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7

1
P R I N C I P L E S  O F  

A C A D E M I C  L E A D E R S H I P

In 1994 a group of new college and university presidents from around 
the world gathered at Harvard University to discuss their roles as aca-
demic leaders. During that meeting, a small group of those presidents  

(James T. Harris was among them) had the opportunity to meet with the dis-
tinguished American sociologist David Riesman. The purpose of the meeting 
was to expose these recently hired presidents to some of the research Riesman 
and his colleagues at Harvard had been conducting on successful academic 
institutions and the people who lead them. 

After a brief presentation of the data he had collected and the conclu-
sions he had drawn from his research, Riesman asked if there were any ques-
tions. At first there was silence, but then one president raised his hand and 
asked if there was any one thing he could do as the leader of his university 
to guarantee he would be successful in his new role. Riesman paused, looked 
directly at the man, and said, “Become the living embodiment of the mission 
of the institution you serve.” He went on to describe how a successful institu-
tion, and the people who lead it, understand the institution’s basic purpose or 
mission and make decisions in alignment with that specific mission. Riesman 
added that while there were no guarantees, mission-driven and democratic 
institutions and leaders are more likely to weather tough times successfully 
and adjust to challenges than those with less clear direction and purpose.

In many ways, Riesman’s advice to the new president seems obvious and 
logical. It makes sense that leaders at institutions that have a clear sense of 
purpose and direction make better decisions about how to use scarce resources 
and face changes in the environment with greater resiliency. Or does it? 
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8  PRINCIPLES OF ACADEMIC LEADERSHIP

Conflicting Goals, Ambiguous Aims

Many scholars would have us believe that the basic purpose or mission 
of any institution of higher education could be described as having three 
essential components: teaching, research, and service. In How Colleges Work, 
Birnbaum (1988) stated that these three elements are interrelated and 
 mutually  reinforcing, and to some extent they broadly describe the work of 
individual faculty members and the primary goal of the academy as a whole. 
Furthermore, he noted that as institutions of higher learning have become 
more diverse and complex, missions have not become more clear. Rather, 
they have also become more complex, creating greater tensions between 
competing constituencies. These tensions can be best characterized by the 
decades-old conflict between teaching and research, that is, which one is the 
most prized activity within the academy.

Other scholars have proposed similar ideas, mainly that the problem is 
not that college and university officials are unable to identify their goals and 
direction (e.g., Gross & Grambsch, 1974). Rather, they embrace too many 
conflicting goals, which causes more tension and leads to confusion about an 
institution’s mission. Cohen and March (1974) were more direct when they 
stated that institutions of higher learning, specifically American universities, 
were really “organized anarchies” (p. 2) with ill-defined goals, ambiguous 
organizational processes, and ever-changing boundaries. 

With the increased complexity of higher education since the second half 
of the 20th century, one may be led to believe that focusing on an insti-
tutional mission is not as important as identifying and clarifying the roles 
and responsibilities of various constituents within the academy—primarily  
the board, administration, and faculty. Much has been written on the 
 subject, and several major higher education accrediting bodies and associa-
tions, including the Association of Governing Boards of Universities and 
Colleges (AGB, 1996) and the American Association of University Professors 
(AAUP, n.d.), have issued statements on the importance of shared govern-
ance in the successful management of the academy. These statements speak 
to the  difficulty of managing a complex organization and subscribe to the 
notion that good governance, however it may be applied at any particular 
institution, is the key to success in higher education—and is perhaps even a 
viable substitute for being mission driven. Indeed, with the predominance of 
literature on academic governance models, one could almost be led to believe 
that a good organizational structure is at the heart of institutional success, 
regardless of whether an organization is producing something  desirable to 
the marketplace or in alignment with its mission and values.
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PRINCIPLES OF ACADEMIC LEADERSHIP  9

The notion that since institutions of higher learning are too complex 
to lead, and that the best we can do is hope for collaboration and effective  
power sharing within wisely devised governance structures is myopic and 
one- dimensional. A highly effective shared governance model is as much 
the product of an institution whose administrators and faculty understand 
its purpose or mission as healthy enrollments, strategic planning, and clear 
budgeting and management. In other words, leaders of healthy, thriving 
institutions clearly understand their mission, values, and niche in the broader 
higher  education community, and because of this alignment, their institu-
tions are better  governed and positioned to succeed in tough times. 

