




3 The Best of the 2023 Leadership in Higher Education Conference  |  www.LeadershipinHigherEducation.com

Table of Contents
Everybody’s Business: Inclusive Excellence as a Prerequisite for Transformative 
Leadership in Higher Education...................................................................................5

Heather Moore Roberson

What Counts: Retention Work’s Multiple Methods....................................................8
Gill Hunter

Women Stepping Up to Lead: Three Different Perspectives................................... 11
Kim Grainger, Diane Chapman, and Maria Gallardo-Williams

Managing Conflict: A Leader’s Guide to Handling Challenging Situations........... 15
Sara Melita 

Stay or Go? Thinking about Your Place in Higher Education.................................. 20
Gretchen Oltman and Vicki Bautista

Women in Leadership in Higher Education.............................................................. 24
Alyson Eagle

Seven Essential Practices for Leading Change Effectively..................................... 28
Stephanie Delaney and Margo Keys

About the Contributors............................................................................................... 32



4 The Best of the 2023 Leadership in Higher Education Conference |  www.LeadershipinHigherEducation.com

Magna Publications

800-433-0499 (US & Canada) 608-246-3590 (Int’) | support@magnapubs.com | www.magnapubs.com

©2024 Magna Publications Inc.

All Rights Reserved.

It is unlawful to duplicate this report in any manner without written consent from Magna Publications.



5 The Best of the 2023 Leadership in Higher Education Conference  |  www.LeadershipinHigherEducation.com

Everybody’s Business: 
Inclusive Excellence as a 
Prerequisite for Transformative 
Leadership in Higher Education
Heather Moore Roberson

Discussions about race, identity, and equity 

are often touted as the prerogative of people 

of color. Historically underrepresented groups are 

asked to lead and be responsible for all discourse 

on diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI)—espe-

cially at postsecondary institutions. For instance, 

DEI of�ces have held a storied history throughout 

higher education. Some institutions named the �rst 

spaces of�ces of multicultural affairs, which served 

diverse student populations at predominately white 

institutions decades after the controversial Brown v. 

Board of Education (1954) Supreme Court decision. 

Other colleges or universities created these of�ces 

(or even just a senior diversity of�cer position) in 

response to recent national calls for justice for peo-

ple of color (e.g., after the extrajudicial killings of 

Trayvon Martin and George Floyd). DEI should not 

be the sole responsibility of one person or of�ce. 

Instead, as diversity of�cers maintain, all people 

must be committed to the pursuit of inclusive 

excellence—that is, an explicit commitment to DEI 

and equity mindedness. It is core to an institution’s 

function and is part of administrative structures and 

practices; recruitment, admissions, and hiring; and 

colleges’ and universities’ curricula and co-curricula 

(Williams et al., 2005, p. iii). 

The active pursuit of inclusive excellence was 

one of several areas of focus in my workshop at the 

2023 Leadership in Higher Education Conference. 

The workshop, “Ubuntu: Building Communities of 

Belonging inside Academic and Student Affairs,“ 

asked participants to (1) consider ways that they 

can initiate structural and cultural shifts at their in-

stitutions, (2) act as change agents who both shape 

the campus culture and function as individuals who 

can infuse DEI into the curricular and cocurricular 

aspects of the institution, and (3) consider a new 

strategic framework that elevates DEI into the exist-

ing fabric of an institution. The usage of the word 

Ubuntu was intentional; it means “I am because we 

are.” As part of my facilitation, I openly questioned 

whether our campus environments were authentic 

spaces where we could build a strong sense of be-

longing for all students and employees. I also asked 

participants how they would de�ne the institution-

al culture of their campuses and what taglines or 

slogans could be used to really de�ne the essence of 

their colleges and universities. 
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To fully support historically underrepresented 

communities, academic leaders must be willing to 

actively participate in constructive dialogue about 

institutional culture and core institutional values. 

