
 

 

 

 

 

An Invitation to Apply for the Position of 

 

 
 

Dean, College of Humanities and Social Sciences 

Fairfax, Virginia 

 

 

THE SEARCH 

 

George Mason University, Virginia's largest public research institution, seeks an energetic and 

entrepreneurial academic leader to serve as the next Dean of the College of Humanities and 

Social Sciences (CHSS). Ranked by the U.S. News & World Report as one of the most 

innovative national universities, Mason is located in the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area, 

with unsurpassed geographical access to the U.S. government, international organizations, and 

major corporations across a myriad of industries. With 1,800 faculty throughout 10 schools and 

colleges, the University enrolls 36,000 students from all 50 states and 130 countries on three 

northern Virginia campuses. It also has an international campus, Mason Korea in Songdo, which 

attracts students from East Asia, Southeast Asia, and beyond.  

 

Mason was established in 1957 as University College, the northern Virginia branch of the 

University of Virginia. In the decades since, it has been on a steep and pronounced growth 

trajectory. It is now a major national university and a leader in teaching and learning, research, 

access, and diversity and inclusion: the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher 

Education includes George Mason University among institutions in the "Highest Research 

Activity" (R1) category, and Mason is the most diverse public university in Virginia. 

Consistently ranked among the top-300 universities in the world, Mason has been cited by U.S. 

News as one of the nation's best schools for creating an environment in which all students can 

thrive. 

 

The College of Humanities and Social Sciences is the University's largest unit, with almost 400 

full-time faculty. In Fall 2017 it enrolled one-quarter of all of the University's undergraduate 

students and 14 percent of all graduate students. It offers 27 majors, 56 minors, 14 master's 

degrees (plus a master of arts in interdisciplinary studies and a master of fine arts in creative 

writing), 9 doctoral degrees, and a variety of graduate certificates. In addition, faculty and 

students are highly active in research, with external research funding to the college averaging 

$15-$20 million annually. Over the years, the College's faculty has included two Nobel 

Laureates, two Pulitzer Prize winners, six Guggenheim recipients, and two MacArthur Fellows.  
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Reporting to the Provost and Executive Vice President, the Dean will work collaboratively and 

collegially within the College and across the University, providing visionary and creative 

leadership, enabling innovation in learning, nurturing path-breaking scholarship, and furthering 

the reputation and reach of the College and University. The Dean will manage and increase 

resources, cultivate external partnerships, and attract attention and financial support for CHSS. 

The Dean is a member of the President's Council and the Provost's Academic Council. The 

successful candidate will possess credentials for appointment at the rank of full professor, 

including a terminal degree and an outstanding record of accomplishment in teaching and 

scholarship.  

 

Isaacson, Miller, the national executive search firm, has been retained to support the search 

committee in this effort. Confidential inquiries, nominations, and applications may be directed to 

the firm as noted at the end of this document. 

 

 

THE COLLEGE OF HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 

 

As the primary home of the liberal arts, the College of Humanities and Social Sciences is the 

educational "heart" of George Mason University. It is a large and dominant presence among the 

University's ten colleges and schools, with about 30 percent of all of Mason's full-time faculty. 

The programmatic activities taking place in CHSS influence a Mason education to a significant 

degree, and the success of the University overall is inextricably linked to the strength of the 

College, its 20 departments and programs, its 14 research centers, and its faculty. Mason 

provides a transformative learning experience. The College plays a pivotal role in this effort.  

 

The work of CHSS was instrumental in the University's quest to attain R1 status. Faculty in the 

College are active scholar-teachers, and research is a vital part of the undergraduate and graduate 

student experiences. Research and scholarly activity in the College is extensive and diverse, 

representing all aspects of the social sciences and humanities. Significant funding has come from 

the National Endowment for the Humanities, National Science Foundation, National Institutes of 

Health, Department of Justice, Department of Defense and other public agencies, as well as 

private sources. University-wide, a significant share of graduate student support from the 

National Science Foundation and the National Institutes of Health went to CHSS students in 

2017, and almost half of students who secure competitive scholarships and fellowships come 

from CHSS. 

