In all cases, the mental ad-
justment to such sudden expansion can take time as we work through a 
considerable degree of befuddlement and panic, and hopefully excite-
ment as well.

That said, tenured faculty may have the most difficulty of all taking 
on the risk of discomfort inherent in personal and institutional innova-
tion, that is, the scariness of not knowing things and of embracing roles 
for which we may believe ourselves to be unsuited due to the restrictive 
self-categorizations encouraged by the profession. Even as the business 
of higher education responds in unaccustomed ways to pandemics, ra-
cial reckoning, political dysfunction, and budget crises, our position re-
mains relatively privileged and secure, barring the ever-looming threat of 

“financial exigency” that might alter that comfortable status. Innovation, 
whether personal or institutional, inspires a mixture of trepidation and 
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excitement, thus posing a difficult landscape of reactions to navigate as 
change hurtles us forward into unknown terrain. But it is a prospect worth 
the risk, one that invites us to, to paraphrase Shakespeare, know not only 
what we are, but what we may be.
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I
nterdisciplinary inquiry has become pervasive within the humanities 
in recent decades. One look at the work of historians, literary scholars, 
philosophers, and communication researchers in publications by ma-

jor academic presses uncovers the frequent disciplinary-boundary cross-
ing that occurs. Historians draw on a wide range of sources — written and 
visual — to examine historical events from multiple perspectives; liter-
ary scholars employ methods of cultural history to discuss literature; and 
studies in philosophy are informed by areas of sociology, anthropology, 
and religion. My own work focuses on early modern drama, cultural his-
tory, and political theory, analyzing the place of the early modern stage 
within the political debates on counsel in the public sphere. This empha-
sis on interdisciplinary methods seems a natural outpouring of the com-
plexity of the areas of interest that humanities professionals study. Our 
research topics are multifaceted, and by employing methods from across 
disciplines, we synthesize a more comprehensive understanding of the 
topic and produce knowledge that encompasses sets of relationships.

Trained in fields that embrace interdisciplinary methodologies, hu-
manities professionals often bring their research into the classroom and 
create courses that integrate knowledge from across disciplines. This 
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chapter explores the role of humanities leaders in creating interdisciplin-
ary undergraduate curricula that connect their research, teaching, and ad-
ministrative endeavors. Based on my work as an administrator of the newly 
created bachelor of arts in humanities-interdisciplinary studies (IDS) at 
Central State University, I take up two questions not widely addressed in 
the scholarship on the humanities profession: why should humanities fac-
ulty incorporate interdisciplinary inquiry into undergraduate education, 
and how can humanities leaders cultivate a culture of change to develop 
and administer curricula?

The first part of the chapter discusses the construction of Central State 
University’s interdisciplinary program and the faculty leadership opportu-
nities that stemmed from the degree’s creation. I then discuss my role as the 
program’s administrator in implementing curriculum change. Whether re-
vising a preexisting curriculum or creating a new one, implementing cur-
riculum change demands a shared and cooperative responsibility among 
faculty and administrators. These administrative roles are rewarding be-
cause they provide opportunities for faculty leaders to take ownership of 
curricular decisions, envision connections between their scholarly work 
and innovative teaching, and see beyond their own courses to positively 
affecting the curriculum as a whole. Ultimately, purposeful curriculum 
development makes a difference in how faculty — as leaders and educa-
tors — can prepare students for their future careers.

CREATING AN INTERDISCIPLINARY 
UNDERGRADUATE EDUCATIONAL PROGRAM

Central State University is an 1890 land-grant institution, located in Wil-
berforce, Ohio. The university has an undergraduate enrollment of 2,000 
traditional students and an increasing component of another 4,000 dis-
tance learners, who attend through a low-cost educational program as 
a member of a union affiliated with the American Federation of Labor 
and Congress of Industrial Organization (AFL-CIO). Central State has 
typically served first-generation students, and 85 percent of students are 
Federal Pell Grant eligible. 1 The recent addition of the distance learning 
program has attracted new nontraditional students to Central State. These 
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students are working while attending college, transferring previously com-
pleted credits, and have families of their own. For both our traditional and 
distance learners, most of our students enter college for the purpose of 
earning the degree and credentials essential for their professional careers. 
Within this institutional context, the Humanities Department houses de-
gree programs in communications, English, and history, and minors in in-
ternational languages and philosophy.

In fall 2019, the Humanities Department was approached by the uni-
versity administration to create an interdisciplinary bachelor of arts degree 
to meet the needs of distance learners transferring with a large number of 
previously earned college credits or an associate of arts degree. I was in-
vited to lead the endeavor and used this as an opportunity to shape an un-
dergraduate educational program that was based on intentional integra-
tion of content knowledge and empowering students to develop their own 
academic work aimed at career goals. Taking a leadership role in this proj-
ect was a natural extension of my service work at Central State. Previously, 
I was a member of the leadership team that created our Writing Across 
the Curriculum Program and revised our general education curriculum. 
As an early career faculty member, I chose to be a part of these university 
initiatives because they were occasions where I could combine my formal 
training from my bachelor’s degree in education with my professional in-
terests in the role of the liberal arts in workforce preparation. Working on 
these two initiatives drew attention to my understanding of curriculum 
development in enhancing teaching and learning, and my ability to com-
municate this to others.

This work led to taking a part-time administrative position in fall 
2015 as director of faculty development and the Center of Teaching and 
Learn ing, which I held for five years. Much of my work in faculty devel-
opment supported the university’s accreditation by the Higher Learning 
Com mission (HLC) and the accreditation of the College of Education 
by the Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP). 
I conducted professional development seminars on curriculum map-
ping and writing and assessing student learning outcomes (SLOs), and I 
served on the writing teams for the accreditation documents. Leadership 
development in assessment and accreditation is one of the rare cases in 
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higher education administration where faculty can engage in professional 
training. Accreditation organizations sponsor conferences and seminars, 
higher education institutions can hire consultants, and assessment is a dis-
ciplinary field in the scholarship of teaching and learning. For me, par-
ticipation in Central State University’s accreditation initiatives included 
opportunities for professional development at seminars sponsored by the 
Teagle Foundation, HLC, and CAEP, where teams focused on curricu-
lum planning, assessment, and program review procedures to prepare us 
for accreditation site visits. As a faculty leader in these endeavors, I real-
ized assessment requires skills in reading, analysis, and communicating 
the effectiveness of academic programs to various audiences. I had honed 
these skills in my disciplinary practices in English literature and compo-
sition, and easily transferred them to evaluating academic programs, us-
ing evidence to make decisions on their effectiveness, and contextualiz-
ing data to define improvement efforts.

Stepping into administration is often accompanied by a growth in 
leadership skill sets. In my case, these university initiatives required cul-
tivating faculty buy-in, and I viewed my role as a facilitator. I developed 
a leadership style that was dependent on listening to objections and con-
sidering them as part of the cocreation process. By inviting discussion and 
working to address concerns, I helped faculty feel invested in the process. 
In some ways, this was comparable to addressing counterarguments and 
taking into consideration differing perspectives, which is part of the study 
of the humanities. Through these experiences, I molded a talent for for-
mulating a coherent vision, leveraging feedback, and creating a culture of 
working together to benefit the academic program. Assessment, accred-
itation, and program review are part of twenty-first-century higher edu-
cation culture that require collaboration and shared responsibility among 
faculty. Leadership roles in accreditation activities and program evalua-
tion can be empowering experiences that encourage innovation in teach-
ing and learning and have wide-ranging impacts on the university’s aca-
demic community.

When the opportunity presented itself to develop a new interdisciplin-
ary degree, I saw it as an occasion to bring together my knowledge on cur-
riculum design, high-impact practices, and assessment based on related 
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and applied learning. What I had not expected was for this to be an ad-
ministrative opportunity to be a visionary and to lean into my leadership 
skills in building a vision and mobilizing faculty to meet its goals. The vi-
sion of the course curriculum was developed with a deep understanding of 
integrative learning, and with the research and expertise of the commit-
tee members. 2 Several of the committee members actively engaged in in-
terdisciplinary research, and three of the members had attended the 2018 
Institute on Integrative Learning and Signature Work by the Association 
of American Universities and Colleges (AAC&U), for which I was the 
team lead. The committee members agreed that we did not want to create 
a general studies degree. A previous initiative had been voted down by fac-
ulty in the Humanities Department, because of concerns that such degrees 
lacked depth in the skills and knowledge that derived from well-grounded 
education in a field of study. Instead, the committee chose to concentrate 
the degree in the humanities. As a faculty leader, I formed a vision of this 
degree by defining why the degree should be created and implemented 
at Central State and then articulating its primary purpose and direction.

Communicating the primary purpose and direction of the degree was 
crucial to convincing faculty — both in the Humanities Department and 
across the university — that a humanities degree would prepare students 
with the career competencies and content knowledge necessary for work-
place success. Humanities disciplines share the development of student 
skill sets in communication and critical thinking. Students hone and per-
fect these through study across the fields of English, history, communica-
tions, and philosophy. Nationally, the humanities appear widely in public 
debates on the necessity of higher education to produce graduates with 
specific communication and technical skills. A 2017 study by Google’s 
People Analytics Team and the 2019 Job Outlook Survey by the National 
Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE) stress that competen-
cies necessary for workplace success are not vocational skills, but those in 
coaching, communication, listening, critical thinking, and empathy to-
ward others. 3

These studies reinforce what many humanities leaders have already 
known: the conventional wisdom that college students need to study and 
master technical and vocational job skills is a gross simplification of what 



142 INTERDISCIPLINARITY AND INNOVATION 

graduates need to know and be able to do for career success. However, 
while these studies advocate that liberal arts degrees meet the needs of 
rapidly changing employment fields, others support the trend for higher 
education to provide specific occupational training. Substantial declines in 
humanities undergraduate majors have occurred since the Recession, and 
the high cost of a college education has placed greater pressure on univer-
sities to meet a diversity of technical and vocational outcomes for career 
readiness. 4 A 2010 study by Hart Research Associates demonstrated that 
only 20 percent of employers believed “a broad range of skills and knowl-
edge that apply to a range of fields or positions” prepared students for the 
workplace. 5 At Central State, we serve minoritized students and nontra-
ditional working adults, so it was important to communicate to faculty 
and administrators how the IDS degree prepared students with practi-
cal skills in ways that could compete with vocational degrees in business 
and education, as well as integrate with STEM degrees to address ethi-
cal and philosophical needs related to human-centered design. 6

In my role as a faculty leader, I wanted to move beyond making a theo-
retical case for the relevancy of a humanities degree and purposefully in-
tegrate employment skills within the degree design and course offerings. 
To be frank, I no longer wanted to pay lip service to the idea that the hu-
manities prepared students for jobs. My leadership strategy was based on 
my training in best practices of accreditation and assessment, and I con-
sistently focused the conversation on the sets of pedagogical strategies, as-
signments, and course content that worked to meet the goals of recursive 
practice and development of job-related skills. The resulting degree cur-
riculum focuses on the broad essential employment skills of communi-
cation, critical thinking, and cultural fluency. These skills are a direct re-
flection of NACE’s Career Competencies and skills that are developed 
through study in the humanities. 7

The committee members based the curriculum on the principles and 
practices of integrative learning as promoted by AAC&U, which many 
of us had acquired in the 2018 Summer Institute, including a curricular 
design that connects learning experiences across stages of development, 
incorporates inquiry-based assignments, and applies integrative learning 
in a variety of contexts. 8 Program coursework includes four core courses 
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that develop skills in written and oral communication, critical thinking, 
problem-solving, and intercultural fluency; two interdisciplinary semi-
nars — an introductory course and a senior capstone; a concentration of 
courses within a single subject in the humanities; and electives across 
the humanities. 9 Within the introductory interdisciplinary seminar, stu-
dents create a plan toward graduation and are asked to consider fulfill-
ing these university electives with a minor or a selection of courses that 
prepare them for their career field. At the mastery level, the course cur-
riculum culminates in a research-based senior capstone experience and 
project. Additionally, the faculty have closely aligned minors and lists of 
elective courses to high-demand fields, including data science, informa-
tion security, national intelligence and law enforcement, and public health. 
Integrating career readiness within a curriculum is a crucial step to en-
suring students are prepared for the transition to the workplace. In order 
to provide students with the skills they want and need as future profes-
sionals, course curricula require a high level of intentionality for students 
to develop skills through practice and application, synthesize their work 
across a variety of learning experiences, and integrate knowledge and in-
sights from their chosen concentration with other disciplines.

At Central State, the strengths of a degree based on career competen-
cies that are acquired through studies in the humanities, rather than a gen-
eral studies degree, were perceived by the faculty from its early conceptions. 
As the committee chair, my role was to articulate its purpose and direction, 
and then mobilize faculty members to sustain a supportive instructional 
environment to meet the vision. This was accomplished through cultivat-
ing innovation, collaboration, and communication. By encouraging an 
open exchange of ideas, faculty were empowered to be innovative. Building 
a strong team required giving everyone a voice and collaborating to de-
sign a degree that met the various challenges of our vision. Collaboration 
and communication helped us push through failures by exchanging ad-
vice and developing solutions to problems. In some ways, I was creating 
a culture of change — a shift in values, norms, and habits — asking faculty 
to imagine a powerful degree and working toward creating and imple-
menting it. 10 In other ways, the creative breakthroughs we achieved in re-
vising course content and instructional methods to meet the design and 
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purpose of the degree occurred because the humanities faculty were uti-
lizing the very essential skills we believed were the product of the bache-
lor of arts in humanities-IDS.

CULTIVATING COLLABORATIVE FACULTY 
ENGAGEMENT IN CURRICULUM DESIGN

In fall 2020, I took on the part-time role of the coordinator of IDS. The 
position stemmed from my work as chair of the ad hoc committee and was 
created by the university administration to manage the degree program. 
The coordinatorship is a position within the Department of Humanities 
and is one of several program coordinators who assist the chair with the ad-
ministrative responsibilities of a specific degree program within the larger 
department. Some of the administrative work includes the day-to-day 
running of the program — making teaching schedules, addressing student 
inquiries, managing program assessment, and hiring faculty. The mana-
gerial duties were not what interested me in the position. I was attracted 
to leading the dynamic revision of courses that would support the design 
and purpose of the degree program. The position transformed my role as a 
faculty member and as an administrator because I was working collabora-
tively with other faculty to promote deep approaches to learning. Through 
this position, I was able to implement a culture of change aimed at revis-
ing instructional methods and course content, lead the revision of courses 
to integrate career competencies into coursework across various fields in 
the humanities, and establish an ePortfolio initiative in the degree curric-
ulum to make student learning visible.

My leadership style is aimed at cultivating an environment of team-
work based on inspiring faculty to be creative and to think innovatively as 
part of the cocreation process. Through a culture of discussion and mutual 
decision-making, faculty are genuinely part of the collaboration that en-
visioned and executed the degree program. Connecting faculty with the 
vision meant that at times it took new shapes and directions. One of the 
conditions that helped to make this initiative successful at Central State 
was it aligned with the moment online learning was taking an unprece-
dented role in transforming our institution. This break from established 
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educational models of teaching was occurring internally as Central State 
was implementing new and rapidly growing online programs and exter-
nally because of the sudden forced closure of our institution due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The combined shift to online learning and the 
implementation of the new degree provided an acute awareness of why 
a change in learning was taking place. These changing instructional con-
ditions helped to promote interest in adapting teaching and course con-
tent. Another condition that helped sustain the initiative was the oppor-
tunity for faculty who taught a large number of general education courses 
to engage in teaching that was aligned with their research interests in 
upper-division courses. Faculty reaped intellectual rewards as course re-
vision and implementation of the new degree program brought opportu-
nities to enrich their teaching experience.

Leading a transformation of culture within a higher education institu-
tion requires shared meaning and beliefs among the faculty. Faculty lead-
ers and administrators are often placed into the role of a change agent, the 
person who initiates change within the institution and motivates others 
to accept the change. 11 The challenge for academic leaders is often defin-
ing how to employ a change. As the coordinator of IDS, I lead the curricu-
lum development across the fields in the Humanities Department. In this 
role, I aim to promote the development of integrated learning, increase 
the transparency of student learning, and demonstrate the degree’s effec-
tiveness to students, faculty, and outside stakeholders.

Change in teaching and learning entails that faculty, who are in the 
classroom and directly working with students, position themselves for re-
invention and growth. In the case of the curriculum development for the 
IDS degree, these changes included the creation of new courses and the re-
vision of previously offered ones. To meet this goal, I created a faculty 
learning community (FLC), a small peer group of faculty focused on in-
vestigating and implementing the best practices in integrated learning. 12 
The FLC emerged out of members from the IDS degree committee and 
faculty interested in revising face-to-face courses or creating new on-
line courses that are taught in the program. Rather than formal work-
shops, faculty members maintain a meeting schedule of informal collab-
orative planning, sharing ideas for assignments, and exchanging feedback 
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on assignment and course design. These informal sessions encourage con-
tinuous improvement and foster an environment for faculty to take risks, 
but they also are sustainable and accessible for faculty who feel pressure 
from other aspects of their work. I chose the FLC as the means to revise 
the curriculum because it provided a collaborative structure that invited 
faculty to take ownership of the change by seeking their insight. FLCs 
involve an element of cocreation. The structure promotes discussion and 
ideation, acknowledges varying viewpoints, and leverages those ideas back 
into the whole. Faculty become invested in the initiative because they feel 
their voices are being heard, see key takeaways, and formulate their role 
in the process of change.

Degree programming and curriculum development are natural places 
for implementing change. The current higher education culture of accred-
itation and assessment includes recursive examinations of student learn-
ing and adjustments in pedagogy to meet student needs. At Central State, 
the conversations in the FLC on course development and revision often 
focused on our shared scholarly interests as humanities professionals, and 
the career competencies students acquire through study in our courses. 
Humanities research develops understandings of human events and ex-
pressions, and explores how history, culture, and intellectual thought in-
fluence them. These discussions strongly influenced how we wanted to re-
vise courses so that students acquire specific learning content in the course 
and then apply their holistic knowledge to a context, problem, or theme 
within the signature assignment. In developing these signature assign-
ments, the members of the FLC shifted their focus from a set of knowl-
edge and skills that are required for the course toward seeing undergradu-
ate education as a means to teach students the discipline’s integrative ways 
of thinking and career competencies. They pushed advanced levels of in-
tellectual activity into classes and focused on student-centric learning ex-
periences, where students are actively engaged in the type of intellectual 
work that we do as scholars.

Faculty leadership enables curriculum development so that educa-
tional goals may be achieved. These leadership opportunities couple faculty 
members’ specialized content expertise to the larger context of the insti-
tution and provide occasions for faculty leaders to expand their own re-
search, engage students, and advance the institution through strengthened 
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educational programs. The curriculum development of Central State’s 
IDS degree promoted in-course integration, where integrative learning 
is blended into already established courses. 13 This means faculty are not 
developing new interdisciplinary seminars but rather reenvisioning con-
tent within courses already offered through our Humanities Department. 
The revision of courses incorporates concepts, theories, and methods from 
at least two disciplines into course content and includes at least one stu-
dent signature assignment that engages in integrative inquiry and devel-
ops career competencies. These genres include presentations, informa-
tional reports, evaluations, and peer reviews, which reflect the types of 
contexts they will experience professionally, such as participating in re-
views, giving presentations, and writing for social media. The faculty of-
ten leaned on their own research interests to generate this course content 
and assignments. The ongoing process of curriculum development ben-
efits faculty, students, and institutions. For faculty, when their research is 
directly applied to their teaching, research productivity enhances their 
interest in course subject material. The process provides an opportunity 
to sustain research while maintaining a high teaching load in a primar-
ily undergraduate institution. For students, they engage in the kinds of 
inquiry that are common in humanities fields. Through their coursework, 
they pose questions to common assumptions, uncover new meanings and 
insights from integrative inquiry, and communicate their ideas and re-
search to others through various genres and in multiple contexts. Faculty 
leaders support the purposeful design and implementation of degree pro-
grams, and strengthen the institution’s goals of achieving high levels of 
student learning.

Promoting the kinds of instructional methods to achieve learning out-
comes in career competencies requires creating a shared culture focused 
on learning experiences that connect content knowledge and career skills. 
Faculty leaders facilitate a culture focused on student achievement when 
they provide structures that support the ability of faculty to continuously 
discover how to produce more student learning. In order to document 
how students achieved subject content knowledge and career competen-
cies in the IDS program, the FLC decided to implement an ePortfolio 
into the curriculum, a high-impact practice that provides an opportunity 
for students to archive their learning and reflect upon their proficiencies. 14
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Working with faculty across disciplines and creating a collaborative 
culture are thoughtful and intellectual aspects of my administrative work. 
At a time when administrative work is too often focused on accountabil-
ity for meeting SLOs, the work of developing the IDS degree has brought 
together initiatives to improve our students’ educational experiences and 
measure students’ knowledge. 15 I have witnessed a cultural change within 
the Humanities Department. Faculty are overcoming the fragmentation 
between disciplines, articulating how their scholarly and instructional 
work fits into integrative learning, and engaging in initiatives to improve 
student development. When these two come together, assessment is not 
aimed at course completion but at producing students’ growth mindset 
around their acquisition of knowledge and their ability to demonstrate 
their skills. In guiding the vision for the IDS degree, my administrative 
work includes exciting opportunities to envision and implement a curric-
ulum based on real-world application and public demonstrations of stu-
dents’ skills and abilities.

Administrators have the capacity to create vibrant intellectual environ-
ments for faculty interested in intentional innovation of teaching and stu-
dent learning. Whether creating new programs in IDS or reenvisioning 
discipline-specific programs, curriculum development is a means to build 
community among disparate members of the faculty and cultivate con-
sensus about the purpose and value of the degree. Administrators do this 
by sustaining a culture based on social experiences and active engagement 
in the improvement of teaching. One of the most fascinating outcomes of 
implementing the IDS degree is witnessing how the goals of integrative 
learning are becoming woven into the department culture, where courses 
enable discovery and are guided in constructing academic and career path-
ways. Already, conversations among faculty are emerging regarding add-
ing the ePortfolio in other senior seminar courses, including English and 
philosophy. For the faculty at Central State, this has become an enrich-
ing and empowering experience of delivering an undergraduate education 
that supports student success in and beyond the classroom.

Change within higher education no longer is a momentary condition 
or a temporary situation. As faculty and administrators, we are keenly 
aware that the pandemic has brought a transformative moment to higher 



 149ADMINISTERING INSTRUCTIONAL REfORM

education, and we do not know yet what the paradigm shift will mean 
for higher education at a national and global level. Throughout my work 
in creating and administering the IDS degree, I had to remain flexible 
and lead with courage as faculty viewpoints brought new opportunities 
and perspectives to the initiative. As faculty leaders, we have the posi-
tionality to understand the organizational structure of our institutions 
and can directly implement change in teaching and learning. The types 
of challenges we will face throughout our careers will be varied and com-
plex, but the tools to motivate others and produce change remain the 
same. Administrators trained in the humanities can effectively be agents of 
change by relying on the skills we develop through our disciplines — com-
municating a vision, listening to various perspectives, cultivating innova-
tion and creativity in a process of cocreation, and providing goals for fac-
ulty career enrichment.

NOTES

  1. “College Navigator — Central State University,” National Center for Educa-
tional Statistics, https://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/?q=Central+State 
+University&s=all&id=201690–finaid.

  2. I would like to acknowledge the committee members who were integral in de-
veloping the course curriculum: Kenneth Hayes, Jonathan Holmes, Anthony 
Milburn, Bryan Mullins, and Genevieve Ritchie-Ewing.

  3. Valerie Strauss, “The Surprising Thing Google Learned about Its Employees —  
and What It Means for Today’s Students,” The Washington Post, April 5, 2019, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2017/12/20 
/the-surprising-thing-google-learned-about-its-employees-and-what-it 

-means-for-todays-students/. “Job Outlook 2019” (Bethlehem, PA: National 
Association of Colleges and Employers, 2018), https://www.odu.edu/content 
/dam/odu/offices/cmc/docs/nace/2019-nace-job-outlook-survey.pdf.

  4. Benjamin Schimdt, “The Humanities Are in Crisis,” The Atlantic, August 23, 
2018, https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2018/08/the-humanities 

-face-a-crisisof-confidence/567565/.
  5. Hart Research Associates, “It Takes More Than a Major: Employer Priori-

ties for College Learning and Student Success” (Washington, DC: Hart 

https://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/?q=Central+State+University&s=all&id=201690%E2%80%93finaid
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2017/12/20/the-surprising-thing-google-learned-about-its-employees-and-what-it-means-for-todays-students/
https://www.odu.edu/content/dam/odu/offices/cmc/docs/nace/2019-nace-job-outlook-survey.pdf
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2018/08/the-humanities-face-a-crisisof-confidence/567565/
https://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/?q=Central+State+University&s=all&id=201690%E2%80%93finaid
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2017/12/20/the-surprising-thing-google-learned-about-its-employees-and-what-it-means-for-todays-students/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2017/12/20/the-surprising-thing-google-learned-about-its-employees-and-what-it-means-for-todays-students/
https://www.odu.edu/content/dam/odu/offices/cmc/docs/nace/2019-nace-job-outlook-survey.pdf
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2018/08/the-humanities-face-a-crisisof-confidence/567565/


150 INTERDISCIPLINARITY AND INNOVATION 

Research Associates, 2013), 6, https://www.aacu.org/sites/default/files/files 
/LEAP/2013_EmployerSurvey.pdf.

