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1

1
T R A N S F O R M AT I O N  I N 

H I G H E R  E D U C AT I O N

Education itself is transformative. From infancy to longevity, 
formally and informally, education changes lives, materi-
ally and spiritually. Classrooms are—or should be—magical 

spaces. University campuses are defi nitively places of hope—hope 
that the status quo is not forever, that low-income students can 
enter the middle class, that education and research will make the 
world a better place.

In the twenty-fi rst century, education is going through funda-
mental transformations. We are experiencing a paradigm shift in 
learning environments because of an underlying change in episte-
mology. Never in the history of the planet has information been 
more readily available. With the click of a key we can fi nd answers 
to just about any informational question. When the questions are 
factual, based on common knowledge, we can be relatively confi -
dent about the answers.

If we want to know the date of President Abraham Lincoln’s 
assassination, Google will fi nd the answer in seconds—April 15, 
1865. At the moment of Lincoln’s death, who became the 17th 
president of the United States? Easy: Andrew Johnson. Was 
Andrew Johnson impeached? Yes. What does impeached mean? 
Google is still suffi cient—he was indicted by the U.S. House of 
Representatives (that’s the impeachment) and, according to pro-
cedures spelled out in the Constitution, put on trial by the U.S. 
Senate “for high crimes and misdemeanors.” Was he convicted and 
removed from offi ce? No. He was tried by the Senate in the spring 
of 1868 and acquitted by one vote. Thank you, Google. The facts 
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2  LEADING ACADEMIC CHANGE

are indisputable and readily available. In the digital age, informa-
tion is at our fi ngertips.

In contrast, another apparently straightforward question is 
much trickier. What is the date of William Shakespeare’s birth? 
Wikipedia, to its credit, gives the date of Shakespeare’s baptism as 
April 26, 1564, and then references his birth date as April 23, 1564. 
Actually, we don’t know the exact date of Shakespeare’s birth, so 
celebrations are frequently held on April 23, the date of his death in 
1616. Even with seemingly simple information, students must learn 
to evaluate sources and ask questions.

Knowledge involves the ability to assess and then integrate infor-
mation into a meaningful whole. Knowledge about the 17th U.S. 
president, to continue the Andrew Johnson example, would include 
an understanding of the challenges when he took offi ce on the day 
of Abraham Lincoln’s assassination at the end of a bloody American 
Civil War. What was Johnson doing to overcome wartime bitterness 
and hatred and reconcile the North and the South? What were the 
positions of the Republicans and Democrats on civil rights for the 
emancipated slaves? What were the reasons for Johnson’s impeach-
ment? What motivated the majority of House members to impeach 
Johnson and the majority of Senate members to acquit him? Knowl-
edge would, in short, involve assessing factual accounts, thinking 
critically about information, accurately reconstructing a long-ago 
historical environment, making sound judgments about what hap-
pened and what did not, and fi nally integrating what is known into 
meaning and understanding. 

Wisdom goes even further. Wisdom involves the capacity 
to apply knowledge effectively to new situations. In terms of the 
Andrew Johnson example: How do these long-ago circumstances in 
the United States apply to the aftermath of civil wars in other nations 
in other times? How do the repercussions of the American Civil War 
apply to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa? 
How might we defi ne political courage in highly partisan situations? 
Should questions involving slavery, freedom, and human dignity be 
evaluated within a context of history and culture or within a frame-
work of universality? Wisdom would involve applying concepts 
from one set of circumstances to very different contexts, defi ning 
the underlying issues, considering ethical and moral implications, 
engaging in problem-solving, and making judgments.
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TRANSFORMATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION  3

Felten, Gardner, Schroeder, Lambert, and Barefoot (2016) 
describe the creation of knowledge and its wise applications in the 
following clear, direct terms: “It [education] is about learning how 
to learn, asking good questions, analyzing data and information, 
putting whatever is going on in the world into perspective, and 
making sound, informed decisions” (p. ix). The Internet is a sea of 
information. Students must learn to be skilled swimmers in their 
quest for knowledge and wisdom.