 

As the University grows rapidly both in size and scale, CHSS departments continue to put 

considerable emphasis on quality teaching, and many maintain small classes at all levels. The 

College's culture is congenial and supportive, and its faculty body dedicated and student-

centered.  

 

Research expenditures—while admittedly an incomplete measure of scholarly activity in a 

college of humanities and social sciences—were $16.8 million in 2017. In 2017, CHSS finished 

the fiscal year with a $5 million surplus. Revenues were $134 million (including but not limited 

to state appropriations, in-state and out-of-state tuition, and other tuition and fees).  
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There are 53,000 alumni of CHSS, which has a 16-member Advisory Board. Advancement 

efforts typically raise between $5 million and $7 million per year.   

 

For more information, visit: 

 http://chss.gmu.edu/ 

 

 

THE UNIVERSITY 

 

At George Mason University, the College of Humanities and Social Sciences can be 

distinguished by its disciplinary breadth, scale, and complexity, but the College's trajectory and 

purpose are very much in keeping with the institution. Mason is rapidly growing and 

transforming itself. Since 1991, the institution has more than doubled in size. Today, Mason is a 

major research university with three campuses—Fairfax, Arlington, and the Science and 

Technology Campus in Prince William County—in one of the fastest growing areas in the nation 

(Northern Virginia, with a population of 2.7 million). It graduates more students than any other 

public research university in Virginia. What's more, Mason has achieved this growth while 

increasing in virtually all indicators of quality—including but not limited to learning outcomes, 

graduation and retention rates, research activity, and career placement—and while maintaining a 

mission-driven focus on access and return on investment. Mason graduates have the highest 

starting salaries in the state. This is one of the most remarkable success stories in higher 

education and public higher education. 

 

Mason has a diverse and extremely talented student body. Diversity is found in every dimension, 

including socioeconomic status, racial and ethnic identity, and age and life experience; there is 

no performance gap among students across these dimensions. In fiscal year 2016, 62 percent of 

Mason students received some form of financial aid, including 28 percent who received Pell 

Grants. Currently, 44 percent are from minority racial/ethnic groups, 8 percent are international, 

and several hundred students have DACA status. Almost half of Mason' s undergraduates are 

transfer students, and first-generation students make up 37 percent of the undergraduate 

enrollment. Approximately 1 in 10 students is affiliated with the military, including veterans, 

active duty personnel, military dependents, reservists, and guardsmen. In-state students account 

for 81 percent of enrollment.  

 

The institution is currently in the final phases of its largest-ever comprehensive fundraising 

campaign. Faster Farther: The Campaign for George Mason University is slated to end in 

December 2018 and has already surpassed its goal of $500 million, raising over $530 million as 

of November 2017. The University's endowment is $71.6 million, a reflection of its recent past 

as a commuter school. Appropriations from the Commonwealth of Virginia constitute roughly 28 

percent of the University's educational and general budget. Research revenues exceed $100 

million annually. 

 

 

 

 

http://chss.gmu.edu/
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LEADERSHIP AND GOVERNANCE 

 

In 2012, Ángel Cabrera became president of George Mason University. Under his leadership, 

the University has attained R1 status; completed a $60 million expansion of Fenwick Library to 

strengthen the student experience and support collaborative learning; undertaken several other 

major construction projects; embarked on Faster Farther: The Campaign for George Mason 

University; been awarded the 2015 Campus-wide Award for Undergraduate Research 

Accomplishment by the nonprofit Council on Undergraduate Research; and launched the Mason 

Korea campus. President Cabrera serves on the Federal Reserve Board of Richmond, the Georgia 

Tech Advisory Board, the Bankinter Foundation for Innovation, the Monterrey Institute of 

Technology academic board, and the Northern Virginia Technology Council board, among other 

organizations. 