  6. Margaret Pinnell et al., “Leveraging Regional Strengths for STEM Teacher 
Professional Development: Results from an NSF RET Program Focused 
on Advanced Manufacturing and Materials,” Research in the Schools 25, no. 1 
(2018): 20–34.

  7. “Career Readiness: Competencies for a Career Ready Workforce” (Bethlehem, 
PA: National Association of Colleges and Employers, March 2021), https://
www.nace-career-readiness-competencies-revised-apr-2021.pdf (naceweb.org).

  8. Ann S. Ferren and David C. Paris, “Faculty Leadership for Integrative Liberal 
Learning,” (Washington, DC: Association of American Colleges and Uni-
versities, 2015), https://www.aacu.org/publications-research/publications 
/faculty-leadership-integrative-liberal-learning.

  9. The curriculum design of the seminars is based on research in interdisciplinary 
methods, see William Newell, “A Theory of Interdisciplinary Studies,” Issues in 
Integrative Studies 19 (2001); 1–25, https://our.oakland.edu/handle/10323/4378; 
and Julie Kline and William Newell, “Advancing Interdisciplinary Studies,” in 
Handbook of the Undergraduate Curriculum: A Comprehensive Guide to Purposes, 
Structures, Practices and Changes, eds. J. Graff and J. Radcliff (San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 1997), 393–415.

  10. Organizational culture change is a leadership concept in the field of busi-
ness that has been applied to higher education institutions. See Adrianna 
Kezar and Peter D. Eckel, “The Effect of Institutional Culture on Change 
Strategies in Higher Education,” The Journal of Higher Education 73, no. 4 
(2002): 435–60, https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2002.11777159; and Colleen 
Lucas and Theresa Kline, “Understanding the Influence of Organizational 
Culture and Group Dynamics on Organization Change and Learning,” 
The Learning Organization 15, no. 3 (2008): 277–87, https://doi.org/10.1108 
/09696470810868882.

  11. Fred. C. Lunenburg, “Managing Change: The Role of the Change Agent,” 
International Journal of Management, Business, and Administration 13, no. 1 
(2010): 1. https://naaee.org/sites/default/files/lunenburg_fred_c._managing 

_change_the_role_of_change_agent_ijmba_v13_n1_2010.pdf.
  12. Milton M. Cox, “Introduction to Faculty Learning Communities,” in “Build-

https://www.aacu.org/sites/default/files/files/LEAP/2013_EmployerSurvey.pdf
https://www.nace-career-readiness-competencies-revised-apr-2021.pdf
https://www.nace-career-readiness-competencies-revised-apr-2021.pdf
https://www.aacu.org/publications-research/publications/faculty-leadership-integrative-liberal-learning
https://our.oakland.edu/handle/10323/4378
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2002.11777159
https://doi.org/10.1108/09696470810868882
https://naaee.org/sites/default/files/lunenburg_fred_c._managing_change_the_role_of_change_agent_ijmba_v13_n1_2010.pdf
https://www.aacu.org/sites/default/files/files/LEAP/2013_EmployerSurvey.pdf
http://www.naceweb.org
https://www.aacu.org/publications-research/publications/faculty-leadership-integrative-liberal-learning
https://doi.org/10.1108/09696470810868882
https://naaee.org/sites/default/files/lunenburg_fred_c._managing_change_the_role_of_change_agent_ijmba_v13_n1_2010.pdf


 151ADMINISTERING INSTRUCTIONAL REfORM

ing Faculty Learning Communities,” ed. Milton M. Cox and Laurie Richlan, 
special issue, New Directions for Teaching and Learning 97 (Spring 2004): 5–24, 
https://doi.org/10.1002/tl.129.

  13. David Skorton and Ashley Bear, eds., The Integration of the Humanities and 
Arts with Science. Engineering, and Medicine in Higher Education: Branches from 
the Same Tree (Washington, DC: The National Academies Press, 2018), 66, 
https://doi.org/10.17226/24988.

  14. Bret Eynon, Laura Gambino, and Judit Török, “What Difference Can 
ePort folio Make? A Field Report from the Connect to Learning Project,” 
International Journal of ePortfolio 4, no.1 (2014): 95–114, https://www.theijep 
.com/pdf/IJEP127.pdf; George D. Kuh, High-Impact Educational Practices: 
What They Are, Who Has Access to Them, and Why They Matter (Washington, 
DC: Association of American Colleges and Universities, 2008), https://secure 
.aacu.org/imis/AACUR.

  15. Jeffrey L. Buller, “Academic Leadership 2.0,” Academe (May–June, 2013), 
https://www.aaup.org/article/academic-leadership-20#.YKOzoNXwZ8Y.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Buller, Jeffrey L. “Academic Leadership 2.0.” Academe (May–June, 2013). https://
www.aaup.org/article/academic-leadership-20#.YKOzoNXwZ8Y.

Cox, Milton M. “Introduction to Faculty Learning Communities.” In Building 
Faculty Learning Communities, edited by Milton M. Cox and Laurie Richlan. 
Special issue, New Directions for Teaching and Learning 97 (Spring 2004): 5–24. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/tl.129.

Eynon, Bret, Laura Gambino, and Judit Török. “What Difference Can ePortfo-
lio Make? A Field Report from the Connect to Learning Project.” Interna-
tional Journal of ePortfolio 4, no.1 (2014): 95–114. https://www.theijep.com/pdf 
/IJEP127.pdf.

Farren, Ann S., and David C. Paris. “Faculty Leadership for Integrative Liberal 
Learning.” Washington, DC: Association of American Colleges and Uni versi-
ties, 2015. https://www.aacu.org/publications-research/publications/faculty 

-leadership-integrative-liberal-learning.
Hart Research Associates. “It Takes More Than a Major: Employer Priorities for 

https://doi.org/10.1002/tl.129
https://doi.org/10.17226/24988
https://www.theijep.com/pdf/IJEP127.pdf
https://secure.aacu.org/imis/AACUR
https://www.aaup.org/article/academic-leadership-20#.YKOzoNXwZ8Y
https://www.aaup.org/article/academic-leadership-20#.YKOzoNXwZ8Y
https://www.aaup.org/article/academic-leadership-20#.YKOzoNXwZ8Y
https://doi.org/10.1002/tl.129
https://www.theijep.com/pdf/IJEP127.pdf
https://www.aacu.org/publications-research/publications/faculty-leadership-integrative-liberal-learning
https://www.theijep.com/pdf/IJEP127.pdf
https://secure.aacu.org/imis/AACUR
https://www.theijep.com/pdf/IJEP127.pdf
https://www.aacu.org/publications-research/publications/faculty-leadership-integrative-liberal-learning


152 INTERDISCIPLINARITY AND INNOVATION 

College Learning and Student Success.” Washington, DC: Hart Research 
Associates, 2013. https://www.aacu.org/sites/default/files/files/LEAP/2013 
_EmployerSurvey.pdf.

Kezar, Adrianna, and Peter D. Eckel. “The Effect of Institutional Culture on 
Change Strategies in Higher Education.” The Journal of Higher Education, 73, 
no. 4 (2002): 435–60. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2002.11777159.

Kline, Julie, and William Newell. “Advancing Interdisciplinary Studies.” In 
Hand book of the Undergraduate Curriculum: A Comprehensive Guide to Purposes, 
Structures, Practices and Changes, edited by J. Graff and J. Radcliff, 393–415. San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1997.

Kuh, George D. High-Impact Educational Practices: What They Are, Who Has Access 
to Them, and Why They Matter. Washington, DC: Association of American 
Colleges and Universities, 2008. https://secure.aacu.org/imis/AACUR.

Kuh, George D., Laura M. Gambino, Marilee Bresciani, and Ken O’Donnell. 
“Using ePortfolio to Document and Deepen the Impact of HIPs on Learning 
Dispositions.” Occasional Paper No. 32. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois and 
Indiana University, National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment 
(NILOA), 2018. http://learningoutcomesassessment.org/occasionalpaper 
thirtytwo.html.

Lucas, Colleen, and Theresa Kline. “Understanding the Influence of Organiza-
tional Culture and Group Dynamics on Organization Change and Learning.” 
The Learning Organization, 15, no. 3 (2008): 277–87. https://doi.org/10.1108 
/09696470810868882.

Lunenburg, Fred. C. “Managing Change: The Role of the Change Agent.” Inter-
national Journal of Management, Business, and Administration 13, no. 1 (2010): 1–6. 
https://naaee.org/sites/default/files/lunenburg_fred_c._managing_change 

_the_role_of_change_agent_ijmba_v13_n1_2010.pdf.
National Association of Colleges and Employers. “Career Readiness: Com pe-

tencies for a Career Ready Workforce.” Revised March 2021. https://www 
.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2021/resources/nace-career-readiness 
-competencies-revised-apr-2021.pdf.

National Association of Colleges and Employers. “Job Outlook 2019.” 2018. https://
www.odu.edu/content/dam/odu/offices/cmc/docs/nace/2019-nace-job 

-outlook-survey.pdf.

https://www.aacu.org/sites/default/files/files/LEAP/2013_EmployerSurvey.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2002.11777159
https://secure.aacu.org/imis/AACUR
http://learningoutcomesassessment.org/occasionalpaperthirtytwo.html
https://doi.org/10.1108/09696470810868882
https://naaee.org/sites/default/files/lunenburg_fred_c._managing_change_the_role_of_change_agent_ijmba_v13_n1_2010.pdf
https://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2021/resources/nace-career-readiness-competencies-revised-apr-2021.pdf
https://www.odu.edu/content/dam/odu/offices/cmc/docs/nace/2019-nace-job-outlook-survey.pdf
https://www.odu.edu/content/dam/odu/offices/cmc/docs/nace/2019-nace-job-outlook-survey.pdf
https://www.aacu.org/sites/default/files/files/LEAP/2013_EmployerSurvey.pdf
http://learningoutcomesassessment.org/occasionalpaperthirtytwo.html
https://doi.org/10.1108/09696470810868882
https://naaee.org/sites/default/files/lunenburg_fred_c._managing_change_the_role_of_change_agent_ijmba_v13_n1_2010.pdf
https://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2021/resources/nace-career-readiness-competencies-revised-apr-2021.pdf
https://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2021/resources/nace-career-readiness-competencies-revised-apr-2021.pdf
https://www.odu.edu/content/dam/odu/offices/cmc/docs/nace/2019-nace-job-outlook-survey.pdf


 153ADMINISTERING INSTRUCTIONAL REfORM

National Center for Educational Statistics. “College Navigator — Central State 
Uni versity.” https://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/?q=Central+State+University 
&s=all&id=201690-finaid.

Newell, William. “A Theory of Interdisciplinary Studies.” Issues in Integrative 
Studies 19 (2001): 1–25. https://our.oakland.edu/handle/10323/4378.

Pinnell, Margaret, M. Suzanne Franco, Leanne Petry, Ahsan Mian, Brett Doudi-
can, and Raghavan Srinivasan. “Leveraging Regional Strengths for STEM 
Teacher Professional Development: Results from an NSF RET Program Fo-
cused on Advanced Manufacturing and Materials.” Research in the Schools 25, 
no. 1 (2018): 20–34.

Schimdt, Benjamin. “The Humanities Are in Crisis.” The Atlantic August 23, 2018, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2018/08/the-humanities-face 

-a-crisisof-confidence/567565/.
Skorton, David, and Ashley Bear, eds. The Integration of the Humanities and Arts 

with Science, Engineering, and Medicine in Higher Education: Branches from the 
Same Tree. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press, 2018. https://doi 
.org/10.17226/24988.

Strauss, Valerie. “The Surprising Thing Google Learned about Its Employees — and 
What It Means for Today’s Students.” The Washington Post, April 5, 2019. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2017/12/20/the 

-surprising-thing-google-learned-about-its-employees-and-what-it-means 
-for-todays-students/.

https://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/?q=Central+State+University&s=all&id=201690-finaid
https://our.oakland.edu/handle/10323/4378
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2018/08/the-humanities-face-a-crisisof-confidence/567565/
https://doi.org/10.17226/24988
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2017/12/20/the-surprising-thing-google-learned-about-its-employees-and-what-it-means-for-todays-students/
https://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/?q=Central+State+University&s=all&id=201690-finaid
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2018/08/the-humanities-face-a-crisisof-confidence/567565/
https://doi.org/10.17226/24988
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2017/12/20/the-surprising-thing-google-learned-about-its-employees-and-what-it-means-for-todays-students/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2017/12/20/the-surprising-thing-google-learned-about-its-employees-and-what-it-means-for-todays-students/




PART 3

Leadership, Equity, 
and Social Justice





8
LEADING WHILE YOUNG, 

BLACK, AND ON THE 
TENURE TRACK

CHYNA N. CRAWFORD

W
hile the numbers of students and faculty of color in US higher 
education are increasing, minorities are still significantly un-
derrepresented in senior-level leadership, based on data re-

ported by the US Department of Education. 1 According to the National 
Center for Education Statistics of the US Department of Education, 
Black women account for fewer than 3 percent of administrative/tenured 
faculty positions. 2 African American professors in the United States fre-
quently face barriers that limit their capacity to advance in the academic 
hierarchy. The tendency of African American teachers to be overburdened 
with teaching and service commitments, as well as the inflexible expecta-
tions of universities and colleges about research and publication, are two 
major roadblocks. 3 Many African American academics begin their careers 
in universities that prioritize teaching over scholarship, resulting in heavy 
teaching loads and few possibilities for research and publishing. As a re-
sult, they rarely publish a large body of work and remain outside the aca-
demic mainstream for the duration of their careers. 4

African American women live in a society that devalues both their sex 
and their race. 5

Because of the contradictory messages they frequently get, African 
Americans in higher education, particularly women, are generally un-
able to anticipate whether their hard work is appreciated or condemned 
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by their colleagues and administrations. 6 This presents an inherent con-
tradiction in the ability to ascribe genuine meaning to situations or antic-
ipate consequences based on past experiences. Differential standards im-
posed upon African Americans about the same action may be the source of 
contradictory communications, which is kin to subtle racism. 7 Divergent 
expectations do a lot of harm to faculty since they may believe that their 
work is indeed not truly satisfactory, despite good feedback from those 
in leadership.

Black female faculty, and often administrators, are placed at a unique 
disadvantage of having to navigate their race, as well as their gender. 8 There 
is a decrease in Black female faculty entering higher education, and of 
those hired, they are not being retained, promoted, and tenured. 9 There is 
a breadth of literature on the experiences of African American females in 
higher education. However, few researchers address the issues that may 
occur for tenure-track faculty who are appointed to leadership roles be-
fore they are awarded tenure. Faculty who exercise this option often do 
so at great peril. They may frequently be afraid to discuss their scholar-
ship, struggles, or areas where they need guidance, and they may need to 
create partnerships with senior faculty to dodge opposition and safeguard 
themselves. My goal in this chapter is to discuss what I believe are the 
challenges and rewards of being a Black woman in a leadership role while 
on tenure track, including my personal experiences, as well as how inte-
gral the role of mentorship is for those leading while in pursuit of tenure.

EXPERIENCES OF A YOUNG BLACK 
TENURE-TRACK LEADER

My educational experiences cultivated my belief that Black female edu-
cators are important to the development of Black students in our colleges 
and universities. It is important as Black female faculty to be able to see 
that it is possible. If there are few to no Black faculty, no female faculty, and 
no Black female representation in the faculty, it may be difficult for Black 
students, both male and female, to visualize the possibilities for themselves.

I was raised in a single-parent home where education was stressed, 
and going to college was the only option. The undergraduate institution I 
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attended is a regional Predominantly White Institution (PWI). My time 
as a student at this institution was fraught with various challenges, from 
the immense feelings of homesickness, and the lack of peer support, to the 
perceived lack of faculty support. As an undergraduate student, I felt alone. 
Faculty and staff at PWIs are often unaware of the unique emotional prob-
lems that Black women experience. 10 Microaggressions are experienced by 
both Black male and female students at PWIs, such as being picked out by 
security staff, being academically dismissed, or being viewed as indistin-
guishable from other Black individuals. 11 All of these are incidents that I 
experienced. It wasn’t until I began to excel academically, that faculty at my 
institution began to offer more advice and assistance. Early on, it felt like 
faculty were willing to let me fail before offering any support. To me, no 
one cared enough to reach out until they deemed me worthy of the effort.

Mentoring is critical for Black women pursuing degrees to succeed, 
whether at the undergraduate or graduate level. Unfortunately, mentors 
who provide formal mentorship for Black women graduate students at 
PWIs are few and far between. As a result, I found myself seeking assis-
tance and direction from informal mentors such as colleagues, other older 
students, and relatives. My sisters on campus were a huge source of emo-
tional support and companionship. My other mothers have offered spir-
itual counsel as well as polite reprimands. My family has assured me that 
they are only a phone call away, even though I may have been miles away.

My academic background is very similar to Rachel N. Bonaparte- 
Hagos’s. 12 By the age of 29, I had earned two graduate degrees (and a host 
of graduate credits in counseling, education, and other areas that inter-
ested me) and had discovered my place in, and love for, higher education. 
I was on the job market for about two years prior to graduation in prepara-
tion for landing a tenure-track position. I was always aware that the odds 
were not in my favor and that the recruiting process was far from equitable.

Upon taking my first tenure-track position at a small regional HBCU 
(historically Black college or university), it was my initial goal to be obser-
vant, learn the university structure and institutional culture, and figure out 
what I needed to do to be successful in this environment. Unfortunately, or 
fortunately, university administration recognized that I had a certain set of 
skills: organization, planning, the ability to be forward-thinking, and not 
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only manage tasks but also problem solve when needed. By my second year 
on tenure track, I was appointed director of summer school, which was 
before I had reached the age of thirty. I was named assistant department 
chair the spring before my thirty-first birthday and interim department 
chair by thirty-two. These administrative changes progressed logically, but 
at an accelerated pace, which drew the ire of many of my colleagues who 
believed that there was something wrong with these appointments.

As an untenured chair, I was reminded of a harsh truth in higher edu-
cation: many professors and staff struggle to navigate their jobs due to a 
lack of mentorship and openness. Learning the atmosphere and culture of 
my department was tough my first year. Faculty members who had been 
at the present institution for five, ten, or fifteen years or more, in my opin-
ion, had absorbed the politics of their institutions and departments and 
forgotten how bizarre they may appear to a new set of eyes.

For me, it was easy to mistrust my own worth as an early career aca-
demic and the value I brought to my position as an individual. I attempted 
to surround myself with accomplished peers and worked to close the per-
ceived gap in knowledge and experience by filling it with activities that I 
believed would get recognized by my peers at my home institution, while 
also alleviating symptoms of impostor syndrome. Though this strategy 
worked in the short term, it stretched my resources thin over a variety of 
unrelated disciplines, delaying my ability to establish myself as the go-to 
expert in a certain sector.

HURDLES TO PROMOTION AND 
ELEVATION AS A BLACK WOMAN

The outlook for minorities, and Black women specifically, in the academy 
is bleak. 13 The absence of Black women in tenured professor jobs is a symp-
tom of a far larger systemic breakdown in independent educational insti-
tutions. The “pipeline” that leads PhDs to tenure-track jobs is frequently 
cited as a source of underrepresentation. There is undoubtedly a “crack” in 
the pipeline for Black women.

African American academics are frequently burdened with a dispropor-
tionate amount of advising responsibilities. Officially, all faculty members’ 
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advising assignments are the same, regardless of race/ethnicity or gender. 
Many African American faculty members, on the other hand, find them-
selves in situations where students’ expectations complicate matters. In 
my experience, there is a lot of informal and unofficial mentoring, as stu-
dents expect to be supported by their faculty of color when their assigned 
mentors don’t get it or are less approachable. These additional advisory 
responsibilities can be time and energy consuming, detracting from re-
search and writing. Mentoring, in particular, is a vital activity that most 
academics practice in some way. 14 Due to a shared feeling of responsibil-
ity to their students, many African American faculty members choose to 
mentor many more students than their White counterparts. Given the 
history of racial and ethnic inequity in the United States, most African 
American professors feel bound to embrace this role. Time constraints 
can be significant once again (e.g., giving social support and assistance to 
students, producing letters of recommendation, assisting with graduate 
or professional school selection, and analyzing several versions of employ-
ment, grant, and scholarship applications). 15

Black professors may also be overloaded by departmental, institutional, 
and community committee responsibilities. In addition to standard com-
mittee meetings, African American faculty members are expected to serve 
on working groups that address minority issues, campus safety, race in-
equality, recruiting and selection of faculty and students of color, aca-
demic relations, and community engagement by their leaderships, fac-
ulty, colleagues, students, and sometimes civic leaders. In such situations, 
higher education academic staff are acutely aware of their responsibili-
ties to their departments, the institution, students, and larger communi-
ties. However, they inevitably do so at the expense of curtailing their ef-
forts in other areas. 16

In addition to the heavy scholarly and advising load, Black faculty are 
often seen as spokespersons for the Black community in some situations. 
And, as a result of our country’s racial turmoil, it is more widespread than 
ever. We, as Black Americans, often spend time with people who look 
like us and develop good friendships with them. I’ve also encountered in-
stances where instructors inquired about Black conduct to acquire a better 
understanding of student behavior. I share my viewpoint, provide advice 
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where appropriate, and pose questions. However, because being Black is 
not a one-size-fits-all experience, I occasionally get it wrong. Being Black 
means being a part of a complex, multifaceted, and vibrant culture.

As a faculty member, the onus is on you. You must have developed 
the internal mechanisms and the time to dedicate to scholarship. For 
women of color, this is often overshadowed by family obligations and 
the perceived inability to say no to additional workloads that take away 
from scholarly endeavors. In my case, no matter how well I did, I always 
felt that I wasn’t good enough for the rarefied publishing world. I didn’t 
come from a pedigree; I was just a hard-working Black woman. I felt (and 
sometimes literally was) unacknowledged in the hallways, and my voice 
was hardly heard. It wasn’t unusual that ideas I presented at meetings got 
a lukewarm reception, but two meetings later, someone else suggested a 
similar thought, which was instantly deemed a must-write story. Even 
though I knew I could do the work, I was riddled with doubt. It was years 
later that I learned there was a term for what I felt: impostor syndrome. 
But lack of physical representation is just one of the factors that feed into 
impostor syndrome.

The struggle for tenure for Black women is about more than just diver-
sity for the sake of diversity. In a White-dominated atmosphere, learning 
from faculty who share their perspectives promotes the sense that they, too, 
have significant information to give. In some cases, women of color, es-
pecially in a new job or embarking on a career change, temporarily expe-
rience symptoms of impostor syndrome. However, if these feelings linger, 
they can negatively impact job performance. This can spur a self-fulfilling 
prophecy, externally confirming feelings of self-doubt. In my experiences 
as a young tenure-track faculty member, I have been name-called and 
treated as if I did not possess the same levels of knowledge that other ten-
ured faculty may have. It was because of these feelings of being an impos-
tor, and ultimately feelings of inadequacy, that I felt the need to branch 
out in other areas to show my tenured colleagues that I, too, was capable 
and worthy of being in the same spaces. It was at this stage that I began to 
increase my service (I became advisor to two student-led organizations) 
and look at other leadership roles within the department, namely offering 
my assistance to an obviously overwhelmed department chair.



 163YOUNG, bLACk, AND ON THE TENURE TRACk

Finding methods for leadership to count as institutional service is one 
of the most important techniques for supporting academics in seeking 
leadership possibilities. It would be exceedingly difficult to engage as a 
leader while still fulfilling service obligations by working on appointed 
committees during the pretenure years. Personally, I discovered creative 
methods to credit leadership toward tenure and promotion. While it may 
seem natural to substitute leadership for service, as department chair, I 
went even further, replacing leadership for teaching. With 50 percent of 
released time now being utilized for administrative responsibilities, this 
leadership has taken over the time which would ordinarily be attributed 
to teaching. Finally, such innovative approaches to promoting faculty lead-
ership benefit both the institution and the individual faculty member and 
they solve some of the issues raised by the tenure system. In my position, 
it was easy to utilize my leadership position to advance my teaching. By 
implementing workshops on effective teaching and including professional 
development and conference attendance all related to the operation and 
success of summer school, I was able to duly focus and apply what was 
learned in one capacity (summer school) in another capacity (regular ac-
ademic teaching). So, although my teaching load has been reduced from 
four courses per semester to two courses per semester, I’m able to apply 
new and inventive teaching techniques to those two new courses, making 
up for a reduced teaching load.

Trying to exert leadership on campus, especially for pretenure profes-
sors, may be highly risky. People may doubt your ability and talents as a 
result of a poor leadership attempt. Successful faculty leaders frequently 
hone their skills in low-stakes situations before attempting to lead an ef-
fort on campus once they are more confident. For Black female faculty, tak-
ing on additional leadership and administrative roles can backfire. Black 
female faculty are usually the only persons or women of color in their de-
partments, which results in them being solicited to be the on-campus 
spokesperson for minorities and the advisor for minority students. 17 In 
many arenas, these faculty may be the first. Many students, instructors, and 
colleagues have never had a Black teacher, colleague, or school leader, and 
that comes with a lot of responsibility. Students who come from minority 
households, underrepresented populations, or first-time college attendees 
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need much more guidance, understanding, and support. All of these re-
quire more diverse and available mentoring opportunities not only for stu-
dents but also for the faculty who are there to support the students. There 
should be a group of minority collectives at every institution. These addi-
tional responsibilities accompany being a successful Black professor, and 
often spare time for other pursuits isn’t necessarily as structured.