As discussed in the introduction, this volume is guided by four mutually 
reinforcing principles (see Figure 1.1): 

1. Be mission centric by making all key decisions based on a core mission 
and set of values. 

2. Be able to adapt to environmental change in alignment with the mission 
and core values.

3. Be committed to democratic ideals by seeking to promote them and 
modeling democratic practices on and off campus.

4. Be models for inclusion, equity, and positive social change.

These four principles are weaved throughout the entirety of the volume. 
In this chapter, we discuss these four principles in more depth.

Importance of Being Mission Centric

What exactly does it mean to be mission centric? The literature is full of 
examples why clear purpose or a set of core values that drives decision-
making at an institution is so critical. Welzenbach (1982) described mis-
sion as the “broad, overall, long term purpose of the institution” (p. 15). 
That broad purpose may be based on religious or philosophical tenets or 
may be driven by an institution’s relationship to the state or federal govern-
ment (Davies, 1986; Dewey, 1916; Kerr, 1964). Handy (1997) proposed 
that because of the growing complexity of life in a virtual world, organiza-
tions are not necessarily tied in tangible ways to a campus with buildings 
or a specific location. Under these conditions, the work of the academic 
leader is to help people in the institution understand how their work con-
tributes to the mission regardless of the location, time, or place in which 
it is fulfilling its educational purpose. That task requires the college or 
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10  PRINCIPLES OF ACADEMIC LEADERSHIP

university to have a distinctive mission, one that helps to differentiate it 
from others. 

Institutional leaders who clearly identify their mission and articulate in 
unequivocal terms what they value have a greater opportunity to claim a dis-
tinctive position in the marketplace and have the greatest impact on society. 
Geiger (2011) chronicled the history of several colleges and universities that 
could trace their history back for more than 2 centuries and discovered that 
the relative success of an institution is associated with a few key factors—
including a clear understanding of mission, which emanates from the his-
torical and societal traditions of its founders (Geiger, 2011). In his book on 
strategic planning, Keller (1983) emphasized the importance of an organiza-
tional charter in developing a clear mission for an institution that would help 
drive decision-making at all levels. Maurrasse (2001) believed an institution’s 

Figure 1.1. Four principles of academic leadership and governance.
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PRINCIPLES OF ACADEMIC LEADERSHIP  11

mission should address the overall reason for its existence and establish a set 
of norms and expectations of a “way of doing business” (p. 6). 

For this book, the word mission refers to the purpose, philosophy, and 
educational aspirations of a college or university. A college or university’s 
educational philosophy or mission statement should direct an institution and 
its leaders. It should provide a rationale for the way a college or university 
leader approaches decisions about every aspect of the institution, from whom 
the board selects to lead to how the curriculum should be structured to how 
resources should be distributed. In the end, it should provide the glue that 
binds the organization together as well as offer the core values that guide the 
institution’s decision-making. In other words, a mission statement should 
help college and university administrators determine not only what the insti-
tution will do, but equally importantly, what it will not do. As was pointed 
out earlier, the lack of a clear and distinguishing mission can diminish an 
institution’s focus and lead to unclear goals and objectives, which in turn can 
create problems internally and externally. 

BoardSource’s (2010) authors outlined 12 principles of governance that 
they believe power exceptional boards. Among the 12 recommendations for 
board members are remaining strategic in their thinking, creating an ethos 
of transparency, and being results-oriented. Most important, however, is 
the underlining theme that all decisions—from selecting new leadership to 
budgeting—must “ensure the congruence between decisions and core values” 
(p. 23). That is, exceptional board members recognize that their primary role 
is to mold and uphold the mission of the institution they serve. 