The transformative power of the printing press in the fi fteenth 
century is radically surpassed by the Internet in the twenty-fi rst 
century. The resulting change in epistemology should be liberating, 
freeing instructors to focus on evaluating, connecting, and applying 
information, leading to the discovery of knowledge and the attain-
ment of wisdom. But some educators are still stuck in the dissemi-
nation of information. Underlying all other changes discussed in 
this book is the necessity for this epistemological transformation.

How do we create learning environments that will transform the 
communication of information into knowledge and wisdom? That 
is the key challenge for twenty-fi rst-century higher education. This 
transformation is essential for student success. In civic life and in 
careers, successful people will be those who are not merely reposi-
tories of information but who are makers of knowledge and strivers 
toward wisdom. 

Too often when the topics are transformation, revolution, and 
disruption, technology is invoked as a panacea, as if sitting students 
in front of a computer will, on its own lead, them to knowledge 
and wisdom. Certainly, computers have in a sense caused the revo-
lution in epistemology, but the necessary educational transforma-
tions involve people experiencing intellectual change and sharing 
the personal and societal implications. As Stephen Hawking (2015) 
says, “Our future is a race between the growing power of technology 
and the wisdom with which we use it.” This book is about human 
transformations in the digital age. 

The history of higher education in the United States, long before 
the Internet, exemplifi es transformation. As Steven Mintz (2017) 
affi rms, “Transformation is as much a part of the history of higher 
education as continuity.” The Morrill Act of 1862 established some-
thing that had never existed before—opportunities for nonmem-
bers of the privileged classes to explore the world of ideas, including 
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4  LEADING ACADEMIC CHANGE

citizenship in a democracy. Low-income students came from the 
nation’s farmlands to attend new public land-grant universities. In 
1944, the GI Bill further expanded opportunities in higher education 
to World War II veterans from all regions—urban, suburban, and 
rural. These fi rst-generation college students transformed campuses 
from Cambridge to Chicago to Los Angeles with new intellectual 
energy. They countered the prediction of devolution stated bluntly 
by Robert Maynard Hutchins, president of the University of Chicago 
(1929–1951), who said, “Colleges and universities will fi nd them-
selves converted into hobo jungles” (as cited in Field, 2008). Instead, 
U.S. higher education continued its transformation from elitism to 
what the Association of American Colleges & Universities (AAC&U) 
calls “inclusive excellence” (AAC&U, n.d.c.). 

As the positive results of the GI Bill became evident, the United 
States moved forward in the 1950s with an even broader com-
mitment to transforming higher education: the major expansion 
of community colleges, supported by a combination of state and 
local taxes, to offer opportunities close to students’ homes, wherever 
those homes might be. The GI Bill had already brought students 
older than the traditional high school graduate to higher education. 
Community colleges specifi cally invited adults to explore a second 
chance for postsecondary study. This enhanced opportunity to go 
to college countered worldwide practices of early—and usually 
irreversible—tracking of students into academic and nonacademic 
pathways. 

These historical transformations required new ways of thinking 
about higher education and democracy, resulting in major organiza-
tional changes in colleges and universities. Many of the land-grant 
universities of the nineteenth century became public university 
 fl agships in the twentieth century. Small four-year public universi-
ties, some beginning as teachers’ colleges, were established in urban, 
suburban, and rural regions in every state. These regional public 
universities form the backbone of service to fi rst-generation college 
students. Today, history meets epistemology. The imperative for 
inclusive excellence enters the digital age. 

Mintz (2017) observes in the following:

The academy is often viewed as the institution most resistant 
to change, but we are in the midst of another era of dramatic 
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TRANSFORMATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION  5

 transformation. Pedagogy, delivery modes, instructional staff-
ing, and assessments are all being rethought—driven in part by 
advances in the learning sciences, cost pressures, and a new gen-
eration of students with distinct interests and needs.