Entering department leadership marked perhaps the profoundest tran-
sition in my academic career. It is the point at which the job description 
changed from areas, such as research and teaching, in which my peers were 
very quick to point out to me that they had years of training and prac-
tice, into an area where I had little to no prior experience and expertise 
in higher education leadership. However, I believe my training in the so-
cial sciences allowed me to be successful. The social sciences shape leaders 
who treat the members of their teams as adults capable of handling sta-
tistics (given in an understandable manner), comprehending the signifi-
cance of their decisions, and taking control of their lives. As head of a de-
partment, it is possible to keep your finger on the pulse simply by engaging 
in casual conversations with staff and students in the hallways. This al-
lowed me to maintain a regular schedule of encounters with groups from 
within the university, and this gave me time to consult with one group or 
another and to truly understand the culture and how the institution func-
tioned. In my quest to understand the culture of the university, I sought 
out many voices. These individuals ultimately became mentors in a sense 
and helped to guide me through the process.

MENTORS, MENTEES, AND 
GUIDANCE WHILE LEADING

For many women of color in the academy, the establishment of men-
toring relationships is minimal at best. 18 Those who have mentors of-
ten go beyond their academic area to find such support. There is a direct 
link between mentoring African American women in academia and their 
achievement in higher education. 19 One of the key benefits of mentor-
ing is professional progression and mobility. 20 African American women 
can benefit immensely from mentoring and modeling because they can 
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observe someone, preferably a person their age, and of similar racial back-
ground, who is still striving to make it and is succeeding in this endeavor. 
This enables a young faculty member or emerging leader to increase their 
self-efficacy by demonstrating that if their mentor can succeed, so can 
they. 21 Many African American women in leadership believe that their po-
tential was not developed through mentoring relationships, but rather they 
were equipped with knowledge and skills, and that their individual higher 
education institutions had not capitalized on their potential. And, while 
there is clear evidence that mentoring is beneficial to African American 
women’s success in gaining leadership positions, there are hurdles to the 
number of mentors accessible to match the need for this relational tech-
nique among African American women. 22

African American female administrators have been especially vulnera-
ble in this within the academy due to a lack of sensitivity toward minorities 
on most university campuses. Mentoring isn’t available to these women 
as a means of improving job satisfaction and progress. If academic lead-
ers offer the direction and resources necessary to launch and sustain these 
changes, a supportive climate for mentoring will emerge, which is an im-
portant component of the initiative to improve overall institutional diver-
sity. Mentoring cannot be dictated or regulated; it must be individually 
valued and embraced. The academy can use this resource to support the 
development of African American female administrators if they choose 
to participate in a mentoring program. Mentoring would increase the role 
and responsibility and awareness of African American female administra-
tors, as well as inspire young African Americans to pursue higher educa-
tion as a vocation. Mentoring would, in the end, not only transform their 
perspectives but also help to shift the whole power structure. Mentoring 
relationships with female academics and advisors can help to ease feelings 
of exclusion, especially in male-dominated fields where it might be diffi-
cult for postgraduate women to find mentors. 23

Aside from supporting growth and other psychosocial benefits, one of 
the most significant advantages of mentoring is job advancement. 24 In ad-
dition, recent degree holders said they experienced more mentoring that 
benefited them in their professions rather than emotional or advisory sup-
port. Lori Patton outlines a wide range of topics related to mentorship 
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and African American women. 25 When individuals in the academy have 
a high level of value, they are less likely to let harsh comments, racism, or 
sexism affect their good projected outcome. 26 These qualities can be rein-
forced by healthy mentoring relations.

Ultimately, having a mentor does not promise that all professional goals 
will be met, but it is crucial in maintaining and establishing that the men-
tee is socially conditioned into the institution’s implicit and explicit rules 
and processes. 27 As a new tenure-track faculty member in a very interdis-
ciplinary department composed of history, political science, criminal jus-
tice, sociology, and social work, the faculty available to me had varied in-
terests and different mentoring styles. Early on, prior to connecting with 
my dean, I sought out mentors from various disciplines and was denied 
for various reasons. Many gave excuses such as time constraints or even 
noted that research and scholarship across disciplines aren’t fruitful (an 
elitist misconception), and often, no reason was given. These dead ends 
forced me to find other opportunities to be successful, and other people 
from whom to seek guidance.

For me, the intersection of mentoring and its importance in my life has 
come to the surface in the last two years. As a young untenured leader, I 
was at a crossroads. I did not know whether I could successfully apply for 
and attain tenure due to the amount of service and time I had spent in my 
leadership roles. It was at that time that two people showed up for me: the 
first, an associate professor and longtime colleague within the field, and 
the second, a full professor within my school and coincidentally my dean, 
who gave me a set of guidelines and advice to follow. She unofficially be-
came my mentor, whether she realized it or not. Her guidelines were rel-
atively simple and shifted the responsibility to me. As a young faculty 
member with limited experiences outside of the institution at which I was 
seeking tenure, her advice and experiences at various institutions (public, 
private, HBCU, PWI) were tremendously helpful.

Part of this important and necessary mentoring work involved learn-
ing to set boundaries between work tasks and making time for self-care 
and other personal activities. At this stage of my career, and having gone 
through a period of absolute burnout, I still struggle with saying no. To en-
sure that I aim for a balanced and happy life (not simply survival), I have a 
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useful set of techniques for me to manage work and enjoy life — and vice 
versa. I now include time in my weekly calendar for the critical research 
tasks that I all-too-often neglect when other priorities seem more press-
ing. I also set aside weekends and after-hours time as work-free time. I 
need to squeeze everything into the remaining hours. When I receive a 
request or an invitation, I ask myself certain questions and then take the 
appropriate actions. I’ve been doing a lot of expectation management in 
addition to putting this framework in place. The biggest step and most im-
portant for me is that I have created a “No Committee.” This committee 
consists of my two best gal pals (one of whom is in K–12, the other who 
works in law), my mother, my sisters, my mentor, and my significant other. 
Their credentials are that they care for me, that they are familiar with the 
academy, and that they keep track of me so that they know how much is 
too much for me to bear.

Self-care has become a term in recent years, raising awareness of how 
important it is to practice. Despite the reality that it is acknowledged as 
vital by leaders, it is not often given the emphasis it needs, instead receiv-
ing only scant attention. Self-care isn’t simply for recovering from illness 
or a disaster; it’s also proactive and preventive. It’s a method to not just 
value and love yourself but also to show others that you care about put-
ting your best foot forward for others, both personally and professionally. 
Self-care is a technique of resilience that helps us get through the tough 
moments by sustaining our energy and enthusiasm to keep going through 
life successfully.

I want to emphasize that my advice is based on my experience as an es-
tablished early career teacher and scholar at a small regional HBCU who 
has transitioned successfully to leadership and tenure. I aim not to dismiss 
the experiences of other people at various stages of their careers and/or 
backgrounds, and I would be interested to hear about others’ experiences 
with leadership, mentoring, and saying no and how it has impacted the 
way they operate. I also see the hypocrisy of urging academics to take on 
additional mentoring work, seek out mentors, and lead while simultane-
ously turning down some committee work for self-care and writing out-
side of working hours. My colleagues’ achievements, on the other hand, 
are very significant to me. I value academic well-being and want African 
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American women to be successful in academia. I recognize the efforts we 
make to help our students, colleagues, and many others succeed — but we 
can only accomplish this achievement if we do not neglect our own.
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LEADING THROUGH PRECARITY

A Tale of (Un)Sustainable 
Professional Advancement

KRISTINA QUYNN

In nova fert animus mutatas dicere formas / corpora.
I intend to speak of forms changed into new entities.

OVID,  METAMORPHOSES 1

ovid’s tales of metamorphoses (ad 8) remind us that our pursuits rarely turn out 

as we plan: our lover may turn into a tree to escape our affections; our true 
love may become so enamored with their own reflection they cannot see or 
value us; our magnificently carved stone statues may turn flesh-and-blood, 
only to expose the limitations of our own imaginations. While the affec-
tions and skirmishes between gods, demigods, and humans may seem eons 
away from the professional relationships and work routines that make up 
our lives as leaders in higher education, all of us have either experienced 
or witnessed capricious academic job searches, dismissive or narcissistic 
colleagues and administrators, and our own inability to affect widespread 
equitable systemic change.

The most epic battle of all in the humanities, however, has been the 
most commonplace: the erosion of tenure and the corresponding rise of 
contingency and job insecurity, affecting generations of faculty and lead-
ership. We might expect a story about the rise of precarity in the human-
ities to open with explanations of decreased funding for higher education. 
It would start in the 1970s and feature a brilliant but neurotic academic 
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who had more book sense than street sense but who, thank goodness, 
seemed to make sense in the college classroom. As the twentieth century 
passed, the tale would change dramatically to feature throngs of hapless 
faculty (mostly English and philosophy instructors) who would be pit-
ted against tone-deaf, self-serving administrators — leaders who had long 
abandoned noble educational causes to manage shrinking budgets as well 
as the throngs. But this is not that story. Well, not exactly, anyway.

What follows are my tales of fortuitous professional success in the hu-
manities. Altogether, these tales tell of recurring bouts of contingency as 
an English instructor, the founding director of a writing program at an 
R1 university, and now an associate professor and associate dean. They af-
ford us a moment to reflect on the oft-hidden (or ignored) and ultimately 
toxic effects of contingency on leadership in the liberal arts and human-
ities. Just as we glean lessons from Ovid’s tales of transformation, my in-
tention is to share lessons for current and prospective leaders. My hope is 
that they inspire us to make decisions and enact changes that usher forth 
greater job security and professional belongingness for all within the hu-
manities. Our transformation is ongoing.

TRANSFORMING LESSON #1:

The stories we tell about the humanities matter.

I have written elsewhere about the adjunctroman — narratives of contin-
gency in the academic novel — about the abject characterization of contin-
gent laborers and about the nonprogressing nature of such tales. 2 Suffice 
it to say, contingency makes for abject protagonists and off-putting sto-
ries. For both an employer practice and a narrative figuration, contingency 
tends to enact motion without progress. Laborers cycle through their ap-
pointments and the stories we craft about such lives go nowhere. Of course, 
we know some temporary faculty do not wish for the security of tenure or 
have partners who support their teaching habit, but they are the minority.

For most of us, contingency is painful and restrictive. Contingency is 
a mode of oppression. It keeps us spinning in our place with the effect of 
scholarly atrophy. Hamster wheels, treadmills, assembly lines, freeway fly-
ing — these are common metaphors for the nonprogressing nature of the 
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experience for many of us who teach and, if we are lucky enough, who lead 
while adjunct. More than a figuration of career drudgery and insecurity in 
the humanities, these metaphors remind us that contingent employment 
bars access to the conventional avenues of promotion and advancement 
in colleges and universities.

I know contingency well. My career has been built on the shifting 
sands of renewable contracts and, until recently, low-paid employment. 
From 1998 to 2002, I started as an adjunct instructor of English with a 
master’s degree, teaching full time (36 credit hours per year) at a commu-
nity college for less than $18,000 with no benefits. As you might expect, 
during this time I experienced job, food, and housing insecurity. This is 
an all too familiar tale about “career-building” in the humanities these 
days. In 2014, my account of selling plasma twice a week to pay for day-
care for my daughter was quoted before the US House Education and 
Workforce Committee. My account was subsequently reported by the 
American Association of University Professors (AAUP) and referenced 
in Kevin Birmingham’s 2017 Truman Capote Award acceptance speech 
that was published in the Chronicle of Higher Education. 3

Until now, the identity of that adjunct has remained anonymous — just 
one of the nameless, shamed, and ever-growing number of contingent 
faculty in the United States. Here, I share with you: I was the woman 
who sold her plasma on Tuesdays and Thursdays to pay for her daughter’s 
daycare while teaching English on overload and advising students with 
disabilities at a community college. By 2012, I had returned to graduate 
school and earned a doctorate, but eventually, I was once again teaching 
adjunct — this time at a Carnegie 1 Research Institution (R1) and, this time, 
with a yearly contract just above the poverty line. Just above.

Where can this story go from here? In my experience, telling our tales 
of drudgery and woe has done little to foster substantive change or to con-
vey the valuable work we do as teachers, scholars, and leaders in the hu-
manities. Recognizing our expertise and valuing our labor can offer an al-
ternative perspective and conscientious path to a better tale. Broadcasting 
the nature and importance of the humanities clearly and compellingly 
beyond the humanities is crucial. And, most importantly, we must seek 
out and listen to our cross-campus colleagues so that we might better 
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understand the effects of contingency on our campuses. So armed, we can 
review institutional policies and practices with an openness to traverse the 
conventional binaries that construct tales of drudgery and woe. Us/them, 
leader/follower, professor/adjunct — such divisions inform our conven-
tional tales of contingency but do little to reflect its realities.

Since 2017, I have been part of the Colorado Wyoming Network of 
Women Leaders, a regional branch of the American Council on Edu-
cation (ACE). Twice I have directed their flagship training program for 
women leaders, the Academic Management Institute (AMI). Over an 
academic year, we bring together more than fifty leaders for six all-day 
trainings. We discuss ACE’s models of “Shared Leadership” and “Shared 
Equity Leadership,” which provide essential leadership frameworks and 
researched strategies about the value of listening to connect with our col-
leagues and of bringing other voices forward as we make decisions. ACE 
defines shared leadership “as moving away from the leader/follower bi-
nary; capitalizing on the importance of leaders throughout the organiza-
tion, not just those in positions of authority, and creating an infrastructure 
so that organizations can benefit from the leadership of multiple people.” 4 
The most powerful element of the AMI training program is not the curric-
ulum, however. The power resides in the repeated bringing together a co-
hort of leaders from different colleges, divisions, ranks, titles, backgrounds, 
and interests who can talk with one another, listen to one another’s sto-
ries of professional growth and becoming, and practice leadership anew.

For those of us who lead in the humanities, it may help to recognize 
that contingency is an equity issue on many of our campuses. On our re-
spective campuses — you and I — we must pause, connect, and listen. We 
must recognize that some of our contingent and underrepresented col-
leagues may be especially hard to hear. We listen the best we can, and then 
we step forward to create new opportunities together. This sounds aspi-
rational but, in reality, such cocreating manifests through hours of email, 
spreadsheets, meetings, and code changes. Ultimately, to shift the tales of 
contingency from drudgery to collective progress means that we openly 
acknowledge (rather than turn away from) the pernicious effects of un-
stable employment among the highly educated in the humanities. Only 
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then can we explore alternative models for shaping our interactions, lead-
ership decisions, and campus policies.

TRANSFORMING LESSON #2:

Leading in the humanities requires working and 
building relationships beyond the humanities.

My career at Colorado State University (CSU), Fort Collins, speaks to the 
potential for systemic change and the need for tenured mentors and spon-
sors to foster alternative pathways to advancement and leadership oppor-
tunities for the contingent. It also demonstrates the persistence of contin-
gency across faculty and administrator positions: I started in the English 
Department with a one-year “special teaching appointment” and then ad-
vanced to a senior teaching appointment (three-year contract). The ham-
ster wheel continued to turn, only more slowly.

My options grew in 2015 when I applied for grant funds and started a 
writing productivity program to support CSU researchers and scholars 
across the span of their careers. This program, now base funded, launched 
my gradual move out of the English Department and into the Graduate 
School, where I have negotiated additional contracts with such titles as “as-
sistant professor and director of CSU Writes” and, later, “assistant dean of 
professional development programs and director of CSU Writes.” In 2021, 
I navigated the tenure process to earn promotions to “associate professor” 
and “assistant dean,” positions that do not actually carry the contractual 
securities of tenure because these are contractually tenure-equivalent po-
sitions. I seem to have left the hamster wheel, but time will tell.

Our tenure equivalency process is new enough that there were no other 
associate-level contract faculty in the College of Liberal Arts to serve 
on my department committee. Thus, my committee of peers consisted 
of a tenured full professor of English and two contract associate profes-
sors — one from the College of Health and Human Sciences and one from 
the School of Public Health. I belabor titles and promotion processes to 
make a point: my career advancement has taken place simultaneously 
within the humanities as I am a scholar of literary and writing studies and 
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outside of the humanities as the science, technology, engineering, math-
ematics, and medicine (STEMM) fields where I have found additional 
peers, mentors, and sponsors.

My advancement required behind-the-scenes support from my men-
tors (more than a dozen from across and outside the university) who 
helped me embrace entrepreneurial-styled approaches to program funding 
and building within a university. My current dean (a soil scientist) — both a 
mentor to me and a sponsor of my work — has spent countless hours navi-
gating dense forests of university policies and protocols to clear a path for 
my position and promotion. It is in her efforts to recognize the value of my 
work to the university that I glimpse a broader change for recognizing and 
valuing the labor of the humanities more broadly. I should stress that the 
building out of my faculty and dean positions was made possible due to 
changes in the faculty code, long envisioned, considered, negotiated, and 
compromised upon by department-, college- and university-based fac-
ulty committees in conversation with university administration. It takes 
a village to affect policy change to assure greater stability and valuing of 
our faculty professionals.

I recognize that my experience is not typical. Most adjunct faculty 
may be too exhausted, undermentored, and overmanaged to grow much 
beyond the limitations of their employment status. Michael Bérubé and 
Jennifer Ruth remind us in The Humanities, Higher Education, and Academic 
Freedom: Three Necessary Arguments that the dual academic freedoms of 
tenure include both the institutional protection of a scholar to produce 
risky or politically unpopular research and the protection to speak freely 
among colleagues and college administrators. 5 Speaking freely among 
colleagues and supervisors without fear of losing one’s job is crucial for 
the informal professional development of individual faculty and for ex-
panding the pools of advancement. For sure, not every non-tenure-track 
faculty wishes to become a department chair or a dean (just as not every 
tenured faculty wishes to lead), but I know several adjuncts who would 
be excellent administrators if given the opportunity to grow and advance.

From the directorship onward, each position I have held has been created 
so that my work might better serve our predominantly STEMM-focused 
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university from my entirely humanities-based background. Such advance-
ment, while unusual, is obviously not impossible. Therein lies some hope 
and a reminder that administrators can and do positively affect individ-
uals and institutions alike. My advancement required the broad sponsor-
ship and, at key moments, the Herculean efforts of two consecutive deans 
and two associate deans of the Graduate School with backing from the 
provost and vice president of faculty affairs to build a pathway to promo-
tion and to offer a commensurate salary. More humanities faculty should 
be so lucky. We need champions at all levels, but particularly in the middle, 
to sponsor changes to address contingency and heal its effects. Deans, as 
George Justice recognizes in How to Be a Dean, are positioned at the mid- 
level managerial and leadership heart of university administration. 6 My 
Graduate School deans’ efforts demonstrate that change is possible with 
support from leaders invested in innovation, even within siloed bureau-
cratic systems. Our efforts reflect Eric Hayot’s claim in Humanist Reason: 
A History. An Argument. A Plan that “the humanities should be found ev-
erywhere in a university,” and we require unconventional, transdisciplinary 
methods, discussions, and leaders to renew our disciplines and institu-
tional structures across all ranks and units. 7

TRANSFORMING LESSON #3:

Collectively, we must acknowledge and grapple 
with the ongoing effects of contingency —

deprofessionalization, shame, and burnout.

I stopped building a career as a literary scholar of contemporary “experi-
mental” fiction and performative criticism to pursue a career in academic 
writing productivity and support. Within five years of applying for and re-
ceiving a grant to improve the work-life of writers at CSU, I began to ex-
hibit classic signs of burnout: stress, fatigue, lack of focus, sadness, sleep-
lessness, work rumination, and decreased satisfaction with my work. With 
no little irony, the program I founded, CSU Writes, helps faculty, postdocs, 
and graduate students develop skills that support life balance so that they 
might build careers through research writing. I was failing, even as the 
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metrics, awards, leadership training, and offers of advancement suggested 
otherwise. This is what I know: internalized contingency means that I feel 
compelled to work ever harder.

My experience of burnout is not unique. Burnout is a factor for workers 
across higher education these days. And, for many, their feelings of profes-
sional exhaustion have been exacerbated by the global pandemic. For me, 
pandemic-enforced remote work provided some ease of routine stressors. 
For instance, racing across campus from classroom to meeting became 
as easy as clicking into a new Zoom session. I stopped commuting over 
twelve hours a week and could allocate that time to sleep. I am grateful 
to feel more rested, even as so many of my colleagues do not. Although, I 
confess I still feel compelled to work just as hard.

Years of acting from a pressure to prove my value to the institution so 
that I might stay to teach another semester have taken their toll. The work-
load for the ambitious in higher education is overwhelmingly high. We 
know it, but it bears hearing some unifying numbers across faculty and 
administrative ranks: ten- to twelve-hour workdays, six to seven days per 
week, are common to both freeway-flying, piecemeal instructors and mid- 
level administrators alike. The effects of worth-proving contingency ac-
crue for individuals and for institutions, and we must take practical and 
compassionate actions to mitigate distrust, exhaustion, and deprofession-
alization among our colleagues and cocreators.

The decline of funding and status for the humanities in higher educa-
tion started decades before the 2008 economic downturn that resulted in 
a succession of worst job markets in Modern Language Association his-
tory. We might think of many of today’s problems as issues of budget 
since then, but we should remember that in 2005, Joe Berry had already 
called for adjuncts to organize as means for Reclaiming the Ivory Tower, 
and in 2007, Marc Bousquet detailed the capitalist underbelly of How the 
University Works: Higher Education and the Low-Wage Nation. 8 They iden-
tified a multi-decade trend of increased hiring of temporary faculty that 
was eroding the professoriate and creating top-heavy institutions where 
a select few raked it in, and the majority squabbled over scraps.

Shamed employees tend to say little, stay in their place, maintain the 
status quo, and rarely move into leadership roles. Birmingham, the first 
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contingent faculty to win the Truman Capote Award for his book The Most 
Dangerous Book: The Battle for James Joyce’s Ulysses, acknowledged that the 
seep of precarity, from the pools of the contingent to the lines of the ten-
ured, has produced a generation of risk-averse faculty. Birmingham spoke, 

“By now, decades of adjunctification have made the professoriate fear-
ful, insular, and conformist. According to the AAUP, adjunct faculty are 
about half as likely to undertake risky research projects, and the timidity 
moves up the ladder.” 9 The impact of precarity on scholars, scholarship, 
and scholarly leadership has been pernicious and widespread. We need no-
ble and visionary risk-takers who can lead us conscientiously within the 
rapidly changing landscapes of humanities scholarship and higher edu-
cation in the twenty-first century.

We have role models and historical changemakers from whom we can 
learn much. In 1972, the United Negro College Fund (UNCF) under 
the leadership of Vernon Jordan launched their “A mind is terrible thing 
to waste” campaign to draw attention to a story about how lack of ac-
cess to a college education was fundamental to maintaining systems of 
White social, economic, and political dominance in a post-Civil Rights 
Act America. The campaign has been one of the most compelling, acti-
vating, and profitable campaigns in American nonprofit history. Today, 
the UNCF’s goal remains for all Americans to have the opportunity for a 
college education. 10 The clear and poignant recognition that a lack of ac-
cess to higher education for a segment of Americans squandered their tal-
ents and limited the strength of the nation was a powerful and mobilizing 
message. As Chyna N. Crawford recognizes in her chapter in this volume, 
African American females in academe frequently experience contradictory 
messages about the quality of their work, carry heavy teaching and service 
loads, and face social and systemic barriers to advancement. We in the hu-
manities will do well to mark the disproportionate number of faculty who 
are women and faculty of color and to reflect on the formal (code) and in-
formal (social and cultural) barriers to advancement.

The contingently employed may have the privilege of training to be-
come an expert in a field of study, but the process of deprofessionalizing, to 
recall Bérubé and Ruth’s argument, begins the moment they sign the con-
tract for employment. Without the expectations, institutional investments, 
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and protections of tenure (or its equivalent), contingent faculty have lim-
ited — if any — options for professional development. They have few op-
portunities to continue both researching and teaching (the most powerful 
and empowering combination for continued professional development), 
and they have limited access to department or campus decision-making 
processes. The lack of institutional investment in these faculty often bars 
access to institutional advancement and erodes opportunities to develop 
new leadership skills to serve in upper levels of college administration. 
These are structurally imposed limits on the continual honing of faculty 
expertise and stymieing of their institutional contributions. A mind is a 
terrible thing to waste, indeed.

Deprofessionalization is the great, rarely talked about shame of the 
humanities in higher education. It is widespread and widely unacknowl-
edged. I have yet to hear boards of trustees, governors, or regents wring 
their hands about the deprofessionalization of faculty at their institutions. 
Nor, in my experience serving on college and university faculty commit-
tees, are the concerns about contingent employee development the focus 
of many conversations or policy changes. In the instances when they have 
been at the fore, those conversations have focused on providing develop-
ment that will also keep the contingent “in their place.” An example is the 
common practice at CSU to offer professional development opportunities 
to non-tenure-track teaching faculty related almost exclusively to “peda-
gogy,” which ignores the necessity for them to also stay current with and 
to contribute to field-specific knowledge.

