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The Chair’s Roles, Powers, and Responsibilities


The Chair’s Roles, Powers, and   Responsibilities


How can institutions of higher learning maintain flexibility and viability, preserve 

quality, remain accountable, and respond effectively to the changing needs of society within the context of steady-state or even declining resources?  Academic departments are the organizational units within an institution that are most severely affected by steady-state or declining resources, and those who chair these departments can have considerable influence in resolving this problem.  


Paradoxically, most department chairs are drawn from faculty ranks and have had, at best, very little administrative experience.  Over half of the current department chairs in colleges and universities probably have had no previous administrative experience.  


While specially designed national and regional workshops are conducted for new trustees, presidents, vice presidents, and deans to help prepare them for their new responsibilities, until recently, few such opportunities were available to department chairs, who outnumber all other types of university administrators combined.  The increasing complexities of operating institutions of higher education, along with shrunken budgets, have led deans and other university administrators to delegate more and more tasks to department chairs.  Thus, it is in the best interest of colleges and universities to ensure that department chairs become as knowledgeable as possible about planning, management, and leadership techniques.  The following list shows, by category, the astonishing variety of tasks and duties that face the department chair:

Department Governance

· Conduct department meetings

· Establish department committees

· Use committees effectively

· Develop and implement long-range department programs, plans, and goals

· Help to determine what services the department should provide to the university, community, and state

· Prepare the department for accreditation and evaluation

· Serve as an advocate for the department

· Monitor library acquisitions

· Delegate some department administrative responsibilities to individuals and committees

· Encourage faculty members to communicate ideas for improving the department

Instruction

· Supervise class scheduling

· Supervise off-campus programs

· Monitor dissertations, prospectuses, and programs of study for graduate students

· Help to update department curriculum, courses, and programs

Faculty Affairs

· Recruit and select faculty members

· Assign faculty responsibilities, such as teaching, research, committee work

· Monitor faculty service contributions

· Evaluate faculty performance

· Initiate promotion and tenure recommendations

· Participate in grievance hearings

· Make merit recommendations

· Deal with unsatisfactory faculty and staff performance

· Initiate termination of a faculty member

· Keep faculty members informed of department, college, and institutional plans, activities, and expectations

· Maintain morale

· Reduce, resolve, and prevent conflict among faculty members

Student Affairs

· Help to recruit and select students

· Help advise and counsel students

External Communication

· Communicate department needs to the dean and interact with upper-level administrators

· Improve and maintain the department’s image and reputation

· Coordinate department activities with outside groups

· Process department correspondence and requests for information

· Complete forms and surveys

· Initiate and maintain liaisons with external agencies and institutions

Budget and Resources

· Encourage faculty members to submit proposals for contracts and grants to government agencies and private foundations

· Prepare and propose department budgets

· Seek outside funding

· Administer the department budget

· Set priorities for use of travel funds

· Prepare annual reports

Office Management

· Manage department facilities and equipment, including maintenance, security, and control of inventory

· Supervise and evaluate the clerical and technical staff in the department

· Maintain essential department records, including student records

Professional Development

· Foster the development of each faculty member’s special talents and interests

· Foster good teaching in the department

· Stimulate faculty research and publications

· Encourage faculty members to participate in regional and national professional meetings

· Represent the department at meetings of learned and professional societies

Promote Affirmative Action/Equal Opportunity

· Recruitment and appointment of new faculty


The chair’s job, obviously, is difficult and complex.  A brilliant university or college administration with inept chairs cannot survive; an inept administration, with the help of a group of effective chairs, usually can. The position of department chairs, then, is an important one.  The discussion that follows is an attempt to describe, and, to some degree, define the role of the chair.  

The Paradoxical Nature of the Role


One distinctive characteristic of the chair’s role is its paradoxical nature.  The chair is a leader, yet is seldom given the scepter of undisputed authority.  He or she is first among equals, but any strong coalition of those equals can severely restrict the chair’s ability to lead.  Deans and vice presidents look to chairs as those primarily responsible for shaping the department’s future, yet faculty members regard themselves as the primary agents of change in department policies and procedures.  The chair, then, is both a manager and a faculty colleague, an adviser and advisee, a soldier and a captain, a drudge and a boss.  


Chairs are the only academic managers who must live with their decisions every day.  The dean and the vice president make many important administrative decisions, such as which colleges or departments will get the lion’s share of the year’s operating budget.  The dean and the vice president, however, do not have to say good morning—every morning—to their colleagues in the department; they do not have to teach several times a week alongside their colleagues; they do not have to maintain a family relationship with their faculty members.  The department chair, on the other hand, does.  He or she must be acutely aware of the vital statistics of each family member—births, deaths, marriages, divorces, illnesses, and even private financial woes.  