 

S. David Wu became Provost and Executive Vice President in 2014. Prior to joining Mason, he 

served as Dean of the P.C. Rossin College of Engineering and Applied Science and held the 

Iacocca Chair at Lehigh University. A Fellow of the Institute for Industrial Engineers, he has 

worked with the National Science Foundation, the Science Foundation of Ireland, the Research 

Grant Council of Hong Kong, and the Science & Engineering Research Council of Singapore. 

He currently serves on the Board of Overseers for Dartmouth College's Thayer School of 

Engineering and the advisory boards for The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology 

(HKUST) and National Taiwan University. 

 

George Mason University is governed by a 16-member Board of Visitors, a corporate body 

whose members are appointed by the governor of Virginia on a rotating basis to serve four-year 

terms. Mason is accredited by the Commission on Colleges of the Southern Association of 

Colleges and Schools.  

 

For more information, visit: 

 http://www2.gmu.edu/ 

 http://fasterfarther.gmu.edu/ 

 

 

CURRENT OUTLOOK 

 

In August 2017, Provost Wu announced that CHSS Dean Deborah Boehm-Davis would be 

retiring from George Mason University after 33 years at the institution. A distinguished 

researcher and member of the Department of Psychology, Dr. Boehm-Davis was named Dean of 

the College in 2013 and served as its second dean. Dean Boehm-Davis's accomplishments 

included leading the College as it transitioned into a new responsibility-centered management 

(RCM) budget model, which resulted in a $5 million surplus (in fiscal year 2017) that has 

permitted CHSS to strategically invest in its future.   

 

CHSS has been able to leverage the new budget model effectively; this has been made possible 

in part by robust enrollment. There is opportunity, however, to look closely within CHSS—to 

rethink the Mason Core, to consider the shape of an undergraduate curriculum at an institution 

with a significant proportion of transfer students, to ensure that research by faculty and students 

http://www2.gmu.edu/
http://fasterfarther.gmu.edu/
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flourishes, and to confront and address the challenges of graduate enrollment and graduate 

student support. So, too, must the College confront the challenges inherent in structural, 

financial, and human resources that are tested and stretched by sustained and aggressive growth. 

Faculty and staff compensation and well-being are important areas of consideration. 

 

The College eagerly anticipates the replacement of Robinson Hall, where a significant number of 

the CHSS faculty reside. Slated for completion in 2022, this project will transform the center of 

campus. When it is finished, the showcase building will include state-of-the-art classrooms, 

collaboration and meeting spaces, informal and experiential learning areas, conference space, 

and the Mason Innovation Exchange (MIX); it will serve as the home of many CHSS 

departments.  

 

For strategic plans for CHSS and the University, visit: 

 https://chss.gmu.edu/faculty/strategic-plan/overview 

 https://strategicplan.gmu.edu/ 

 

 

ROLE OF THE DEAN 

 

In leading the College, the Dean is simultaneously a visionary; a strategist, observing and 

anticipating the forces of growth and the opportunities they present; and a tactician, leveraging 

assets for maximum impact and benefit. The Dean champions the mission of the liberal arts 

within the University and to external audiences. The Dean leads boldly, advocates passionately, 

supports thoughtfully, communicates tirelessly, and generates and facilitates the flow of ideas 

energetically. In all of these activities the Dean is collaborative and entrepreneurial, bridges 

institutional and faculty priorities, nurtures the education of students, and demonstrates 

enthusiasm and a deep commitment for the mission of CHSS and the University. 