More than wasting the opportunity to develop excellent leaders in our 
disciplines and institutions, contingency corrodes the relationship work-
ers have with their colleagues, their institutions, and even with them-
selves as professionals. Studies of job insecurity among workers, regard-
less of job classification, note that its effects are widespread and often 
negative: chronic stress and increased psychological morbidity; “exhaus-
tion (burnout), general mental/psychological well-being, self-rated health, 
and a variety of somatic complaints”; low organizational trust and corre-
sponding poor mental well-being. 11 These studies are not specific to em-
ployees of humanities nor of higher education, but, as Genesea M. Carter, 
Aurora Matzke, and Bonnie Vidrine-Isbell point out in their chapter in 
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this collection, “Navigating Networks and Systems,” we need only to look 
around at our own working conditions to witness the relationship between 
job insecurity and burnout as true for contingent faculty too. Contingency 
is the epicenter of the policies, practices, and cultures shaping higher ed-
ucation — from temporary staff and adjunct faculty and soft-money re-
searchers who process, instruct, and produce for the university, to the most 
recent chair, dean, vice president, or president brought in to “fix” problems. 
All of us — regardless of contract or tenure — know our jobs are expend-
able in this budget climate.

To be clear, precarity, the feeling of being insecure or uncertain, is the 
defining feature of employment in academe today. For the past three de-
cades, the humanities have been ground zero. Most opportunities for ad-
vancement into campus administration require applicants have tenure or 
its equivalency for consideration. And for good reason: administrative po-
sitions can be short term or precariously held, reflecting the institution’s 
current, but perhaps not long-term, leadership vision. Historically, those 
who advanced within an institution might serve in an administrative role 
for a select period or in a part-time capacity before returning to faculty 
ranks. Their faculty position (presumably tenured) also protected adminis-
trators from being fired for taking unpopular but necessary leadership po-
sitions and assured confidence in speaking “truth to power,” even as those 
faculty simultaneously held reins of administrative power. Whether we 
call it tenure or something else, we must find ways to restore job security 
and sustainable scholarly engagement that serves the needs of our inter-
secting communities: disciplinary, institutional, civic, familial.

Feeling overworked is also a symptom of institutional reliance on 
con tingent employees and its radiating effects: short-term, nonnegotia-
ble contracts for piecemeal instruction and research; mutual distrust be-
tween the rank and file and leadership; feelings of professional exhaustion 
across all units and ranks; and the risk of burnout. In his 2018 “Pedagogy 
Un bound” piece on what institutions can do to help faculty avoid burn-
ing out, David Gooblar shared a study that correlated institutional loy-
alty with levels of burnout and mental health challenges among contin-
gent faculty: “The more committed they were to their institution, the 
more stressed, depressed, and anxious they felt. That result, the report’s 
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authors hypothesized, may be the product of faculty members’ ‘feeling 
commitment to an organization that fails to reciprocate.’ ”  12 Faculty and 
employee burnout rates have increased dramatically across job classifica-
tions in higher education over the past decade and surged during the pan-
demic. 13 Leaving academe may be the only way forward for many of our 
most engaged scholars of the humanities. “Quit Lit” evidences this trend 
and is on the rise even among tenured faculty, as longtime Chronicle of 
Higher Education contributor William Pannapacker explained in his col-
umn “On Why I’m Leaving Academe.” 14 And then, he left.

TRANSFORMING LESSON #4:

Leading sustainable engagement requires a culture 
shift away from productivity metrics and corporate 
managerial models to invest resources (attention, 

time, money) in our people and recognize their 
contributions to a new humanities landscape.

Academics generally agree that business models are a short-sighted fix for 
a significant long-term devaluing and defunding of higher education. No 
matter how hard we squint, we will never see scholarly articles become 
widgets to be produced on an assembly line, nor will our students become 
our customers. More than a decade has passed since Ellen Schrecker imag-
ined a grim future for institutions that fail to see beyond their own in-
fighting and fiscal challenges: “More than money is at stake here,” she told 
us, in The Lost Soul of Higher Education. “One can envision a dystopic set 
of institutions, dominated by vocationalism and the bottom line, where 
the drive for productivity transforms most faculty members into tempo-
rary workers with little job security or control over the content of their 
courses, while scientists and engineers churn out patentable results in in-
dustrialized laboratories that service their corporate sponsors.” 15 We all 
have seen these trends on the horizon, at our back door, and in our hall-
ways in higher education. In many departments and institutions, dysto-
pia has arrived. Schrecker was not uniquely prescient, but she clearly laid 
out the transactional bottom line and long-term effects of capitalist ex-
change for education.
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As the leaders of fields in which scholarship, pedagogy, and instruction 
have been increasingly devalued and treated as suspect, we in the human-
ities have the monumental task and opportunity to reassess the needs of 
multiple and overlapping sectors — public/social, institutional, environ-
mental, even political — and to make the case for the value of the human-
ities from our own area of expertise. This is a transformation that will re-
quire we value the little “h” not big “H” of the humanities, where each of 
us is empowered to work within our positions to envision and foster in-
cremental, local, and people-grounded change.

To do so, we must examine the decisions we make day-to-day as leaders, 
and ask, Are we working toward a shared, engaged vision of the long-term 
(if not always short-term) success of our unit and of those we supervise? 
Or are we working (overtly or inadvertently) to maintain the status quo 
and simply manage our way to the next fiscal year?

In his survey of the literature of managerial modes and discourses of 
administrative leadership, Marc Bousquet tracks a turn toward “the no-
tion of administrators ‘causing quality’ ” and “the stressing (or ‘continu-
ous improvement’) of faculty productivity” from the 1980s to the early 
twenty-first century. Continuous improvement, whether it be the pro-
duction of research or the instruction of students, Bousquet interprets 
as faculty “working harder for lower wages.” 16 In the humanities, we see 
this managerial/labor trend play out most glaringly in departments of 
writing-centric programs that have hired an ever-higher percentage of 
their faculty into contingent appointments. These offer few, if any, op-
portunities for professional development. Under these conditions, lead-
ers risk devolving into managers who oversee the output of their employ-
ees (i.e., teaching) with diminishing resources to support high-quality 
instruction or scholarship.

Other disciplines should observe the downside of managing contin-
gency and beware: the professional precarity that was once a problem of 
liberal arts also affects the presumably more stable STEMM fields, with 
a growing reliance on postdoctoral fellows and soft-money researchers 
who work on short-term contracts as piecemeal technicians, research-
ers, and instructors. If we look at the hiring, appointment, and promo-
tion practices of our own institutions — regardless of small college or large 
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research university — we can recognize in our home institutions how con-
tingency has undermined the quality of the work environments and cam-
pus cultures.

We can recognize in our own departments and across our campuses 
the lost opportunities for the collegial bonding that takes place through 
the search and selection processes. For instance, contingent employees are 
rarely “courted” through search processes on the assumption that they will 
soon be gone. Thus, the quality of their collegial work relationships is con-
tractually framed. Their contracts often include diminished or no research 
expectations, along with few or no service expectations — an absence that 
I have heard described as a blessing by overburdened ladder faculty, but 
which, ultimately, limits networking and academic community-building, 
skill development, and opportunities for contingent faculty. In many insti-
tutions, contingent faculty have restricted or barred access to professional 
trainings, conferences, and other development programs. The professional 
growth and well-being of academics across disciplines are at stake. We in 
the humanities have countless tales of deprofessionalization.

Let us now, in our various institutions, imagine, articulate, and pri-
oritize stories of the reprofessionalization of our faculty, staff, and ad-
ministrators.

Stories of reprofessionalization are where we must begin if we are to 
envision and build a sustainable, engaged, flourishing humanities. What 
I write is far from Pollyannaish. If we are realistic, developing a sustain-
able design that supports our personnel will be time-consuming and 
costly, but we also know that cutting costs is what got us here to begin 
with. In his recent campaign for the humanities, Eric Hayot recognizes 
in Humanist Reason that “the best way to restore the humanities in what-
ever form (though ideally in a new form) would be to restore or increase 
public funding for primary, secondary, and university education.” 17 While 
much of Hayot’s plan is beyond the scope of my tale, his point about ade-
quate funding is just — if preaching to the choir. Money does flow to and 
through our respective institutions. Put another way, the humanities are 
not in crisis but are flourishing in new and transforming ways; we sim-
ply have a crisis of budget. Identifying, lobbying, and diverting adequate 
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funding is essential to our envisioning of sustainable leadership in the hu-
manities. As unseemly as that may seem.

Most importantly for our purposes, Hayot reminds us that the lan-
guage we use and stories we tell about the humanities matter. He declares, 

“The gap between the metadiscourse of humanist reason and the practice 
of humanist scholarship has made it difficult for humanists to (1) prop-
erly understand their own work, (2) fight back against stupid characteri-
zations of it, and (3) free the humanities from a set of institutional and in-
tellectual constraints that limit the scope of their attention, their ambition, 
and their labor.” 18 My tale has been a modest and imperfect enactment 
of Hayot’s sentiment that self-reflexive stories about our work in the hu-
manities are important. We must reflect on the short-term and long-term 
impacts of our budget-minded decisions, and we must think “outside” of 
the humanities to lead within the humanities.

Of course, my own tale of professional transformation is but a data 
point in the metrics of a story of institutional and professional change 
that recognizes the humanities remain in demand but perhaps not in the 
same forms as they have been. Our tales of leadership in the humanities 
are of ongoing collaboration and transformations. We are in process, and 
the decisions we make today will have long-term consequences. We have 
an obligation to do better than we have done for the past thirty years. As 
leaders, let us open the humanities to consider unconventional, sustain-
able, and rewarding pathways that will expand the scope of our focus, our 
ambition, and our work together.

Now, tell me your tale.
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Pinayist Pedagogy/Praxis and 
Community College Leadership

ROWENA M. TOMANENG

D
id you always want to be a college president? What challenges did you 
face in your leadership journey and how did you overcome the bar-
riers? What philosophies inform your leadership? These are only a 

few of the questions I have been asked since advancing to the presiden-
cies of Berkeley City College (BCC) and San José City College (SJCC). 2

In the last six years, I have been invited to share my kwento, my story, my 
leadership journey in a variety of venues, from higher education-focused 
news media, conferences and convenings, leadership institutes, and ethnic- 
based staff associations. I have been a multicultural educator in the 
Cali fornia Community Colleges for over twenty-seven years. Prior to 
SJCC and BCC, I served in multiple roles at De Anza College in the 
Foothill-De Anza Community College District as faculty in English, in-
tercultural studies, and women’s studies; chair of the English Department; 
the founding faculty co-director of the Institute of Community and Civic 
Engagement (ICCE); acting dean of language arts; and associate vice 
president of instruction. Beyond academia, my experience as a commu-
nity organizer in the Pilipinx community in Santa Clara County further 
contributed to my leadership development, growth, and resiliency.

This chapter presents a counter-story of my lived experience as a com-
munity college president of color whose leadership, teaching, and service 
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are guided by social justice and equity frameworks. As a method of critical 
race theory, counter-storytelling is the practice of individuals from minori-
tized communities sharing stories of their lived experience and knowledge 
in order to challenge White racial dominance within educational institu-
tions and within the school curriculum. 3 This practice can strengthen re-
siliency and agency among leaders of color such as myself because it val-
idates intersectional experience in higher education. This narrative offers 
a nontraditional, non-Western, non-White-male view of leadership and 
shows that current and aspiring leaders of color can achieve success by 
maintaining their authentic selves and cultural values.

ON BECOMING A CRITICAL EDUCATOR

Ang kwento ko starts with my early research and teaching interests to 
expand the humanities from its traditional “Western” roots to a more 
global, multicultural discipline. This early interest became a professional 
passion to decolonize the community colleges where I worked, with the 
goal of transforming them from Eurocentric institutions to multicultural 
and equity-oriented institutions. During my undergraduate program at 
the University of California, Irvine, I was introduced to multicultural 
texts written by Native American, Asian American, African American, 
and Mexican American writers in my upper-division English literature 
courses. I became very interested in the cultural and racial histories of peo-
ple of color in the United States, including the intersectional experiences 
of women of color. My political consciousness was awakened, and I was 
angry that none of my prior schooling had exposed me to narratives of the 
Philippine-American War, US colonialism of the Philippines, Pilipinos 
and the Farmworkers Movement, the Struggle of Pilipino World War II 
Veterans, and other historical events connected to the Pilipinx-American 
experience. I chose to apply to the University of California, Santa Barbara’s 
(UCSB) doctoral program in English because there were professors whose 
research and teaching focused on ethnic American literature, critical race 
studies, and Third World feminism. My goal back then was to complete a 
dissertation on a comparative analysis of Chicana and Pilipina American 
feminist literary traditions within a postcolonial context.
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While teaching in the writing program, I was introduced to critical 
pedagogy and encouraged to apply this approach in my writing courses. 
As I advanced into my faculty and administrative leadership roles, I also 
applied the major tenets of critical pedagogy in my leadership praxis. To 
Darder et al., “critical pedagogy emerged from a long historical legacy of 
radical social thought and progressive educational movements, which as-
pired to link democratic principles of society and transformative social ac-
tion in the interest of oppressed communities.” 4 Critical Pedagogy has its 
origins in the life and work of Brazilian educator Paulo Freire, who was 
deeply committed to educating the Brazilian poor working class, so they 
could politically engage in improving their oppressive social condition. In 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire argues for a radical transformation of the 
student-teacher relationship through problem-posing education to in-
crease literacy and critical engagement among the common people. He 
maintains that the acquisition of knowledge and what we come to un-
derstand as the cultural norm must be critically analyzed in relation to 
socio-historical, cultural, economic, and political contexts. Freire’s educa-
tional model centered on consciousness-raising, dialogue, reflection, and 
praxis — that in the expansion of these individual acts, collective action for 
social transformation can take place. 5 Since these early teaching experi-
ences almost thirty years ago, I continue to embrace the role of critical ed-
ucator, interrogating and challenging dominant and hegemonic discourses 
rooted in Eurocentric ideology and White supremacy. I see critical peda-
gogy as a pedagogy of resistance and myself as a critical educator and in-
stitutional leader, an activist for building a more just world.

I left UCSB’s doctoral program after I completed my master’s degree 
because of my family’s relocation to the San Francisco Bay Area and my 
dissatisfaction with the English Department’s treatment of students of 
color. After one year of teaching as a part-time lecturer, I was hired into 
a tenure-track position in English at De Anza College in 1996. My hire 
was part of a larger diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) hiring initiative, 
and I became the first Asian American faculty member in the English 
Department and the first Pilipina American faculty member at the college. 
Being the first in any role comes with great responsibility and stress, espe-
cially for faculty and leaders of color. We feel the pressure to be successful 
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in our position responsibilities and in anything we set out to do because 
we know it will open doors for others to follow. Studies such as Gutiérrez 
y Muhs et al. explore how women of color in academia persistently deal 
with questions about their competency and knowledge base instead of 
being recognized for their accomplishments and potential. 6 Since these 
early days in my career, I have embraced what I see as my responsibility to 
pay it forward by coaching and mentoring other educators of color infor-
mally and in established leadership programs. Mentoring by educational 
leaders of color can increase an institution’s DEI efforts because they can 
provide navigational strategies during and after tenure and foster growth 
and resilience against impostor syndrome, self-doubt, and questioning of 
one’s own achievements. 7

Because of the limited number of faculty of color at the college, I was 
encouraged to take on leadership outside of my department, specifically 
within the Asian Pacific American Staff Association and the district’s 
Minority Staff Association. My mentors told me that I could be successful 
in these leadership roles because of my strong skills in building authentic 
relationships with and connecting to diverse groups of people. Colleagues 
also told me that my background in the humanities and literature coupled 
with just having left a PhD program with a University of California insti-
tution also gave me legitimacy with the elites of the institution. However, I 
question the need for leaders of color to have an academic pedigree. Being 
an effective leader or administrator requires a broader range of skills and 
applied knowledge that most likely are not part of any formal curriculum. 
From my experience, I don’t recall any White faculty or leaders having to 
market their academic backgrounds in order to get committee and other 
leadership appointments.

Before I received tenure, I was recruited to join a group of tenured 
women of color and White women faculty who were involved in student 
equity efforts and campus organizing for a multicultural transformation 
of the curriculum. It is with this group of women that I first learned to 
apply community organizing principles to campus leadership. Together, 
we worked to develop ally relationships across campus areas, facilitated 
anti-racism workshops/institutes between women of color and White 
women who worked across different departments across campus, and 
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provided our equity-oriented perspectives to middle management, exec-
utive administration, and participatory governance committees. 8

Having a genuine interest in collaborative work and actively develop-
ing partnerships serves as an entryway into campus leadership. Cultivating 
this talent also contributes to others’ perception that you have an entre-
preneurial spirit, a talent sought in leaders across higher education institu-
tions focused on fiscal stability and increasing college/university resources.

By the time I was granted tenure in 2000, I was looked upon as a faculty 
leader in my home department, English, and in the Language Arts and 
Intercultural Studies/International Studies Divisions. I worked collabora-
tively and team-taught with faculty who were critical educators, and I de-
veloped trainings in culturally responsive curriculum and pedagogy. For a 
number of years, I co-taught with other faculty in the humanities and so-
cial sciences (arts, women’s studies, and political science), where we cen-
tered our courses on exploring the cultural histories of marginalized com-
munities using a critical pedagogy approach.

In 2008, I left my tenured faculty position after serving as the found-
ing co-director of De Anza’s ICCE for two years. In this work, I had the 
opportunity to strategically build meaningful community partnerships to 
advance a critical service learning program, a student leadership program, 
and human rights-based programming focused on immigrant rights and 
women’s rights. Colleagues in the English Department encouraged me 
to take on the acting dean of language arts position because they wanted 
leadership that could advocate for programs and the faculty during a time 
of budget reduction. When I accepted the position, I didn’t anticipate that 
I would have to navigate two years of budget crisis within the district and 
a $1.2 million reduction to one of the largest academic divisions.

While painful, and resulting in the elimination of one academic pro-
gram, two full-time classified professional positions, and over twenty-seven 
part-time instructional teaching assistant positions, my credibility as an 
equity-oriented leader remained intact because of the humanizing ap-
proach I took in addressing the crisis. I worked with department leaders 
to brainstorm potential solutions and spent many hours listening to their 
fears, anxieties, and concerns. I believe that my transparency and caring 
approach to those whose positions were eliminated and my valuing all 
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voices within the division mitigated additional harm. As a critical edu-
cator, I was also able to engage senior leadership in deep dialogues about 
how the reduction targets did not align with our institutional mission, vi-
sion, and values.

Because of my work ethic, commitment to student engagement, stu-
dent equity, and student success, I was invited to apply for the associate 
vice president of instruction (AVPI) position in 2010, instead of apply-
ing for the permanent dean of language arts position. I made the deci-
sion to accept the promotion to AVPI for three reasons: (1) the AVPI 
supervised the Academic Services Division, which housed the ICCE, 
Office of Equity, Social Justice, and Multicultural Education, Office of 
Staff and Professional Development, Learning Communities, Honors 
Program, and others that I had been involved with as a faculty leader; 
(2) the AVPI supervised the new Learning Resources Division, which 
housed the Student Success Centers in Math and Language Arts and 
Library Services, departments that were critical for students’ academic 
achievement; and (3) the AVPI was a senior staff position, which meant 
that I would have decision-making authority at the executive cabinet level. 
Moreover, the AVPI was a newly created position that was designed to 
bridge Academic Affairs and Student Affairs in support of the institution’s 
student equity goals, which very much aligned with the work I had been 
doing in and outside of the classroom for over twelve years.

It was also during this time that I began another doctoral program in 
the International and Multicultural Education Department (IME) at the 
School of Education, University of San Francisco (USFCA). 9 As a gradu-
ate of the IME Department, I joined a network of critical educators who 
value and actively promote liberatory education. The program provided 
me with opportunities to reflect and refine my own practice in and out-
side of the classroom. The preparation and tools I received have helped 
my leadership response to crises these past years in my role as president 
of BCC and president of SJCC. These crises include the lack of national 
leadership and racialized attacks toward immigrant, undocumented, and 
Black, Indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC) communities since the 2016 
election, COVID-19 pandemic, and ongoing racial violence. Unlike my 
experience at UCSB, my experience at USFCA was affirming, culturally 
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responsive, and nurturing. I especially appreciated the encouragement I 
received from my professors to integrate my humanities background into 
my dissertation project, The Educational Dimensions of Pilipina Workers’ 
Activist Identities. My qualitative study included the kwentos of my fam-
ily members who were overseas workers, experiences of Pilipina migrant 
workers affiliated with a Migrant Center and activist organization, liter-
ature, and the arts — poetry, drama, and visual arts. My dissertation was 
grounded in my love for community, and my joy in the research and writ-
ing process.

DIWANG PINAY (SPIRIT OF THE PILIPINA)

I am a first-generation immigrant born in the Philippines. My parents im-
migrated to the United States a few months after then president Ferdi-
nand Marcos declared Martial Law in 1972. 10 To me, an important as-
pect of being a critical educator of color is the recognition that I stand 
on the shoulders of those who paved the path before me. I acknowledge 
the elders in my family who have passed down their generational knowl-
edge and wisdom to my generation. My passion for serving marginal-
ized communities stems from the kwentos my mother, Nenita De Joya 
Tomaneng, would tell me of my Lolo (grandfather) Patricio “Crosby” De 
Joya, a Manghihilot. 11 My Lolo Crosby was a leader in his community, Abra 
De Ilog, in the Occidental region of the island of Mindoro, Philippines. 
He loved the community and worked to improve people’s lives. His life 
continues to inspire leadership and commitment to service among many 
members of my family.

When asked about my identity as an educator and leader, I talk about 
myself as a Pinay and Asian American president because to me, these de-
scriptors speak to my political engagement with the social justice issues 
Pilipinx and Asian Americans continue to face. I am drawn to Pinayist 
pedagogy/praxis as a leadership framework because of its focus on the em-
powerment of Pilipina American women and its application of Freire’s 
idea of transformative agency through theory practice and personal reflec-
tion. In Practicing Pinayist Pedagogy, Tintiangco-Cubales and Sacramento 
define Pinayist pedagogy/praxis in the following way:
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Pinayist praxis is a process, place, and production that aims to connect 
the global and local to the personal issues and stories of Pinay struggle, 
survival, service, sisterhood, and strength. It is an individual and com-
munal process of decolonization, humanization, self-determination, and 
relationship building, ultimately moving toward liberation. Through 
this process, Pinays create places where their epistemologies are at the 
center of the discourse/dialogue/conversation and organizing. Pinays 
also represent Pinayism through critical cultural production of art, per-
formance, and engaged scholarship that expresses their perspectives and 
counternarratives. 12

Here, we see that a Pinayist pedagogical/praxis approach is deeply 
rooted in both critical and ethnic studies pedagogies in addition to trans-
national feminism. Development of self-agency is grounded in decoloniz-
ing praxis for restoration of humanity, Pilipina women’s knowledge pro-
duction, community dialogue, and commitment to action.

My leadership and engaged scholarship reflect Pinayist pedagogical/
praxis in my commitment to unearthing individual and group counter-
narratives of Pilipinx and Asian American communities and finding solu-
tions to issues. My dissertation and current research, for example, include 
Pilipina migrant stories coupled with my own personal experiences with 
Pilipinx labor migration. Within the context of Philippine colonial his-
tory and globalization, I honor Diwang Pinay by continuing to actively 
research and teach the impact of intersectionality (race, class, and gender 
oppression) on the lives of Pilipina migrant workers. 13 Equally important, 
I celebrate the ways in which political activism and a desire to work for 
social justice and human rights is developed. While challenging because 
of the time constraints of leading an institution, I have found it mean-
ingful to do research and write because these activities contribute to my 
ongoing professional learning on a number of topics — humanizing ed-
ucation, gender and globalization, sense of belonging, transfer receptive 
cultures — that have direct relevance and application to my leadership role 
within the institution.

From 2001 to 2010, I served as a community organizer for Pilipinx 
immigrant and migrant workers in Santa Clara County and across the 
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United States. While at De Anza College, I volunteered as a community 
organizer for Pilipino Community Support-Silicon Valley (FOCUS-SV), 
MALAYA (Pinay Activist Organization), and the National Alliance for 
Pilipino Concerns. I was also invited to be a founding member of the 
Critical Pilipina and Pilipino Studies Collective (CFFSC), composed of 
other activist scholars from the humanities and social sciences across com-
munity colleges, California State University, and University of California 
Campuses. CFFSC members used our scholarship to publish and distrib-
ute reports on human rights issues impacting the Pilipinx community in 
the United States, Philippines, and wider Philippine diaspora. With the 
organizations, I became familiar with developing and providing political 
education and activist curricula and various skills workshops ranging from 
digital literacy, public speaking, advocacy letter writing, and community 
organizing strategies. The executive director of FOCUS-SV sent me to 
numerous trainings and workshops centered on developing and running 
advocacy campaigns, building relationships with journalists, community 
and civic leaders, and local and national foundations. Looking back at 
these experiences, I developed skills in strategic partnership development, 
planning and assessment, conflict mediation, fundraising, and donor cul-
tivation, all important skills to have as a college president.