This intimate relationship is not duplicated anywhere else in the college or university because no other academic unit takes on the ambience of a family, with its personal interaction, its daily sharing of common goals and interests (with frequent contention over how those goals are to be pursued), and its concern for each member.  No matter how large the department, no matter how deeply divided over pedagogical or philosophical issues it may be, its members are bound together in many ways: they have all had the same general preparation in graduate school; their fortunes generally rise or fall with the fortunes of the discipline to which they all belong; and they share the same general value system of their profession. Working alongside the members of this “family” is the chair, a manager who is sometimes managed, a leader who is sometimes led, a parent who continually strives to keep peace for the sake of mutual benefit and progress.  


These conditions are not the only ones that make the department chair’s role paradoxical.  He or she must deal with the expectations and desires of the students in the department, the personal and professional hopes and fears of the department faculty members, the goals and priorities of the college dean, the often perplexing and—from the department’s perspective—sometimes puzzling priorities of the central administration, the sometimes naïve and sometimes jaundiced views of the alumni, and the bureaucratic procedures of accrediting agencies.  Few administrators can, by themselves, face these conflicting constituencies and find solutions to all problems.  Yet the chair must induce these constituencies to work together to help solve the problems they themselves sometimes generate.  


A department chair’s constituencies, in addition to department faculty members, include students and alumni.  Students often seem to want less work and more entertainment.  Undergraduates generally want the department to reduce the number of required courses for the major or to abolish certain degree requirements, such as specific courses in foreign languages, statistics, mathematics, humanities, or laboratory science.  Graduate students generally want the scope of the qualifying examination reduced and the language requirement modified or abolished; graduate assistants often want their teaching and research duties reduced.  Students, until they become alumni, want “interesting” lecturers who give “fair” tests and don’t require much outside reading or problem solving.  Alumni want almost the opposite.  Faculty members often want to increase the requirements for the department major to equal the number or credits necessary for the baccalaureate degree; they also are inclined to double the duties of the teaching and research assistants.


An astute chair will strive to establish a creative tension among these three constituencies—students, alumni, and faculty members—to reach a rational compromise on these particular issues.  The compromise should not revolutionize higher education, fragment the already delicately balanced undergraduate curriculum, or increase the cost of the graduate program to the point that it drives the department into bankruptcy.


College deans, the central administration, and professional accrediting agencies pose other problems.  The first two groups are seldom at odds with each other over department priorities, and only a powerful and supremely confident department chair should attempt to generate creative tensions between them.  The professional accrediting agencies, with their seemingly narrow interests and excessive demands, are seldom concerned with the institution’s general academic welfare.  Occasionally the chair can persuade the college dean and the central administration to join with the department against the accrediting agency.  He or she could also enlist the aid of the agency and the dean to educate the idealists in the central administration about the hard realities of life in the department trenches.  Or, in a daring maneuver, the chair could, in a pincer movement, catch the college dean between the central administration and the accrediting agency and, for example, make the dean surrender more resources to the department.  Whatever the alignment of forces and whatever the issues at hand, the department chair almost always becomes the fulcrum in the balancing act of allocating institutional resources.  

Power and Authority


To be a leader, a person must start with a modicum of power and authority.  Leadership, especially in the collegial environment, has seldom been simply a function of personal charisma.  Charisma can help one amass power and authority, but charisma alone will not get the job done.  The department chair begins with a good deal of power and authority, most of which is not readily discernible to the casual observer.  It is best for all concerned if he or she uses the levers of power and authority unobtrusively.  In this way, he or she can become an invisible leader, which, most will agree, is the best kind, especially in an institution of higher education.


In most colleges and universities the chair’s power is manifested by the exercise of certain roles.  Following are examples of roles that can provide the chair with power and authority:  the bearer of news—good and bad—to department faculty members; the defender of the department; the primary contact for the department faculty members with regard to external professional assignments and consulting; the appointer of committees and committee members; the sometime initiator and constant arbitrator of curriculum development and reform; the allocator of department resources; the maker, even if by proxy, of the schedule of course offerings; the final arbiter for assigning courses and teaching loads to individual faculty members; one of the most influential voices in tenure and promotion cases; in most institutions, the official evaluator of faculty members;  and the person who usually sets or recommends salaries for the department faculty members.  


Even some of the most onerous tasks that a department chair must undertake can bestow a power and authority that, if used consciously and carefully, help enhance his or her leadership role.  Consider three relatively minor aspects of the chair’s professional administrative life: bearing good and bad news; defending the department; and being the primary contact for outside organizations seeking to enlist department members for various professional activities and consulting.  