The value of mission statements is exemplified by the fact that all major 
accrediting bodies require that an institution demonstrate that its mission 
is appropriate and achievable in some reasonable manner. For example, the 
authors of the WASC Senior College and University Commission’s (2018) 
2013 Handbook of Accreditation (revised) state that each institution seeking 
accreditation or reaffirmation be compliant with a specific set of standards, 
and that under standard 1, “Defining Institutional Purposes and Ensuring 
Educational Objectives,” each institution’s “formally approved statements of 
purpose are appropriate for an institution of higher education and clearly 
define its essential values and character” (p. 1). The authors also explained 
that an institution must clearly demonstrate how it “contributes to the  public 
good” (p. 1). Furthermore, the commission reinforced the idea that the main 
purpose of shared governance is to realize fully the stated mission of the 
 college or university.

The mission of an institution has long been believed to be important in 
the creation of the academic curriculum and the promotion of democratic 
ideals. For example, in 1977 the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement 
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12  PRINCIPLES OF ACADEMIC LEADERSHIP

of Teaching published a report in which it asserted that “governing boards 
have a responsibility for making the institutional mission an explicit instru-
ment of educational policy” (p. 258). In 1987, Boyer wrote a report on 
the state of undergraduate education in which he noted that several things 
reduce its quality. To Boyer (1987), the main problem was a lack of a clear 
understanding of the goals and purposes of higher education. In other words, 
he discovered that while some colleges and universities do reasonably well in 
helping students understand and even become competent in specific fields, 
most higher education institutions lack a clear sense of direction or purpose, 
which ultimately diminishes an undergraduate’s education. The implication 
is clear: Colleges and university leaders who understand their institution’s 
core purpose and tie it to their educational outcomes provide the richest 
learning environments for their students. 

A clear sense of mission not only improves a college or university’s ability 
to obtain important accreditations, has a positive impact on student learning 
outcomes, and promotes civic education; it also helps institutions’ trustees 
to assess leadership. In an essay by Colgan and deRussy (2006), sponsored 
by the Institute for Effective Governance in Higher Education, the authors 
argued that it is imperative for trustees to tie the assessment of a president to 
the institution’s three most critical documents: its mission statement, strate-
gic plan, and corresponding budget. 

Adapting to an Ever-Changing and Volatile Environment

Being mission driven is no guarantee that an institution will enjoy success, 
however. In fact, Chait et al. (2005) suggested that institutions will suffer if 
their board members assume that being mission driven insulates them from 
threats outside the academy. Their research shows that administrators who 
have chosen to ignore environmental factors such as changes in technology 
or enrollment trends because they believe they are mission driven have done 
so at their own peril. Therefore, boards and institutions that have found ways 
to engage continuously in boundary-spanning assessment and planning are 
better able to adjust to their ever-changing and volatile environment and 
ensure that the mission of the institution remains relevant. 

A focus on mission does not mean that an organization cannot adapt to 
change. Instead, being mission driven allows an institution to use its mission 
as a lens to interpret changes in the environment and connect institutional 
aspirations with what is happening in the world. For example, most early 
colonial liberal arts colleges emphasized the classics for all students, which 
included language training in Greek, Latin, and Hebrew. As Rudolph (1962) 
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PRINCIPLES OF ACADEMIC LEADERSHIP  13

stated in his history of U.S. higher education, these languages served as “tools 
with which teacher and student found their way” (p. 25) through ancient 
texts. Today those languages, while still offered at some institutions, are not 
required because of the broad access everyone has to translations of those 
texts. Although core language requirements may have changed in response to 
a major environmental shift, no one would suggest that those same institu-
tions are not fulfilling their mission as liberal arts colleges because they no 
longer require those texts to be taught in their original languages.