 

The Dean works closely with the department chairs, center and program directors, College staff, 

fellow Deans, and University leadership. Reporting directly to the Dean are the: 

 Senior Associate Dean 

 Associate Dean for Research 

 Executive Director for Finance and Human Resources 

 Director of Communication 

 Director of Development (dotted line report) 

 

 

KEY OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES 

 

The overarching opportunity for the next Dean is to build on CHSS's considerable assets—

including but not limited to the strength of its faculty, students, staff, and programs, as well as 

Mason' s geographical location—by partnering creatively with faculty and University leadership. 

This remarkably collegial and collaborative community will welcome the ideas and energy 

brought by the new Dean. The overarching challenge for this role is to think strategically in an 

environment where growth has stressed existing structures, finances, and staff capacity. The 

RCM budget model presents untapped possibilities for CHSS that have not yet been fully 

https://chss.gmu.edu/faculty/strategic-plan/overview
https://chss.gmu.edu/faculty/strategic-plan/overview
https://strategicplan.gmu.edu/
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explored or exploited. The Dean should be adaptable and able to work in an environment of 

constraint, and must be entrepreneurial, opportunistic, and adept at attracting attention and 

making the case for Mason and CHSS.  

 

The next Dean will: 

 

Provide visionary leadership for the College of Humanities and Social Sciences. 

 

As the majority provider of the liberal arts and Mason core, the College of Humanities and 

Social Sciences plays a pedagogical and intellectual role that resembles what is found at other 

universities. An observer might conclude that CHSS faces similar challenges as well, but the 

reality is quite different: the newness of Mason's organizational structures is a significant 

competitive advantage. The College's enrollment is robust; the new budget model, which can 

prompt anxiety at other institutions, presents opportunities to secure investments in faculty 

hiring, graduate education, and other areas; and low barriers to collaboration encourage and 

facilitate interdisciplinary program development. The next Dean will have the opportunity to 

take stock of the singular combination of circumstances and assets currently in play, and will 

develop a clear and compelling vision for CHSS. This vision should be intellectually rigorous, 

creative, exciting, and sustainable, and furthermore should distinguish Mason as a leader in the 

humanities and social sciences.  

 

Advocate, internally and externally, for the humanities and social sciences. 

 

The Dean must communicate the importance of CHSS at Mason, as a driver for excellence in 

teaching and learning, as the unit that can provide a unifying educational experience for Mason's 

undergraduates, and as a force for innovation in teaching and research. The Dean will seize on 

ways to connect the College to institutional initiatives; the Dean will also be a tireless champion 

and advocate for the excellence of the College. Internally, the success of the Dean's efforts will 

be reflected in the degree to which CHSS is a leader—and leading topic—in institutional 

conversations and communications, and the extent to which CHSS is able to garner support for 

its activities. Externally, entities outside the University should be made aware of CHSS, engaged 

and brought into the institution's orbit, and moved to partner with and strengthen the College. 

 

Attract resources, build capacity, and leverage assets. 

 

Under RCM, the Dean will be empowered to work creatively and collaboratively to enhance the 

financial base of the College. CHSS has pressing needs: faculty compensation is low at Mason 

compared to peer institutions, and graduate stipends (which differ in amounts from department to 

department) also lag, to varying degrees. Mason is located in one of the most talent-rich regions 

of the nation and can hire well, but faculty and staff retention is a challenge. To strengthen CHSS 

financially, the Dean will find a willing and enthusiastic partner in the Office of Advancement 

and Alumni Relations. At the same, the Dean must spearhead efforts to increase earned revenue, 

lead conversations about programmatic priorities and competitive market strategies, and be 

nimble in exploiting emerging opportunities. 
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Support, nourish, and champion research.  

 

The social sciences were critical to Mason’s attainment of R1 status, and CHSS has been making 

a significant institutional investment in research and scholarship. The next leader of the College 

must ensure that these investments continue. The Dean will appreciate the range of departments 

and programs in CHSS; apprehend how the disciplines give rise to variations in the nature of 

research, research funding, and definitions of research productivity; and celebrate excellence in 

teaching and research as complementary and mutually-supporting pursuits. The Dean will 

elevate and support sponsored research, and attend to the further development of research 

opportunities for undergraduate and graduate students. 