LEADERSHIP REDEFINED BY SOCIAL 
MOVEMENT THEORY

Social movement theory has shaped my social justice lens and strength-
ened my commitment to decolonizing the institution through the practice 
of humanizing education. Robin D. G. Kelley and Grace Lee Boggs, for 
example, explore the impact of Marxist ideologies, race-based ideologies, 
and/or humanism on social movements in and outside the United States. 
In Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination, Kelley argues that sus-
tained political engagement is not rooted in people’s misery but instead 
is rooted in people’s hope and dreams; thus, we need to recover activists’ 
ideas and visions and explore how social movements inspire individuals 
to imagine another world is possible. Black activists’ visions manifest in 
art, literature, song, and other forms; these poetics of struggle/artifacts of 
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social movements “enable participants to imagine something different, to 
realize things need not always be this way.” 14

Kelley’s concept of freedom dreaming and the role that artists and 
writers play in nurturing hope has influenced the interdisciplinary nature 
of my research and teaching, and the types of academic and cultural pro-
grams the Office of the President supports. In the years that I have been 
an executive administrator, my offices have sponsored lectures by nota-
ble scholars and public intellectuals, poetry and book readings, and work-
shops by well-known local and national figures. I have brought in human 
rights scholars, diversity trainers, writers from minoritized communities, 
local community activities, etc. While some leaders may perceive these 
activities as outside of a president’s responsibilities, I see these activities 
as both cocreating with and directly supporting students and faculty. The 
campus also sees the president’s commitment to matters of access, equity, 
and social justice.

Boggs writes about building a movement that values the creative force 
of people (human solidarity), and she incorporates the major tenets of crit-
ical pedagogy into her activist approach. In The Next American Revolution: 
Sustainable Activism for the Twenty-First Century, Boggs writes, “These 
are the times to grow our souls.” 15 She views radical social change as a 
two-sided transformational process, of ourselves and of our institutions, 
and she urges us to move away from reductive and divisive thinking by 
engaging in ongoing dialogue with others. Boggs also argues that we can 
transform our colleges/universities by engaging in humanizing educa-
tion, which is central to decolonization of the institution and dismantling 
White supremacy. In valuing the cultures, lived experiences, and voices of 
all in the institution, I practice humanizing education, which I consider an 
outgrowth of global humanities study and an ethical obligation to uphold 
human rights. I encourage my students and my employees to share kwentos 
with one another to connect, to foster understanding and mutual respect. 
Having led two institutions that serve predominantly BIPOC commu-
nities, my leadership priorities center on humanizing education, creating 
spaces and opportunities for people to engage with one another through 
facilitated panel discussions, listening sessions, dialogues, and healing cir-
cles for students and employees.
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My development of a practice of care, compassion, empathy, and cul-
tural humility I credit to colleagues at De Anza College and USFCA. I 
am privileged to be part of an extended network of critical educators who 
model these values in their relations with students, members of their in-
stitutions, and external communities. The practice of these values is so ur-
gent right now for educators and leaders across all systems of education. 
Over the past two years, I witnessed the breakdown of systems and values 
I have worked to strengthen in community colleges over two decades. My 
students and their families have lost employment and housing, struggle 
with food insecurity, and are disproportionately impacted by COVID-19. 
Many students faced challenges with technology and Wi-Fi access, child-
care, and quiet spaces to study. I also witnessed the struggle of my faculty 
in their pivot from in-person instruction to online modality, with limited 
training in distance education and equity-minded online practices. Some 
lacked access to childcare, and members of their households have also lost 
employment. Campus climate has been challenged due to the ongoing ra-
cial violence directed toward Black, Brown, and Asian communities. I have 
students and employees who are experiencing racial trauma and hopeless-
ness. These conditions have undermined the work I have been trying to 
do at SJCC to foster a sense of belonging, which educational research has 
long connected to the retention, persistence, and academic success of mi-
noritized student populations.

FINAL REFLECTIONS

Recently, I’ve been listening to songs from the movement for Philippine 
National Democracy to help me reflect on the impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic and #BlackLivesMatter. Participating in this movement for over 
a decade was a transformative experience in my leadership journey, and 
I draw inspiration from that experience. One song that deeply resonates 
with me is “River (Chico Redemption)” by a local San Francisco band, 
Diskarte Namin, who served as the cultural arm for Bay area Pilipino ac-
tivists fighting for human rights, immigrant rights, and against the US 
wars in the Middle East. 16 “River” is a tribute to the victorious struggle of 
the Butbut tribe and Cordillera people against the Marcos Regime and 
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World Bank who had planned on installing a massive dam along the Chico 
River that would have displaced over 100,000 people. I’ve been holding 
themes from this song in my heart and mind — ancestral wisdom, hope, 
commitment, and the power of the collective. These themes also resonate 
with educators who uphold Freire’s idea of liberatory education, the belief 
that educational praxis can bring about progressive change in oppressive 
societies. In the times that I feel the weight and fatigue of being a leader 
in the middle of multiple crises, I step back from, reflect upon, and reframe 
the conditions under which I’m operating. I also turn to other BIPOC 
leaders because they help me focus on the strengths, courage, and resil-
ience of our students as they face seemingly insurmountable challenges.

As a first-generation Pilipina immigrant and community college trans-
fer student, I experienced firsthand the failures in our education system: 
absence of culturally responsive curriculum, pedagogy, and student ser-
vices, deficit thinking and practices as applied to BIPOC students, women, 
low-income people, etc. Those of us from minoritized communities learn 
at an early age that we are rarely invited to the room, and if we do arrive 
there, we feel the pressure to perform so as to not be looked upon as an 
impostor. However, institutions that have taken a transformative approach 
to education instill in minoritized students’ confidence, power, and agency. 
BIPOC students see themselves as welcomed, valued, and cocreators of 
knowledge. If we, as institutional leaders, truly want to move the needle 
on educational outcomes for BIPOC and other marginalized students, 
we need to embrace with joy humanizing education and caring learning 
environments.

NOTES

  1. Ito Ang Kwento Ko is the Tagalog (national language of the Philippines) transla-
tion of This Is My Story in English.

  2. Berkeley City College and San José City College are two-year community col-
leges in California. They are dual designation Minority Serving Institutions: His-
panic Serving and Asian American Native American Pacific Islander Serving. 
For more information, see www.berkeleycitycollege.edu and www.sjcc.edu.

  3. Daniel Solorzano and Tara J. Yosso, “Critical Race Methodology: Counter- 

http://www.berkeleycitycollege.edu
http://www.sjcc.edu
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Storytelling as an Analytical Framework for Education Research,” Qualitative 
Inquiry 8, no.1 (2002): 23–44.

  4. Antonia Darder, Marta P. Baltodano, and Rodolfo D. Torres, eds., The Critical 
Pedagogy Reader (New York: Routledge, 2012), 2.

  5. Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Continuum, 2000).
  6. Gabriella Gutiérrez y Muhs, Yolanda Flores Niemann, Carmen G. Gonzalez, 

and Angela P. Harris, eds., Presumed Incompetent: The Intersections of Race and 
Class for Women in Academia (Boulder: University of Colorado Press, 2012).

  7. Isis Settles and David Nguyen, “Mentoring Experiences and Perceptions of 
Faculty of Color,” Faculty Inclusion and Excellence Study, University of 
Michigan, 2017, https://inclusion.msu.edu/_assets/documents/research 
/MentoringReportExecutiveSummary-May2017.pdf.

  8. Assembly Bill 1725 in 1988 required participatory governance in California’s 
community colleges. The goal of the legislation was to move to a collegial 
model of governance, where faculty is involved in meaningful ways in college 
decision-making in faculty-related areas. Governance committees usually in-
clude academic affairs/instructional planning, finance and resource allocation, 
facilities planning, college council, and others.

  9. I did not complete my PhD in English at University of California, Santa Bar-
bara, because of leaving the program with my MA in 1995. I received my EdD 
in 2017 from the University of San Francisco.

  10. President Ferdinand Marcos was the president of the Philippines from 1966 to 
1986 before fleeing to the United States during the People Power Revolution 
in February 1986. In establishing Martial Law in 1972, the Philippines was 
plagued by corruption and human rights violations. For more information, see 
https://www.biography.com/dictator/ferdinand-marcos.

  11. Tagalog word for a faith healer who specializes in healing muscular pain.
  12. Allyson Tintiangco-Cubales and Jocelyn Sacramento, “Practicing Pinayist 

Pedagogy,” Amerasia Journal 35, no.1 (2009): 179–87.
  13. At the University of San Francisco, I started teaching in the IME Department 

as a part-time lecturer in 2018, and more recently, I started teaching in the 
Leadership Studies Department. My courses include Gender and Globaliza-
tion and Campus Environments and Cultures.

  14. Robin D. G. Kelley, Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 2002), 9.

https://inclusion.msu.edu/_assets/documents/research/MentoringReportExecutiveSummary-May2017.pdf
https://www.biography.com/dictator/ferdinand-marcos
https://inclusion.msu.edu/_assets/documents/research/MentoringReportExecutiveSummary-May2017.pdf
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  15. Grace Lee Boggs, The Next American Revolution: Sustainable Activism for the 
Twenty-First Century (Oakland: University of California Press, 2012), 36.

  16. For full lyrics to “River,” go to https://kulturalguerrillas.bandcamp.com/track 
/river-chico-redemption. For background on Diskarte Namin, go to https://
kulturalguerrillas.bandcamp.com/.
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COLLABORATIVE, 

INTROVERTED LEADERSHIP

Engaging Your Stakeholders to 
Move a Program Forward

EMILY J. MORGAN

W
hen I announced I had accepted a new position as director of 
Colorado State University’s (CSU) dance program, there was 
a similar response from friends and colleagues: something to 

the effect of, “Wow, it’ll be your program; you can do whatever you want.” 
While that idea is admittedly tantalizing — ultimate power, the ability to 
issue decrees that are followed without question — it is not reflective of my 
beliefs about leading, and it is not the way I have led the program over the 
past several years. It should be a required task for any leader or potential 
leader to think about why she wants to lead. I suspect this does not always 
happen, but one must recognize that no matter how many people one leads, 
a leadership role is impactful. It merits philosophical and practical consid-
eration, and I hope, a strong desire to be a good leader. Some do want au-
thoritarian power. Power can be appealing. But, for me, the power to affect 
change and make something already good even better is far more appeal-
ing. I was excited to consider, too, how we might, over time, stay current 
and present in our field. Good leadership and good teaching are not com-
placent. We must be open to thoughtful, conscious change that responds 
to the needs of our students and our ever-evolving field. Change, however, 
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at a large, public, Research I university, can be challenging, as even small 
curricular changes move through a long process of checks and balances. 
Yet, I still find these challenges, and my job overall, exciting, and I think 
daily about what it means to be a leader.

When I interviewed for my position, I was told the program utilizes a 
collaborative leadership model, and I was asked how I would continue that 
approach. While I had never heard of the method, it made perfect sense 
and seemed to dovetail with how I wanted to lead. I have long believed 
the group is more powerful than the individual. The group accomplishes 
more, and that work can be done thoughtfully with all voices present in 
the room. Nonetheless, I had to learn exactly what collaborative leader-
ship was. This launched me on a journey of reading, trial and error, some 
failures, and some successes. Collaborative leadership is working for my 
program because everyone has a voice, everyone is valued, and we move 
our program forward together.

There are multiple factors that contribute to how I function as a collab-
orative leader. I was an external candidate hired to lead a well-established 
dance program and charged with immediately implementing significant 
curricular changes decided prior to my arrival. It was easy to get behind 
these changes, as they made sense for the program. This is not always the 
case for an incoming leader. One can unknowingly walk into a dysfunc-
tional or toxic department. One might replace an adored and revered 
leader. I was fortunate to join a program that was appreciative of my pre-
decessor but also ready for change. This is not to say my transition was 
without challenges. Some were minor; others, particularly strained rela-
tionships among faculty, were more substantial, and we are still working 
on them. Yet, we have accomplished a great deal. In my first three years as 
director of the program, we wrote a mission and vision statement, iden-
tified new program learning outcomes, and designed, passed, and imple-
mented new BFA and BA degrees. We are well on our way to establish-
ing a unique concentration in dance education within our BFA. This has 
all been done with a collaborative leadership model, and it has arguably 
yielded positive results. The collaborative leadership approach is applica-
ble to any program, department, or college. By engaging one’s stakehold-
ers, collaborative leadership can empower one’s community, create a better 



 213COLLAbORATIVE, INTROVERTED LEADERSHIP

opportunity for substantial results, and help a program move forward in 
the best possible direction.

It is important to note that I am an introverted leader. This affects how 
I lead, as I consider my own personality and the personalities of the fac-
ulty, staff, and students with whom I work. Introverts tend to prefer writ-
ing to talking, while extroverts are energized by social interaction and ex-
ternal stimulation. External stimulation — from the sound of the traffic 
that comes in and out of our main office on a daily basis, to too much peo-
ple watching — often exhausts me. Leaders in particular are often asso-
ciated with extroverted characteristics: outgoing, enthusiastic, and char-
ismatic, but introverts can be good leaders too. Andrew Spark, Timothy 
Stansmore, and Peter O’Connor conclude in “The Failure of Introverts 
to Emerge as Leaders,” that introverted leaders are often better at leading 
a proactive team than extroverted leaders. 1 Introverts are also more effec-
tive at improving task proficiency. Because introverted leaders tend to lis-
ten more and dominate less, we are good at leading people who take ini-
tiative. We are more likely to hear and implement suggestions and then 
find ways to motivate others to be even more proactive. In contrast, extro-
verted leaders are more likely to want their name on something, and they 
may risk losing others’ good ideas along the way. 2 In order to be a good 
leader, I studied introverted leadership in addition to and in tandem with 
collaborative leadership.

COLLABORATIVE LEADERSHIP

There are a myriad of leadership styles and perhaps an almost infinite 
number of resources on them. While collaborative leadership aligns with 
a number of other leadership styles, particularly servant leadership, I fo-
cus solely on collaborative leadership to provide a clear definition and ap-
proach. In collaborative leadership, a group works together to pursue a 
common goal. While there is likely a designated leader, that hierarchy is 
theoretically diluted in order to hear everyone’s voices, honor everyone’s 
contributions, and make decisions together. A collaborative leader must 
foster trust and teamwork and cannot be power hungry. Collaborative 
leadership is a process. Perhaps most importantly, the leader is a facilitator, 
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leading the process, not the group. It is not about what leaders do; it is 
about how.

Writers and scholars place community at the heart of collaborative 
leadership. David Chrislip and Carl Larson define collaborative lead-
ership as “a mutually beneficial relationship between two or more par-
ties who work toward common goals by sharing responsibility, authority, 
and accountability for achieving results. . . . The purpose of collaboration 
is to create a shared vision and joint strategies to address concerns that 
go beyond the purview of any particular party.” 3 In academia, our prior-
ity is student learning, and we, the faculty, benefit when our students suc-
ceed. To achieve that success, though, we must have an established sense 
of community, and we must work together. We must know each other as 
individuals, which means our outside lives, to the extent we are comfort-
able sharing, filter into conversations and meetings. We are not solely our 
working selves, as that persona is not enough to build a community. The 
Center for Community Health and Development’s Community Tool Box 
at the University of Kansas offers a similar assertion: “Most of all, [partic-
ipants] want a sense of community — a sense that all of us are in this to-
gether.” 4 In writing not explicitly about collaborative leadership but about 
leading without authority, Keith Ferrazzi notes that “when we lead with-
out authority, we consider all the people who may be critical to us achiev-
ing our goals. And we enlist them as members of our team.” 5 Establishing 
the team and ensuring everyone is included is a significant task in collab-
orative leadership.

David Archer and Alex Cameron connect a strong community to good 
communication: “The essence of good communication in collaborative re-
lationships, then, is to behave as one. All parties have to drop their guard 
and accept that they’re in it together, for better or worse.” 6 Good commu-
nication skills and the ability to truly listen are key tenets of collaborative 
leadership. Ferrazzi notes that “real leadership is not about telling others 
what to do. It’s about inviting others, encouraging others, getting others 
excited about new possibilities.” 7 Collaborative leadership requires ongo-
ing dialogue and an ever-present emphasis on the whole. As Archer and 
Cameron write, “The most effective collaborative leaders are good at ex-
pressing the needs of their own organization clearly and succinctly and 
also good at listening hard to understand the needs of others.” 8 This also 
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requires dealing directly and expediently with conflict, a challenging but 
necessary task in establishing transparent communication.

While collaborative leadership may strike one as a slam dunk in higher 
education, particularly in the humanities, I do not think it is a common 
approach. The University of Kansas’s Community Tool Box is a departure 
from the others cited here in that it is a product of the university’s Center 
for Community Health and Development. While it is situated within an 
academic context, its mission, to provide resources for community de-
velopment, extends beyond the university’s walls. None of the literature 
speaks specifically to collaborative leadership in academia. I believe it is 
more often desired than actually implemented, particularly because our 
institutional hierarchy in higher education is so ingrained. To give mar-
ginalized voices — faculty and staff of color, students, not to mention any 
participating stakeholder — a role in decision-making may make those al-
ready in power feel threatened. Recognizing a part-time faculty member as 
a valued person in a department’s governance pushes up against the power 
and stature frequently associated with a tenured or tenure-track faculty 
member. Collaborative leadership is not expedient; it requires more time 
on everyone’s part, and time to govern in institutions of higher education 
is already scarce. I have held full-time positions at three universities and 
part-time positions at two, and collaborative leadership has never been 
utilized. In fact, the number of meetings I attended in which the depart-
ment chair talked for almost the entire time is too great to count. It takes 
time and energy to engage everyone involved, and it seemed easier for the 
department chair to lead a meeting. It is hard to seek out and truly listen 
to other people’s ideas, and this is the key tenet of collaborative leader-
ship. This is another area where introverts, who may prefer to listen, excel.

COLLABORATIVE LEADERSHIP IN 
DANCE AND THE LIBERAL ARTS

At CSU, the dance program is housed within the School of Music, Theatre, 
and Dance in the College of Liberal Arts. Dance does not always sit neatly 
in liberal arts or in academia in general. I have sat next to strangers who, 
when I said I am a dancer, hinted, directly or indirectly, that I am a strip-
per. The almost immediate link some make between dance and sexuality 
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is a problematic stereotype, to say the least. Other strangers, seeing me 
grade papers on a plane and hearing I teach dance, ask with incredulous-
ness, “You write?” Dancers write reflective papers, history papers, posi-
tion papers, critique; the range of writing we do in dance is significant. I 
once received an email from a department head at my current institution 
saying that, in his field, “we think.” The clear implication was that danc-
ers do not think. These experiences, though, pushed me to further articu-
late the ways in which dance does fit into higher education and the liberal 
arts, as well as how my dance training specifically prepared me for a col-
laborative leadership role.

As I pull up the website for the College of Liberal Arts, one of the ro-
tating images is of two of our dance majors performing a pas de deux from 
the ballet, Don Quixote. It is immediately clear that dance belongs in the 
liberal arts. CSU’s College of Liberal Arts mission statement reads, “We 
create and extend knowledge and artistry that develops reflective citizens 
and confident leaders.” 9 This is in keeping with the general goals of a lib-
eral arts education that joins “the qualities of mind commonly associated 
with developing wisdom with the responsibilities of citizenship.” 10 I will 
not trouble the use of “citizen,” but, beyond the initial image on the web-
site, dance belongs in the liberal arts for a variety of reasons, and the lib-
eral arts and dance are both germane to collaborative leadership.

Dance allows students and graduates to make a positive contribution 
in the world. Without art, our world would be a colorless place, but dance 
does more than create visual interest. In particular, at a land grant univer-
sity like CSU, we create opportunities for students to recognize the value 
of dance in the world by working with community members, using the 
same ideas that underpin collaborative leadership. Whether it is rehears-
ing a dance for a performance or planning a workshop for the community, 
our dancers work together in pursuit of a common goal. We have a class 
in which students develop lesson plans around dances they spent the pre-
vious semester creating. This process emphasizes group engagement and 
dialogue. Then, they tour the community, performing and teaching people 
aged two to ninety. In doing this, they are not only leaders, but they also 
are facilitators, guiding participants in creating their own dances. They lead 
the process; they invite, encourage, and get others excited. Dancers engage 
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on a broader scale, too, using their choreography to reflect the world in 
which we live. At times, this is directly evident as student choreographers 
create dances that tackle the MeToo or Black Lives Matter movements. 
Dancers embody collaborative leadership principles in sharing dance with 
the world beyond our dance studios.

I also look to twenty-first-century skills to explain what dance teaches 
students, and these ideas coincide with those of the humanities, liberal arts, 
and collaborative leadership. The four tenets of the twenty-first-century 
skills are critical thinking, communication, collaboration, and creativity, 11 
and dance’s connection to these cornerstones is explicit. We engage in 
creative practices every day. While dance is not always collaborative, our 
program constantly strives to be. This includes a collaborative pedagogical 
approach — valuing students’ voices and recognizing what they bring into 
the classroom — as opposed to a more traditional authoritarian approach. 
Any growth or learning that takes place is the result of the intersection 
between faculty and student knowledge, practice, and effort. Additionally, 
dancers collaborate with the choreographer; they make a dance together. 
Choreographers collaborate with lighting, costume, and set designers and 
sometimes with composers, musicians, and others. Contrary to what some 
I have encountered believe, dancers write, we reflect, and we communicate. 
We communicate on multiple levels — through the written word, through 
the spoken word, and through the body, both as teachers and students. I 
dare argue a dancer may have the most developed means of communica-
tion of all liberal arts subjects.

My literal lifetime in dance offers a number of qualities that lend them-
selves to a leadership role. Unlike many academics who pick a major in 
college and pursue that as a career, many dancers started studying dance 
as a child. I started dancing at the age of three, paused around age ten due 
to boredom, and resumed it wholeheartedly at age eleven. After graduat-
ing from college, a persistent foot injury forced me to momentarily pursue 
veterinary school, and then I chose dance again. My years in dance mean I 
can take criticism; I have been yelled at as a child dancer and as an admin-
istrator. I have a thick skin, though it could be thicker. I am certain that the 
physical skills I possess as a dancer translate to specific abilities as a leader. 
I can pivot quickly. I can change directions as a situation demands. I am 
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flexible and adaptable. When I fall off balance, I know how to right myself 
and find equilibrium again. At the opposite end of that spectrum, I can let 
go, I can release my weight into the floor. I know how to fall, and I know 
how to get back up again. As a choreographer, I have to consider multiple 
perspectives, and as a choreographer and a dancer, I am constantly find-
ing creative solutions to problems. I recognize good pain versus bad pain, 
know when to persist through a temporary situation, and when I need to 
stop and step back or pause. No matter how difficult a situation is, I can 
usually recognize its impermanency. I need all these skills as a leader, and 
my ongoing work as a dancer helps me develop them.

My identity as a dancer also lends itself to collaborative leadership in 
higher education. As aforementioned, communication is at the heart of 
collaborative leadership. As a teacher, choreographer, dancer, and leader, I 
am always communicating, and, perhaps more importantly, I have to con-
sider how to communicate. What is the best movement for a particular 
moment in a dance? What is the best way to discuss a sensitive topic with 
a faculty member? Good communication necessitates good listening. In 
taking a dance class each day, I have to listen to my body. I must under-
stand where it is at any given moment. Collaborative leadership requires I 
apply that same attentiveness to the faculty and students I lead. Of course, 
I am not perfect, and I do not always lead as well as I could, but I, like col-
laborative leadership, am a work in progress.

The practices I have forged in dance are applicable to any leader in 
the humanities. Listen to people. Truly listen. Do not just nod and smile, 
and do not generate a response while listening to them. When I need to 
talk — because leaders undoubtedly do — I think and plan first. Particularly 
when I have to have a more challenging conversation, I make notes, and I 
practice what I will say. In the same vein as listening, keep your eyes open. 
Our bodies communicate a great deal. Walk around, say hi to students in 
the hallways, visit faculty in their offices, and step into classes. Do the lat-
ter to be informed, to be able to know and talk about how and what fac-
ulty are teaching, not to criticize. When people are frustrated, the leader is 
the one who often bears the brunt of it, but it is helpful to remember it 
is not (usually) about the leader. Similarly, it is not the leader’s agenda, it is 
the community’s agenda. A collaborative leader must be open, willing to 
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consider a different perspective and change one’s mind. Think creatively, 
take risks, and be willing to make mistakes, but also own up to them. That 
transparency gives others permission to make mistakes and serves as an-
other way in which trust is built.

BUILDING TRUST AND HEARING EVERYONE

Collaborative leadership requires trust. Immediately upon my arrival at 
CSU, I conducted a listening tour and met one-on-one with each of our 
tenured, tenure-track, and part-time faculty. These one-on-one conversa-
tions are also my preference as an introvert. While I planned each meet-
ing for an hour, many went well beyond that. I asked faculty to speak in 
response to four prompts: what they felt was working in the program, 
what was not working, their research goals and interests, and their pie-in- 
the-sky desires. The purpose of these meetings was twofold: to learn about 
the faculty and through them, the program, and to let them know that I 
was listening. I am inclined to say the latter was more important to me. 
I made sure to follow up with answers to any questions that arose, and I 
have an ongoing list of needs and desires from the faculty that I continue 
to pursue. This practice also assists me in knowing the faculty beyond their 
working selves. As our conversation sometimes veers beyond work, I start 
to build a solid relationship with each individual. From the beginning, I 
wanted the faculty to know they had a voice and that it would be heard.

