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Introduction  

L. Lynn Vidler 

University of Colorado Colorado Springs 

Abstract 

This volume goes beyond simply how to be a dean. Rather, the authors aim to 
consider how higher education might intentionally and deliberately develop 
faculty toward the deanship, thereby expanding the leadership capacity needed 
to effectively administer our universities.  

Keywords: leadership development, higher education leadership, fundamental 
leadership skills, university deans. 

*** 

As our campus’s chief-of-staff cleaned out her office in preparation for 
retirement, she came by to show me an interesting document from her archives: 
a list of Academic Affairs goals from the 2012-2013 academic year. I could have 
crossed off the dates and written 2024-2025. They were nearly identical.  

Certainly, there are good reasons for this. Some recent ones include declining 
state support for higher education, challenges to the ROI of a college education, 
the Great Recession, the COVID-19 pandemic, artificial intelligence and the 
drastic changes in higher education following the recent transition to a new 
federal administration. There will always be challenges. All universities, not just 
public ones, must learn to adjust more quickly than we are used to doing to 
new ways of doing things if we hope to continue our teaching and research 
missions. This book hopes to offer one answer to the question, “how?”  

Leadership capacity is, in fact, the sine qua non of the survival and thriving of 
higher education. Without it, we will not be able to adapt to the changing 
political, scholarly and cultural landscapes impacting higher education. Effective 
deans engage others to facilitate the development and implementation of 
creative solutions to the important challenges that we face. Nevertheless, most 
campuses focus on the development of students, and sometimes of tenure-
track faculty, ignoring the development of much-needed leadership capacity 
for the organization itself. We complain about the leaders we have, and run 
national searches for new ones, hoping that other campuses have developed 
the perfect dean for us.  



xiv Introduction 

Leadership is not defined by native charisma or by technical competence. It 
does not mean that someone is in a position of authority. Leadership is 
something one does, and it also happens to be a scholarly discipline that can be 
studied, analyzed and applied. This edited volume includes empirical research, 
case studies and first-person narratives aimed at highlighting methods and 
practices designed to develop university deans with the fundamental leadership 
skills to create inclusive, collaborative and cross-functional organizational cultures. 
In this book, practitioners, researchers, and scholars address questions such as:  
How do deans learn to lead effectively? Is this the optimal developmental path? 
How might we scale leadership development as a practice across higher 
education?  

I was approached to compile this volume following my participation in a 
panel entitled “So You Want to Be a Dean” at the 2023 meeting of the Modern 
Language Association. This volume was intended to serve as a follow-up to 
Vernon Press’s previous book, So You Want to Be a Dean?: Pathways to the 

Deanship, published in 2023. That first volume focused on becoming a dean 
and shared narratives about the various pathways taken by individuals to the 
position. This follow-up volume focuses more on how to improve the systems 
in higher education so that we may expand our desperately needed organizational 
leadership capacity. The authors in this book ask: what are we doing to develop 
effective deans and how might we do this intentionally and deliberately? 

The volume is divided into three sections, with several chapters per section. 
Section One features approaches that focus on the development of department 
chairs as a preparation for dean-level leadership. Section Two focuses on 
campus-level opportunities and experiences that strategically and intentionally 
develop future deans. Section Three supplements the first two sections with 
practical suggestions for individuals who must prepare themselves for a 
deanship due to a lack of institutional support.  

Stokes opens the book with an overview of some of the systemic challenges 
to effective leadership development in academia. She highlights the 
importance of the development of inclusive deans to fill the traditional dean-
provost-president pipeline. Jochum lays out the basics of why faculty do not 
automatically make good leaders, highlighting the need to begin developing 
the foundational leadership skillset of department chairs. Mayer highlights the 
skills needed by deans to become strategic leaders and stresses the need for 
deans to facilitate the development of department chairs. Elston and Woolard 
present a case study relating how a dean modeled the development of an 
empathetic, inclusive and relational culture to help faculty and department 
chairs understand their own potential for empathetic leadership. 

Hodge and Salkin open the second section of the book, suggesting that the 
strategic placement of department chairs from outside the home department 
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can be an effective way to develop dean-like skills. Van As advocates for 
Responsible Leadership as a model for developing decanal skills. Mora and 
Christianakis remind us that deans would do well to heed the perspectives of 
the faculty. Jolicoeur and Jolicoeur’s chapter highlights the issue of role conflict 
as a barrier to decanal success. Hornor suggests that participation in critical 
cross-campus planning efforts will assist deans with the integration of college 
strategic plans. 

