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1

1
S E T T I N G  T H E  S TA G E

Art Munin

Having started college as a jazz studies major, I never had the plan 
of becoming dean of students. Like so many of us in this field, 
through chance and circumstance, you find yourself in places you 

could have never foreseen decades earlier. I first became assistant dean of stu-
dents in 2006 and have worked as dean of students at three institutions. In 
the grand scheme of things, that is not a long period of time. Nonetheless, as 
I look back on my career thus far and all the twists and turns higher educa-
tion has experienced, I see that individuals serving as dean of students have 
been front and center to some very tumultuous times. Whether it is deal-
ing with student unrest, Title IX, crisis response, bias incidents, behavioral 
concerns teams, or campus violence, the dean of students has a complicated 
set of responsibilities in higher education. We are advocates, counselors, 
educators, disciplinarians, crisis managers, administrators, and cheerleaders, 
sometimes all in the same workday. We are asked to be many things and, 
sometimes, perceived to be more than we are. When I reflect back on my 
experience as dean, one incident stands out for when I realized the real and 
perceived responsibility the role carries.

In 2012, I was dean of students at DePaul University, and we were man-
aging a protest relating to a tuition increase for the next academic year. This 
protest was fueled heavily by the Occupy movement that was sweeping the 
United States. This intentionally leaderless movement rallied around the 
sentiment, “The one thing we all have in common is that we are the 99% 
that will no longer tolerate the greed and corruption of the 1%” (Gautney, 
2011). This evolution of the protest at DePaul led to a takeover of the presi-
dent’s office and then, the next day, the student center. I had been dean less 
than a year, but I felt comfortable in my role since I had been assistant dean 
of students and a residence director previously at DePaul. When I was called 

f988c469-7c6f-4b54-92d4-ab1f7f5fa0c0.indd   1 26/06/2019   12:39:28



keep calm and call the dean of students2

to a large meeting room with many of the executives of the institution, I did 
not feel much anxiety. We all sat down and discussed how we could best 
manage the situation and support our students.

In this discussion I shared freely my thoughts on what I saw as the stu-
dents’ needs and demands as well as how we could best navigate the scenario. 
As the conversation progressed and the plan formalized, I saw many of my 
thoughts and ideas incorporated. That is when my anxiety spiked. It all of a 
sudden hit me that people in that room assumed I knew what I was talking 
about! What were they thinking? I was just talking out loud my thoughts; I 
never assumed that those ideas would be crystallized in a plan that was going 
to affect the lives of the protesting students and the institution as a whole or 
would play out on the nightly news if it all went poorly. It feels silly look-
ing back on it now, but at that moment, I realized my voice mattered and 
the ideas I shared could have material consequences to a great many people, 
particularly students.

While that moment taught me a lesson on the real power and responsi-
bility that flows with being dean, the situation also offered a reflective point 
on the perception of the role. As the protest moved from the president’s 
office to the student center, I found myself sitting with the protesting stu-
dents all evening and into the early morning hours. The students chose to 
move their protest to the student center because they were hoping to disrupt 
a vote on the tuition increase at the board of trustees meeting scheduled 
there the next day. I had many long and eye-opening conversations with 
students as they occupied the student center. While I disagreed with some 
of the tactics they were employing in their protest, I empathized with many 
underlying principles. I too worry about the cost of higher education. After 
all, I am a first-generation college student who, even now, still is paying 
down school loans.

At this point, sometime after 1:00 a.m., one student became quite ani-
mated all of a sudden. He raised his voice at me and asked, “Dean Munin, 
how are YOU going to vote on the tuition increase at the board of trustees 
meeting?” It took all I had not to laugh out loud. For him to think that I 
would be invited to attend a trustee meeting, let alone vote at one, was comi-
cal. I wanted to say to him that anyone who is attending that trustee meeting 
is not presently awake. In fact, I would be willing to bet that there is not a 
single trustee who knows my name. Instead, I kindly addressed his question. 
Nonetheless, it exemplified for me the perceived influence many believe that 
dean of students has in higher education.