We all know that knowledge is power, and the chair generally is the first department faculty member to know what the institution’s budget for the next year will be or what programmatic priorities the board of trustees, the board of regents, the central administration, or the college dean have decreed for the future.  It is the chair who must make this news, good or bad, known to the faculty members.  If, in sharing bad news, the chair is quick to blame the dean, the central administration, the institution’s control agency, or specific individuals among those groups, he or she is probably unhappy or insecure in the job.  Sometimes, of course, specific persons are to be blamed for bad news, but within the complex social structure of a college or university, there is seldom one villain responsible for the setbacks suffered by a department faculty.  The same can be said for good news: rarely is one person in an institution responsible  for a department’s good fortune.  In imparting information, however, the chair can shape the faculty members’ opinion about that news and, in the process, establish an ambience—a set of attitudes, a good psychology—that can last for a year or perhaps longer.  It is important, then, that chairs learn how to share information with colleagues.  


The first lesson for chairs is that knowledge must be shared.  A department that is kept in relative ignorance about budget, programs, and personnel development is a department mismanaged and unable to defend itself against decisions made about its destiny by those outside it.  

Responsibilities


The chair generally is the first line of defense for the department and the spokesperson for the department in budget fights with the dean’s office and the central administration offices.  The faculty members expect their leader to be a vigorous advocate of the department’s programmatic and philosophical positions, and the proper exercise of this role confers a degree of authority.  A wise chair, or course, makes sure that his or her advocacy of a certain issue reflects the department faculty’s consensus or at least has the support of their senior faculty members, who are often responsible for the chair’s appointment.  If the chair’s aspirations for the department are continuously inconsistent with the faculty’s, one of two things can be safely assumed: the department will soon have a new leader, or the department has been in such serious trouble that the dean or the central administration has appointed the chair to act as a troubleshooter and to implement drastic change.  


The chair is also responsible for the department’s external communications.  Outsiders flood the department chair’s desk with requests for help and advice; an alumnus wants a speaker for a luncheon or a dinner; a high school principal wants a commencement speaker; a professional organization wants a consultant; a newspaper feature writer wants to write a story on what is going on in the department.  Other requests come from the dean’s office or the central administration.  The president wants expert advice on an issue he or she is writing or talking about; the vice president is establishing yet another university-wide committee, council, or task force and wants “some good people who will make constructive contributions”; a new visiting trustee or regent must be entertained or educated.


That the chair must respond to these requests is in itself a sign of authority and power.  But more important, these requests generally represent golden opportunities for advancing the cause of the department and its members.  These requests, in their innocent form, are also acid tests of the chair’s judgment, for the wrong responses can turn the opportunities from gold to brass, damage the department’s reputation, and ensure a brief term of office for the chair.  


Yet another seemingly innocent duty, that of appointing committees and committee members, turns out, on close examination, to be a source of power and authority, especially in medium-sized and large departments.  An academic department can be led—but not run—by one person.  It is too familial in character to be organized along the lines of a military hierarchy.  Authority must be dispersed, so that the collegial nature of this important academic unit can flourish.  Hence the necessity for committees.  


The department chair has the power to establish new committees and, although not always without a fight, dispense with old ones.  Through this influence on committee structure, the chair’s strength of purpose is tested.  At least three important functions are assigned to committees: tenure and promotion recommendations, salary matters, and curriculum development.  In small departments the entire faculty may serve as the committee that deals with each of these tasks.  In larger departments separate committees are formed for each function.  Sometimes the department faculty elects committee members, sometimes not.  


Generally, institutional policy limits membership on the tenure and promotion committee to senior faculty, although some institutions make a point of including junior faculty.  The policy of including junior faculty seems democratic and laudable, but the junior members of tenure and promotion committees almost always suffer from the conflicts within these committees.  If the members of the promotion and tenure committee are elected, the chair must act as a precinct captain and get out the vote—the right vote—or risk losing a large measure of control over the department’s future.  The salary committee is usually shunned by the wiser faculty members, for much unhappiness results from its deliberations.  But a department should have such a committee, even though it, like all other committees, is advisory.  With the advice and, indeed, the protection of such a committee, the chair is able to face the faculty each fall when classes begin.  Prudent appointments to the curriculum committee can help maintain a delicate balance of firebrands and wary old conservatives.  A department must avoid the extremes of a silly, faddish curriculum that earns the derision of faculty members outside the department and of an obsolescent curriculum that arouses the contempt of funding agencies, the profession itself, and the students.  


