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Department Decision Making and Bringing about Change

Every department, at some time or another, has to make decisions.  The matters to be decided vary considerably, ranging from issues of great import to more transient ones.  Departments must make decisions about larger issues—such as priorities, goals, and the allocation of department resources—as well as smaller issues, including the extent to which the department should become active in off-campus programs, the allocation of travel funds, and the teaching load of department faculty members.


The examples listed above are familiar ones.  The list could be expanded to include decisions about personnel problems, budgetary problems, interpersonal problems, organizational problems, and so on.  A study of the decision-making process reveals that most decisions are based on the use of a simple problem-solving model.  Ordinarily when a person becomes aware that a problem exists, the first step is to identify and clarify the nature of the problem.  Then a list of possible solutions can be formulated.  (The possibility of doing nothing is frequently the first item on the list.)  Thinking about solutions generally leads to a consideration of the possible consequences of each alternative.  A person decides which solution seems most likely to produce the desired results and then proceeds to carry it out.


In the academic department, there are times when several decisions must be made simultaneously and other times when only a single, though difficult, decision must be made.  Within the context, some chairs come to think of themselves as firemen, rushing about trying to extinguish small fires before they become conflagrations.  Others fail to see the first signs of impending difficulties and react only after a crisis has occurred.  Although the chair’s personality greatly influences his or her approach to decision making, he or she can consciously adopt methods that seem best suited to the problem.


The chair must take the lead in deciding if things are to change or stay the same in the face of the exigencies of academic life.  The questions of how to decide and who is to be involved in the decision-making process are often difficult and perplexing.  Most administrators recognize the desirability of involving faculty members and students in the problem-solving and decision-making processes.  Nevertheless, many problems do not permit a great deal of faculty or student participation, simply because they must be dealt with swiftly.  In any event, the question of the degree of faculty and student involvement in department decision making is one that most chairs must address.


As just noted, the degree of faculty and student involvement in department decision making is often related to the chair’s attitude and style.  The chair’s style of department leadership can range across a broad continuum, from extremely authoritarian or autocratic to extremely democratic.


The variety of styles within these extremes has been described by Robert Tannenbaum and Warren H. Schmidt in their article “How to Choose a Leadership Pattern.”  Summarized below is their list of leadership styles.  Notice that the styles become more democratic and less autocratic, more relationship-oriented and less task- or directive-oriented, as we proceed down the list.  

1. The chair makes the decision and announces it.  The chair identifies the problem, evaluates alternative solutions, chooses one of them, and announces to the faculty which solution will be implemented.  Little faculty participation is encouraged.

2. The chair makes the decision and tries to sell it.  The chair recognizes that his or her decision may not be accepted outright by all concerned.  He or she seeks to reduce any resistance by indicating what the faculty will gain.

3. The chair makes the decision and invites questions.  The chair seeks acceptance of his or her decision by helping the faculty understand it by means of a question-and-answer session.

4. The chair presents a tentative decision subject to change.  This style permits the faculty to exert some influence on the decision.

5. The chair presents the problem, gets suggestions, and makes the decision.  The chair comes to the faculty with a problem that he or she has identified and analyzed but has not solved.  He or she asks the faculty for suggestions; however, all understand that the final decision is the chair’s.

6. The chair defines the limits and asks the faculty to make the decision within these limits.  The chair delegates to the faculty (including himself or herself) the freedom to make the final decision.  Before doing so, however, the chair states the problem as he or she sees it and sets the boundaries, or areas of freedom, within which the decision can be made.

7. The chair permits the faculty to make the decision within broadly defined limits.  The situation occurs when problems are vague and require a high degree of freedom of exploration if creative solutions are to be found.  Only broad limits are imposed and the chair, if he or she participates at all, participates as an equal.  

Criteria for Degree of Faculty Involvement


The continuum of leadership styles suggests that chairs can perform their functions in a variety of ways.  Although many believe, as a matter of principle, that faculty and student involvement in decision making should be maximized, the truth of the matter is that not all faculty members and students can be, should be, or should even wish to be involved in every decision a chair makes.  Do any guidelines or rules exist that suggest when faculty members and students should be asked to participate in the decision making process?