The dean of students’ role is one with widespread name recognition, 
and yet, few outside of those who have been dean understand what it 
entails. Students have their perception of an influential administrator. 

f988c469-7c6f-4b54-92d4-ab1f7f5fa0c0.indd   2 26/06/2019   12:39:28



3setting the stage

Higher education executives can view the dean of students as the arbiter 
of angst or the dean of discord. Finally, Hollywood still clings to the 
long-standing archetype of the sinister disciplinarian. Regardless of this 
ambiguity, becoming a dean of students is a goal of a great many student 
affairs professionals in higher education. As such, with regularity, entry 
and mid-level staff will request a meeting to ask advice about their career 
trajectory, aspirations, and what professional development opportunities 
they should target. Invariably the question will arise: “I really want to be 
a dean of students someday. How do I do that?” While I always have an 
answer to give that is, hopefully, filled with helpful information, my inter-
nal voice is constantly stating, “I have NO idea!” After all, there are days 
I am not sure how I got here myself.

Unlike many other entities in student affairs, there is not an often-trod, 
prescribed path to become a dean of students. If you want to be director of 
residence, student life, career services, or campus recreation, the route you 
take is clear. However, the dean of students’ office does not often have entry-
level positions. It must be broken into at the mid-level point. How does a 
candidate accrue the skills and experience necessary to make that jump? And, 
furthermore, what are those skills and experiences that are required?

The path to the dean of students is further complicated by the incred-
ible diversity of institutional types that exists within higher education. 
Institutions that are small, medium, large, rural, urban, historically Black, 
Hispanic serving, Asian American serving, Native American serving, 
Pacific Islander serving, low income, private, public, two year, four year, 
and so on—each institution needs its dean of students to be something 
different. In addition, the scope of supervision within this role varies 
greatly across the academy. Student conduct, advocacy, crisis response, 
behavioral concerns teams, bias response, Title IX, and a variety of other 
work responsibilities are scattered in varying combinations throughout 
our job descriptions. Furthermore, for some, being dean of students is the 
chief student affairs officer, for others being dean also carries with it the 
assistant or associate vice president title, and for still others it is a director-
level position. In my three dean of students’ positions at three differ-
ent institutions, I had three unique experiences. Consequently, reflecting 
back on when professionals ask about how to become dean of students, 
my answer typically starts with “It depends . . .”

Regardless of the differences between dean of students’ positions, those 
of us in the position have dramatically felt how much more complicated the 
role has become in the past 10 to 15 years. Moreover, the changes will only 
keep coming. When the new “Dear Colleague” letter is released, we review 
it to ensure compliance with our process. When the student protesters take 
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over the president’s office, we are the conduit between the students and the 
administration. When students die, we call their parents. When a controver-
sial speaker is booked, we support the students hurt by the words spoken and 
defend the academic freedom that made the speech possible. This work pulls 
the dean of students in many different directions, sometimes opposite ones.

By no means is a dean of students doing this work alone. We are success-
ful only with the close partnerships and work of colleagues across the acad-
emy. Whether it is campus police, media relations, residence life, academic 
affairs, athletics, counseling, or facilities, we depend on a great many others 
to partner together on the next crisis to unfold. Unfortunately, history has 
taught us that it is not a question of if but when that next crisis will occur. 
Regardless, a successful dean of students has to be not only willing to take 
every crisis call that comes in but also the one to get the call.

This introductory chapter would be incomplete if it failed to include 
all of the positive and rewarding aspects of being a dean of students. This 
position, because of its real and perceived scope of influence, offers innu-
merous opportunities to positively affect the student experience at the 
micro and macro levels. We are invited to sit at tables where major deci-
sions for the institution are being made that will shape the culture of the 
campus. We also sit with students when they are at their lowest point and 
walk with them as they overcome, thrive, and find a strength they did not 
believe possible. Our successes are not recognized with an awards celebra-
tion at the end of the year. Our successes are experienced when we walk 
through the student center and see a student whom we served during a 
moment of difficulty. We often do not speak, so as to not draw attention 
to the fact that this student knows the dean. It is a simple nod and a smile 
that affirms the connection.