I asked each attendee to construct a project that 

would support the recruitment and retention of 

faculty, staff, or students. But to identify and imple-

ment a successful initiative, I asked participants to 

select three different key constituents on their cam-

puses who either provide access or create barriers 

to institutional progress. They listed the in�uential 

decision makers on their campuses, the individu-

als tasked with protecting power, and the people 

responsible for keeping the institution a�oat. The 

identi�cation of these individuals allowed partici-

pants to determine how to implement a thoughtful, 

forti�ed initiative that would cultivate a stronger 

sense of belonging for students and employees who 

are regularly pushed to the margins. 

A commitment to inclusive excellence cultivates 

a constructive and transformative leadership envi-

ronment that embraces progressive change at the 

institutional level. All leaders should be prepared to 

discuss the ways that inclusive excellence appears 

in their departments. At the end of my presentation, 

I provided recommendations to leaders in academic 

and student affairs on how to build communities of 

belonging in strategic and intentional ways. 

1. Individuals with privilege must be com-
fortable with discomfort in their reflective 
leadership practices. Speci�cally, to aspire 

to allyship to support historically underrep-

resented groups, they have to be willing to 

participate in some unlearning on a multitude 

of levels. For example, I host regular training 

and professional development sessions with 

staff and faculty who regularly interface with 

students. Last spring, I led an eight-week staff 

training session, guided by the work of Dr. Ter-

rell Strayhorn, on cultivating belonging among 

historically underrepresented students on our 

campus. This group of staff spoke at length 

about different initiatives that are necessary to 

support students and employees of color at my 

institution. 

2. It is important to create positions and 
opportunities that help leaders to regularly 
analyze institutional culture. For exam-

ple, earlier this year, I wrestled with one of 

the core challenges at predominately white 

colleges and universities: retention of students 

of color, �rst-generation college students, and 

low-income students. As a result, I created a 

retention specialist position that works pri-

marily with domestic students of color and 

�rst-generation students on our predominately 

white, small liberal arts campus. With sup-

port of senior administrators, we created this 

position in the Of�ce of Diversity, Equity, and 

Inclusion as it provides holistic (but primarily 

academic support) to historically underrep-

resented students. Furthermore, this position 

helps to expose the “hidden curriculum” of 

institutions, which creates barriers to access on 

our campuses. 

3. Leaders must prioritize inclusive ex-
cellence while amplifying the voices of 
historically underrepresented groups.
Every campus should explore the presence of 

and their commitment to inclusive excellence. 

For instance, leaders can measure inclusive 

excellence on your campus by conducting a 

diversity audit or creating diversity scorecards 

to track institutional progress on campus-wide 

DEI goals. 

A few years ago, while interviewing for an ap-

pointment as a senior diversity of�cer, I mentioned 

that a commitment to DEI should be “everybody’s 

business.” Over the past three years, nationwide 

investment in DEI has diminished, and many states 

and public university systems are eliminating entire 

DEI of�ces. In part, the eradication of these import-

ant spaces is in response to political divisiveness 
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and widespread untruths about DEI and critical race 

theory. For true progress, colleges and universities 

must embody an unwavering commitment to inclu-

sive excellence. Put differently, an institution’s fu-

ture success depends on its unyielding commitment 

to inclusive excellence. It is not the sole responsibil-

ity of diversity workers to implement programs and 

strategic initiatives that bene�t historically under-

represented students and employees. Rather, a com-

mitment to inclusive excellence should be ingrained 

in the culture and core values of all postsecondary 

institutions.

Reference
Williams, D. A., Berger, J. B., & McClendon, S. A. 

(2005). Toward a model of inclusive excellence 

and change in postsecondary institutions. Associ-

ation of American Colleges and Universities. 
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What Counts: 
Retention Work’s Multiple 
Methods
Gill Hunter

“Retention” rarely appears on those lists of 

higher ed jargon to avoid. While college stu-

dents can identify countless unwelcoming phrases 

and acronyms, employees in higher education have 

no trouble agreeing on retention’s de�nition: keep-

ing enrolled students enrolled. But when university 

leaders call retention the responsibility of every fac-

ulty and staff member, confusion may follow. When 

those same university leaders prioritize retention 

efforts, both strategy and culture have to shift and 

align with the goal of helping students succeed.

