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1

A Time of Challenge and Opportunity

C H A P T E R 1

HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS CONTRIBUTE 
immeasurably to the personal and professional 

lives of students and enrich the intellectual, economic, 
and cultural fabric of their communities, states, 
nations, and beyond. As Frank Rhodes (2001), presi-
dent emeritus of Cornell, put it,

[Higher education] informs public understanding, 
cultivates public taste, and contributes to the nation’s 
well-being as it nurtures and trains each new gen-
eration of architects, artists, authors, business leaders, 
engineers, farmers, lawyers, physicians, poets, scien-
tists, social workers, and teachers as well as a steady 
succession of advocates, dreamers, doers, dropouts, 
parents, politicians, preachers, prophets, social reform-
ers, visionaries, and volunteers who leaven, nudge, 
and shape the course of public life. (p. xi)

Developing New Strategies to Meet Increasing 
Demands, Often With Few Additional 

Resources

On campuses across the country, academic, student 
life, service, and administrative units are being called 
on to increase effectiveness, effi ciency, and innova-
tion in response to a variety of internal and external 
pressures. Unfortunately, more often than not, the 
heightened expectations are accompanied by few, if 
any, additional resources. These pressures are present 
within professional fi elds and in liberal arts disciplines, 
in administrative service areas such as fi nance and 

human resources, in student activities and educational 
support areas, and in key institutional services areas 
such as information technology and facilities.

The few alternatives that are available in such 
situations include the following: Ignore the rising 
 expectations, meet the increasing demands by sacrifi c-
ing quality across the board, look for new approaches 
to the tasks at hand, or make the hard choice to nar-
row the scope of activities. Each option carries risks 
and potential morale problems, and each threatens to 
compromise the breadth and/or quality of the contri-
bution. A common theme in these possible strategies 
is the need to reexamine and refocus aspirations and 
priorities, eliminate waste and duplication, develop 
new strategies for revenue generation, and identify 
ways to better align programs and services with avail-
able resources.

Bridging the Gap Between Academic and 
Administrative Cultures

Faculty and staff have quite different training, roles, and 
responsibilities. As a consequence, these groups tend to 
develop their own distinctive cultures—cultures that 
sometimes emphasize the value and achievements of 
their own members but fail to recognize and fully value 
the full range of contributions of other groups to the 
collective mission of programs, departments, and the 
college or university as a whole.  Cultural tensions also 
may arise within academic and professional fi elds and 
among administrative and service areas in many insti-
tutions. Whenever that occurs, a lack of understanding 
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and mutual respect across departmental, faculty, and 
staff lines is a consequence, and that, in turn, undercuts 
morale, reduces effective collaboration, wastes scarce 
resources, and diminishes the effectiveness of programs 
and services. When these tensions become visible to 
students and other stakeholders, they can undermine 
the institution’s reputation. They also become impedi-
ments to coherence, unity, and collaboration and to 
the ability of colleges and universities to effectively 
serve higher education’s many constituencies.

Learning From the Effective Practices of 
Other Educational Institutions and From 

Organizations in Other Sectors: Health Care, 
Business, and Government

Barriers to organizational learning exist among higher 
education and other sectors, as they sometimes do 
among departments and divisions within colleges and 
universities. Despite the uniqueness of any discipli-
nary department or school, there is often much to be 
learned from comparisons with other units. Moreover, 
although academic and professional missions, colleges, 
and universities are distinct, many of our administra-
tive, service, and support functions have a number 
of parallels in other sectors to which we can compare 
ourselves and from which we can learn a great deal 
(Ruben, 1995a, 1995b, 2004). This is the case, for 
instance, with research and development or adminis-
trative service functions that are present in organiza-
tions in various sectors.

To the extent that faculty and staff become overly 
preoccupied by the distinctiveness of their institutions, 
the opportunity to learn from experience and expertise 
in other higher education institutions and other sec-
tors is lost. Moreover, failing to listen effectively and 
learn from others threatens higher education’s cred-
ibility as experts in teaching and learning and leads to 
perceptions that our institutions are failing to adopt 
the very values and practices they advocate for others.