When problems confront a department and decisions must be made, the chair might ask himself or herself several basic questions that can help determine the degree to which the faculty should be involved.  These questions are based on three relevant criteria:

· Expertise—Who knows how to solve the problem?  The chair alone?  A particular faculty member or group within the department?  The whole department?

· Acceptance—Is faculty acceptance of the decision crucial for effective implementation?  Will implementation fail if the faculty refuses to go along with the decision?

· Time—Is there enough time to get the faculty involved in the process of decision making?  Is the issue so crucial that an immediate decision is necessary?


While these criteria are logically independent of one another, they should all be considered when an important problem or issue arises.  It would be possible to construct a matrix of hypothetical issues, with different values of each criterion, but instead we will discuss each criterion separately. 


Expertise.  Some decisions require expertise in specific areas.  If the chair possesses such expertise, he or she is perfectly capable of making a decision alone.  Lacking that expertise, the chair may seek it from faculty members in the department and should not hesitate to call on those who have experience and interests in areas connected with the problems to be addressed. Frequently the expertise needed for rational decision making may be found outside the department, within the institution, and is available for the asking.  Sometimes simple pride or fear of asking for help can prevent a chair from using staff resources wisely and advantageously.


Acceptance.  Some decisions, important or not, require that the department faculty accept them if they are to be carried out.  Important decisions that affect the well-being or survival of the department will require the faculty’s acceptance if they are to be implemented. Some decisions that are seen as unimportant are readily accepted by the faculty, who are grateful not to have been bothered with them.  In such instances, the chair can make the decision alone or delegate the matter to a staff member.  On the other hand, some seemingly unimportant decisions may require faculty involvement in order to gain acceptance.  The chair must rely on his or her judgment to evaluate the faculty member’s mood.


People willingly participate in an activity when they can see the benefits that accrue from a common endeavor, when they see the department’s success as synonymous with their own.  On the other hand, the most benign and rational decision can be resisted, subverted, or diverted by a group if it feels that it had no share in making the decision.  What better way is there to encourage faculty members to accept and implement decisions than to have them participate in the process of making decisions?


Time.  Occasionally problems arise and decisions must be made with great speed.  In the context of modern bureaucratic organizations, opportunities arise that must be seized without hesitation or they will be lost.  The chair must judge whether an immediate decision is better than no decision at all.  

Implementing Change


The three criteria we have been discussing—expertise, acceptance, and time—vary in importance according to circumstance.  Considering these criteria when the question of faculty involvement arises will help a chair decide whether, in those particular circumstances, the faculty are to be involved.  A related problem is how faculty members can be encouraged to participate in the decision-making process.  Some are ready and eager to be involved in department problem solving, while others show little interest in sharing in the hard work that is part of intelligent decision making.  No single method of involving faculty members in the decision-making process is best.  Departments vary considerably in size, tradition, role, and mission, and the personalities and skills of their members.  Each chair’s decisions about the methods and techniques of faculty involvement must take into account the special, often idiosyncratic, characteristics of the department.  Nevertheless, each chair must determine whether a matter should be brought to a meeting of the full faculty, referred to a committee, discussed informally with faculty members, or acted upon according to his or her own best judgment.  These determinations depend partly on how the chair views his or her role and partly on his or her experience in working with each option.  


Most department chairs, on the basis of their past experience, choose to share the decision-making process with their faculty members for the following reasons.  First, faculty members will have to implement almost any decision the chair makes and are therefore more likely to be cooperative if they are involved in making the decision.  Second, as mentioned earlier, individual faculty members often have expertise or experience to contribute to the decision-making process.  Third, when conflicts do occur, resolving them in the context of open discussion is less disruptive than neglecting them altogether and possibly causing them to multiply unnecessarily.  Finally, department decisions take place within the broader contexts of academe and a democratic society.  The university, as an institution, has a long tradition of collegiality; the idea of a community of scholars is compatible with processes of shared decision making by equals.  