The ability of academic leaders to understand and adjust to changes in 
the external environment while remaining in alignment with the core val-
ues of their college or university requires the discipline to interpret change 
through the lens of their institution’s mission. For example, when developing 
a strategic plan, leaders must scan the external landscape as well as the inter-
nal workings of their institution to ensure that the future direction of their 
institution will be in alignment with its core values. However, this discipline 
is easy to ignore when colleges and universities face environmental threats, 
and such disregard has led many higher education administrators to neglect 
their core mission in favor of making their institutions more like those that 
are ranked more highly, or that they believe are more prestigious or perceive 
to have an advantage.

A risk of emulating other colleges and universities in the hope of acquir-
ing resources and prestige is mission creep (Lane, 2005). A particular problem 
with mission creep is not that schools have added new programs or services 
to enhance their mission, but rather that these additions make them more 
closely resemble other institutions in the marketplace. In a 2001 letter to the 
California legislature, Clark Kerr described mission creep as “a phenomenon 
in which one segment of higher education redefines its mission to include the 
responsibility already being performed by another” (as cited in Lane, 2005, 
pp. 4–5). In their book on innovation in higher education, Christensen and 
Eyring (2011) pointed out that the trend toward imitation is not by mistake. 
Rather, they asserted that “the roots of the problems are genetic, and the 
DNA is fundamentally Harvard’s” (Christensen & Evring, 2011, p. 197). 
In other words, with such an emphasis and focus on places like Harvard, 
many institutions wrongly believe they need to be more like Harvard to be 
successful. This is a fool’s errand because society neither needs nor should 
desire another Harvard. What society needs are distinctive institutions that 
understand their mission and excel at what it is they are uniquely positioned 
to do. Beyond diminishing the diversity of higher education institutions, 
this mimicking of another mission to attain additional resources or pres-
tige rarely results in a sustainable model of education and often moves an 
institution away from its original purpose and makes it less able to adapt 
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14  PRINCIPLES OF ACADEMIC LEADERSHIP

to environmental changes. “To the extent that pluralism is a guiding value 
in public policy deliberations, we need to discover new forms of intersec-
toral coordination that will encourage diversification rather than hastening 
homogenization” (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 158).

The practice of imitation as a means to advance a college or university’s 
reputation differs significantly from the historical tradition of major shifts 
through which new institution types emerged. For example, the Morrill 
Act of 1862 facilitated the development of land-grant institutions, which 
advanced the American priority of agricultural and industrial education. 
The emergence of the German research university in the late 19th century 
had a tremendous impact on higher education in Europe as well as in the 
United States, and the creation of community college systems in the 20th 
century expanded access to higher education to many more Americans. Over 
the years, individual states have expanded the missions of particular higher 
 education sectors to meet societal demands, but in these cases expansion 
of mission did not mean copying other institutions. Rather, through these 
reforms new institutions with distinct missions were developed in response 
to societal change.

Administrators of colleges and universities that are mission driven yet 
responsive to societal change do not allow their institutions to creep into an 
area that is incongruent with what they are or what they aspire to be. Rather 
they only add programs, services, or responsibilities that advance their basic 
purpose and are in harmony with their core values. Deciding what to add 
(or eliminate) is best completed through a rigorous, systematic, and ongoing 
planning and assessment process that leads to institutional renewal. Such a 
process is a sign of institutional vigor and sustainability and typically leads 
to better decision-making and resource allocations. Institutional renewal in 
alignment with the mission is enhanced when the process has transparent 
aims and is inclusive of myriad constituents. In other words, the process 
of institutional renewal and growth is imbued with and guided by basic 
democratic decision-making principles that view participants as partners in 
the process. 

Importance of Democratic Ideals in Advancing the Academy

So far, we have made the case that alignment with mission is paramount in all 
decision-making in higher education. Moreover, we have argued that institu-
tional renewal and change should be tied to a systematic assessment process 
in harmony with the core values of the organization. We will now turn our 
attention to the important role higher education in the United States plays 
in the promotion of democracy by engaging the local community, producing 
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engaged citizens, and ensuring that all decision-making is congruent with 
democratic principles. 