Adopting the Philosophy of and Day-to-Day 
Commitment to Improvement

Higher education has long been committed to excel-
lence. However, critics often point out that the pace of 
change and improvement in colleges and universities 

is slow and often more episodic than continuous. 
Within higher education, proposed innovations and 
improvements often become the topic of protracted 
discussion as one alternative model or approach after 
another is introduced, debated, and discarded. As 
those familiar with this dynamic recognize, a typi-
cal approach is to form committees to investigate 
a problem in depth and make recommendations. 
All too often those recommendations become input 
for other committees, which also investigate and 
make recommendations to still other committees. 
Sometimes, in the quest for completeness, rigor, 
and ideal solutions, less-than-perfect solutions—but 
solutions that will greatly improve a situation—are 
discounted. All too often, the pursuit of the perfect 
solution results in no change. Or the “window of 
opportunity” for change may pass before any deci-
sions have been made. Or those involved simply lose 
the will to invest any more time or energy in the 
effort. No one would argue that extensive analysis is 
unimportant to innovation and advancement. Like-
wise, the alternative of unilateral, top-down decision 
making is fraught with perils. However, too much 
unbounded analysis and discussion—with no clear 
plan to move to action—leads to organizational 
paralysis and ultimately is as likely to result in poor 
outcomes as is too little analysis. The more promis-
ing alternative is to adopt and embrace approaches 
that encourage consultation but also ensure that the 
commitment to timely decision making and change 
is not simply rhetorical.

Expanding the Base of Capable and 
Committed Leaders

To address the many obstacles confronting higher 
education, talented leadership is needed at all levels 
and in all areas. For reasons that are diffi cult to under-
stand, leadership development has historically not 
been the priority in higher education that it has been 
in other sectors (Gmelch, 2013; Gmelch & Buller, 
2015; Hecht, 2006; Ruben, 2004, 2006a; Wolverton 
& Gmelch, 2002). The assumption seems to be that 
leadership and managerial capabilities will emerge and 
develop naturally among those who have excelled in 
academic or technical areas. Although that approach 
does produce some excellent leaders, most would agree 
that the limitations of the model are readily apparent. 
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The approach doesn’t work in all cases, the learning 
curve for new leaders is steep, and the consequences 
for colleagues and the organization while the necessary 
learning takes place can be painful.

To improve this situation, greater recognition of 
the important role of leaders and leadership is needed. 
An additional need is for more rigorous efforts to 
determine what competencies are necessary for effec-
tive higher education leadership and then to imple-
ment strategies to attract, develop, and reward people 
with those capabilities. At a minimum, it seems that 
leaders should have a vision of what constitutes an 
effective organization and a genuine commitment 
to developing the knowledge and skill necessary to 
promote collaboration, engagement, innovation, and 
improvement.

Responding Proactively to Pressure for 
Accountability and Outcome Measurement

Pressure to measure outcomes is increasing at the 
national, state, and institutional levels and in organ-
izations of all kinds in all sectors. To address this 
challenge in higher education, we need to develop 
meaningful criteria for assessing the effectiveness of 
our institutions and our academic, student life, and 
administrative programs and services; methods that 
provide useful data; and a commitment to using the 
resulting information for monitoring and improving 
outcomes. As a part of this process, outcome infor-
mation can be used to compare our work to that of 
peer institutions and to inform innovation, planning, 
 decision making, and resource allocation.

If embraced in a proactive manner, assessment and 
the process of determining what exactly to measure 

can be a very useful activity and also provide valuable 
information for institutional, departmental, and pro-
grammatic advancement. Given the values of refl ec-
tion and inquiry that are central to so much of the 
work of the academy, how can one argue otherwise? 
It is also the case that too much recalcitrance or delay 
in addressing these issues is likely to result in assess-
ment criteria and processes being defi ned and imposed 
by others. When this happens, the result may well be 
much less satisfying and helpful than if faculty and 
staff take the lead.

Integrating Approaches to Assessment, 
Planning, Innovation, and Improvement

Most colleges and universities have procedures in 
place for conducting disciplinary reviews, coordinat-
ing institutional planning, and encouraging improve-
ments. Often, however, these functions are not well 
integrated. Evaluation and planning activities may 
occur at the institutional level, and they may not be 
clearly linked to activities undertaken at the program 
or department level. Or the standards and approaches 
used in administrative and service areas may differ 
from those that prevail in academic or student life 
areas.

There is an increasing recognition of the ben-
efi ts of having a unifying structure and language 
to guide review, planning, and improvement at all 
 levels and across various departments and functions. 
Integrated approaches have the potential to foster 
heightened understanding of and commitment to 
institutional directions and priorities and promote the 
awareness and adoption of effective practices through-
out an institution.
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