Some department decisions can be implemented only by first changing a specific policy or procedure.  Change, it has been said, is society’s only constant.  Certainly a huge number of changes have taken place in colleges and universities in recent years, and these changes reflect changes in society as a whole.  In most social groups, a creative tension exists between forces that operate to bring about change and forces that operate to resist change.  Although the American education system in general and institutions of higher education in particular are conservative and resistant to change, the continuous pressures of political and social events demand responses, and these responses result in a good deal of change.  During the turbulent sixties, it seemed as if the pressures for a thorough democratization of educational curriculum and governance would revolutionize the structure of higher education.  The seventies showed a great decline in student unrest, and many predictions of the preceding decade failed to materialize.  Nevertheless, there is now a good deal more student participation in academic affairs than occurred in the fifties and sixties—for example, students now sit on boards of regents and trustees and on many academic committees.


Amitai Etzioni, who has investigated problems of change, argues that attempts to effect behavioral change in humans through educational and advertising methods may not be successful unless there are accompanying changes in the environment.  In his article “Human Beings Are Not Very Easy To Change, After All,” he cites failures in antismoking campaigns, alcohol and drug abuse programs, and traffic safety programs that depended primarily on advertising and propagandizing.  He then contrasts these failures with efforts that succeeded in altering behavior when persons were removed from situations or environments that contributed to the problem in the first place.  In discussing the dismal failures of the intensive educational campaigns to help disadvantaged children, Etzioni concludes that educational programs will continue to fail as long as the children’s total environments are unchanged.  Change has been implemented successfully when persons willingly enter a new social community.  Etzioni suggests that the total change approach, exemplified by people who join a kibbutz or an organization like Alcoholics Anonymous, is often successful.  While total change appeals to a radical perspective, it obviously works only with appeals to a radical revision of the social environment.  


Although Etzioni’s research is not primarily concerned with change in academic organizations, some of his findings are applicable to this discussion.  For example, a department chair, the sole representative of her institution, participates in a regional or national workshop for academic administrators.  She returns with enthusiasm and many ideas for implementing change, only to encounter a resistive and unyielding environment.  In this case, motivating the department chair to desire change was in itself not sufficient to bring it about.


Etzioni’s research also suggests that finding new persons to implement decisions for change may be easier than obtaining cooperation from those whose ways are set.  Unless positions are available for new faculty members, chairs of some departments must wait for recalcitrants to retire before attempting any change.  In those instances when the chair is the obstruction to changes necessary for the department’s survival, the dean must seek ways of either changing the chair’s behavior or changing the chair.


In his article “Hauling Academic Trunks,” J. B. Lon Hefferlin notes that few institutions change spontaneously and suggests that the most important factor influencing change is the market conditions under which educational institutions operate.  Colleges and universities and their departments must attract resources or fail in their mission.  Departments compete, within and without the institution, for scarce resources.  If they fail to compete, they are liable to wither away.  A department’s curricular offerings must attract students, and the working conditions must attract faculty members, or mediocrity and stagnation will result.  Many, if not most, departments closely watch what departments at other institutions are doing and try to do the same sorts of things—i.e., they sail with the wind rather than trying to go against it.


The second most powerful factor influencing academic change, according to Hefferlin, is the institution’s ethos toward change.  Each college or university and its departments have their own historic orientation toward change.  This orientation, whatever it is, tends to be self-perpetuating, since those in power usually choose persons like themselves to succeed them.  Yet choosing innovative successors often results in meaningful change.  It is easier to replace persons than to change their attitudes, and frequently curricular or structural changes in universities or colleges must take place at the time when old professors retire or leave and new ones replace them.  Dwight Ladd’s study Change in Educational Policy indicates that changes in colleges and universities do not take place unless the faculty is convinced of the desirability of change.


A third factor that influences change in higher education is the institutional structure, which can be an aid or a barrier to change.  The same is true of department structure as well.  The department’s decision-making process may be facilitated by clear procedures, by the nature of committees within the department, and by the rules that govern curricular issues and personnel policies.  Some departments have written bylaws that outline the structure, while others have a structure based on higher authority.  Departments that have no formal rules or procedures often have informal rules based on precedent or tradition.  A problem in most large institutions is the rigidity of the bureaucracy.  Strict, bureaucratic rules and procedures certainly operate against policies that are flexible, adaptive, and responsive.