Opening the third section, Taylor and Roderick suggest the cultivation of 
collaborative leadership for decanal success. Wilson, Buller and Crouse-Dick 
apply aspects of the Slow Movement to the development of deans. Hanks and 
Pratte offer helpful suggestions for aspiring deans regarding various external 
leadership development programs that are currently available and highlight an 
effective program in their state university system. Gano-Phillips offers a 
structured, step-by-step approach to the development of your own leadership 
through assessment and reflection. The volume ends with the sage advice of a 
former provost and president, Barnett and Morris. They offer a means to self-
assess whether to pursue the deanship and concrete ways to develop key skills.  

Higher education generally privileges basic/theoretical research over applied 
work. In the case of leadership, however, I would argue that applying the concepts 
laid out in this book well is far more difficult than studying them. Rutgers 
University president  Jonathan Holloway recently announced his upcoming 
resignation, stating, “It’s a punishing job in normal times. But the standards 
we’re being held to are impossible.” (Paul) Yet academia persists in ignoring the 
development of its own leaders, even knowing that we will need them. 

This challenge is a structural design flaw in the academic system. During the 
Ph.D., we train students to research. For those who become tenure-track faculty 
members, we then counsel them to focus on research (again) so that they will 
get tenure. By the time faculty members achieve tenure, they have never been 
taught to lead and may have, even if indirectly, been taught to disdain 
leadership. At the same time, faculty governance requires university leaders to 
be tenured (full professors for deans and provosts). I put this volume together 
as a small piece of a greater strategy: How might we mitigate the negative 
consequences of these structures and systems that undermine the development 
of future academic leaders? 

Of course, there is no single way to do this. The fact that this is an edited 
volume with many authors, all suggesting different approaches, is evidence of 
that. Nevertheless, since leadership development in higher education is not a 
universal custom and practice, the development of future academic leaders has 
been left to interested individuals, groups and campuses. I am one of those 
interested individuals, participating in an interested group on an interested 
campus. 



xvi Introduction 

For many years now, I have facilitated workshops for new department chairs 
as well as offered stand-alone workshops for all chairs on topics such as 
preparing for and engaging in difficult conversations, giving and receiving 
feedback, distinguishing between technical and adaptive leadership challenges, 
clarifying one’s values and identifying opportunities for leadership within one’s 
scope of influence. Last year, I collaborated with HR colleagues Angela Bender, 
Chief of HR, and Jerilyn Taylor, Director of HR Operations, on the development 
of a campus-wide leadership development strategy at the University of Colorado 
Colorado Springs. Our program is designed to promote the growth of fundamental 
leadership skills and an inclusive, collaborative, and cross-functional culture 
for the entire campus community. 

We continue to expand our efforts in this area. We’ve begun with two cohort 
programs, one for academic chairs and directors and another for staff first-line 
managers. Additionally, HR created and implemented optional online training 
in leadership and management concepts for all employees. Furthermore, 
knowing that all academic leaders were once graduate students, my colleague 
Jennifer Poe, Director of the Center for Student Research, and I now run 
workshops introducing graduate students to the foundational concepts of 
leadership. Even if they never become higher-ed administrators, all will benefit 
from reflecting on their purpose and values, learning how to manage conflict 
and how to engage others to work together to solve difficult problems. They do 
not need to ever be in an academic administrative job to engage others to make 
progress on important challenges. That said, once graduate students embrace, 
rather than disdain, the value of leadership skills, more may find themselves 
less reluctant to chair their department once it is their turn to do so. This series 
of programs now forms my campus’s Higher Learning Commission (HLC) 
Quality Initiative. 

You don’t have to create an entire leadership development program on your 
campus to make a difference. It is my hope that this volume inspires you to 
consider how you might contribute to this effort within your realm of influence, 
and to reflect on how you yourself might further develop your own leadership 
capacity. 

Works Cited 

Paul, Pamela. “It’s Easy to See What Drove Jonathan Holloway to Quit,” New 
York Times, 26 September 2024, www.nytimes.com/2024/09/26/opinion/ 
college-rutgers-holloway-palestine.html?smid=nytcore-ios-share&referring 
Source=articleShare. Accessed 1 December  
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Notes 

Some of the authors in this volume used various LLMs to proofread, edit, and 
enhance the clarity of their chapters. However, the tools did not contribute to 
the conceptualization of arguments. 
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