Transformation is essential in education and therefore must be 
a key characteristic of viable universities in the twenty-fi rst century.

Higher education transformation relies on transformative 
presidential leadership. Judy Rosener (1990), in an article titled 
“Ways Women Lead” in the Harvard Business Review, differentiates 
between what she calls transactional leadership and transformative 
leadership. Although Rosener is not suggesting that transformative 
leadership is something inherent in the X chromosome, she does 
illuminate differences in the ways that men and women leaders 
describe themselves, based on life experiences. I believe that both 
women and men can be transformative leaders, but I fi nd Rosener’s 
distinctions in style to be informative. Transactional leaders, accord-
ing to Rosener, view job performance “as a series of transactions 
with subordinates—exchanging rewards for services rendered or 
punishment for inadequate performance.” Transformative leaders 
are characterized by “getting subordinates to transform their own 
self-interest into the interest of the group through concern for a 
broader goal” (pp. 119–125). 

 These two styles evoke different behavior because transactional 
leadership is, in essence, about trade—buying and selling—whereas 
transformative leadership is about shared ownership—buy-in, rather 
than buying. The two kinds of leadership look very different. Trans-
actional leaders will tend to be more hierarchical, closed, bullying, 
and power centered, whereas transformative leaders will be more col-
laborative, open, communicative, and power sharing. Transformative 
leadership is more focused on relationships, more open to multiple 
interpretations, more adaptable to new situations, more fl exible in 
adjusting to new environments, readier to multitask, and capable of 
paying attention both to the goals themselves and to the process for 
achieving those goals. Transformative leadership has the power to trans-
form colleges and universities into twenty-fi rst-century institutions.

Based on the following principles, this book explores twenty-
fi rst-century transformative leadership and its power to bring about 
academic change through vision and strategy:
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6  LEADING ACADEMIC CHANGE

• Higher education must go beyond the dissemination of infor-
mation to evaluation, connection, and application. Twenty-
fi rst-century epistemology requires assessing the validity of 
information, creating knowledge through connecting dispa-
rate facts, and developing wisdom by applying knowledge to 
a wide variety of situations. Curricula, syllabi, and classroom 
practices should demonstrate this transformation.

• Low-income, fi rst-generation students deserve high-quality 
bachelor’s degrees with a strong foundation in critical thinking 
and communication. In the twenty-fi rst century, preparation 
for a fi rst job is not enough. Some politicians enjoy saying 
that the United States needs welders, not philosophers. But 
experienced welders are already telling us that robotics is taking 
over manual labor, and successful welders must be project 
managers who exercise critical thinking and problem-solving 
to achieve that success. Students who major in philosophy are 
those who do the best on the Law School Admissions Test 
(LSAT) because they apply critical thinking to legal situations. 
As Stephen H. Weiss, former managing director of Neuberger 
Berman, Inc., said in an interview with AAC&U, “We need 
more big-picture thinking in the professions and more real-
world experience in the liberal arts” (personal communication 
with Debra Humphreys, vice president of strategic engagement, 
Lumina Foundation and formerly AAC&U vice president, 
n.d.). We need lifelong learners, whatever their family income 
or academic major. 

• Foundation-level courses, like freshman composition, are 
worthy of the intellectual energies of fi rst-rate, full-time faculty 
members. This transformation will require major changes in 
PhD preparation, especially in English and other humanities 
disciplines. We need the nation’s best scholars to take on the 
pedagogical and research challenges of foundational education 
in critical thinking and communication. 

• Universities can provide both a challenging four-year program 
and high-quality, guided pathways from the community college 
to university graduation. Universities should develop logical 
pathways and special agendas for each of the four years of 
undergraduate study—foundational courses, exploration of 
majors, focused study with career implications, and the transfer 
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TRANSFORMATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION  7

of learning to broader contexts. At the same time, universities 
must create pathways for transfer students, especially those 
from community colleges. The coherence of education across 
more than one institution cannot be left exclusively to the 
community college or to the students themselves. Universities 
have obligations to connect with community colleges to 
encourage a coherent program of study there, providing 
incentives for the completion of the associate degree before 
moving on to the university’s junior year.