One of the core purposes of colleges and universities is to promote dem-
ocratic ideals such as freedom of inquiry and speech, inclusion, equality, and 
social justice. In fact, evidence suggests that the broad support our colleges 
and universities have enjoyed over the centuries is because of an implicit 
understanding that higher education exists in part to help our  democracy 
flourish. Several researchers who have investigated the role of higher  education 
in advancing democracy have argued that openness to change and adaptation 
is a critical element within any institution that wishes to pursue social justice 
as its aim (Clift, 1948; Josephson, 2020).

It is not enough, however, for college and university administrators, 
faculty, and staff to encourage students to develop into responsible citizens 
equipped to work collaboratively in a global society. Rather, they—both as 
individual scholars and as a collective group—must model the same behav-
ior. Institutions and their leaders can exemplify this aspect of their mission 
through their interactions with students and through their shared governance 
processes. They can also model democratic values and responsible  citizenship 
through the creation of reciprocal, democratic alliances with other organiza-
tions outside the academy. 

In their discussion on civic education, Colby et al. (2003) argue that 
the schools that are most successful in promoting a democratic agenda have 
a core institutional commitment that is “intentional and holistic” (p. 9) and 
shapes most, if not all, aspects of a student’s experience while in school. In 
describing the more successful models of civic education, they reaffirm that 
the mission of an institution is the starting point for the creation of a unique 
learning environment.

It is important to recognize that ultimate responsibility for any institution 
of higher learning, and therefore its promotion of democratic ideals, rests with 
its governing board. Governing boards are required to have authority over all 
matters pertaining to the operation of the organization including academic, 
administrative, financial, and compliance issues. Although they retain ultimate 
authority, governing boards delegate their responsibilities to the president or 
chancellor through a shared governance model that is tied to the institutional 
mission and reflects democratic principles in its  implementation. While all 
shared governance models have unique characteristics, it is not the model that 
matters so much as whether the institution has developed a democratic way 
to share governance that gives appropriate decision-making authority to those 
most able to successfully execute particular decisions. 

Colleges and universities that are mission driven and have developed a 
process for institutional renewal also need to develop ways to engage their 
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diverse constituencies. Such engagement requires time for appropriate dis-
course, appreciates the distinctive role of each constituent group, and fosters 
an environment of mutual understanding and respect. To accomplish these 
goals, leaders of an institution must view each constituent as a partner in the 
shared governance process and adhere to basic values such as transparency, 
inclusiveness, and accountability. Engaging with these values does not mean 
that everything is open to debate and a vote. Instead, it ensures a mechanism 
for civil and rational discourse to occur, and that in the end the appropriate 
people in the governance structure are held accountable for the decisions that 
are made.

For many, this matter of accountability is the sticking point in govern-
ance. Board members and senior administrators have fiduciary and legal 
responsibilities that could make them personally liable for damages. In 
 contrast, faculty members typically have neither fiduciary responsibility nor 
career accountability for the decisions in which a typical governance struc-
ture allows them to participate. Fortunately, at most colleges and universities 
the majority of faculty members involved in governance understand these 
issues and participate with the best interests of the institution at heart. 

Abraham Flexner (1930), an early 20th-century educator, described 
 colleges and universities as organisms, and Kerr (1964) believed the  various 
components of those organisms are “inextricably bound” (p. 20). If an 
 institution of higher learning is an organism, to remain robust and healthy, 
the various components within it must discover ways to function in uni-
son and recognize that no single element is predominant. In real terms, this 
realization requires a balance among and between an institution’s various 
 constituencies. While the ultimate responsibility for an institution rests with 
its governing board, it would be unrealistic to think that any board could 
manage every aspect of an organization as complex as a college or university. 
Institutions that create democratic processes to share this management fare 
better over time.