All retention work points back to Vincent Tinto 

and his model of student attrition, which identi�ed 

causes of student departure from higher ed and con-

ditions necessary for supporting students’ continued 

enrollment. A simpli�ed version of the model Tinto 

introduced in 1975 and included in his 1987 work, 

Leaving College, is ubiquitous (Page 9, Figure 1).

In practice, retention is a percentage document-

ing the enrollment of one fall term’s cohort of new 

students in the subsequent fall semester and, within 

that overall percentage, the enrollment of unique 

student groups, including underrepresented minori-

ty students, Pell-eligible students, and �rst-genera-

tion college students. While the adage “we measure 

what matters and what matters we measure” can 

be true, tracking percentages is not retention work. 

Numbers monitored and reported describe retention 

outcomes and identify retention work to be done.

Retention work not only helps students stay in 

school but also keeps them committed, focused, 

engaged, and successful. Retention work is help-

ing students commit to the institution, identify 

or clarify personal goals, and remain committed 

to those. We create conditions in which students 

can focus and succeed, give them opportunities to 

engage, surround them with models of success, and 

design and make available needed interventions. 

Patchwork efforts to keep students in school are too 

often reactive and transactional. Resulting retention 

increases are unsustainable and sacri�ce student 

commitment as well as, eventually, alumni af�nity.

The opportunity is to in�uence retention in ways 

Tinto identi�es from students’ �rst interactions with 

campus through graduation. Students who arrive 

on campus well prepared are more likely to succeed 

academically and stay enrolled from one semester 

or year to the next. Populations historically under-

served by higher education are the �rst to be la-

beled underprepared. Retention work seeks to close 

gaps, such as in literacy and math, early in stu-

dents’ �rst semester or year. The corresponding and 
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equally meaningful gap is between secondary ed-

ucation pedagogy and prevailing higher education 

practices and expectations. Colleges and universities 

expect an automatic shift from high school student 

to college student over a summer, with students 

applying on their own behaviors that helped them 

succeed in high school to the unfamiliar context of 

higher ed. Most students don’t know how to adjust. 

Many are shocked they have to.

Colleges demonstrate commitment to students 

by meeting them where they are, taking steps to 

“become a student-ready college,” as Tia Brown 

McNair and her coauthors (2022) call it, instead of 

using questionable 

admission stan-

dards and gatekeep-

er courses to decide 

whether students 

are college worthy. 

Student-ready col-

leges acknowledge 

that students in-

creasingly see high-

er education only 

as career prepara-

tion, a perspective 

that requires a 

unique combina-

tion of internal 

and external goal 

commitments. An 

institution becomes 

student ready by 

broadening its mission from access to success, 

which students see as a promise kept. An institu-

tion remains student ready by asking students how 

things are going and then providing individuals and 

student groups with needed support. Taking student 

feedback seriously requires a willingness to apply 

customer experience criteria to questions of student 

belonging and engagement, and a refusal to blame 

students for misinterpreting their experiences, such 

as on course evaluations or in roommate disagree-

ments or when they end a semester on probation 

and don’t return.

A colleague of mine recently said that there are 

�ve or six reasons why a student chooses a college 

and a thousand reasons why they leave. Retention 

work is identifying reasons students leave, knowing 

that reasons change over time and manifest differ-

ently in individual students, and removing barriers 

to persistence. Those thousand or so reasons fall 

under a small handful of headings, whether aca-

demic, �nancial, or social-emotional. High-impact 

academic practices engage students in classroom 

and extracurricular 

work. Practices like 

high-quality advis-

ing, supplemental 

instruction, study 

groups, and tutor-

ing model success 

and give students 

chances to connect 

available support 

to their own goal 

commitment. Such 

stable supports, 

which tend to 

include implicit or 

explicit mentoring, 

especially bene�t 

students at risk of 

probation, on pro-

bation, or returning 

from suspension, when they might be inclined to 

wonder whether higher education is for them.