In certain areas within departments, the need for change seems to crop up with some regularity.  The first is the area of department goals and objectives. The goals of colleges and universities change with societal needs and conditions, and department goals may have to be altered to remain consistent with the institution’s larger goals.  To avoid mere rhetoric, goals and objectives should be stated realistically within the institutional and societal framework.  


A second area of change is the department curriculum.  The curriculum should be consistent with the department’s goals and responsive to the needs of students, the discipline or profession, the community, and the institution.  When the curriculum reflects only the interests of the faculty, it can become ossified.  


A third area of change is the department’s research and service activities. Here, too, there is the question of whether the research activities of faculty members within the department are consistent with department goals.  Another serious question concerns the relationship between the department’s research and service activities and its curricular and instructional activities; some research and service activities might conceivably weaken the department’s course offerings.  Finally, departments can address the question of the quality and worth of the research carried out in the department.  This question most commonly arises during considerations of promotion and tenure for faculty members, but it might be addressed more profitably in the context of a general department evaluation. 


Hefferlin, in the article cited earlier, lists five techniques for implementing academic change: the administrator must determine the obstacles, provide reassurance, build on existing concerns, avoid rejection, and respect the past.  Although Hefferlin is speaking of change at the institutional level, his techniques may be applied when implementing change within a department.  If changes are contemplated, the chair should anticipate possible obstacles to implementing these changes.  These obstacles may be internal or external.  They may be due to apathy, indifference, or lack of information.


Change is sometimes threatening, and the threats can be real or imagined.  The chair should think of ways to assuage fears and consider techniques of conciliation, co-optation, and confrontation in the attempt to implement changes.  When discussing change, try to avoid distorting and misrepresenting ideas.  The chair can avoid opposition by clarifying the ideas and activities being considered.  The more information the faculty members receive, the more likely they are to feel reassured.  Change that builds on the existing concerns of the department is more likely to gain acceptance than change that does not.  Changes should address problems that the faculty sees as urgent.  The task force approach to change, which allows interested faculty members to participate, is recommended as a way of channeling the concerns of faculty members.  




One way to avoid rejection is to propose change for a specific experimental period.  If such a proposal is rejected, and optional, parallel programs can be suggested.  Then, if the proposed change works well, the rest of the faculty is more likely to accept it.  Optional, parallel programs work well in the area of curriculum.


Finally, change in academia may be garbed in tradition.  Hefferlin cites President Lowell of Harvard, who, in 1938, said of the college president:

If he desires to innovate he will be greatly helped by having the reputation of being conservative, because the radicals who want a change are little offended by the fact of change, while the conservatives will be likely to follow him because they look on him as sharing their temperament and point of view.

This sage political advice can be applied to the governance of a department as well.  Tradition should be respected while change is fostered.  


In his article “Organizational Reform Is Not Enough,” H. Bradley Sagen lists conditions that affect the adoption of academic innovation.  His ideas, presented in terms of institutional changes, will be discussed here in terms of department changes.  He favors incentives and institutional support for innovations.  In fact, one common criticism voiced about department change is the lack of rewards for those who attempt to innovate.  Sagen suggests that faculty members might be encouraged to develop new ideas, goals, and programs through such small incentives as secretarial assistance, student assistantships, and released time.


Proposed changes are also easier to implement if they do not conflict with the values held by the department faculty members.  If proposed changes are compatible with the faculty members’ values and beliefs, the changes should not meet with resistance.  A chair interested in innovations should be aware of the faculty member’s academic and personal values and should be able to show that proposed changes are compatible, or at least not too incompatible, with those values.  Sagen also stresses the importance of “participative involvement” in bringing about change.  Compatibility of values is a necessary part of participative involvement.


Another desirable prerequisite to change is the clarification of the present situation.  To know where you are going requires not only a clear idea of how you are going to get there, but also a clear idea of where you are.  Sagen also recommends identifying and using faculty leaders to facilitate change.  Some faculty members are admired and respected by their colleagues for their intelligence, honesty, and integrity; their opinions and attitudes carry a good deal of weight with their peers.  A chair who can mobilize department leaders to support desired changes  may find the path to change smoother than the chair who ignores department leaders.  