A department may have other committees, including a search committee, a library committee, an equipment committee, and a social committee. The only one that possesses any real leverage is the faculty appointments or search committee, which recommends the hiring of new faculty members.  This committee, like the tenure and promotion committee, makes recommendations to the chair (and sometimes to the department faculty) about scholars who may eventually become part of the family.  It is of utmost importance, therefore, that the members of this committee be of one mind with the chair.  The chair, moreover, must see to it that the committee conducts its business in a manner that ensures the future health of the department.


Although administrators may be the least likely agents of curriculum development and reform, the chair can—and should—have a strong influence on such activities within the department.  Most faculties are exceedingly conservative about curriculum development and reform unless faced with such harsh realities as dramatically declining enrollments.  The advent of such realities usually causes an unnatural burst of creativity among the faculty; new courses, programs, and proposals for reduced prerequisites bloom like flowers in May.  In such cases it is the chair’s responsibility to protect the discipline and the profession that the department represents and to see that the department’s curriculum and degree programs maintain their integrity.


At the same time, the chair must be the conscience of the faculty members.  He or she must continually prompt them on many matters: the dangers of a rigid curriculum; new developments in the profession; the dire consequences of sliding into obsolescence; new teaching techniques; the services available to them through the institution’s office of instructional resources (or other similar agency); the condition of the department’s library holdings, its laboratories, and its research and teaching equipment.  This concern, visibly and continually expressed, automatically confers the power that goes with the conscientious leadership.  The performance of these duties, as routine as many of them may seem, gives the chair what he or she most needs-—the trust and respect of the faculty.  


In most departments, a key role of the chair is the allocation of resources within the department.  Resources are always limited; there are never enough for everyone.  And someone must be the final arbiter in the allocation of these resources.  Rarely can a group of single-minded, aggressive individuals reach a rational compromise on the distribution of limited resources.  Such things may happen in utopian novels but seldom in the real world.  Hence the chair must preside over this important task.  The authority to allocate resources is the most visible of the chair’s levers of power; consequently, it must be used with great tact and courage.  Decisions about resource allocation will never be enthusiastically received by all concerned, but such decisions must be made.  Furthermore, the rationale for these decisions should be logical and openly stated.


One great temptation that any chair faces is the urge to spread the department resources as evenly as possible.  Such a procedure gives everyone a little piece of the action and avoids arguments over that bete noir of all academic administrators—the enforcement of program or personnel priorities.  The problem with spreading resources evenly is that this practice inevitably  pleases no one and irritates everyone.  Departments, like colleges and universities, must have priorities and must follow them.  If a college or university has no priorities, department chairs are usually the first to argue that the institution lacks leadership, that it is rudderless, and that no on knows where it is going.  


One way to get the department faculty to agree on a priority system for resource allocation is to reach a consensus that strength must be built on strength.  Nearly every department has its strengths, and the faculty is well aware of these strengths.  For example, the senior professor in organic chemistry may have the best teachers and researchers and the best laboratory in the department; the three young associate professors in European history may be the best teachers and researchers and may have the best library holdings; the microelectronics group may have the greatest national visibility and the most contract and grant work.  Certain programs and faculty members are the obvious choices for receiving the biggest share of the department resources, and few in the department (and virtually no one outside the department) will long contest a decision to allocate these programs and professors a goodly share of the budgeted operating resources for the year.  


The rub comes when the department chair must, with the support of at least part of the faculty, decide whether to let a weak program die, whether to keep a weak program alive at the expense of stronger programs, or whether to start a new program that, because of new developments in the field, will aid in attracting students and federal or private financial assistance.  Sometimes department members cannot be persuaded to let a weak program die with dignity; sometimes such a program has a life of its own, usually because those involved in it are incapable of working on another program or because of traditions, sentiment, or nostalgia or any combination of these factors.  Clearly, the chair has the duty to assess the program’s weakness and then act on the assessment and cut the program’s resources.  If the chair keeps alive a weak program, he or she has a further duty to point out to department colleagues that the program survives at the expense of resources that could go to stronger programs.  


Establishing and implementing a new program is almost always a risky business, and leadership plays a crucial role.  Almost any chair, regardless of leadership style or personal authority, can impede and usually stifle the establishment and growth of a new program.  Department faculty members generally recognize this fact; consequently, the chair is apt to be heavily lobbied in these affairs.  There is no sure formula for success in such an undertaking, but certain caveats are relevant.  

· Woe to the chair who tries to establish a new program without the support of an influential segment of the department faculty.

· Woe also to the chair who, at the behest of a starry-eyed dean or a zealot in the central administration, tries to start a program without the consent or advice of the department’s best faculty members.

· Woe to the chair who starts a program, for whatever reason, without consulting others in the discipline outside the university, outside the state, and outside the region.

· Woe to the chair who does not inform the faculty of the financial consequences of starting a new program that will affect the entire department.