 

Commit to the sustenance and support of diversity, inclusion, and equity. 

 

With a student body that is richly and powerfully diverse, Mason strives to support and foster a 

healthy and inclusive campus community. However, faculty and staff diversity is not at the same 

level as student diversity, and retaining faculty of color has been a challenge given Mason's 

current financial limitations. The Dean must be dogged in attending to faculty and staff diversity 

and professional development, and work with others to recruit and retain a diverse faculty and 

staff. The Dean must also personally demonstrate a commitment to diversity and an equal 

commitment to access, and support and expand efforts to serve an exceptionally diverse array of 

undergraduate and graduate students.  

 

 

QUALIFICATIONS AND CHARACTERISTICS 

 

The successful candidate will evince many of the following qualifications, characteristics, and 

experiences: 

 

A track record of innovative, entrepreneurial, and collaborative leadership. Highly effective 

strategic oversight, in a setting of comparable scale and complexity. Experience in settings of 

growth, and an understanding of the levers required to develop and strengthen extraordinary, 

attractive academic programs. An ability to observe, identify, and anticipate trends, and to seize 

opportunities. Demonstrated success driving, communicating, and implementing new ideas in a 

collaborative manner. 

 

Commitment to academic excellence. A record of championing students and faculty; 

demonstrated success in strengthening academic program. Demonstrated advocacy for, and close 

attention to, teaching and learning. Effective fostering of the conditions necessary for path-

breaking research. A track record of embracing and encouraging multidisciplinary and cross-

college collaborative work. A broad curiosity and engagement with all the disciplines that make 

up the humanities and social sciences.  

 

Demonstrated commitment to diversity, inclusion, and equity, across students, faculty, and 

staff. Dedication to students, and awareness and enthusiasm for the array of student backgrounds 

and needs at an institution such as Mason. A record of success in recruiting, mentoring, and 

retaining faculty of color. A track record of achieving a more representative community. 
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Superb management, planning, and financial skills. Fluency and sophistication with data and 

analytical tools that support decision-making. An understanding of and interest in finances and 

the interplay of academic priorities, budgeting, resource requirements, and revenue generation 

(including fundraising). Ability to create a framework for allocating resources and making 

difficult decisions, and the skills needed to communicate the framework to senior leadership, 

faculty, and the broader community. 

 

Excellent communication skills, both oral and written; outstanding listening skills. Deep 

respect for faculty governance, and an orientation to facilitative leadership. Proven ability to 

inspire enthusiasm, energize supporters, and motivate others. Willingness and aptitude to 

contribute to the philanthropic goals of the University. 

 

Professional and personal qualities:  An entrepreneurial approach to problems and solutions; an 

embrace of innovation and experimentation. Energy and institutional ambition. Bias toward 

action, married with an inclusive, approachable presence; ability to inspire confidence and garner 

support for ideas. Optimism, resilience, persistence, and curiosity.  

 

An earned doctorate (or terminal degree). A record of scholarship befitting the leader of a 

distinguished college of a major university with an appointment as tenured full professor.  

 

 

INQUIRIES, NOMINATIONS, AND APPLICATIONS 

 

Confidential inquiries, nominations, and applications may be submitted electronically and in 

confidence to: 

 

Anita Tien or Joanna Cook 

Isaacson, Miller 

http://www.imsearch.com/search-detail/S6-436 

263 Summer Street, 7th Floor 

Boston, MA 02210 

 

George Mason University is an equal opportunity/affirmative action employer, committed to 

promoting inclusion and equity in its community. All qualified applicants will receive 

consideration for employment without regard to race, color, religion, sex, gender identity, sexual 

orientation, national origin, disability, or protected veteran status.  

http://www.imsearch.com/search-detail/S6-436
http://www.imsearch.com/search-detail/S6-436