Dealing with Change and Resistance to Change

Clark Kerr, a former president of the University of California, once said that changing a university curriculum is like trying to move a cemetery.  His statement aptly characterizes faculty resistance to change.  Though colleges and universities are characterized by massive inertia, in the long run they too must yield to the pressure of change.  Because faculty members perceive change as threatening and manipulative, chairs tend to shy away from talking about it directly in order to avoid provoking anxiety and resistance.  Faculty members feel less anxious, however, when discussing such subjects as self-renewal, organizational development, or faculty and staff development, all which are actually efforts for planned change.  For chairs to act as leaders or facilitators in these efforts, they should know and understand the process of change.

When faculty members resist change, what are they really resisting?  Will a plan be automatically accepted if it is logical and educationally well conceived?  Not necessarily.  As we noted earlier, plans for change that rely exclusively on rationality are typically not successful.  A faculty member’s first reaction to a proposed change is to ask how it will affect him or her personally in terms of opportunity for professional development, promotion, salary increases, and work assignments.  Faculty members will also be concerned about how the change will affect their future relationships with coworkers, students, administrators, colleagues, and so forth.  To ensure the greatest likelihood of acceptance, therefore, a proposed plan for change should not only be logical and well conceived but should take into consideration the personal concerns of those involved.  The chair should seek out those who feel that they will lose status if the change occurs.  If their fears are unfounded, they should be given the necessary assurances.  If indeed the change may cause them to lose status, the chair should think about what, if anything, could be done to make up for this loss or to improve their present status.  When the chair shows proper concern and interest, resistance may be converted to support.  

Proper and frequent communication with faculty members before, during, and after a change will help alleviate many of their personal concerns.  Those who will be affected by a proposed change should be provided as much information as possible about the situation.  Lack of knowledge about what is going on causes insecurity, and insecurity increases resistance, regardless of the merits of the proposed change.  Information that presents the rationale for suggested changes may be sufficiently persuasive to reduce resistance or gain support for a proposed plan.  Changing a person’s knowledge base is frequently a prerequisite for changing attitude and behavior.

Another impediment to change often results from the requirement that plans for proposed changes must be reviewed and approved by many persons and groups in the institution’s governance hierarchy.  Any faculty committee or administrator may veto an idea as it travels the hierarchy from department to dean’s office to president’s office.  Whenever a new idea for change is presented to a faculty committee for the first time, the committee support for the idea is difficult to obtain.  In some instances, it is better to discuss the idea individually with several members of the committee before making the presentation to the committee as a whole.  If individual members are persuaded that the idea has merit, they will help obtain support from the rest of the committee.  Proper and frequent communication with committee members and administrators during the development of the plan can reduce resistance.

Change involves considerable risk because it will not necessarily solve a problem.  Not every new approach will prove effective, and when change fails, the innovator may be criticized or even terminated.  A wrong change could stir up conflict, upset sensitive balances and relations, and waste faculty members’ energy.  Therefore, before the chair decides to implement a plan for change, he or she should collect data that will help determine the probability of the plan succeeding without demoralizing the faculty.  If the probability of success is low, the plan should not be implemented.  Keep in mind also that the smaller the change, the less resistance it will generate.  If a change is necessary, select one that will solve the problem in the simplest and least noticeable way.  Do not amputate a leg to cure a toe infection.  Remember also that if faculty members have not been involved in the planning, they will resist even the smallest change that might affect them.

What motivates faculty members to change?  First, many are motivated by the desire for competence and the need to achieve.  These persons are primarily interested in job mastery and professional growth and are constantly thinking of better ways of doing things.  They are willing to participate in planning and implementing change for the sake of their own professional improvement and the department’s improvement.  Second, some faculty members are motivated to change only if they can anticipate a more tangible reward that they can share with their families.  Third, some faculty members are motivated to change only when they consider the consequences of not changing—if, for example, they thought that unwillingness to change could cause them to lose privileges or face possible termination.  A department with decreasing enrollments might be motivated to modify its recruitment policies, its curriculum, and its goals and activities if decreasing enrollment could lead to a reduced department budget and perhaps a reduced number of faculty positions.  Response to the need for change is generally based on a combination of factors, but there are some faculty members who just won’t change under any circumstances.  The question of what to do with them is one of the challenges facing the department chair.  