Collaborative leaders value the whole team, and they must push against 
the long-established hierarchy in higher education that places a full pro-
fessor at the top of the food chain and adjunct faculty at the bottom. Mak-
ing sure our faculty who are not on the tenure track believe they are val-
ued and heard is of the utmost importance. We would not be where we are 
without them, and their contributions to our program are significant. In 
my own experiences as an adjunct faculty member at one university, get-
ting access to a printer was unnecessarily difficult and stressful. At another 
university, I learned one of my classes had been canceled, not via commu-
nication from the department chair, but when I received my contract a 
few weeks before the start of the semester. I am proud and fortunate that 
CSU has made concerted steps to protect faculty off the tenure track by 
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ensuring a base salary, a minimum amount of work, and an ongoing con-
tract for some of them. But I play a role in including them, too, and that 
contributes to building trust. In addition to my listening tour, every fac-
ulty member is invited to all our faculty meetings. They contribute to the 
maintenance and development of our program, and they vote on all ap-
plicable decisions. I am perhaps more protective of their time than I am 
of the tenured and tenure-track faculty, as some have no service in their 
contract, while others have 5–10 percent of their load attributed to ser-
vice. Admittedly, this is hard to quantify, but I do my best to be mindful 
of their time. I treat them with respect in all that we do.

Students are also stakeholders in our program, and they must be included 
in a collaborative leadership model. Their perspectives are important, as they 
feel a direct impact from our decisions, and their experiences differ from pro-
fessors and leaders and are necessary to hear. During my first spring, I con-
tinued my listening tour with the students. I met with each class — first-year 
students, sophomores, juniors, and seniors — and asked them the same ques-
tions I asked the faculty: what is working, what is not working, and what are 
your pie-in-the-sky desires? I started each session by assuring them of their 
anonymity in anything I shared with faculty and explained that, while I was 
happy to answer any questions, our time together was truly for them to talk 
and for me to listen. I meet with our first-year students each spring, and 
I will repeat my listening sessions with each class every four years. While 
some may feel students come and go, and their opinions are therefore not 
as valuable, they are at the root of what we do and deserve the opportunity 
to share their thoughts. Even when the faculty move in a direction counter 
to the students’ wishes, many students have taken the time to let us know 
that they appreciated the opportunity to weigh in.

Explicit communication is also essential, particularly with students. 
When I arrived, the then seniors resisted a number of changes. They 
were quick changes that made the program more efficient, but they were 
not what the senior students were used to. I explained why we made the 
changes and acknowledged the simple fact that change can be difficult. I 
emphasized that they can always challenge any decision I make and that 
I will always explain my rationale. All leaders will encounter situations in 
which details or actions taken are confidential, but, again, leaders can still 
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be explicit. I tell students that there are aspects of the situation I cannot 
share, and it may seem like I am not doing anything. I acknowledge the 
frustration around that and ask that they trust that I hear their concerns 
and do not sit and do nothing in response to them. Even when we cannot 
share details, leaders can communicate, and that goes a long way.

WHAT DO MEETINGS LOOK LIKE?

While aspects of our faculty meetings might resemble facets of any ge-
neric faculty meeting, I use strategies informed by collaborative leader-
ship to plan and facilitate our meetings. I am not interested in meetings 
where we simply go through points on an agenda. Those can be shared via 
email or on the agenda without discussion. Our time is valuable, and our 
time together is even more so. I seek to facilitate faculty meetings in which 
thinking and discussing are prioritized, whether we consider our teaching, 
our class schedule, or the larger tenets of our program, such as our mis-
sion and vision statements, program learning objectives, and curriculum. 
Some discussion items require advance reading while others do not. I try 
not to overload the faculty with meeting preparation, which might result 
in their appearance at a meeting in an already overwhelmed state of mind. 
Meetings are an opportunity for our hive mind to come together and think 
together. In the interest of making progress, though, it is also important 
to use our thinking to produce concrete results.

We continue to build trust during meetings. For a collaboration to 
be successful, a team must establish norms and ground rules for partic-
ipation. 12 Particularly for retreats, we review our community guidelines, 
which emphasize active listening, taking responsibility for one’s thoughts 
and opinions, and a willingness to stretch. In the symbiotic relationship 
that collaborative leadership necessitates, “building a common set of val-
ues and codes of behaviour is always a high priority.” 13 To further foster 
trust, collaborative leadership must acknowledge the whole person. Our 
faculty meetings can veer from our work lives when participants are will-
ing. Often at the beginning of the meeting, I provide a prompt to which 
everyone responds verbally. Sometimes it is work-related; other times it is 
not. This ensures we know each other as human beings, beyond the work 
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we do together. We also move together briefly, retaining and reinforcing 
our identities as dancers. Any meeting can start this way; take a minute to 
take a few deep breaths together. Lastly, while this may go without say-
ing, the symbolism of it is too important to omit: if there is a head of the 
table, I never sit there.

There are a variety of ways in which to “make sure everyone is heard.” 14 
This is key in making decisions together and leading the program collab-
oratively. As we move into discussions of ideas and bigger-picture items 
during our meetings, I often prompt us to write on our own. This, in par-
ticular, serves introverted faculty members by giving them some quiet time 
to process on their own. They are not, then, left in the dust as more ex-
troverted faculty members process verbally and quickly during a meeting. 
After we write, we pool our ideas. Sometimes we do this in small groups 
and bring something back to the larger group, and sometimes we process 
together. While we have had no major disagreements, we hear and respond 
to each other’s critiques of ideas or, when writing something, each oth-
er’s words. Eventually, we drill down to something we all agree on, and we 
vote when needed. Our meetings always include open time for questions, 
comments, and thoughts. While everyone has an opportunity to contrib-
ute items to the agenda in advance of the meeting, there is time for ques-
tions or concerns to be brought to the fore during the meeting. These strat-
egies ensure everyone has the opportunity to share and discuss. As a result 
of these approaches, our meetings feel productive, and I dare say, some-
times even enjoyable.

SPEED BUMPS AND SUCCESSES

Collaborative leadership is not for everyone. It is time-consuming, re-
quires facing conflict head-on, and demands that a leader subsume her 
ego. 15 “Many collaborative efforts fail and many leaders find the personal 
challenges of sharing control impossible to overcome.” 16 I am mindful 
of the time commitment, and I am learning to manage conflicts quickly 
and openly. One of my challenges is the opposite of surrendering my ego 
and sharing control. There are times when any leader, even a collaborative 
leader, must make a decision. Once, in an effort to get input from every-
one on a decision I was already fairly certain about, I caused the faculty 
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to do unnecessary work. I hesitated to share my decision in my desire to 
hear everyone’s opinions. I should have trusted my judgment and shared 
my thoughts, let faculty respond, and made my decision. Leaders have to 
lead. Even with a collaborative leadership model, it is the leader’s respon-
sibility to keep the program’s mission and vision at the forefront and make 
decisions that connect to them and serve the students. This may mean a 
short discussion to confirm a decision instead of a longer one that leads 
to the same outcome. I know the faculty would have appreciated this far 
more than doing additional work.

Engaging the students in a meaningful way continues to be a challenge, 
but they are clearly appreciative of the opportunity. When asked for com-
ments, a handful of students always express gratitude for seeking their 
feedback. Students are most reflective of the moving target academia of-
ten encounters. They are with us for two to four years, give or take, so do 
we take their feedback with a grain of salt, or do we wholeheartedly em-
brace it? Sometimes, they simply do not respond to requests for comment. 
When faculty sought responses to a draft of our vision statement, two stu-
dents commented. We had a written draft hanging on the wall with sticky 
notes available for comments. Was this too public? The response rate to 
anonymous Google surveys has been far better, with rates of about 80 per-
cent each time. We are also grappling with whether or not we wish to in-
clude a student in our faculty meetings. How involved should they be? 
Finding the middle ground in a leadership model where we strive to hear 
all the voices is tricky because we could easily default to an “adults know 
best” approach. After we wrote our mission statement, one faculty mem-
ber made an offhand comment about students’ thoughts on the new state-
ment. I realized I missed an opportunity to ask for their input and opin-
ions. We deal with these questions through trial and error and ongoing 
dialogue with each other. Ultimately, I do feel I can do more in involving 
our students in our work.

Recognizing one’s imperfections means recognizing when one needs 
help and reaching out to ask for it. There have been and will continue to be 
faculty and student rifts and occasions when trust rests on shaky ground. 
I do not have all the skills needed to see our stakeholders through each 
conflict, and so I look beyond myself. CSU is fortunate to have a conflict 
resolution center, and I have also utilized our human resources manager, 
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our ombudspeople, the Office of Equal Opportunity, and our Office of 
Inclusive Excellence as resources for dealing with conflict. Some meet-
ings are small, while others occur with our full faculty, and we have re-
solved some, but not all, conflicts. I am grateful for the resources I have at 
my disposal, as I could not navigate these challenges alone.

Our successes are notable. In three years, we proposed and received ap-
proval to launch a new degree program. We substantially edited an exist-
ing degree program, submitted it, and received approval. We developed a 
mission statement, a vision statement, and learning objectives for our two 
degree programs. One faculty member led a collective effort to develop 
a clear and transparent method of assessment for our dance technique 
classes. We created new policies and procedures that make our program 
more efficient. These achievements required a great deal of big-picture 
thinking and attention to detail as we parsed everything out. I am proud 
of these successes, but I am most proud of the process that led to them. I 
hear from faculty and students who appreciate being heard and feel they 
are a part of our dance program. While we can still improve, and while not 
every single person agrees with all that we do, each change represents the 
voices of our program and a collective effort to move our program forward.

CONCLUSION

A leader is and should always be a work in progress. While I am beholden 
to collaborative leadership, I work to embrace the gray area. In leading our 
dance program, I also draw on ideas from servant leadership, transforma-
tional leadership, and situational leadership. We know teaching is lead-
ing, too, and my feminist pedagogical approach influences my approach 
to leadership. As Chrislip and Larson confirm, “there is no ‘model’ collab-
orative process that will work on all issues in every community.” 17 While 
I commit to this approach and to the process, I know I will still stumble 
from time to time, but as a dancer, I know how to pick myself up and keep 
moving. I have shared my approach here, but it will continue to adapt and 
evolve to fit the stakeholders and our program. I am certain, though, that 
there is clear value in a collaborative leadership approach in the human-
ities in academia. Collaborative leadership engages everyone, empowers 
the community, and allows a program to not just succeed, but to thrive.
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I am a strong proponent of faculty leaders investing in a collaborative 
leadership model. In seeking opinions and letting everyone have a say 
in decision-making, one gets buy-in from one’s stakeholders. They feel 
valued and heard, and that results in happier employees and ultimately, 
less turnover. Student retention may increase as students are more en-
gaged and involved. Collaborative leadership also has the ability to create 
a well-functioning, thoughtful group of people who have the best inter-
ests of the department or school in mind. To draw on a cliché, it is a “we 
not me” approach. As with most things, those who embark on collabora-
tive leadership will not achieve it overnight. Be patient as you build your 
community. Start by actively listening to your stakeholders. Create space 
for them to talk freely and, it bears repeating, truly, actively listen to them. 
Be curious. Get to know them as people, not just as faculty members or 
students who chose the major. Build trust and give them reason after rea-
son to trust you. Accept the sometimes-lengthy amount of time it may 
take to achieve something, but recognize that when it is achieved together, 
it is a group success, not just your success. Note your stumbles, embrace 
them, and use them to keep moving forward. Keep your balance and keep 
putting one foot in front of the other.
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COMMUNICATION AND 
CRISIS MANAGEMENT

A Case Study and a Cautionary Tale

MICHAEL AUSTIN

To secure the desired influence within the institution re-
quires skill in communication as the basic element in the 
group process. The elementary skills, such as writing and 
speaking, can be taken for granted, but those involved in 
achieving effectiveness and high group morale cannot. The 
utmost skill is needed to deal with the kinds of problems that 
stand in the way of good relations between administration 
and faculty.

ALGO D.  HENDERSON “THE DESIRED INFLUENCE: 

IMPROVING COMMUNICATION BETWEEN 

ADMINISTRATION AND FACULT Y” 1

nothing is more important for academic leadership than learning how to com-

municate in ways appropriate to any situation. At no time does this be-
come clearer than in a major crisis. Like most higher education administra-
tors, I got my on-the-job training in crisis management in March of 2020, 
when the COVID-19 pandemic swept across the globe. The pandemic re-
quired dramatic changes in excruciatingly short time frames, and it re-
quired an extraordinary amount of communication with faculty, staff, stu-
dents, and other stakeholders of the university — emails, video conferences, 
telephone calls, and communication through our university website. Like 
any crisis, however, the pandemic did not cause new problems as much as 
it revealed problems that had always existed but had been easy to hide in 
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a noncrisis environment. The reverse is also true: embedded in any crisis 
is the opportunity to fix what has always been broken. What follows is an 
attempt to do this by treating the pandemic of 2020 as both a case study 
in crisis communication and a cautionary tale for those who misunder-
stand the nature of communication — crisis or otherwise — in a university.

I considered myself a good communicator when I left my position 
teaching English and became the academic vice president and provost of 
a small private university. Communication was the coin of my realm as a 
faculty member. I knew how to write and speak clearly, how to collabo-
rate with others, how to make and support arguments, how to isolate im-
portant points and direct discussion toward them, and how to build con-
sensus in diverse groups. My education in the humanities, I felt, was the 
perfect preparation for an administrative career — especially in an environ-
ment that values written communication highly. I was fortunate to have 
entered administration just at the time that email was becoming the pre-
ferred method of communication on college campuses. It played to my 
strengths as a writer and allowed me to turn many administrative prob-
lems into writing problems — giving me something of a home-court ad-
vantage in debates with other administrators and an easy, comfortable way 
to communicate with the faculty that I supervise.

In general, it has worked out well. There are a lot of similarities — and 
not that many differences — between an academic paper and an accred-
itation self-study. They are both exercises in making assertions and mar-
shaling evidence. And they both require just enough individuality and 
creative flair to make the result stand apart from the crowd. None of the 
writing tasks associated with administration (accreditation studies, as-
sessment reports, board communications, etc.) have ever intimidated me. 
After all, I had to face Reviewer Two; no administrative critique has ever 
been as devastating. The communication skills I acquired as a student and 
a professor of English were well suited to the day-to-day demands of ac-
ademic administration.

But it is in a crisis, when the stakes are high and the consequences of 
failure are disastrous, that we discover what we are and are not good at. A 
major crisis exposes all of the things about an institution that aren’t func-
tioning well. In normal situations, minor course corrections are relatively 
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simple. Misunderstandings can be ironed out, difficulties can be glossed 
over, and incomplete procedures can be invented as required and put in 
place as needed. In most cases, the things that don’t work during a cri-
sis were not working very well before the crisis — it was just a lot easier to 
hide the deficiencies. When a major crisis hits, you tend to be stuck with 
the processes and competencies already in place.

We were not taken totally by surprise in March of 2020. Reports of the 
novel coronavirus began to filter out of China late in December of 2019. 
By the end of January, we had some reason to believe that it might become 
a global threat, and, in February, most schools started to monitor World 
Health Organization and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
warnings regularly. At this point, there had not been any cases of what we 
were then calling the “novel coronavirus” in the state of Indiana, where our 
university is located, or in Lincolnshire County in the United Kingdom, 
where many of our students were studying at our Harlaxton center. But 
we were not prepared for the enormity of the crisis or the extent that it 
would transform our operations.

On Tuesday, March 3, during the week before our spring break, I sent a 
brief note to our faculty asking them to “develop a plan to deliver courses 
to some or all of [their] students in the event of an emergency that pre-
vents [them] or [their] students from coming to campus” and “commu-
nicate this plan to [their] students before they leave for spring break.” I 
hastily added this was all being done out of an abundance of caution. “The 
likelihood of a major outbreak in our area remains small right now,” I as-
serted with confidence. “But we want to be prepared for different ways 
that the situation could change, and we want to be good citizens of all our 
communities and protect the most vulnerable among us from even the re-
motest possibility of exposing them to this disease.”

One week and one day later, everything changed. On Wednesday, 
March 12, at an all-day meeting at the president’s house that was sup-
posed to be devoted to long-range planning, we heard that most of the 
large schools in the area were closing and moving classes online. By noon, 
it was clear that we were going to have to do the same thing. By the end 
of the day, we had announced that we were moving all classes online for 
at least two weeks and that we were closing our UK site and bringing our 
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students home. By the end of the week, nearly every school in the country 
did the same. The Great Pandemic — and my own forced introduction to 
the best practices in crisis communication — had begun.

The situation was almost comically dire. Only about 2 percent of our 
courses were already online. Our students and our faculty were off cam-
pus for spring break, and most of the students had left all their materials 
in their apartments or dorm rooms. Many of our faculty had never taught 
online before, and some did not have internet access in their homes. And 
our entire campus had one paid Zoom license. We had five days to become 
a kind of school that we had never been, and we could not gather in per-
son to discuss any plans. Acting on the maxim that over-communication 
was impossible, and smugly aware that writing was my strong suit (I was 
an English major, after all — three times), I began sending out emails to 
faculty and staff at a furious pace. All my training in writing and rhetoric, 
I believed, had prepared me for this moment.

It did not go well.
I began with a daily update every evening explaining where we were 

on the transition process. To this end, I created a Microsoft Teams site for 
the entire faculty, with a Facebook-like interface that they could use to 
discuss pandemic issues. I sent out frequent notes about online resources 
that were becoming available for teachers — electronic textbooks, Zoom 
accounts, proctoring services — and about cultural opportunities like the 
free operas being broadcast by the Metropolitan Opera. And, as I reread 
Camus’s The Plague at the start of the pandemic, I occasionally added in 
my thoughts about the existential nature of the crisis we faced.

This went on for several weeks until I began to receive emails in return 
asking me to please stop sending out so many messages since the faculty 
were extremely busy trying to figure out how to teach their courses and 
meet with their students in an unprecedented environment. About two 
weeks into the pandemic, I received the following email from a part-time 
faculty member I had never met.

Hi, Michael –
I am a part-time faculty member, but I would just like to bring something 
to your attention. I think the idea of limiting faculty work hours needs to 
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be addressed. I think that the expectations for faculty need to be moderated 
in light of everything that is going on. I cannot be spending 24/7 on my 
computer trying to learn and implement things for the university, nor can 
I be mentally available for university responsibilities 24/7.

I (along with all the other faculty) am attempting to manage all of the 
following simultaneously:

1. Provide for and take care of my family, including my husband, who 
has been ill, and my daughter, who is dealing with her own school go-
ing online

2. Convert/modify all my class materials to be available online, plus cre-
ate new materials that didn’t exist previously to fit the new format

3. Keep in touch with all my students, some of whom are very slow to re-
spond to my messages!

4. Not be completely stressed out by the constant news stream and fears 
about Coronavirus getting worse every day — the need for rest and 
some physical activity is important

5. Communicate with family and friends as their lives are in turmoil too
There needs to be a bit of compassion from you regarding the well-being 

and sanity of the faculty and staff during this extremely difficult situation. 
I am overwhelmed by the constant barrage of emails offering new software 
possibilities for online education because they EACH take many hours to 
figure out and use. 2

This message succinctly, and devastatingly, showed me just about ev-
erything wrong with the way I had been communicating during the pan-
demic. Most of the specifics were confirmed by an anonymous faculty sur-
vey at the end of the semester. My own attempts at crisis communication 
had not considered the needs of different audiences, had failed to clarify 
expectations, and had merged with other communications from the insti-
tution to create confusion and frustration. And the communication went 
mainly in one direction, without enough opportunity for input or feedback.

It was not difficult to see that these had always been weaknesses of my 
communication style. They were just a lot easier to hide among normal 
operations. Being a good writer and speaker is not the same thing as be-
ing an effective communicator, nor can a high volume of communication 
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substitute for a communication plan. These were difficult truths to face, 
but the pandemic didn’t leave much choice. Our communications after 
the pandemic hit were subject to the unforgiving logic of natural selec-
tion. When something worked, we kept it in place; when something didn’t 
work, we heard about it immediately. And eventually, we ended up with a 
set of practices that got us through the shutdown and the following year 
of pandemic-influenced education — and that provided a model for effec-
tive university communication when it was all over.

THE PANDEMIC AS A CASE STUDY IN 
EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION

By chance rather than design, the university hired an exceptionally tal-
ented and experienced communication director less than a week before the 
pandemic shutdown, and she quickly formed an executive team that met 
every day during the spring semester. As we worked to refine our commu-
nication strategy, I began to understand what effective communication re-
ally means. The following list is not a comprehensive list of the principles 
of crisis communication. Rather, it is a deeply personal, highly idiosyn-
cratic list of things that I thought I knew before the pandemic but didn’t 
really understand. In each case, the crisis crystallized a more general prin-
ciple that is equally important in day-to-day situations. These are, in other 
words, the things that a major crisis taught me about communication.

Different Audiences Have Different Needs

We quickly identified six constituent groups that we had to tailor mes-
sages to, each with their own needs and objectives:

Students needed to know immediately what to do after spring break was 
over. How would they go to class? How would they turn in assign-
ments and access university resources? What about all the stuff they 
left in their rooms? What if they didn’t have their textbooks at home 
with them? What could they do if they didn’t have internet access? 
How would they access university services like the library, the writing 
center, or the registrar’s office? And how long was this all going to take?
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Parents had most of the concerns that students had, with an additional set 
of financial concerns: What kinds of equipment did they need to get 
to enable their children to learn online? What resources existed if they 
could not afford the necessary tools? Would we refund any portion of 
tuition, housing, or meal plans? What happened to students’ financial 
aid if one or both parents were laid off or furloughed because of the 
pandemic? And when would we be back in person?

Faculty were deeply concerned about moving all of their courses online 
with almost no notice. And they had a lot of questions that I was not 
sure how to answer. Would we purchase Zoom accounts for all faculty 
members? What if they wanted to use another program? How were 
they going to proctor exams online to prevent cheating? Could they 
come to their offices on campus to teach? Could they take computers 
and office equipment from their offices to their homes? What if they 
didn’t have internet access? Were all field trips and study abroad ses-
sions canceled? How were they supposed to advise students? What 
training resources would we provide? And, within the faculty, there 
were a lot of specialized needs. How would our music students take 
voice and instrument lessons? How would theatre students perform? 
What about the engineering students who had to access specialized 
equipment for their senior projects? What about adjunct and part-time 
faculty? The list of questions seemed overwhelming.

Staff and administration, unlike the faculty, could not do their jobs without 
going to campus. Receptionists had to have a place to receive people, 
and the grounds crew could hardly mow the grass without coming 
onto campus. Almost every member of our staff had a unique set of 
work circumstances that we had to address, and no single communi-
cation or set of communications could work for even a small fraction 
of the employees.

The board of trustees at our university, as with most private schools, is a large 
and highly engaged board whose members have a fiduciary responsibil-
ity for the institution. Closing campus and refunding room and board 
costs had a huge financial impact, as did the need to spend hundreds of 
thousands of dollars on internet teaching resources, cleaning supplies, 
personal protective equipment, and other pandemic-related expenses. 
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We needed to address these kinds of concerns frequently with both 
individuals and with the full board.

Members of the community regularly came to campus for concerts, plays, lec-
tures, sporting events, and other public functions. And what happens 
at a local college or university is inherently interesting to local news 
organizations. Throughout the pandemic, we provided regular updates 
to media outlets that sometimes gave different information — but could 
never contradict — communications to the other five groups.

It would be impossible for any one leader — academic or otherwise — to 
manage the kind of communication flow that a complex institution re-
quires. It takes coordination and collaboration with a team of people with 
diverse views and responsibilities. During a crisis like the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the need for such collaboration becomes apparent very quickly. But 
it always needs to be the cornerstone of effective communication.

Too Much Communication Can be Overwhelming

Another reason that crisis communications should be strategic and collab-
orative is that, during a major crisis, most people are getting a lot of mes-
sages from different sources. Nobody is only a university employee or stu-
dent. People are also parents and community members and spouses and 
dozens of other things that they must balance during a crisis. Also, fac-
ulty are trying to manage three or four or more classes with students who 
are scared and confused. People who are trying to negotiate a crisis do not 
need, and cannot process, multiple messages from different departments 
of the university they are associated with.

It Is Easy to Confuse Information with Requirement

My messages to the faculty at the start of the pandemic did not draw a 
clear boundary between information and instruction, and this produced a 
lot of confusion and frustration that could have been easily avoided. When 
a senior administrator sends out a message saying something like “you can 
access free test proctoring services for the rest of the semester at the fol-
lowing site . . . ,” some faculty members will perceive this as a university 
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requirement, and others will see it as an interesting fact to file away for fu-
ture use. The most institutionally vulnerable faculty — adjuncts, part-time 
instructors, junior professors — are much more likely to perceive an off-
hand comment as an institutional requirement unless the communication 
explicitly says otherwise. The power differential between a provost and an 
adjunct faculty member is enormous, and a folksy, conversational com-
munication tone comes from a place of privilege not always available to 
those who read the message. After a few weeks of confusing emails, I be-
gan to segment messages into a short section of “Things You Have to Read 
and Do Something With” and a much longer “Stuff to Read If You Have 
Time” — making it very clear at the outset which items contained institu-
tional assignments and which were merely informational.