Unfortunately, shared governance often is only thought of as an internal 
mechanism for ensuring that an institution can continue to function suc-
cessfully. In highly effective institutions, however, the same principles and 
practices used inside the academy also apply to dealings with external groups 
and issues. Colby et al. (2003) asserted that commitment to reasoned and 
honest discourse and respect for others are two basic values all colleges and 
universities should uphold, and those same values should guide decision-
making when dealing with issues outside the academy. The very notion that 
what is considered good democratic practice within an institutional govern-
ance structure is what should be modeled when dealing with people and 
organizations outside of it is an idea that has been part of the lexicon of 
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higher education for centuries, but only recently has it emerged as a leading 
indicator of institutional strength and rigor.

If the academy desires to maintain its exalted place in a democratic 
 society, the sharing of authority through thoughtfully designed and institu-
tionally appropriate democratic processes cannot simply be an ideal practiced 
by colleges and university administrators within their own walls; it must be 
an imperative in their work outside the academy as well. Moreover, if insti-
tutions of higher learning do not engage their students in democratic and 
responsible ways, how can leaders of colleges and universities expect their 
students to behave as responsible members of society? Over the years, many 
universities have decided that one way to demonstrate their  commitment 
to acting in a democratic and responsible way is by  incorporating these 
principles into the learning environment. Service learning, community-
based learning, and other forms of experiential learning—in which faculty 
lead students in the “active construction of knowledge” (Colby et al., 2003, 
p. 2)—require the teacher and the student to consider the impact of their 
work on others and engage in democratic practices that advance democratic 
partnerships, scholarship, and learning. 

Being a Catalyst for Inclusion, Equity, and Social Justice

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., the great American civil rights leader, once 
stated that the “arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward  justice”  
(King, 1968). With this statement Dr. King was attempting to provide a 
description of our nation’s history that recognizes that while the founders 
excluded a significant percentage of the population from actively participating 
in and benefitting from our democracy, over time our nation has moved in a 
direction that is more inclusive of diverse peoples, opinions, and ideas. If we 
were to paraphrase Dr. King in the context of American higher education, we 
would propose that while the original colonial colleges may not have had inclu-
sion and equity in mind when they were founded, the “arc” of U.S. colleges 
and universities has bent toward greater inclusion, equity, and social justice. 

Several authors have argued that, over time, institutions of higher 
 education have served as a catalyst for the advancement of democratic 
 ideals and, more specifically, as champions for preparing citizens for active 
 participation in our democracy. Colleges and universities gradually recog-
nized that greater inclusion of populations traditionally underserved by 
higher education would be necessary if they were to fulfill their mission of 
promoting  democratic ideals. The early colonial colleges, however, did not 
begin as models of democracy. 
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In his book on the history of U.S. colleges and universities, historian 
Fredrick Rudolph (1962) stated, “While exerting a profound influence on 
such an environment through the civil and religious leaders it trained, the 
colonial college failed to establish itself as a popular institution intimately 
affecting the lives of the people” (p. 19). Rudolph observed that the idea that 
colleges should serve the purpose of promoting democratic ideals really did 
not take hold until after the American Revolution. He noted that in the first 
20 years after the revolution “more than twice as many colleges as had been 
founded during the almost 150 previous years,” and they all had at their core 
some component of promoting democracy and the preparation of citizens 
for the new nation (Rudolph, 1962, p. 35–36).

As American higher education expanded over the next 2 centuries, insti-
tutions adopted two beliefs that ultimately became part of the ethos of the 
sector: belief in the importance of providing access to diverse populations 
traditionally underserved by higher education, and belief that one of the core 
purposes of a college was to uphold and promote democratic ideals. These 
ideas had gained so much traction by the end of the 19th century that the 
president of the University of Chicago, William Rainey Harper, declared in 
an 1899 address that the university was the “Messiah” of democracy and that 
“education is the basis of all democratic progress” (Harper, 1905, pp. 12, 32). 