When considering the feasibility of implementing a plan for change, the chair should try to anticipate who will support the plan and who will resist it.  The chair should make a list of potential supporters and the reasons for their support and another list of those who are expected to resist the plan and the reasons for their resistance.  The supporting faculty members and their rationale can be thought of as “driving forces,” the resisters and their rationale as “restraining forces.”

Because the faculty members on each list will vary in the degree to which they support or resist the plan, the chair should rate the strength of each person’s support or resistance on a scale of 1 to 5.  When all the driving and restraining forces have been listed and the strength of each force has been rated, totals of the driving forces and the restraining forces can be calculated and then compared.  


In his book Field Theory in Social Science, Kurt Lewin, a well known social psychologist, has developed what is called the force field analysis theory, which says that change takes place when an imbalance occurs between the sum of the driving forces and the sum of the restraining forces.  The greater the imbalance, the more acceptable the change will be.  When the two sets of forces are balanced, the status quo continues.  To bring about change, the driving forces must become strong enough to overcome the restraining forces, or the restraining forces must be sufficiently reduced or weakened to be overcome by existing driving forces.  


Applying Lewin’s theory to the chair’s role, we see that the chair should determine what kind of and how much influence is needed to attain the optimum pressure of driving forces necessary to bring about the desired change.  He or she must then calculate whether there is enough support—or enough influence to obtain support—for the change.  At this point the chair can decide whether the efforts for change are likely to be successful.  If the decision is made to go ahead with the plan, a decision must also be made about the strategy to be used.


Strategies for bringing about change include the participative model and the power model.  The participative, or involvement, model is used most often in organizations.  In this model, new knowledge is made available to the group with the hope that the group will accept the data and develop a commitment to the desired change.  The group is involved in reviewing the data and helping select or develop new methods of choosing the desired goal.  In the power model, the chair imposes the plan for change on the faculty members in the hope that when they see how well it works, they will support it.  In a university setting, the participative model is the most appropriate most of the time.  The power model, however, can be more efficient and effective when the faculty’s acceptance is not crucial to the implementation of the plan. 


In evaluating the need for the change, the department chair must learn how to ask the right questions.  He or she should talk to faculty members, the dean, other chairs, students, and recent alumni.  The questions should include these:  What is good about the department?  What is not so good?  What might happen in the future if the status quo remains unchanged?  What would faculty members like to see happen in the future?


These questions will elicit mounds of useful information.  Moreover, the process will generally please those who are asked to comment and will thereby earn the chair a measure of positive support.  These interviews will result in a tentative list of proposed changes that should be considered.  


In selecting and implementing plans for change, then, the following points should be kept in mind.

· Select changes that are most timely and appropriate for the department’s current situation.

· Select plans for change that have a reasonable chance of success—e.g., sufficient faculty support and sufficient resources.

· Select plans that require the least drastic change to solve a problem.

· Develop plans for responding to the personal needs of those who will be affected by the change as well as those who must approve it.

· Develop strategies for obtaining faculty members’ commitment to supporting and participating in the implementation of the plan.

· Be sensitive to values held by members of the department.

In bringing about needed change, the department chair should have the ability to perform the following functions:

· provide guidance to the faculty in developing and updating department goals and objectives.