You Have to find Ways to Listen, Even When It Is Hard

In a major crisis, institutional communication tends to become even more 
top-down and one-way than normal. People are acting quickly, things 
have to be done, deadlines have to be met, and results have to be achieved 
quickly. There is no time for debating things in committees. Meaningful 
two-way communication is hard under such circumstances, which is pre-
cisely why it is so important. In a crisis like the recent pandemic, when 
decision-makers are physically isolated from the university and its com-
munities, it is vitally important that administrators create space for dis-
cussion. The view from the top of the org chart in such situations is just 
as limited, just as incomplete, and just as uncertain as the view from ev-
erywhere else. We can’t have all the information that we need unless we 
find ways to listen.

Perhaps the most important thing we did during the first week of the 
pandemic was to ask the faculty what computer equipment they had at 
home, what they still needed, and what activities could simply not be done 
remotely. This required a fairly detailed, web-based questionnaire, but it 
allowed us to quickly sort faculty into categories:

• Faculty members whose home computer set up and network ac-
cess were sufficient for online courses
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• Faculty who could move courses online if they were allowed to take 
their office computers and other equipment home

• Faculty members who needed either a laptop computer, a network 
access point, or both to be able to move courses online

• Faculty members who would need limited access to campus in or-
der to teach courses online. When the city issued a shutdown order, 
these faculty had to be provided with a formal letter explaining their 
need to come to work

We also placed a question box on our COVID-19 web page and encour-
aged everyone to submit any question they had, promising a twenty-four- 
hour turnaround. The Communications Office immediately routed ques-
tions to the person or office best suited to respond. But intake forms are 
only useful for certain things. We also found that we had to arrange on-
line meetings with all our constituencies in which we just listened to both 
the concerns and the ideas that they had. To make it through, we had to 
find ways to listen — really listen — to the individual thoughts and experi-
ences of everybody who was experiencing the same crisis in different ways.

There Is No Substitute for Individual Communication

Throughout the spring semester, I answered somewhere around 100 email 
messages a day, plus phone calls, Zoom conferences, and other forms of 
individual communication. This wasn’t my plan, but it quickly became ap-
parent that it was the only way to respond to the profoundly different ex-
periences that everybody was having with the pandemic. The more I re-
flect, the more I realize that the one-on-one conversations were much 
more important than the regular communication blasts to different con-
stituent groups. To do this effectively, I had to spend a lot of my own time 
talking to people, and I had to make sure that deans, directors, and de-
partment chairs were empowered to have these conversations with their 
areas. In the end, communication occurs within individual relationships 
between human beings and not between institutional categories follow-
ing a script. And there is no substitute for talking to people about their in-
dividual perspectives and concerns.
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DOES A HUMANITIES DEGREE HELP?

In the end, I found my training in the humanities invaluable, but not for 
the reasons I thought it would be when the pandemic began. If I had taken 
a few more basic undergraduate communication classes, I would have been 
better suited to a lot of the communication challenges I faced when the 
crisis began. But the things I kept coming back to during the crisis were 
the things behind the lessons — the pith and marrow of my humanities 
education, which is, at its core, the study of how human beings relate to 
other human beings. How do we deal with pain and loss and anger and 
fear? What gives us hope? All the woo-woo stuff that we like to hide be-
hind more respectable phrases like “critical thinking,” “team building,” and 

“problem-solving.” A humanitarian is someone who helps people, and a 
humanist is someone who believes in people. Communication strategies 
that treat people transactionally — as problems to be solved — are never 
going to help an institution get through a major crisis.

When I look at where our institutional communications broke down 
during the pandemic, I find that my own communication was worst when 
I interacted transactionally with people in institutional categories. It was at 
its best when I was interacting with actual humans who were, at different 
times, angry, scared, frustrated, and hopeful. Certainly, one need not read 
classical poetry or study religion and philosophy to treat people well, but 
I believe that these disciplines dramatically increase our ability to under-
stand, and hopefully to empathize with, human beings in all their glori-
ous, messed up, and deeply contradictory diversity. Without genuine em-
pathy and understanding as the motives for communication, the strategies 
don’t matter much. People know when they are being treated as problems.

In a major crisis, the temptation to revert to transactional communi-
cation can be overwhelming. Things just have to get done, and they have 
to get done quickly. The great value of training in the humanities is the 
understanding that human interaction becomes even more important in 
such situations than it is when things are going well. Good communica-
tion during a crisis requires an understanding of multiple audiences with 
multiple perspectives and complex needs. Education in the humanities is 
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vital to understanding these kinds of complexities because they emerge 
naturally out of the human beings at the center of humanistic study. As 
universities become more corporate, and communication becomes more 
instrumental, it is just possible that the humanities will save us by keep-
ing the humans in the equation.

NOTES

  1. Algo D. Henderson, “The Desired Influence: Improving Communication 
Between Administration and Faculty,” The Journal of Higher Education 38, no. 
6 (1967): 304–11.

  2. Anonymous faculty member, email message to author, March 18, 2020.
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13
VOCATION AND THE 

DRUDGERY I LOVE
SEAN BENSON

T
he prospect of going into academic leadership, much like that of a 
man who “knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight . . . concentrates 
[the] mind wonderfully.” 1 One can approach it with such trepida-

tion, as Roze Hentschell and Catherine E. Thomas observe in the intro-
duction, or with a sense of excitement as to where such a professional life 
might lead. In addition to new challenges and opportunities, leadership 
positions offer ancillary benefits — increased pay and stature — though 
they can equally entail more meetings and less flexible schedules as com-
pared to those of full-time faculty. In my own administrative experience, 
I learned that the work is not bad (most days), but however one wishes to 
style it, choosing to pursue such a position involves trade-offs that poten-
tial leaders are wise to consider closely before taking the plunge. Having 
dipped my toes in the water, so to speak, I decided that pursuing higher 
leadership is not — for now, at least — for me.

Yet my account of not pursuing that path is an important one to tell, as 
not everyone who enters a role of higher leadership will find it rewarding, 
or precisely what they had envisioned. My foray into a leadership role, I 
hasten to add, was not wholly negative: there were multiple aspects I en-
joyed, and I would consider taking on such a role in the future. Moreover, 
considering being a provost clarified what it is I am good at — “called” to 
do — and directed me to a professorship where my skills and abilities are 
an ideal match for the job requirements. Finding such a happy confluence 
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in your own life and career is what this chapter is all about. The academy 
is largely secular, though there are those of us who teach at faith-based 
institutions, and my journey involves less a story of personal fulfillment 
and career satisfaction (though I value both as instrumental goods) than 
of finding a vocation wherein one can love one’s neighbors, be they stu-
dents, faculty, or staff.

I have worked at three different private liberal arts colleges. At the sec-
ond of these institutions, I was approached in 2016 by the vice president 
for academic affairs (VPAA), the chief academic officer, who informed 
me that, in consultation with the president of the college and the execu-
tive board, he had been tasked with identifying a potential successor. What 
he informed me of was that the productivity and quality of my scholar-
ship, the respect I had among colleagues in and outside my department, 
and my commitment to the mission of the university, made me a good 
candidate to be his successor — though he made it clear there would also 
be a wide-open search for the VPAA at the time of his retirement. I was 
surprised, too, because I knew the VPAA was interested in hiring peo-
ple in administration from underrepresented groups (to which I did not 
belong). Moreover, I had not sought the position, in part because paper 
and book ideas always emerge from my teaching, and in part because I 
have always cherished the opportunity to shape both mind and charac-
ter in the classroom. 2

Still, I was humbled that he and others thought enough of my profes-
sional and interpersonal skills to approach me about the prospect. The sug-
gestion made me admin-curious, too, but I was cautious to ask if I could 
test the waters first to see if becoming a candidate for chief academic offi-
cer was the right move for me. I knew that if I could juxtapose my teach-
ing and research with this new leadership possibility, I would be able to 
make a more informed decision as to which suited me — and the univer-
sity — best. With the VPAA’s blessing, then, but without an additional ti-
tle, I began splitting my time equally between teaching two courses each 
semester and working on two special projects that were administrative in 
nature but outside the usual role of the VPAA.

In this newfound capacity, I first became the liaison and mentor to a 
group of colleagues completing their doctorates. While a few of these PhD 
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students were in traditional programs, a cohort of a dozen or so was com-
pleting a program in leadership by way of National Louis University. What 
was innovative about National Louis’s program is that it offered in-house 
education; that is, professors from National Louis came to our campus 
every third weekend for in-person, intensive coursework. In between, stu-
dents were completing their work and corresponding with their faculty 
(and each other) online. Because my colleagues were already full-time fac-
ulty and staff at our university, National Louis’s hybrid model accommo-
dated their busy schedules.

For my part in all this, I met with my colleagues individually when 
they had questions, and we also gathered monthly for “Coffee Talk,” an 
hour-long conversation where we discussed their hopes, concerns, and 
worries. As Chyna N. Crawford remarks in her chapter in this volume, 
serving as mentor to newer, untenured faculty is a crucial role that those 
in leadership can and should play. I remember telling one of the candi-
dates just starting the program that grit and perseverance were probably 
the two most important qualities necessary for the successful completion 
of a PhD program — not, surprisingly enough, intelligence. She had been 
worried that she was not smart enough, and I did my best to allay those 
concerns, as she had both the drive and intelligence to complete her doc-
torate — and eventually did so. I was able to lend my colleagues insight not 
only into the beginning of their doctoral program but also into what their 
careers might look like once they completed their dissertations. Helping 
faculty navigate the hurdles of their programs and realize their dream of 
earning a doctorate was rewarding work, and it offered a crucial support 
system for these colleagues.

Second, I served as campus liaison with the Network for Vocation in 
Undergraduate Education (NetVUE), a nationwide network of colleges 
and universities formed to assist students in discerning their callings in 
life. Sponsored by the Council for Independent Colleges, NetVUE has 
already produced three volumes on vocation and higher education. 3 In my 
leadership capacity, I attended, sometimes alone, both regional and na-
tional NetVUE conferences where I learned the gap that exists in many 
students’ undergraduate education: we teach them how to think and apply 
their skill sets to various professions, but as a faculty, we were not doing the 
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good and necessary work of helping students to think about the meaning 
of it all. 4 To what end, other than perhaps a material one — making a liv-
ing — are they putting their skills? As an administration, we wanted our 
students to think more intentionally about such broad existential ques-
tions. One of my duties included applying for a NetVUE grant to train 
faculty members to talk about vocation in the classroom. We wanted stu-
dents, religious and secular, to understand first what a calling is, and then 
how in their lifework they can realize it in service to others. We were es-
pecially keen on introducing vocation into our courses, particularly into 
the “Senior Seminar” capstone courses that all of our majors were required 
to take at the end of their respective programs of studies.

Toward that end, in the fall of 2019, I took the lead role in a faculty 
discussion group where we read a number of works on vocation. 5 As one 
of my colleagues noted, she hadn’t quite decided what she wanted to do 
when she grew up, but these books were helping her — and would help 
her students — find their calling. Indeed, as David Cunningham remarks, 

“the process of vocational exploration and discernment is something that 
all students need to undertake [not only] throughout their undergraduate 
careers” but also “throughout their lives.” 6 The experience certainly shaped 
me. Although our university welcomed students of all religious persua-
sions, including those who identify as “nones,” we were a Presbyterian 
school rooted in the Judeo-Christian tradition, and that was reinforced 
both by our president and by our chaplain. Still, our culture has almost lost 
a sense of vocation as “[t]he action on the part of God or Christ of calling 
a person to undertake a particular occupation [or] way of life,” but that ac-
ceptation was widespread for centuries and is still embraced by many re-
ligious denominations. 7 Since that is also part of my own faith tradition, 
I started to think about my calling to higher leadership at this institution.

As the VPAA cautioned me at the time, it is challenging in academic 
leadership to find the right balance, if one wants to maintain it, between 
teaching, administrating, and writing. While some may find doing all 
three possible — my colleagues in this volume are exemplary in that re-
gard — I found it hard to do all three well, and in fact, my teaching and ad-
ministrative responsibilities crowded out research and writing. As much 
as I was enjoying mentoring PhD candidates and leading our campus 
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NetVUE work, I did not really find that those activities engaged my an-
alytical or creative abilities. I also found a few aspects of leadership mun-
dane, particularly the many meetings, because they took time away from 
the more rewarding aspects of my daily work. In short, I do not think I 
was being prepared particularly well for a prospective position as VPAA; I 
was, instead, doing jobs that a middle manager would do. Hentschell and 
Thomas underscore in their introduction this necessary but undervalued 
training for higher leadership.

The current VPAA told me that what he liked about me, and about peo-
ple from the humanities in general, was that we had good ideas and could 
think through problems, but I was tasked with preassigned duties that 
didn’t really draw upon those skills. I enjoyed mentoring doctoral candi-
dates and serving as a NetVUE liaison, but neither of those positions al-
lowed me to rethink the curriculum; or to reenvision work schedules, say, 
for staff members who often found themselves sitting around with noth-
ing to do; or to imagine how we might improve the lives and education of 
our students. Those strike me as more central to what a VPAA does. Since 
I was reading voluminously about vocation at the time, I began to think 
carefully about my own calling. I was reminded, too, that vocation for the 
apostle Paul is the use to which God puts our work: “We know that all 
things work together for the best unto them that love God, even to them 
that are called of his purpose.” 8 To what purpose was I called? I had not 
thought about this question as much as I should have, even though I had 
often talked to students about a vocation involving the abilities and inter-
ests they have. As Roze Hentschell shared with me, “Academics in general 
are assumed to have found their calling (why else would you pursue a PhD, 
right?). But longevity and flourishing, and an examination of one’s devel-
oping career — especially if one is going to pursue leadership — is critical.” 9

As I began to engage in this process of self-reflection, I realized I pre-
ferred teaching and writing to the mid-level administration I was doing. 
As Kevin Dettmar has observed, academic leadership positions at all lev-
els are true and necessary vocations in their own right 10 — a good academic 
leader makes the life of those around her less onerous and more enjoyable. 
My task, though, was one of vocational discernment: I had to weigh the 
enjoyment of some parts of mid-level management and the prospect that 
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I might (or might not) someday be selected for executive leadership as 
VPAA against the joy I took in teaching and writing. I also came to under-
stand better that one can still lead as a faculty member — teaching, men-
toring, chairing a department or program — all of which, I should note, I 
did. Leadership at any level involves the good and the bad, and the truth 
is that it invariably entails an admixture of both and more.

Discerning one’s calling for higher leadership is a matter of weighing 
its benefits and costs against those involved in other forms of leadership, 
including roles that involve teaching and researching. Given each per-
son’s abilities and interests, we reach different conclusions as to where we 
can best serve others and still flourish ourselves, and this is as it should 
be. What settled the matter for me, or at least nudged me in one direc-
tion, was a curious incident in a British literature survey course I taught.

Midway through one semester at a previous institution, a student ob-
jected to my teaching Alexander Pope’s The Rape of the Lock (1712). Even 
though the student, by his own admission, had never read the poem, he 
objected to Pope’s use of the word “rape” in his title, which triggered the 
student’s objection. He asserted that any teaching of a work with “rape” 
in the title would “support rape culture.” He based his comment solely 
on the poem’s title, an interpretive move for which I give him credit — ti-
tles indicate “generic conceptions” of a text’s meaning. 11 Yet I respectfully 
disagreed that the poem should not be taught, even though Pope’s narra-
tor is perhaps too dismissive of Belinda’s (the historical Isabella Fermor) 
indignation at having a lock of her hair cut off by Lord Petre. Such an 
act was a clear violation of her wishes, and indeed of her person. Because 
Pope thought both sides of the scandal blew the incident out of all pro-
portion, he refers to it, in his mock-heroic style, as a “rape.” As Pope knew, 
rape could denote either a (mere) theft or actual sexual assault, and with 
his verbal facility, he no doubt wished to invoke both senses of the word.

Although the term “rape culture” remains “of uncertain definition,” 12 
one can think of any number of early pagan cultures that normalized sex-
ual violence or even of modern subcultures such as that embodied by USA 
gymnastics and the horrific abuse they allowed a team doctor, Larry Nasser, 
to visit upon hundreds of female athletes. 13 The question that arises, and 
that makes Pope’s poem relevant today, is whether Lord Petre’s cutting 
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of the lock also constitutes an instance of rape culture? It was a question 
worthy of open and free discussion — ideal, in my view, for a classroom 
setting — but the student simply asserted without evidence that the use 
of the word “rape” in the title somehow supported rape culture. Moreover, 
a colleague shared with me that for a student to suggest Lord Petre’s cut-
ting of a lock of hair is akin to rape is in fact to trivialize the sexual vio-
lence that actual rape entails. And while I tried to explain to the student 
why I couldn’t allow him to censor Pope’s poem on such dubious grounds, 
he decided to approach a dean in order to complain about the poem and 
my intention to teach it.

What I expected, if not a quick dismissal of the student’s attempt to 
censor the poem, was at least a hearing on the merits of both the com-
plaint and the poem, and perhaps a lesson in intellectual openness and tol-
erance of ideas other than one’s own. The dean opted for a path of lesser re-
sistance. The student was simply removed from the course and allowed to 
complete it online with another instructor so that he would have to read 
neither The Rape of the Lock nor engage with the issue he had raised of its 
alleged complicity with rape culture. I am confident students are not so 
fragile they need to be removed from exposure to ideas other than their 
own, and the decision missed a teachable moment. Because this student 
also threatened to take the matter directly to the board of trustees, the 
dean and VPAA readily accommodated his request not to have to read a 
poem to which he so objected, and asked me to affirm his value as a per-
son. I had no qualms with the latter request because I consider every per-
son to be created in the image of God. And if the decision of senior leader-
ship appeased the student, it also catalyzed my own thinking. The incident 
underscored important philosophical differences about the purpose of ed-
ucation, especially whether removing the student from my course was in 
his best interests. I also wondered if leadership at this university was part 
of my calling. The answer, I realized after long and sober reflection, was no.

I share with many theists the belief that we live in a sacramental uni-
verse: God’s love and grace, if one is attentive to look for them — if we have 
eyes to see — abound in all aspects of the universe, and certainly in our 
lives. Such “faith,” as Kierkegaard remarks, “is convinced that God trou-
bles himself about the smallest thing.” 14 To put it in terms of philosophical 
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theology, the transcendent routinely supervenes on the natural, day-to-day 
world that God has actualized on this planet. Not only do faith and rea-
son inform believers of God’s creation and sustenance of the universe but 
also of his ability to direct our paths. What I recognized is that teaching 
is also a leadership role, one in which people of good character need to 
model what it means to be tolerant of others’ views even while holding to 
one’s own. My humanities background, not to mention my Lutheranism, 
had taught me to ask questions because in asking them we deepen our un-
derstanding of issues even if we don’t always resolve them or find a neat 
solution. The Rape of the Lock is an eminently worthy poem to teach in an 
undergraduate English survey course, and if I allowed a student to deter-
mine what other students in my class could read, I would have served nei-
ther him nor them.

In addition, as I reflected on my abilities, I thought more about the ini-
tial caution I had taken to split my time between teaching/research and ad-
ministration. I recognized in that hesitancy to embrace a full-time move 
into higher leadership, the misgivings I had about the distance such du-
ties would place between me and my love of ideas, books, and writing. I 
enjoy the minutiae of scholarship — tracking down sources, writing foot-
notes, and writing prose that I strive to make both lucid and engaging. 
Try as I might, I found myself bored to tears by the minutiae of some of 
my administrative tasks: grade challenges, the many meetings, checking 
a student’s grade-point average to see if she’s satisfied the requirements 
of a degree program, and so on. There are of course more exciting aspects 
of higher leadership: visioning, strategizing, making hires in relation to 
the university’s mission, and so on. Yet “the test of a vocation,” the essayist 
Logan Pearsall Smith once wrote, “is the love of the drudgery it involves.” 15 
What an apt statement. I had seen some of the duties of higher leadership, 
and while I enjoyed aspects of it, I found other parts of it tedious. At the 
same time, I wondered if God was not using the experience to nudge me 
toward what I love even in the midst of its drudgery.

It is often easy to advise students disinterestedly, but it can be more 
challenging to be objective about our own gifts, talents, and inclinations —  
especially if more money is on the table. It is tempting to equate mon-
etary rewards with career success, but I knew that I had to give serious 
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consideration as to whether material success is the same as vocation. I 
knew I could still pursue higher leadership in the academy, but I began 
to recognize in my skills and interests a greater — more insistent — calling 
for the classroom and for the scholarship I love to write. It is not that one 
has to give up research and writing in higher leadership. The question for 
me was not the prospect of doing both, which is possible, but the love of 
the drudgery I felt in teaching, research, and writing. By way of contrast, 
when it came to moments of drudgery in mid-level administration, I did 
not experience that same level of enjoyment. That was telling.

In our NetVUE reading group on vocation, we were reading Gustaf 
Wingren’s superlative work on Martin Luther’s treatment of vocation. Lu-
ther helped me to think more and more about my own calling. The essence 
of his teaching on calling is simple: “Love for others is eo ipso the fulfill-
ment of my vocation.” 16 The Reformers undertook the reordering and re-
conceptualization of vocation, removing it from the exclusive province of 
the religious — priests, monks, and nuns — and dignifying the lifework of 
all people. “A cobbler, smith, peasant — each has the work and office of 
his trade, and yet they are all alike consecrated priests and bishops.” 17 The 
Reformation “brought with it,” as Jaroslav Pelikan notes, “a new respect 
for what has been called ‘the sacredness of the secular,’ ” and this is largely 
the work of “the Reformer,” Calvin’s term of respect for Luther. 18 Again, 
neither Calvin nor Luther cared particularly which occupation one had; a 
calling is for our good so that we can help others, be it teaching, adminis-
trating, feeding the hungry, sheltering the homeless, giving alms, and so on.

A vocation, as its root (vocare) suggests, is not self-chosen; rather, a 
call comes from outside the self. Vocation chooses us, so to speak, based 
on our place in life, background, interests, inclinations, and other circum-
stances that present themselves to us frequently as givens. 19 It is tempting 
to think, then, because a higher leadership — or any other —  position be-
comes open, one necessarily ought to fill it. Of course one can serve oth-
ers as an administrator: my coauthors in this volume attest to that, as do 
the senior leaders where I work at the University of Mary Hardin-Baylor, 
President Randy O’Rear and Provost John Vassar, both of whom model 
servant leadership. Nonetheless, not everyone is called to higher leader-
ship, and declining that opportunity as it presented itself in my life freed 
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me to serve others with the gifts and skills I have. I know the drudgery I 
love, and the drudgery I don’t; knowing the distinction between the two 
is a way of correctly following one’s vocation. As Proust remarks of those 
disenchanted with their jobs, “they imagine that the life they are leading 
is not the one that really suits them and they bring to their actual occupa-
tions either an indifference mingled with whimsy, or an application that 
is sustained and haughty, scornful, bitter.” 20 To be ill-suited for an occu-
pation is to invite disenchantment, and I trusted that my absence from 
administration at this institution would be filled by someone more suited 
to the work.

As a scholar of the early modern era, I am also aware of Calvin’s belief 
that God lays upon us the “burden” of vocation: “each man will bear and 
swallow the discomforts, vexations, weariness, and anxieties in his way of 
life.” 21 To Calvin, even if a woman is ill-equipped for the demands of a par-
ticular call, she must still do it ungrudgingly. 22 Calvinist vocation is about 
duty, and as such, I personally find it uncongenial, a focus on the letter 
rather than the spirit of vocational service to others. The more I thought 
about higher leadership, at least at the middle level, it felt uncongenial to 
my interests, whereas I do feel made to teach and write in service to oth-
ers. It may well be the case that one should go into higher leadership, but 
whatever career path opens before one, it would be wise to look first and 
foremost at one’s particular gifts and inclinations, the amalgam of which 
helps to constitute a calling.

In addition, it seems crucial to ask one’s family and friends about their 
perceptions of one’s abilities. From a religious perspective, a vocation is 
that “to which we are called,” and God often “extends His call through 
other people” who recognize sometimes better than we do ourselves how 
our abilities should be put to use for others. 23 And one need not be reli-
gious to understand a calling in one’s life; all one has to do is to look at 
what one is good at and what one loves doing. When I advise my students, 
I often see their abilities and inclinations with greater clarity than they do. 
I do wonder when I see a student who wants to be a teacher but routinely 
comes late to class: How will she get up punctually every morning? And 
yet, I suspect she can change, as we all do. Luther was careful to note that 
one has multiple callings in life — mother, wife, daughter, teacher, and so 
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on — and we know that those callings can change and shift as one grows, 
develops, and ages.

In my case, my good friend and closest colleague in our department 
told me privately and gently that he wondered if being a provost really fit 
my skill set. He himself had faced that same possibility a few years earlier 
and had politely declined the opportunity. As he put it, “I will never be 
jealous of an administrator making more money doing a job they couldn’t 
pay me enough to do.” That’s a point worth pondering, especially when one 
is in a meeting listening to a dean tell a story about thwarting attempts to 
cheat on online exams when one would rather (in my case) be reading and 
discussing Shakespeare. I recalled another colleague with whom I once 
served on a curriculum committee, and she was fantastic at it. She loved 
reading the minutes as well as delving into the minutiae of new course pro-
posals. Seeing her in action, I wondered why anyone would or even could 
love what for me was mere drudgery. Yet at the same time, her attention 
to detail in curricular matters made me feel — and rightly so — inferior to 
her in this necessary administrative skill. I am not constituted, I now real-
ize, to revel in that form of work. But that same colleague found the mi-
nutiae of scholarly footnotes I enjoy working on mere painful drudgery. 
We were both called, but to different ends and lifework; both vocations 
are equally valuable.