All of this introduction and overview brings us to the purpose of this book. 
We will draw together the diverse voices of those who are currently serving or 
have served as a dean of students to understand not only the functional nature of 
this position but also the lived reality of what it means to be a dean of students. 
A plethora of higher education texts cover topics that are embedded throughout 
this book, such as Title IX, crisis response, and managing behavioral concerns 
teams. However, when these topics are covered separately, we lose sight of the 
fact that each of these is occurring simultaneously in the work of the dean. 
There are some days I am deciding which case I am going to handle first: the 
sexual assault report that just came in or the student who made self-harm state-
ments. As such, we are going to cover the knowledge, skills, and experiences 
required of deans of students today. Each chapter will end with specific recom-
mendations geared toward helping current and future deans be successful in this 
highly visible and stressful role.
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5setting the stage

But first, before we can delve into where we are as a field, we need to 
understand how this role developed in the academy. As a precursor to this 
brief history of the dean of students’ position, I want to share an often-cited 
quotation from one of this field’s early leaders, Stanley Coulter, who served 
as the first dean of men at Purdue University. He wrote,

When the Board of Trustees elected me Dean of Men, I wrote to them very 
respectfully and asked them to give me the duties of the Dean of Men. 
They wrote back that they did not know what they were but when I found 
out to let them know. I worked all the rest of the year trying to find out. I 
discovered that every unpleasant task that the president or the faculty did 
not want to do was my task. I was convinced that the Dean of Men’s office 
was intended as the dumping ground of all unpleasant things. (Coulter, 
1928, p. 37)

While many of us continue to be confused by our responsibilities as dean of 
students, there is solace to be taken in knowing that this is not a new phe-
nomenon. I have often stated that whenever higher education encounters a 
problem that no one is really sure how to handle, it will often land on the 
desk of the dean of students.

History of the Dean of Students’ Position

The very roots of student affairs, as a field, began with the advent of the dean 
of students’ role. However, this is not a history steeped in altruistic service 
to students or in an effort to improve the campus experience; it is steeped in 
patriarchy. Higher education, as an enterprise, was founded for the educa-
tion of rich White men. However, in the late 1800s, women became a more 
significant percentage of students enrolled in colleges and universities across 
the United States. In 1870, women were 21% of the student population, and 
that rose to 35% in 1890 (Schwartz, 1997a). The men in charge of higher 
education sought to find ways to meet the needs of this student population 
by appointing female faculty members to oversee their activities. Quite sim-
ply, “Deans of women were appointed to ‘take care of the girls’” (Schwartz, 
1997b, p. 518).

In 1892, the first dean of women’s position was hired; Alice Freeman 
began her tenure at the University of Chicago following her time as president 
of Wellesley College (Hevel, 2016). Three years later she was succeeded by 
her assistant, Marion Talbot; thus, a new field was born. By 1911, fewer 
than 20 years later, a survey of 55 institutions revealed that 80% had a dean 
of women position on staff. As a further indication of the roots of patriarchy 
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in the founding of the dean of students’ role, “Early deans of women often 
accepted their positions after a failed search for a faculty position” (Hevel, 
2016, p. 847).

Early deans of women sought to professionalize their newly created roles 
by organizing meetings and creating organizations. The first organizational 
meeting was held in Chicago and coordinated by Marion Talbot. All told, 
17 deans attended from “the Universities of Illinois, Wisconsin, Colorado, 
Kansas, Iowa, Ohio State, Michigan, and Indiana, as well as Northwestern, 
Ripon, Carleton, Barnard, Oberlin, Beloit, and Illinois College” (Schwartz, 
1997b, p. 507). By 1905, this meeting led to the creation of the Conference 
of Deans and Advisors in State Universities. This organization would be 
incorporated within the National Association of Deans of Women (NADW) 
in 1922 (Hevel, 2016). Another early milestone was the publication of the 
first book ever written for the field of student affairs; The Dean of Women 
was published in 1915 by Lois Mathews, who served as the dean of women 
at the University of Wisconsin (Schwartz, 1997b). Some of the sentiments 
expressed in this book still ring true today:

The duties relating to this post [dean of women] have not been defined; 
they are in rapid flux; they are not the same in one institution as they are in 
another. (Mathews, 1915, p. v)

In the whole matter of student discipline the cooperation of parents ought 
to be a thing upon which we could count. But too often warning letters to 
parents bring forth no response. (Mathews, 1915, p. 187)

[The dean of women’s] work has been conceived of threefold in charac-
ter—administrative, academic, and social. Her problems have been pre-
sented as of two sorts—general problems of university life in which she has 
a concern and special problems incidental to the life of the young women 
students. (Mathews, 1915, p. 214)

This scholarly achievement, which has withstood the test of time, is a testa-
ment to the credentials early deans of women held. “By the 1940s, almost 
90% of deans of women had a master’s or doctoral degree” (Hevel, 2016,  
p. 853).