Just-in-time �nancial support, such as targeted, 

last-dollar-in retention grants that enable a student 

to register for an upcoming term, demonstrates to 

students an institution’s commitment and offsets 

questions of value. For many students, a de�cit of 

even $100 is impossible to overcome, making the 

return on investment from small-dollar scholarships 

Figure 1. Tinto’s model of student attrition
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mutually bene�cial. 

Helping students engage with campus and com-

munity life—through student organizations, intra-

murals, student government, Greek organizations, 

living learning communities, academic programs, 

and more—reinforces and transcends positive 

in-class experiences. My institution recently doc-

umented that the retention of students employed 

on campus parallels that of other highly engaged 

populations, like student athletes and Honors stu-

dents. A campus job, like other ways of connecting 

and belonging, helps students acclimate, surrounds 

them with a support network of expert referrers, 

builds accountability, forces time management, and 

contextualizes career development skills introduced 

through coursework. And students see how they 

matter to others.

Many students don’t require much retention 

work. Most students go to class, do homework, 

study, get good grades, meet with their advisor(s), 

pay their tuition, register for classes, and so on as 

expected. Retention work is disproportionately di-

rected at students who fall behind or struggle. Early 

alerts can catch such students while they still have 

time to change practices or behaviors. Successful 

interventions from mentors, advisors, or instructors 

personalize outreach when students struggle. Such 

intervention requires faculty, support staff, and 

students to collaborate in working toward the same 

goal—not retention, which is an outcome rather 

than a goal, but growth, progress, and success.

Retention work must be dynamic, �exible, and 

forward-looking. Students change, needs change, 

institutional and cultural circumstances change. 

Students want—need—to be known individually, 

rendering broad-based solutions irrelevant. We 

know now that trauma-informed student support 

is essential in and out of class; Inside Higher Ed’s 

2023 Student Voice survey shows that students see 

instructors, among others, as responsible for sup-

porting their mental health (Flaherty, 2023). AI and 

other technology advances also must be acknowl-

edged; classroom pedagogies and institutional aca-

demic integrity policies must adapt. So, too, should 

outdated and increasingly meaningless grading 

practices. What has been derided as a biased sort-

ing mechanism now risks being seen as a rubber 

stamp (Gorelick, 2023; Guskey & Brookhart, 2019). 

There are better ways of engaging students in the 

process of learning—more inclusive and meaning-

ful ways of promoting and recording achievement. 

Such adaptation is retention work for everyone on 

campus. Gone are the days of taking student enroll-

ment for granted. Now we must commit to helping 

all students get where they tell us they want to go.
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Women Stepping Up to Lead: 
Three Different Perspectives
Kim Grainger, Diane Chapman, and Maria Gallardo-Williams

What divides us pales in comparison to what 
unites us.

—Edward Kennedy

The transition from faculty to administration 

in higher education is a multifaceted journey 

in�uenced by individual backgrounds, experiences, 

academic disciplines, politics, and relationships. 

This essay explores the nuanced experiences of 

three female university leaders—representing the 

�elds of law, education, and science—as they share 

insights, challenges, and best practices in navigating 

this pivotal transition. Given the underrepresenta-

tion of women and historically excluded groups in 

higher education leadership positions (Ford, 2016; 

Morley, 2013), this work seeks to contribute to the 

limited body of knowledge surrounding effective 

strategies for supporting and promoting diversity in 

academic leadership roles.

The authors, whose experiences derive from 

diverse institutional backgrounds that include doc-

torate-granting universities, HBCUs, and community 

colleges, offer a broad spectrum of perspectives. 

Their varied experiences shed light on the unique 

challenges that university faculty face when making 

the transition into administrative roles, emphasizing 

the importance of recognizing and accommodating 

the diversity within academic disciplines and insti-

tutional types.