• Twenty-fi rst-century higher education requires high-impact 
practices, like writing across the curriculum (WAC ). Educational 
practices, including writing in all courses, student–faculty 
research partnerships, long-term projects, community service, 
civic engagement, and study abroad, move classrooms away 
from the simple dissemination of information to the creation 
and application of knowledge.

• Mentoring is essential to student success. The 2014 Gallup-
Purdue Index Report, Great Jobs, Great Lives, studied more 
than 30,000 college graduates across the United States. The 
study found that great lives after graduation did not depend 
on the type of college or university students attended—
public or private, large or small. But 

if graduates had a professor who cared about them as a person, 
made them excited about learning, and encouraged them to pur-
sue their dreams, their odds of being engaged at work more than 
doubled, as did their odds of thriving in their well-being. (p. 6)

• We must substitute a strength model for a defi cit model. The 
work of Shaun Harper and his colleagues (University of 
Pennsylvania’s Center for the Study of Race and Equity in 
Education and the Race & Equity Center at the University of 
Southern California) explains the necessity of recognizing and 
validating students’ strengths, connecting the knowledge they 
have with new ideas and applications. Identifying strengths is 
hard work, requiring breaking through barriers and inculcating 
confi dence and trust. The widely used defi cit model, however, 
is the easy way out, emphasizing the correction of surface 
features rather than in-depth understanding.
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8  LEADING ACADEMIC CHANGE

• Strategic planning and budget reallocation depend on 
transparency and inclusiveness—and can be done in a unionized 
environment. This book rejects the argument that “we can’t do 
this because. . . .” Yes, budget reallocation—a huge challenge 
in higher education—is almost certainly required. But 
transformation is essential, whatever the overall fi scal situation.

• Higher education is a public good and merits generous investments 
at the state and federal level. Regarding higher education as 
merely a private good—a commodity —is remarkably short 
sighted. Twenty-fi rst-century transformations will lead to 
improvement in the economy, community spirit, social 
justice, and the quality of life for all.

• Student enrollment in universities is not a zero-sum game. 
Democracy depends on our attracting and serving students 
who are not currently matriculating in rigorous four-
year programs or not completing them. Public regional 
universities like Governors State University (GSU) and 
others such as American Association of State Colleges and 
Universities (AASCU) universities are playing a highly 
signifi cant role in educating these fi rst-generation students. 
Private universities, especially those smaller and less famous 
than the short list of the highly selective and heavily endowed, 
have an unfulfi lled mission to serve new student populations, 
including community college transfers and returning adults.

• Students can gain an outstanding university education without 
being saddled with crushing debt. Federal and state support is 
important. But universities must also help students and their 
families develop fi nancial literacy, treating a modest amount 
of borrowing as an investment but keeping long-term debt 
as low as possible.

• Nothing is more powerful in higher education than uncompromis-
ing commitment to student success. If we keep this principle in 
the forefront, all transformations are possible.

In the following chapters, I will draw examples from my expe-
riences over four decades at the following educational institutions: 
Haverford College, Arcadia University (née Beaver  College), Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania, Queens College (City University of New York 
[CUNY]), Arizona State University West (ASU West), University of 
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TRANSFORMATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION  9

Alaska Anchorage (UAA), and GSU. After starting out as an English 
professor, I have now spent more than 20 years, under various titles, 
as campus chief executive offi cer. In each instance and in different cir-
cumstances, I have had opportunities to lead academic change. GSU 
in suburban Chicago has yielded—and continues to yield—remark-
able opportunities to create a model twenty-fi rst-century university. I 
will therefore draw substantially on this living context for transforma-
tional change in U.S. higher education.
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