Another somewhat obscure but real source of the chair’s power is his or her jurisdiction over assigning course and teaching loads to faculty members.  Clearly this task is not as visible, glamorous, or influential an activity as resource allocation, but it affects the emotional and intellectual life of every faculty member.


The heart’s and mind’s desire of most faculty members is to teach the subject that is, to them, the most important thing in their life  A person does not become a professor to make money or to acquire power, although these latent yet thoroughly natural motivations can burst into bloom in a sometimes alarming manner after a few years of teaching and research.  Most professors can lead a happy and useful life if they are allowed to teach courses they want to teach to those students who will profit most from that teaching.  Nothing—except salary—so concerns a professor as much as what he or she is scheduled to teach.  (Younger faculty members who are building a knowledge of their subjects and the platform for their professional careers are especially concerned with course assignments.)  Nothing—again, except a low salary—so dispirits a faculty member as to be relegated to teach three sections of a Western civilization survey, three sections of trigonometry and algebra, or four sections of the principles of physics.  Most faculty members live to teach their subject specialty to superior students.  This happy state is the Edenic vision, the academic Shangri-La, that lurks in every professor’s mind and is often the prime motivation for his or her work.  Consequently, the chair, by means of the authority to assign courses, can shape the careers and professional destinies of most of the department members and, in essence, make the majority of them basically happy or unhappy.


The responsibility for assigning courses plays such a crucial role in the life of the department that its power is generally shared by the department committees that recommend who should teach what courses and when they should be taught.  The task is delegated to a committee not because it is drudgery, but because the function itself is so important to all faculty members.  Yet, as in resource allocation, there must be a final arbiter, and that arbiter is the department chair.  Hence, like it or not, the authority to assign courses and teaching loads becomes a source of power that may be used to reward deserving faculty members.


Obviously, the department chair plays an extraordinarily influential role in matters of promotion and tenure.  At many universities and colleges the chair can override the vote of the faculty in promotion and tenure decisions; at others, the vote of the faculty must be sent to the dean, whether or not the chair agrees with that vote.  But at virtually all institutions, the chair must make his or her recommendation to the dean regarding every tenure and promotion case.  This recommendation is almost always heavily weighed by the dean, the central administration, and whatever institution-wide review board or committee may exist.  Last but not least, the institution’s president or chancellor takes seriously the recommendation of the department chair; consequently, his or her views on a particular candidate for tenure or promotion are critical.  


As in the case of resource allocation, the decisions on promotion and tenure are not going to please everyone.  It is impossible for the chair to avoid facing at least one difficult promotion or tenure decision every two or three years.  Those who try to avoid making difficult decisions are apt to find themselves in the same predicament that results when available resources are spread evenly across all programs.  Such nonactions—which, in fact, are actions—please no one and irritate everyone.  Chairs who stand before the department faculty or the dean and wash their hands of the matter fool no one; furthermore, they lose the respect of the faculty, the dean, and the central administration.  Chairs who ask a higher level of review to make a hard tenure or promotion decision that they failed to make are evading responsibility.  They may succeed in escaping the pain once—or maybe even twice in a very tolerant administration—but a third attempt usually leads to a request from the dean for a change in department leadership.  The chair’s role in promotion and tenure decisions, as in resource allocation decisions, is an important and highly visible one.  Here again, power must be used with tact and prudence.


The act of evaluation—at most universities an annual occurrence—is clearly linked to promotion and tenure, and at almost all institutions the responsibility for this spring ritual falls to the chair.  But woe to those who regard it only as a ritual, because each evaluation will become a plank in the platform upon which rests other crucial decisions regarding promotion and tenure.  Furthermore, evaluation is another of the chair’s highly visible levers of power, and a merely ritualistic observance of the evaluation process will erode its effectiveness.  This particular function is very important and will be discussed later at greater length.  


The final and most visible of all the chair’s powers is the responsibility to set or recommend annual salaries for each faculty member in the department.  At some institutions the chair has sole authority for setting salaries (within his or her budget, of course); at other institutions he or she merely makes recommendations about salaries to the college dean.  Whatever the institution’s procedure, the chair, through this power, establishes the value system by which the department lives and operates.  As noted earlier, a faculty salary committee usually assists the chair in this responsibility.  The chair’s interaction with this committee is probably unique, for, having done the annual evaluation of all the faculty members, the chair can better judge the relative value of each of them.  Of course, the committee members are in the awkward position of having to consult with the chair, at least in an indirect way, about their own salaries.  Setting salaries and recommending the setting of salaries is a job no one wants, and the committee is usually less than zealous in its recommendations.  Inevitably, the basic decisions turn out to be the chair’s and with this painful task comes the final and most important source of his or her power.  