Acknowledging the prevailing lack of informa-

tion on supporting women and historically excluded 

groups in leadership positions (Vancour, 2023), we 

aim to bridge this gap by using autoethnography to 

present each of our experiences. Beyond personal 

narratives, the essay explores the professional devel-

opment perspective, addressing the need for tai-

lored strategies to foster diversity throughout one’s 

academic career. As universities increasingly recruit 

individuals from historically excluded groups, the 

lack of adequate resources and mechanisms to sup-

port their professional progression remains a critical 

issue. We aim to offer practical insights and rec-

ommendations to address this imbalance, ensuring 

that the next generation of leaders re�ects the rich 

diversity of our population.

In what follows, we delve into the unique lenses 

of our respective disciplines, races, and gender 

orientations, providing (1) a comprehensive explo-

ration of the diverse pathways individuals traverse 

when transitioning into leadership roles in higher 

education, (2) strategies for navigating the adminis-

trative landscape, and (3) insights into transferable 

skills essential for success in higher education ad-

ministration. We conclude with a discussion of the 

issues and offer strategies for both women faculty 

who are looking to move into academic leadership 

and institutions that want to more inclusively facili-

tate women’s advancement. 
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Kim Grainger
I started my academic career as a visiting 

assistant professor and then transitioned to a 

tenure-track position. As a lawyer with a science 

background, I was different from most of my col-

leagues. I remember feeling out of place when I �rst 

attended conferences. As a Black female from an 

HBCU law school, I experienced times when other 

law professors saw me or my name tag and chose to 

forgo conversation and connection with me. Fortu-

nately, I was able to become more integrated into 

the legal academic community through my research 

and participation in various projects with other uni-

versities. Serving as a Robert Wood Johnson Foun-

dation Fellow connected me with other health law 

professors, among whom I found my professional 

community.

An additional challenge early in my career was 

my age. The law school where I taught had an 

evening program, so many students were part-time, 

second career professionals who were older than 

me. To combat perceptions that my age makes me 

inferior, I have always been highly formal, which 

is natural to my personality but sometimes comes 

across as cold or haughty, which doesn’t help with 

my connection to other colleagues. Over time, I’ve 

softened the formality, and these issues are no lon-

ger as prevalent. I’m now happily married with two 

children, but I am an older mom because I waited 

until I earned tenure to have children. 

After hitting the academic career milestones of 

promotion and tenure and serving as faculty senate 

chair and associate dean, I knew I was ready for 

a university-level position, and I had to move to 

another institution to get it. The next university did 

not have a law school, and nearly all the faculty 

and administrators had PhDs. I was one of a bare 

few minorities, and my credentials were not the 

same as everyone else’s. My status as a unicorn was 

even clearer. But I forged ahead. 

Today, nearly 20 years into this career, I’m still 

�nding my place. My path and experiences have 

grounded me, but also drive me to continue to 

climb the administrative ladder, so that I can be the 

mentor and role model that I wish I had. 

Diane Chapman
Like Kim, I came to academia as a second career, 

completing my doctoral degree when I was 40 with 

the goal of having the option to teach upon retire-

ment. I soon took an academic position, however, 

and, because of my nontraditional path, was totally 

unprepared for understanding what academic life 

entailed, such as the career pathways available 

within and the political and social aspects of higher 

education. I am a white lesbian. My initial faculty 

position was that of a non-tenure-track (NTT) visit-

ing assistant professor in a college of education. 

As the only NTT faculty member in my depart-

ment, I was told that I could not go up for promo-

tion. I soon learned that was not true, but no one in 

my college had ever been promoted off the tenure 

track. Finding this out gave me my academic mis-

sion: to achieve full professor. My NTT status also 

meant that there was a lack of mentors as I was the 

�rst to take this path. I modeled my work to what 

others valued as much as possible, although this 

meant doing more work as research was not allowed 

to count as a part of my workload, and many of my 

mentors had much less responsibility for adminis-

trative work than I. I also took on leadership roles 

whenever they came my way, such as on college, 

university, and professional organization commit-

tees. I eventually was promoted to associate teaching 

professor, a �rst in our college. It was about this time 

that a half-time position as the teaching and learning 

center director opened at my university; I applied for 

it and got it. As the center director, my campus con-

nections swelled. Soon the vice provost, to whom I 

reported, suggested it was time to consider going up 

for promotion to full professor on the teaching track. 