Deans of men rode the coattails of deans of women in creating a space 
for themselves in the academy. In 1909, Thomas Arkle Clark was named 
dean of men at the University of Illinois (Coomes & Gerda, 2015). This 
was followed by similar positions being created at Wisconsin, Iowa, and 
Purdue (Schwartz, 1997b). These deans in the Midwest hosted their 
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first organizational meeting in 1919 on the campus of the University of 
Wisconsin and then, the following year, at the University of Illinois. This 
founded the National Association of Deans of Men (NADM). This organi-
zation underwent several transitions, the most notable of which was when 
it became the National Association of Student Personnel Administrators in 
1951. This is, of course, the organization now known as NASPA–Student 
Affairs Administrators in Higher Education (Schwartz, 1997b). Having been 
in existence for 100 years, NASPA now serves more than 15,000 members 
throughout the United States and in 25 other countries.

While the early deans of women were, first and foremost, academics, the 
early deans of men considered their work to be a calling unique to those natu-
rally born with the gifts to be a successful dean. “The deans of men became con-
vinced that the most important skills necessary . . . were interpersonal traits and 
abilities” and “their intuitive sense of how to work with students” (Schwartz, 
2002, p. 224). They bristled at the idea that their role could be taught in a 
graduate course or gleaned from reading a book. These early deans believed in 
apprenticeships to learn the role and fervently advocated that successful deans 
were born, not made. In short, “deans of men worked through force of per-
sonality, functioning as wise uncles shepherding older boys into manhood” 
(Coomes & Gerda, 2015, p. 9).

For some time, deans of women and deans of men worked alongside 
one another in parallel streams. They advocated for the students under their 
purview and expanded the responsibilities of their roles. However, this reality 
did come to an end. As the field of student affairs became firmly entrenched 
in higher education, these dean roles started transitioning into the vice presi-
dent of student affairs position. These first vice presidents for student affairs 
assumed larger supervisory responsibilities within higher education, with 
a philosophy largely aimed toward student welfare. Although the deans of 
women had a field that was older and possessed greater scholarship, these 
women found themselves on the outside looking in (Hevel, 2016; Schwartz, 
2002). “Former deans of women became counselors and senior counselors, 
or assistant and associate deans. Often, these women were reporting to men 
who were far less qualified and credentialed” (Gangone, 2008, p. 8). Our aca-
demic field rests on the bedrock of this patriarchy and all who work in student 
affairs today owe a great debt to these early deans of women. “The entire field 
of student services, from admission and orientation to student activities, to 
residential housing to career services, can be traced to the work of the dean of 
women” (Schwartz, 1997b, p. 505). Today, while gains have been made in 
closing this gender gap in student affairs leadership, the struggle is far from 
over. The increased equity seen throughout higher education today varies 
greatly depending on the type of higher education institution (Biddix, 2011).
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Part of the history that shapes how the contemporary dean of students’ 
position is viewed comes from Hollywood’s portrayal of the role. For many 
of us, Dean Wormer from the movie Animal House (Reitman, Simmons, & 
Landis, 1978) will forever serve as the archetype for the stern disciplinarian 
dean of students. While this current generation of college students has less 
exposure to this classic portrayal, some of the famous quotations live on. I 
do not think a single semester has transpired in my career where a colleague 
has not invoked “double secret probation” as a potential consequence to stu-
dent misbehavior. In 2003, this archetype was revived with Dean Pritchard 
in the movie Old School (Phillips, 2003). Any dean of student can attest 
that student conduct is only one part of our role. In fact, many of us spend 
more time on student advocacy and care than on student conduct cases. 
Overcoming the stereotyped view of the dean of students being authorita-
tive and harsh appears to be a perennial hurdle. In relation to the pioneers 
of this field, Hevel (2016) wrote, “Many deans felt tension between their 
disciplinary duties and their desire to mentor and advise students” (p. 849). 
As is often the case, the more things change, the more things stay the same.