Special Responsibilities and Functions


In the discussion of the chair’s general power, authority, and functions, a constant note has been sounded about his or her role in shaping the department’s future.  Many of the chair’s standard functions, functions through which power and authority are derived, automatically make him or her the department’s chief planner.  This role is an almost imperceptible one, because seldom do any of these standard functions appear to be solely a planning function.  The sum of these standard functions, pursued almost on a daily basis, makes the chair the chief architect of the department’s future.


Consider once again how the chair’s actions affect the department’s future.  The appointment of the curriculum committee members helps shape the department’s enrollment patterns, its degree programs, its standing in the institution and in the profession.  The appointment or selection of promotion and tenure committee members helps shape the character of the department, as well as its programmatic strengths and weaknesses and its standing in the institution and the profession.  The allocation of department resources down to the smallest detail—who gets the new office furniture, for example—has obvious implications for the department’s future.  Assigning courses and teaching loads profoundly affects the lives of the faculty members.  The way in which the chair conducts the annual faculty evaluations and renders these judgments also affects the lives of individual faculty members.  And, finally, recommending or setting salaries will stimulate a series of behavior patterns that, for better or worse, will deeply affect the department’s future.


Thus, the chair is the department’s chief planner, whether we choose to recognize this fact or not.  Some departments may have a committee on the future that reports at reasonable intervals to the faculty at large, and this committee—and the department, as well—maybe believe that it controls the department’s destiny.  In the largest sense of the term planning, the committee may, in fact, effect some changes.  For example, departments can consciously decide to de-emphasize analytical chemistry and build up organic chemistry, junk the international program in political science and concentrate on public administration, or starve the power grid group in electrical engineering and fatten up the photovoltaic group.  None of these planning decisions, however, can come to fruition if the day-to-day decisions of the chair and his or her committees run counter to such plans.  


Some additional examples may illustrate how difficult it is for plans to be realized unless the chair is conscious of his or her role as planner.  The chemistry department knows that the enrollment in analytical chemistry, particularly the graduate enrollment, keeps going up.  In addition, the best candidate for the assistant professor position  in the department, who was interviewed at the November national meetings, is an analytical chemist.  Why, then, did the department even interview an organic chemist?  Because the senior professor in the department—who is also an organic chemist, a member of the promotion and tenure committee, and a member of the appointments committee—asked the chair to interview the young chemist as a courtesy because “some of the fellows in the Society thought we ought to have a look at him.”


Another example: the political science department, during the October national meetings, couldn’t find just the right person for its public administration position.  Lo and behold, the appointments committee chair, a black, puts on the chair’s desk the stunning resume of a young black political scientist who states that she would like to begin her professional career in the department but whose specialty is international relations.  The chair shifts uneasily in his seat as he reads the resume, remembering last month’s tongue-lashing from the dean and the provost about the department’s lack of minorities and women.  


And another example: several members of the state’s society of professional engineers, on their way home from lobbying the governor for a new building for the engineering college, stop off to talk to the chair of the electrical engineering department.  They remind him that little work is being done on increasing the efficient transmission of electricity in power lines and that all this nonsense about photovoltaics is simply a way of avoiding thinking about real-life power grid problems.  The chair, unable to enlighten this group and depressed about the recent editorial in the local newspaper about the eroded influence of the department’s once-favored power grid group, stares out the window wondering, “just where is photovoltaics going?’


The point of each example is this: there are two kinds of planning—both necessary.  One is the abstract generalized planning that establishes goals and priorities without much regard for the realities of an ever-changing existence.  The other is the kind of planning that is not perceived as planning at all but as a kind of routine activity.  The “routine” kind of planning, however, can have more effect on the department’s future than all the position papers a committee on the future could write in any given year.  The chair should establish or help establish a rational plan for the department’s future, a plan that clearly includes a system of priorities that is realistic.  At times the priorities must be reversed; at other times the system must be defended and upheld no matter how withering the opposition may be.  In planning, perhaps more than in any other activity, the metaphor of the chair as hybrid is apt—he or she must both be a lion and a fox. 


In any organization with the ambience of a family, someone must be the magister, the trainer of tyros; and in the academic department, this duty generally falls to the chair.  The chair—initially, at least—is perceived by the new faculty members as the leader, for he or she knows about the local folkways, the institutional pitfalls, and the way in which a faculty member may succeed professionally.  If graduate advisors had done their job properly, their students, upon becoming faculty members, would not need so much coaching from a department chair, and the chair’s chore would be considerably lightened.  