· assess local, regional, and national needs for education services provided by the department

· develop action plans for the needed changes

Examples of specific skills helpful to department chairs in dealing with change include these:

· ability to design and implement strategy for bringing about needed curriculum and program change

· ability to develop long-range plans and strategies—for example, strategies for timely appointment, promotion, tenure, and retirement of faculty members—that will enable a department to remain responsive to new and changing needs

· ability to identify and develop programs to meet the professional development needs of faculty members in times of retrenchment

Intervention Plans

For our purposes, an intervention is defined as a person’s action or series of actions that causes a change in the behavior of another person or group.  Literally, it is an interruption in the direction in which a person or group is moving.  A department chair can devise an intervention plan that will move a department in the desired direction and at the same time improve faculty motivation and morale.  A well-planned intervention may further the goals of collegiality and shared governance.  In its simplest form, such a plan would consist of a statement of the intervention and its expected outcome.  Evidence for these expectations should be specified so that a follow-up can determine whether the intervention was effective.


Some interventions seem especially appropriate to the university setting, with its horizontal structure and its traditional framework of collegiality.  Nine particularly appropriate kinds of interventions are described below, with examples of how such interventions might be useful.


The first kind of intervention calls attention to a contradiction in action or attitudes.  Recently a chemistry department had the opportunity to fill a vacant position at the associate professor level.  In establishing the criteria for the application, the faculty members stipulated at least five years’ teaching experience, significant publications in major journals, national visibility, demonstrated service in the profession, and the ability to direct graduate students.  Some months later an assistant professor in the department with four years of teaching experience, two publications, a good service record to the university, and a pleasant personality applied for a promotion to the rank of associate professor.  Since he was well liked and seemed to show promise as a researcher, the department members were anxious for him to be promoted.  The chair called their attention to the discrepancy between their criteria for someone coming from outside the institution and their criteria for someone within the institution.  After some discussion, they decided to ask the faculty member to wait another year and work toward coming closer to the department standards.  In this case, the department chair’s intervention modified the way in which the department developed and used its human resources.


The second kind of intervention relies on the use of research findings or conceptual understandings to help faculty members broaden their perspective on a particular problem.  A communications department chair was faced with the problem of having too many sections of an extremely popular speech course and too few instructors.  The faculty’s desire to maintain the twenty-to-one student-faculty ratio in the classroom was opposed by the dean, who said that he simply could not find the additional faculty positions to support so low a student-faculty ratio in a lower-division course.  The chair looked into the research on students evaluating their peers’ performance, which showed that students’ evaluation of their fellow students was reliable and permitted a larger class size by reducing the amount of time the instructor spent on grading.  She shared the information with the faculty members, who were convinced by the evidence.  The appeal to research findings was persuasive and allowed the department chair both to double her class size and to maintain the faulty members’ morale. 


The third kind of intervention reexamines the existing methods for solving problems within the department.  A new economics department chair wished to involve junior faculty members in the department’s decision-making process.  When he met resistance from the existing oligarchy, he used the occasion of a university self-study to appoint a committee composed of junior and senior faculty members to review the department’s decision-making processes.  The committee workload was distributed more evenly and the senior faculty members’ time used to better advantage.


The fourth kind of intervention focuses on lowering situational conflict within the group by improving group relationships.  The faculty members of an English department were unable to modify their selection of requirements for their undergraduate general education courses.  The modernist faction felt that the traditionalists were being stubborn in their devotion to the past, while the traditionalist faction felt that many of the modernists’ innovations were too avant garde and that faculty members who espoused curricular revisions were merely trying to promote their own ends.  Tensions had increased when the department chair organized a weekend retreat for faculty members at the university convention center some twenty-five miles from campus.  During the retreat, as the faculty members walked together on the beaches or sat in front of the fire, many of the superficial, emotional elements of the conflict were reduced.  On the last day of the retreat, the faculty members were able to resolve the problem to everyone’s satisfaction.


The fifth kind of intervention allows for the adoption of two or more options rather than a single forced choice.  This approach is particularly appealing to science departments and other departments that are quantitatively oriented.  Although the procedures for comparing courses of action are not scientifically exact, they do add an element of logic to the decision-making process.  A graduate psychology department wished to modify its comprehensive examination procedures by substituting a research project assignment for the written examination.  The faculty members disagreed about the appropriateness of this course of action, so the department chair allowed one group of doctoral students to select either the examination or the project for one academic year.  After the year’s experience with both options, the faculty decided to adopt the research project as an option for students.