One early example of a higher education sector created to educate a 
diverse population was the establishment of faith-based colleges to help meet 
the educational needs for the increasing number of children of immigrants to 
the United States, many of whom settled in urban areas across the country. 
Rudolph (1962) observed that the “Catholic Church needed no prodding to 
follow the counsel of Saint Ignatius to place colleges in cities” (p. 94). The 
mission of the early Roman Catholic institutions was clear: to educate the 
next generation of Catholics to assume their roles as productive members of 
American society. Originally, these institutions focused on educating a specific  
demographic. For example, Boston College’s original charter, established in 
1863, was to serve Boston’s predominantly poor, Irish Catholic population. 
Boston College’s focus on educating first-generation, poor immigrants pro-
vided one of the first examples of expanding the reach and scope of higher 
education beyond the realm of the wealthy in the United States. 

Prior to the American Civil War access to higher education for people of 
color was practically nonexistent. While a few Black colleges were established 
in the first half of the 19th century, it was not until the second Morrill Act 
of 1890 when states, who wished to use federal funds to establish segregated 
schools for Blacks, were provided funding and support to establish what 
later became known as historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs). 
Many of these institutions still exist today and continue to offer equal access 
and opportunity to education for all students.
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The inclusion of women in U.S. higher education also took many gen-
erations to develop. In the 18th century a few institutions were dedicated to 
training women for “domestic” life, but it was not until 1837 that Oberlin 
College in Ohio became the first “coed” institution when four women were 
admitted (Rudolph, 1962). That same year a teaching seminary for women, 
now Mount Holyoke College, was established specifically for the education 
of women, and throughout the 19th century dozens of colleges were char-
tered for the education of women. In addition, during the 19th and early 
20th centuries numerous colleges, both public and denominational, were 
established to serve coed student populations. However, during this period 
women’s access to higher education was generally limited to schools desig-
nated specifically for women and to professions traditionally occupied by 
women. It was not until the middle of the 20th century, as many larger pub-
lic institutions across the nation opened their doors to women, that women 
secured true access to higher education. Today, women make up the majority 
of students enrolled in institutions of higher learning.

The creation of new higher education institutions at other points in 
U.S. history provided greater access for students traditionally underserved 
in society as well. It can be argued, for example, that no movement in his-
tory has had a greater impact on providing access to higher education than 
the creation of community college systems across the nation during the 20th 
century. When we consider other higher education developments of the past 
century, such as the passage of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 
( commonly known as the GI Bill), which provided access to higher  education 
for millions of veterans returning from World War II; the  emergence of tribal 
colleges and universities (TCUs) in the 1960s; and the introduction of the 
Hispanic-serving institution (HSI) designation in the 1990s, it is clear that 
throughout American history the arch of higher education has been for 
greater access, inclusion, and a drive toward social justice. 

In this book we do not assert that the U.S. higher education sector 
sought to become more diverse and inclusive entirely on its own. We fully 
acknowledge that for most of American history the journey toward greater 
access and inclusion has been difficult. Over time, external factors, including 
state and federal governments, faith-based organizations, and philanthropic 
supporters, have influenced the direction that colleges and universities have 
taken, and those paths have not always led toward justice. Indeed, a good 
part of this journey has come at a significant cost to those advocates who have 
demanded greater inclusion. 

Clearly there is much work to be done before fully realizing our potential 
and agency as institutions for positive social change. What we do propose is 
that inclusion, equity, and social justice have become the sine qua non of the 
U.S. higher education sector in the 21st century, and institutions that fail 
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to adapt to changing norms, refuse to embrace the national movement for 
greater access, and do not believe inclusion and belongingness are key to their 
identity will struggle and likely not survive. 

Application of the Four Principles Throughout This Book

In this book, we assert that higher education institutions that have  committed 
to four essential principles—being mission centric; being adaptable to envi-
ronmental changes; perpetuating democratic principles; and serving as 
 models for inclusion, equity, and positive social change—have consistently 
fared better than those institutions that have not adhered to these ideas and 
are better positioned for the future. Therefore, administrators should  consider 
them as key building blocks for success in the 21st century. In the chapters 
that follow, these four principles are applied to the study and  practice of 
effective academic administration and provide a framework for the reader 
to comprehend the nuances of the complex organizations that are colleges 
and universities. 
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