The majority of the nation’s graduate schools successfully educate and train their doctoral candidates in the mastery of a subject, but few new Ph.D.'s are well versed in how to conduct themselves as teachers and as department members.  The chair must remember that although many new faculty members have had experience as teaching assistants, that experience may have been poorly monitored and generally unstructured.  Often graduate teaching assistants, through the neglect of their superiors, have picked up bad teaching habits and have brought them along to their first full-time faculty job.  One of the worst habits new teachers can bring to the classroom is an attitude that implies that students somehow hinder the faculty’s serious work.  Although this attitude is seldom ingrained, many new faculty members have assimilated it while working on their dissertation or preparing for doctoral qualifying examinations.  Under those circumstances, they come to the mistaken opinion that teaching is only of secondary importance.


The chair, then, must see to it that the new faculty members learn how to conduct themselves in a classroom.  The attitude that students are hindrances is easy to overcome, for it is not a natural attitude; otherwise faculty members would not be faculty members but would be pursuing other goals in industry or government.  But someone must tell newcomers about the department’s traditions, its goals, and its place in the college and in the institution.  Someone has to tell them about the feuds within the department, the idiosyncrasies of its members, the whole rhythm and flow of department life.  In short, someone has to socialize the new members, else they are likely to have a bruising first year or two.  In some quarters, this bruising experience may be viewed as a necessary rite of passage, but it is nonetheless an inefficient use of time and resources and can be a seriously damaging experience.  The chair or a trusted faculty member must conscientiously educate new members.  The chair cannot ignore these matters; for the general welfare of the department, he or she must take a personal interest in new faculty members.


Earlier, the paradoxical nature of the chair’s job was noted and the role of advocate briefly discussed.  That role should be examined more closely, because it is no simple matter.  Clearly, the chair must be an advocate for the department.  He or she must be an advocate in budget negotiations with the college dean and the central administration.  Success in these negotiations depends on how carefully data are prepared to support the needs of the department, how clearly and honestly the data are presented, and how relevant the data are to regional and national priorities of the profession or discipline represented by the department.  For example, the chair of the English department should never march into the dean’s office and invidiously compare the budget of the English department with that of the chemistry department.  A dean who knows something about cost analysis and who has the priority system of the institution’s departments firmly in mind can easily ignore internal comparisons.  Most deans, provosts, and vice presidents hate to be told that one department gets better budget treatment than another, and these administrators are generally well armed with elaborate defenses built around cost analyses and priority systems.  In a budget fight, for example, the best way to be a successful advocate for the department is to shame the dean into concessions by comparing the department’s budget and its professional standing with other departments of the same discipline in competitive institutions in the state, region, or nation.  This tactic, however, can be successful only if the department has a good record of performance and, in the language of the budget, has been “productive.”


The chair must at times be an advocate for one or more faculty  members.  These kinds of situations generally arise from salary allocations and promotion and tenure cases.  Again, rhetoric seldom wins the day in salary allocation disputes.  The presentation of simple, compelling, honest data is the chair’s best instrument of advocacy.  Sometimes the dean, the institutional review board, or even the president will not agree with a department recommendation on tenure or promotion.  Immediately, all concerned are treading on dangerous ground.  If the department has insisted on sending forward a promotion or tenure recommendation with which the department chair disagrees, if the institution’s policies and procedures allow the recommendation to go to the highest level, and if, at that and subsequently higher levels, the recommendation is turned down, the chair should not fight the case.  The chair, however, must tell the department at the outset what his or her recommendation is going to be and inform the department that he or she will not fight.  In this difficult situation, to state one’s intention is a more honest way to conduct oneself than to yield to the temptation to be a hero and “fight for the department.”


Although fighting for the department has great possibilities for high drama—or comedy—it is not good for one’s self esteem or intellectual integrity.  If the chair and the department are fully united in a promotion or tenure case, however, then they should fight for it all the way.  If they lose, the loss is an honorable one, and at least they gain markers that can be called in at the next confrontation with the higher administration, whether it be over budget, curriculum, space, or personnel.


But turnabout, as college deans are fond of saying, is fair play, and sometimes the chair must be the advocate of the dean or the central administration.  Just as departments must have priorities, so too must colleges and institutions.  Not every department can always be designated a high-priority department.  Indeed, some, because of the character of the institution, can never attain prominent status.  (One such example might be a humanities department in a technological university.)  When resources are allocated for each year’s operating budget, the chair must report as fully and honestly as possible not only on the resources allocated to the department, but also the reasons for those allocations.  When decisions that adversely affect the department are handed down, the chair must be able to share the institution’s perspective and try to implement even an unfavorable decision with some grace and style.  If the chair is strongly opposed to a decision and, consequently, his or her relationship with the faculty and the dean deteriorates, he or she should resign.  The matter is as simple and as cold as that.  The chair who cannot accept the decisions of the higher administration in resource allocation or other institutional matters does no one a service by staying on;  all that results is the embitterment of everyone concerned.  The chair can always devote his or her energies to changing those institutional or collegiate priorities—and even have fun mounting such a challenge—but once the decisions are made for the year, the only thing to do is put those decisions to work for the good of the institution and wait until next year.  