Given the time to think about vocation with my colleagues, and to con-
sider Luther’s exhortation to use our gifts in “self-giving love” to others, I 
was able to regard my departure from the VPAA’s office as a blessing on 
both sides. 24 I began to consider the possibility of God’s using others, both 
in and out of administration, to direct me toward his goodness as well as 
my own and others’ good. I had no regrets about the move, and I began to 
focus more on my attraction to reading and writing, a calling that has only 
deepened over the course of my life. Situations seldom change overnight, 
and this was no exception. I knew that if I wanted to write more, and still 
have time to teach some, I would have to find a position that could accom-
modate my interests, if there were one. I redoubled my teaching and schol-
arship, writing summers and every chance I had. After a few years, with 
multiple articles and a fourth book on the way, I noticed an endowed pro-
fessorship open at the University of Mary Hardin-Baylor. Even though 
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the teaching description was slightly outside my area, the two-course per 
semester teaching load, mission of the school, and location appealed to me. 
I applied, was fortunate enough to make it through both online and cam-
pus interviews, and eventually found, God willing, what I am confident is 
a calling. In this new vocation, I still teach, but I devote the remainder of 
my professional life to reading, research, and writing, the three activities I 
love, even in moments of drudgery.

Given the contingency of our lives as human beings, a calling can be 
subject to change; at times, we see a vocation quite clearly, at others, “we 
see through a glass darkly.” 25 A professorship elsewhere was certainly not 
the career path of moving into higher leadership I had envisioned several 
years ago. In some ways, too, I suppose my story in and out of higher lead-
ership may sound like a reverse academic rags-to-riches tale, and I will say 
that preparing for higher leadership and then leaving that path brings its 
share of bumps and tumult with it, and people who do not see the reason 
for leaving academic leadership may often regard it as career failure. It is 
not. It may equally seem to outsiders as if mine was a “soft landing” into 
an endowed professorship, but if so, it was one paved with soul-searching 
and years of hard work that made the move possible.

Moreover, any serious theological understanding of calling has to in-
volve an acknowledgment that “every good gift and every perfect gift is 
from above” ( James 1:17). It would be a form of intellectual dishonesty to 
talk about my accomplishments without acknowledging that everything 
I have is a gift bestowed on me for a time and a place. And while I feel 
blessed to have landed where I am, I am far from propounding a prosper-
ity gospel in academia or anywhere else. For Luther (and unlike Calvin), 
calling is all about loving others so that “a person is ready and glad to do 
good to everyone, to serve everyone, to suffer everything out of love.” 26 A 
true calling is about the self only insofar as one’s talents can be used to help 
others flourish. What was crucial for me was to be open to other possibil-
ities beyond the usual career path that leads from teaching to higher lead-
ership, though that certainly works for the good of my colleagues in this 
volume and for the good of those whom they serve. But I also came to see 
that one can lead where one is, especially if that role equips one to use one’s 
talents for others. What vocation meant for me, and what I hope it means 
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for you, is that you will let your desires and interests guide you in pursu-
ing not just a career but a calling in which you serve those around you. If 
you do that, I am confident you will find a proper and fitting vocation (or 
vocations, as Luther would say), your life’s work, whether in higher lead-
ership or elsewhere. 27
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Leaning in to Twenty-First-Century Leadership

ROZE HENTSCHELL AND CATHERINE E. THOMAS

I
n 2021, the American Council on Education (ACE) published a study, 
Shared Equity Leadership, noting the increased need for more inclu-
sive, equitable, and shared models of higher education leadership. In 

the opening letter, ACE president Ted Mitchell asserts that “true institu-
tional transformation . . . cannot take place without emphasizing the crit-
ical role leadership plays in centering equity as a priority, and connecting 
policy to practice, especially during uncertain times.” 1 Changing student 
demographics, diverse social and cultural values in America, and global 
challenges such as the COVID-19 pandemic have thrown into relief how 
current institutional structures are not sufficient to support the needs of 
students, faculty, staff, and local communities. Budget challenges, partic-
ularly drastic decreases in support for public state colleges and universities, 
and public discourse critical of intellectuals and the work they do have led 
to increasing devaluation of the professoriate and continued inequitable, 
and at times unjust, treatment of colleagues in contingent positions. 2 The 
demands of the twenty-first century are shifting the landscape of higher 
education in America. This calls for the kind of critical reflection on lead-
ership approaches that our contributors have done in this volume. As in-
dividuals employed in higher education and as a collective engaged in the 
important educational, research innovation, and service endeavors our in-
stitutions provide to the community, equity work belongs to us all.

The COVID-19 pandemic that began in 2020 highlighted many 
already-present cracks in higher education. As Michael Austin comments 
in his chapter, while the practices and procedures that were well-grounded 
at an institution likely held up, existing unaddressed problems or less 
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effective practices crumbled under pressure and scrutiny from the de-
mands of pandemic operations. The politics of power were exposed even 
more distinctively with the contentious positions held by some state gov-
ernors, local officials, boards of trustees, and boards of regents that seemed 
at odds with faculty senates’ and unions’ requests for mask and vaccine 
mandates to keep them and their students safe. The fiscal aspects and some 
public opinions decrying the pandemic as a hoax or downplaying its risks 
appeared to be privileged over the health and well-being of those workers 
engaging in the labor to keep the doors of the institutions open. Political 
pressures meant that leadership teams in states with more relaxed public 
health policies were left with very limited options for how to manage the 
pandemic on their campuses. Those universities that did address the pan-
demic by implementing testing protocols and ramping up classroom tech-
nology were doing so at their financial peril (to the tune of $24 billion na-
tionally), at a time of a 3.6 percent decrease in enrollment driven largely 
by a huge drop in first-year and international matriculation. Faculty and 
staff burnout and student mental health issues — already present on most 
campuses — increased dramatically. 3 These circumstances have led to fur-
ther erosion of the trust faculty and staff may have with their upper-level 
administrators, as well as with system offices around the country. Before 
any real change can be effected, trust will need to be rebuilt.

Three actions in particular seem critical if higher education is to be sus-
tainable and thrive in the face of this changing environment. Institutions 
should (1) work with their state and private governing agencies to advo-
cate more powerfully for the contributions and value of the professoriate 
and the work they do, deflating mischaracterized representations of fac-
ulty as overpaid elites and impressing upon them the diversity of positions, 
perspectives, and compensations at institutions; (2) evaluate policies that 
impact hiring, evaluation, and shared governance, and work toward more 
inclusive practices; (3) develop infrastructures that equitably recruit, train, 
and support leaders from faculty and staff. While faculty involvement and 
support are integral to these processes, it is not their primary job to show 
that their work is relevant or that academic programs are directly tied to 
clear career pathways. However, campus leaders at all levels must collec-
tively and strategically move toward these goals; they cannot only happen 
at the executive level if systemic cultural change is to occur.
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As Laurie Ellinghausen’s chapter urges, innovation in higher education 
need not, should not, be relegated to technology improvements, research 
entrepreneurism, and new degree and certificate programs. We need to 
revolutionize the ways leadership recruitment, training, support, and in-
tegration happen in higher education and are understood by the public. 
Committing to and building robust shared equity leadership structures 
throughout colleges and universities in the United States is key to insti-
tutional success, sustainability, and service to students, faculty, staff, and 
communities. Further, as both Emily J. Morgan’s essay suggests and the 
ACE study argues, this work must be highly collaborative at all levels of 
the institution to ensure key voices are not only heard but integrated into 
the plans in which everyone will be expected to participate. 4 Humanities 
leaders, with their backgrounds in intensely analyzing the history and dy-
namics of human culture, are well equipped for this work, keeping the fo-
cus on the diverse humans involved and the complex ways in which soci-
eties produce and consume knowledge.

Of the three proposed actions to move in this direction, the first action 
is the foundation from which the other two can build. The political and 
cultural environments in which institutions of higher education operate 
increasingly seem fraught and oppositional. Rather than seeing colleges 
and universities as partners in bettering society through cultivating in-
formed citizens and offering upward mobility via education and career op-
portunities, many politicians, business, and media outlets have embroiled 
them in the culture wars. Stories about higher education now tend to fix-
ate on free speech controversies, what theories and ideas are or are not 
present in coursework, (false) accounts of the “indoctrination” of young 
people, and speculations about the value of teaching and/or researching 
highly specific topics. While encouraging free thought and pointed cu-
riosity about the inner workings of higher education is healthy and use-
ful, the blatant skepticism and outright hostility of those not understand-
ing the work done there is damaging to higher education as a bedrock of 
learning. Instead of asking thoughtful, sincere questions of those doing 
the on-the-ground work, assumptions are made and not all views are con-
sidered carefully; other priorities prevail, which can erode goodwill and 
do real harm to students, faculty, and staff. Decision-making has greater 
stakes when it is done by people who do not have the background or in 
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some cases, the care to respectfully consider what happens or doesn’t hap-
pen in the classroom. To be sure, schools have a business side of things that 
must be considered and managed, but acting like colleges and universi-
ties are like any other business is to misunderstand the mission and aca-
demic community entirely.

If higher education is to be sustainable through the twenty-first cen-
tury as an intellectual learning community versus solely a transactional 
business, rebuilding trust between all stakeholders and improving higher 
education’s status in public forums are necessary. Leaders need to reclaim 
and amplify the vision of institutions as partners in the work of improving 
communities. Colleges and universities then need to work to be seen as 
transparent, authentic leaders, not antagonists putting up barriers to cre-
ativity and innovation. The model of shared equity leadership outlined by 
ACE brings back the human elements so often left out of decision-making 
and governance discussions, “particularly love, vulnerability, humility, 
transparency, and being comfortable with being uncomfortable.” 5 In many 
ways, this humanities-inflected work will require both higher education 
and community members to rethink the language of leadership spoken in 
conference rooms and Zoom meetings alike. It calls on individuals to re-
flect deeply on themselves, their communication practices, and the ways 
in which their decisions impact others, regardless of intent. Following the 
slow teaching philosophy, might we practice — whenever possible — slow 
leadership, inculcating a culture of thoughtful, deliberate decision-making 
over giving into the crisis of the urgent? 6 Within this different orienta-
tion to governance, we might further consider the diversity not only of 
individual identities and groups but also leadership styles and institution 
types that will inform the pathways to more desirable, just, and equitable 
practices nationwide.

The second action builds on the first, calling on higher education lead-
ers at all levels to think creatively and conscientiously about inclusivity in 
all its forms. As Carter et al. urge in this collection, we must not shy away 
from the difficult process of examining, unpacking, and disrupting the sys-
tems and structures of power that can invisibly discriminate and erect in-
surmountable barriers to those seeking progression and success (be they 
faculty, staff, or students). Often these power structures are embedded in 
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campus policies, from student admissions and transfer articulations, to ex-
pectations around technology access and use, to staff leave and compen-
sation for extra teaching and service work, to faculty evaluation and pro-
motion guidelines. They are written into manuals, codes, and governance 
documents, some of which haven’t been revised in a generation. If we are 
to lean into an equity-minded leadership model, we must start with our 
practices, policies, and procedures and always remain mindful of their im-
pact on the more marginalized of our people.

The third action goes far beyond creating diversity, equity, and inclu-
sion (DEI) leadership appointments, creating committees and task forces, 
publicly stating support for related initiatives, and embracing equal oppor-
tunity employment. These are very good first steps, but we must be mind-
ful that words are not enough. Equality is not enough. Equity and justice 
in higher education leadership should be the goals if we are to effect real 
change. Admittedly, those are ambitious goals, but they are necessary ones. 
What does that look like? To begin, there needs to be more accountability 
in recognizing and actively addressing gaps of representation in leadership 
roles, whether they be on the ground level of departments and programs 
or at the top of institutional hierarchies. Representation is an important 
first step in having multiple perspectives, backgrounds, and voices at the 
table when decisions are being made about the direction an institution is 
going and how it treats its students, faculty, and staff.

Additionally, as many institutions elevate or institute the role of chief 
diversity officer (or vice president for DEI), they must understand that 
investing in one person’s salary is not enough. An ample budget and staff 
support for that position are necessary to be able to move toward mean-
ingful campus change. Further, DEI work should not be the sole respon-
sibility of one unit on campus. We all need to address and own the work 
and ask the hard questions. How will the institution not only include but 
also welcome, affirm, and support all individuals, accounting for embed-
ded, systemic biases, while amplifying their strengths and helping them 
develop in areas for growth? Recursive and frequent accountability of how 
all campus units’ operations support and are enacting the shared goals of 
Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Justice, accountability that is vocally and 
visibly endorsed by senior leadership, will make a tremendous difference.
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Expanding the web of professional mentors for the admin-curious and 
leaders at all levels in a more purposeful and systematic way is one inter-
vention that can move institutions in the direction of shared equity lead-
ership. As Darryl Dickson-Carr, Rowena M. Tomaneng, and Chyna N. 
Crawford discuss, having mentors and mentoring others are powerful 
ways to share knowledge, skills, experience, and academic culture-specific 
expertise. Mentors are also invaluable for helping junior faculty and ad-
ministrators network and navigate politically complex waters, increasing 
their professional capital, and providing buffering when necessary. While 
mentorship has often been an ad hoc or informal arrangement between 
colleagues or relegated to the space of professional organizations, insti-
tutions that invest the time, space, and energy to create more accessi-
ble forms of mentoring will likely see the pay-off in more informed and 
well-connected leaders available to serve the college or university.

Another intervention, as Kristina Quynn’s essay highlights, is to enact 
just and equitable practices around contingent faculty and staff. At many 
institutions, these academic professionals teach most of the introductory 
level classes — in effect underwriting general education programs — and 
have lower pay, fewer (if any) benefits, fewer opportunities for professional 
development, and little to no job security. These critical faculty mem-
bers may or may not be welcomed by full-time and/or tenure-track col-
leagues and administrators, and they may not always be ensured a repre-
sentative voice at the tables of shared governance. Equity issues abound 
in higher education, and twenty-first-century leadership calls for more at-
tention to solving those around supporting underrepresented or margin-
alized groups: contingent faculty, women, people of color, members of the 
LGBTQ+ community, and especially people with intersectional identities.

If higher education administrators at all levels, as well as community 
and state leaders, undertake the actions outlined in this chapter, we will 
be in effect redefining what leadership — and the relationships that struc-
ture it — looks like. This new leadership for the twenty-first century is 
much more aware of and attentive to the needs of the people it serves: our 
students. They are our “why?” Students who identify as part of Gen Z ex-
pect more from us who have come before. Higher education leaders must 
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lean into both the expectations and realities of this ever-changing, di-
verse, cyber-rich global world, innovating leadership models and prac-
tices, rather than clinging to outdated structures that no longer serve us. 
As Arundahti Roy wrote in the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
inflection points present to us a choice:

Historically, pandemics have forced humans to break with the past and 
imagine their world anew. This one is no different. It is a portal, a gate-
way between one world and the next. We can choose to walk through 
it, dragging the carcasses of our prejudice and hatred, our avarice, our 
data banks and dead ideas, our dead rivers and smoky skies behind us. 
Or we can walk through lightly, with little luggage, ready to imagine 
another world. And ready to fight for it. 7

Mapping this to our higher education equity landscape, we must change 
to avoid being left behind and rendered inconsequential to our students 
and the public eye, with their new visions of what education and the world 
should look like, and what communities will look like.

Shared equity leadership is one model that provides professional prom-
ise. 8 But it calls on us to do the difficult work of transforming ourselves 
and our institutions, and to hold each other accountable, no matter how 
hard or unsettling. We must acknowledge and reckon with the past as well 
as our current mistakes, and learn from those. We must make hard and 
sometimes unpopular choices as leaders to do right by more. In ACE’s 
Shared Equity Leadership report, one campus leader reflected on the ad-
vice she would provide fellow campus leaders wishing to practice shared 
equity leadership. She stated, “It’s really important to be aware of this no-
tion of transformation, because this is transformational work, but really 
to understand who you’re transforming, and you really have to start with 
yourself.” 9 We must first acknowledge our privileges, biases, and identi-
ties and accept that we are all at our own stage of learning, and we must 
continue to learn and grow from there. In some sense, this is what the hu-
manities disciplines have ingrained in us, the habit of noticing patterns of 
language, behavior, culture, history; the desire to understand them and to 
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produce meaning from them; to endeavor to avoid repeating critical er-
rors and wrongs of the past; to work toward a more complete embrace of 
the incredible diversity of humanity.

As we reflect on our own leadership transformations, and how better to 
support others in pursuing theirs, we should keep asking these hard ques-
tions, to sit with the productive discomfort that comes with real growth 
and authentic analysis. Whom are we serving and how? In what ways 
can we prepare ourselves and others to be more inclusive, effective lead-
ers at our schools and in our communities? How do we realize inclusion 
and support of our marginalized colleagues and students through our 
decision-making? As the contributors to this collection have shown, we 
have begun to do that important work. Let us commit to taking those 
next steps, together.
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reflection in progress, 82–83
Reframing Academic Leadership 

(Gallos and Bolman), 4–5
relationships beyond humanities, 179–

81
religion, 244
research and development (R&D), 

125–26
research and publishing, 13–14
Rickard, Matthew, 109–10
Riedner, Rachel, 106, 107
“River (Chico Redemption),” 205–6, 

208n17
Robinson-Self, Philip, 18, 51
Roy, Arundahti, 265
Ruth, Jennifer, 180

S

SAA. See Shakespeare Association of 
America

San José City College (SJCC), 195, 
200, 205, 206n2

Schrecker, Ellen, 186
Schumpeter, Joseph A., 125
science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics (STEM), 1
science, technology, engineering, arts, 

mathematics (STEAM), 126–27
science, technology, engineer-

ing, mathematics, and medicine 
(STEMM), 179–80, 187
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search committee: 1992, 37–40; 2019, 
39–40

self, reclaiming, 93–96
self-agency, 22
self-awareness, 17, 20, 22, 24, 132. See 

also academic innovation
self-care: boundaries for, 86; leader-

ship and, 19; mentors, mentees 
and guidance on, 166–68; practic-
ing, 19, 82, 86, 96–97; in reclaiming 
self, 95–96

self-definition, 132
self-efficacy, 47
“self-giving love,” 251
self-searching lexicons, 107–8
Semenza, Greg ColÓn, 6
“Senior Seminar” capstone, 244
servant caste, 46
Shakespeare, William, 124, 127, 132, 

133; First Folios of, 122–23
Shakespeare Association of America 

(SAA), 9
Shared Equity Leadership (ACE), 259, 

265
Sinek, Simon, 76
site visits, 140
SJCC. See San José City College
SLOs. See student learning outcomes
small college settings, 18
smaller college or university, 78n2; at-

tendance at, 74; books related to, 
69–70; department chairs at, 73; 
duck-rabbit related to, 18, 70–
71, 77, 78; Faculty Development 
Committee at, 74; as “family,” 
75; mentoring at, 78; negative 

capability related to, 69, 71, 72–73, 
77; organizational hierarchy in, 78; 
political capital in, 75; roles at, 70, 
71–72, 76–77; “sometime adminis-
trator” at, 71; staff members at, 74, 
78; sunsetted majors in, 76

Smith, Logan Pearsall, 248
social justice work, 21–22
social movement theory, 22, 203–5
social sciences, 164
sociology, 170n24
soul-searching, 252
Spark, Andrew, 213
speed bumps and successes, 223–25
spirit of Pilipina (Diwang Pinay), 

201–3
spokespersons, 161–62, 163
Stansmore, Timothy, 213
Staunton, Imelda, 1–2
STEAM. See science, technology, en-

gineering, arts, mathematics
STEM. See science, technology, engi-

neering, and mathematics
STEMM. See science, technology, en-

gineering, mathematics, and med-
icine

stereotypes, 121, 126; in dance and lib-
eral arts, 215–16

strategies for change, 86–89
structural functionalism, 84–85
student learning outcomes (SLOs), 

139
students: in COVID-19 pandemic 

case study, 234; expectations of, 
264–65; at faculty meetings, 223; 
at smaller college or university, 72; 



 287INDEx

in speed bumps and successes, 223; 
in trust building, 220. See also spe-
cific topics

Student Success Centers, 200
Subramaniam, Mangala, 5
Sullivan, Garrett A., Jr., 6
sunsetted majors, 76
sustainable engagement, 186–89
Swift, Jonathan, 32–33
systems theory, 82, 84–85

T

teaching leadership: corporatism re-
lated to, 54–55; difficulties in, 53–
54; diversification of, 52–53; hu-
manities related to, 55–56, 60–61; 
politics and contexts, 59–61; re-
search leaders and, 55

“teaching moments,” 37
technical and business-oriented ca-

reers, 20
tenure, 21, 33; for critical educator, 199; 

equivalency, 179–80; tenure-track 
positions and, 7, 21, 117, 132, 159–60

tenure track, of young and Black: aca-
demic background in, 159–60; con-
tradictions in, 157–58; expectations 
in, 158; gender in, 158–60; impos-
tor syndrome in, 160, 162; men-
tors, mentees and guidance of, 159, 
164–68; microaggressions in, 159; 
pre-tenure in, 21, 158; publishing 
in, 157; PWIs in, 158–59; under-
representation in, 157, 158. See also 
Black women’s promotion hurdles

tenure-track faculty (TTF), 93–94

Terekhov, Jessica, 109–10
Thomas, Catherine E., 1, 241, 245, 259
time commitments, 14–15
Tobin, Eugene M., 7
Tomaneng, Nenita De Joya, 201
Tomaneng, Rowena, 21–22, 195, 264
Tool Box. See The Center for 

Community Health and 
Development’s Community Tool 
Box

Tourish, Dennis, 59
The Tragical History of the Life and 

Death of Dr. Faustus (Marlowe), 32
The Tragical History of the Neoliberal 

University, 32
transactional communication, 239
transcendent, 247–48
transformative intellectuals, 58
Truman Capote Award, 182–83
trust building, 219–21
trustees, 40, 235–36
TTF. See tenure-track faculty
turnover, 94
twenty-first-century leadership: ac-

countability in, 263; ACE in, 
259, 261, 265; campus policies in, 
262–63; COVID-19 pandemic 
and, 259–60; culture wars in, 261; 
decision-making in, 261–62; eq-
uity leadership structures in, 261; 
finances in, 260; inclusivity in, 
262–63, 264, 266; key voices in, 
261; language of leadership in, 262; 
mentors in, 264; patterns of lan-
guage in, 265–66; politics of power 
in, 260; public health policies in, 260
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twenty-first-century leadership (con-
tinued )

 representation in, 263; systemic 
cultural change in, 260; trust re-
building in, 260, 262

Twitter, 1–2

U

UCSB. See University of California, 
Santa Barbara

Uehling, Barbara, 37
Umbridge, Dolores (fictional charac-

ter), 1–2
UNCF. See United Negro College 

Fund
undergraduate program, 138–44. See 

also interdisciplinary undergradu-
ate program creation

underrepresentation, 160
United Negro College Fund (UNCF), 

183
University of California, Irvine, 196
University of California, Santa 

Barbara (UCSB), 39, 196; commit-
tee roster at, 37–38; doctoral pro-
gram at, 196–97, 207n9

University of Florida, 266n2
University of Kansas, 214–15
University of Mary Hardin-Baylor, 

249, 251–52
University of Maryland Baltimore 

County, 75
University of San Francisco 

(USFCA), 200–201, 205, 207n9
untenured leaders, 21

USFCA. See University of San 
Francisco

V

Van der Krogt, Ferd J., 84
Vassar, John, 249
vice president for academic affairs 

(VPAA), 242, 244–45, 251
Vidrine-Isbell, Bonnie, 19, 81, 184–85
vision statement, 223
vocation and drudgery, 23–24; admin-

istration in, 242–43; benefits in, 
241; calling as, 249, 250–53; “Coffee 
Talk” in, 243; exploration in, 244, 
245, 249–50; God related to, 244, 
245, 250, 251, 255n23, 255n26; lead-
ership in and out of, 252; life call-
ings in, 250–53; mentor in, 243, 
244–45; minutiae in, 251; money in, 
248–49, 251; NetVUE in, 243–45, 
249; PhD students in, 242–43, 244–
45; “rape culture” in, 246–47; reli-
gion in, 244, 247–51; “self-giving 
love” in, 251; “Senior Seminar” cap-
stone in, 244; teaching, admin-
istrating, and writing in, 244–45; 
transcendent in, 247–48; VPAA in, 
242, 244–46, 251

voice, 162

W

Walkowicz, Anne-Marie E., 20, 106–
7, 137

wars of maneuver, 36
“we not me,” 225
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West Virginia University (WVU), 
112–15

Williams, Raymond, 109–10
Wingren, Gustaf, 249
women: Black, faculty, 21, 157, 160, 

162, 163; Black, graduate students, 
159; in higher education, 5; inter-
sectional experience of, 196; men-
toring and leadership of, 164–66, 
170n24; people of color and, 5, 17, 
38, 41, 42, 47; Pilipina, 22

Women and Leadership in Higher 
Education (Longman and 
Madsen), 5

workaholism, 93–94, 95
work-work balance, 7, 11–12
World Bank, 205–6
World Health Organization, 90
writing, 86–89, 244–45; in dance and 

liberal arts, 216; freewriting, 82–83, 
93; for meetings, 222

Writing Against the Disciplines 
(Riedner, Kristensen, Claycomb), 
107

writing program, 105–6
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