The sixth kind of intervention identifies significant alternatives and examines the consequences that might follow the adoption of each alternative.  The chair of a history department found that she was unable to provide adequate office space for a growing number of faculty members and graduate students.  A morale problem developed.  The dean told the chair that she could have all the office space she wanted in a vacant house on the edge of campus.  The chair met with the faculty members to explore the advantages of being housed in spacious quarters but away from the center of campus life and the advantages of being housed in cramped quarters but close to the center of campus life.  After much discussion, they decided in favor of more cramped quarters closer to classrooms and other students.  The intervention resulted in increased understanding, thus reducing the morale problem.  


The seventh kind of intervention objectively applies a historical perspective to a present situation.  A geology department chair wished to encourage faculty members to solicit research proposals from outside agencies.  To this end he conducted a review of outside funding received by the department over the preceding ten years and compared it with research activities and funding both of other science departments within the university and of other geology departments within the university system.  The evidence indicated that the department was missing out on some research opportunities.  Faculty members began to write proposals and to receive outside funding.  


The eighth kind of intervention identifies the source of the problem as something related to an institutional policy or constraint.  A humanities department chair was challenged by a group of her faculty members for her failure to secure enough travel money for them to attend the national conventions.  The department chair met with the group and reviewed the state’s budgetary procedures, the university’s restriction on travel, and appropriations of travel funds throughout the university.  She was able to demonstrate that while the absolute amount of travel money was ridiculously low, the department had received more than its fair share, given the institutional constraints.  She also indicated that those departments that had more travel money usually obtained it from outside sources.  By showing the faculty members the structure of the system, she was able to spur their requests for funds from outside agencies.


The final kind of intervention relies on one of the strongest arguments of all—tradition.  Faculty members, it has been said, never like to do anything for the first time; appeals to tradition can, therefore, be particularly persuasive.  An education administration department chair wished to encourage the faculty members to be more active in ordering books for the library.  Ordering books was consuming a great deal of his time, but he knew from experience that a general request for more book orders would generate little response.  He began his strategy by assigning students in his own classes to read books that he considered basic to areas in his field, but that were unavailable in the library.  When students reported that the library did not possess the books that were assigned, the chair relayed those reports to a meeting of the faculty.  At the meeting, the chair spoke of the great libraries at the universities at which many of the faculty members had earned their doctorates.  He stated that the funds were available to the department for the purchase of books in their respective fields; thus a library could be built that would at least equal those they had as students.  With the expertise of the faculty mobilized, a first-class collection representing the highest tradition of university scholarship  could be amassed.  As a result of the discussion, the book-ordering function was taken over by a faculty committee.


The nine intervention techniques that seem especially appropriate for use in universities may be summarized as follows.

1. Call attention to a contradiction in action or in attitudes.

2. Rely on the use of research findings or conceptual understandings.

3. Reexamine the existing methods for solving problems.

4. Focus attention on lowering intergroup conflict by improving group relationships.

5. Test the adoption of two or more options, as opposed to a single forced choice.

6. Identify significant alternatives and examine the consequences of adopting each alternative.

7. Apply a historical perspective to the present situation.

8. Identify the source of the problem as related to an institutional policy or constraint.

9. Argue from tradition.

In this chapter we have discussed the need for chairs to obtain information from faculty members when contemplating department changes.  Faculty members who have not had the opportunity to become involved in the decision-making process sometimes resist, actively or passively, the implementation of the resulting decision, regardless of its potential benefit to the department.  Too much involvement, however, can be just as detrimental as too little.  We have described various ways of determining the extent to which faculty members would be involved, how to involve them, and how to help them overcome some of their feelings of resistance to a proposed change.  Some attitudes of resistance, if unchecked, can develop into difficult conflict situations.  Dealing with potential and active conflict is described in some detail in chapter eight.  

�J. B. Lon Hefferlin, “Hauling Academic Trunks,” Elements Involved in Academic Change. (Washington, D.C.: Association of American Colleges, 1972), p. 10.





The text of this chapter is reprinted from Chairing the Academic Department: Leadership Among Peers, by Allan Tucker, 1993.  Used with permission from the American Council on Education and the Oryx Press.  
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