Perhaps the most important of the chair’s special responsibilities is that of faculty evaluator.  Here he or she becomes the judge on the bench, the dispassionate, if possible, evaluator of each faculty member’s performance.  In an increasing number of institutions around the country, the process of evaluation has been formalized as a legal requirement that must be fulfilled each year.  But even in those institutions in which the evaluation process is not formalized, chairs cannot escape the role of evaluator.  Wittingly or unwittingly, they enact this role in all their functions: appointing committees, assigning courses, allocating resources, recommending promotion and tenure, and setting or recommending annual salaries.  Hence, the annual evaluation meeting between chair and faculty member, even if not required, is a good way of fulfilling the evaluation responsibility.  The meeting should have a specific agenda to give each participant a sense of purpose; otherwise, the meeting is likely to become a social visit or the discussion is apt to turn to more agreeable business than the awkward matter of how one has performed one’s job during the past year.  


The agenda should be related to department priorities, resource allocation, or the department’s plans for itself.  It is easier for the chair and the faculty member to discuss job performance if the department has established certain goals for itself and its members.  How did the faculty member help fulfill the department’s objectives during the past year?  If there were problems, what were they and what caused them?  Not all faculty members are team players, nor should they be.  Some persons cannot be judged by what they contribute toward achieving the department’s stated goals for the year or the next five years.  Too much emphasis on team playing can inhibit or even stifle a faculty member’s creativity. 


If certain members of the department have not overtly contributed to the department’s goals and are not likely to, however, then it becomes necessary for the chair to establish, year by year, a set of individual goals for these persons.  The goal should not be too specific, or else both the chair and the faculty member may find themselves trapped by undue specificity.  For example, to suggest that the faculty member should, in the next year, publish three articles in learned journals is probably too bureaucratic, but both chair and faculty member can comfortably agree that a reasonable goal for next year would be the publication of some research in a reputable journal.  Sometimes, however, the chair must be specific, both for the good of the faculty and the reputation of the department.  The associate professor who has spent three years writing a book may have to be told that for only one more year will he receive special resources (clerical help, graduate assistants, reduced teaching load) to help bring the book to completion.  Or the bright young assistant professor may have to be told that she conducted enough experiments to validate a hypothesis; next year she must send off a research grant proposal to a funding agency and free up some department resources so that others in the department can begin to write research proposals.  All these matters are relative and depend on the chair’s good judgment and personal knowledge of each faculty member’s capabilities.  


The important point is that evaluation must be viewed as a constructive, not a destructive, act.  For it to be constructive, the chair must establish goals against which yearly job performance can be measured.  If no goals have been set, then the evaluation inevitably becomes either too personalized or so vague as to be worthless or insulting.  The chair must realize that most faculty members want to be evaluated; they want their performance judged and, of course, praised.  But no faculty member can walk into an annual evaluation conference expecting to be praised if he or she knows that the goals agreed upon last year have not been met.  And even if they have not been met, the faculty member will usually welcome the opportunity to explain why not.  


The annual evaluation conference, then, should not be viewed by the chair or the faculty as a painful or awkward ordeal.  It can and should be a chance for colleagues to examine together what the year’s work has produced, what went right, what went wrong, and why it went wrong.  But this useful and constructive experience is possible only if chairs set goals for colleagues—with, of course, their help—and address those goals each year, no matter how painful it may be at times to keep the evaluation process focused on those goals.  


As we have seen, the department  chair assumes many roles, and some of these roles may, at times, conflict with others.  The dean may have certain expectations about the chair’s role, the faculty may have others, and the chair may have yet others that do not correspond to those of the dean or the faculty.  Such a dilemma may have no easy or satisfactory solution.  The chair must become accustomed to being in an atmosphere beset by contradiction.


The various kinds of power that chairs exercise daily have also been discussed.  Few of these powers are based on formally delegated authority.  Instead, these powers may depend, to a large degree, on precisely how they are perceived by the chair as well as by the faculty embers.  Chairs who perceive that they have no power usually have none; chairs who perceive that they have power usually do.  In any event, the exercise of this power must be tempered with sound judgment.  

The text of this chapter is reprinted from Chairing the Academic Department: Leadership Among Peers, by Allan Tucker, 1993.  Used with permission from the American Council of Education and the Oryx Press.
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