Keep Calm and Call the Dean of Students

The traditional “Keep Calm and Carry On” poster has been “reproduced, 
lionized and parodied around the world” (International Churchill Society, 
2012) since original prints of it were discovered at a bookstore in England in 
2000. Originally created in 1939, but never distributed, it was produced to 
be a motivational poster for British citizens in case of invasion during World 
War II. Two other posters preceded it, bearing the the phrases “Your Courage, 
Your Cheerfulness, Your Resolution Will Bring Us Victory” and “Freedom Is 
In Peril. Defend It With All Your Might” (Slack, 2012). However, nearly 80 
years later, neither of those posters has captured the attention of the general 
public like “Keep Calm and Carry On,” which yields over 1,000 items for 
sale on Amazon.

As “Keep Calm and Carry On” is a phrase that is often parodied, when 
we were looking for a title for the book, Keep Calm and Call the Dean of 
Students seemed fitting. In complicated and demanding situations, the dean 
of students should be a calming force. I have often experienced calls from 
colleagues who are feeling anxiety regarding an issue. Once I either walk 
them through a response or agree to take the situation from there, their relief 
is palpable. Building that trust takes an exceptionally long time; losing it 
takes only moments.

Deans of students need to be prepared to deliver in difficult situations, 
on a moment’s notice. They must summon their talents at will and respond 
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with dignity, grace, compassion, strength, and other attributes, more than 
there is space to list here. To be successful, a dean also needs support through-
out the institution. I am forever grateful to have experienced such support in 
many instances throughout my time as dean of students. I hope colleagues 
throughout the academy have experienced similar support in managing the 
dean of students’ position.

In tackling this demanding position, we attempted to bring organization 
to this complicated role through the structure of this book. To cover the 
following topics, we tapped into the expertise of our field. Chapter 2 covers 
the varying paths professionals walk to become a dean of students. Chapter 
3 delves into the juggling act required as the deans of today attempt to man-
age an array of competing and complicated demands. Chapter 4 explores 
the different roles that a dean of students plays on campus as an agent of 
the academy and student advocate. These roles sometimes run parallel, and 
other times they are in opposition. Chapter 5 covers how a successful dean 
must strive for balance to be successful among all of the difficulties inher-
ent to this role in higher education. Chapter 6 gives a 360-degree review of 
the dean of students’ role by sharing the expectations that presidents, vice 
presidents, faculty, staff, and students have of the dean. Chapters 7, 8, and 
9 are a series of reflection chapters from new, veteran, and emeriti deans, 
respectively. Chapter 10 seeks to draw together all that has been covered and 
offers thoughts on what the next chapter will be in the evolution of the dean 
of students.

Closing Thoughts

At the outset of this chapter, I shared a story of protesters taking over several 
campus locations during my tenure as dean of students at DePaul University. 
There is one final learning I drew from that experience that illuminates the 
impact of the dean of students’ role. At one point during that protest, when 
the atmosphere became particularly contentious, one student rose to speak. 
She spoke eloquently as to why she supported the Occupy movement and all 
that it hoped to accomplish. She went further and challenged her fellow stu-
dents to recognize that there were student advocates in the university admin-
istration working diligently on their behalf. She became quite emotional and 
shared that she almost left college at one point, and the only reason she was 
able to stay was because I met with her and provided support. This student 
specifically pointed me out from across the room and had tears coming down 
her face as she shared her thoughts. I was able to get over to her side of the 
room to give her a hug and thank her for such kind words.
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Here is the learning from that moment—I had no idea who this student 
was. Before you think too ill of me, I would ask that you consider the fact 
that DePaul had 25,000 students, and I had been in the dean of students’ 
office for years at that point. I cannot even begin to calculate the number 
of students I provided assistance to and advocacy for in all those years. 
Nevertheless, the central learning I took away was that the dean of students 
has the ability to positively affect the lives of students in ways that we may 
not even fully appreciate. A simple appointment on our schedule can have 
far-reaching ramifications. Our service, advocacy, care, support, and guid-
ance live on long after those interactions. Lori White and I hope this book 
helps those who are currently on or will someday embark on this journey.
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