My role at the center had expanded to the point that 
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at about four years after my promotion to full pro-

fessor, I was able to work full time leading faculty 

development at the university. This also meant a 

promotion to associate vice provost. 

My journey into leadership in higher education 

was not direct. There are de�nitely things I would 

do differently, but I am also proud of overcom-

ing so many obstacles. One of the �rst things I 

worked on upon becoming a campus leader was 

the climate for NTT faculty. This included mak-

ing changes in the way we are evaluated, in our 

contracts, and, most visibly, in what we are called: 

professional-track faculty. I learned a lot along the 

way, such as how important mentors are, espe-

cially those who have traveled the road you want 

to travel. I also learned that getting out of one’s 

department, college, and university can be bene-

�cial for obtaining leadership experience, mentor-

ship, and growth opportunities. We also need to be 

our own advocates—seeking out opportunities and 

not being afraid to lead the way. We also have to 

accept the things we cannot change and focus our 

energy to bring change to those we can. 

Maria Gallardo-Williams
I am a Latina, �rst-generation college graduate 

who immigrated to the United States from Vene-

zuela as an adult to pursue a PhD in chemistry. 

English is my second language. I am married and 

the mother of three children. In my academic 

career, I started as a professional faculty member 

in a science department (teaching track) and was 

able to progress through the ranks until I became 

a full teaching professor. I then transitioned to 

administration, �rst as a senior faculty develop-

ment specialist and more recently as the associate 

director of faculty development. 

Due to my status as teaching faculty, my 

scholarly efforts have focused on the scholarship 

of teaching and learning and on discipline-based 

educational research. Although it was dif�cult to 

get my supervisors to appreciate my chosen �elds, 

it was deeply rewarding and bene�cial when I 

decided to seek a position in faculty development, 

since there is a demand for such expertise—mostly 

driven by the increasing number of professional 

faculty entering academia. 

Throughout my career journey, I have navigat-

ed a nontraditional path that distinctly differs from 

the paths of my male colleagues. The challenges 

I’ve encountered have been multifaceted, with two 

prominent hurdles standing out. First, the lack of 

established networks posed a signi�cant obsta-

cle, requiring me to forge connections and build 

relationships from the ground up. This aspect of 

my career trajectory has demanded resilience and 

proactive networking. Second, challenging service 

obligations have shaped my professional narrative, 

demanding adept time management and strate-

gic prioritization. Despite these hurdles, I have 

embraced the opportunities for growth embedded 

within my nontraditional journey, developing a 

strength of spirit that has become integral to my 

professional identity.

Some helpful strategies 
As women faculty aspire to ascend into admin-

istrative roles, several strategic approaches can 

enhance their journey. Navigating the complex ad-

ministrative landscape requires a nuanced under-

standing of the system, and therefore, cultivating 

strategies for success is paramount.

One crucial aspect involves recognizing and 

leveraging transferable skills that are essential for 

success in higher education administration. These 

skills often include effective communication, team 

collaboration, problem solving, and visionary lead-

ership. Emphasizing the importance of these skills 

can empower women faculty to articulate their 

unique quali�cations for administrative positions 

and bridge the gap between academic expertise 

and administrative pro�ciency.
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For faculty seeking to transition into aca-

demic leadership, targeted strategies are invaluable. 

Building a robust network within and beyond their 

home institutions provides access to mentors, peers, 

and role models, fostering a supportive community. 

Formal leadership programming tailored to women 

faculty, including workshops and mentorship initia-

tives, can offer structured guidance on navigating 

the complexities of administrative roles.

Institutions, in turn, play a pivotal role in foster-

ing inclusivity and supporting the advancement of 

women faculty. Implementing policies that priori-

tize gender equity, providing purposeful recognition 

for achievements, and consistently updating poli-

cies to re�ect evolving societal norms contribute to 

a more inclusive environment. Support and training 

initiatives geared toward women faculty can further 

expand the pool of capable leaders.

Network building remains a cornerstone for 

success, and institutions should actively facilitate 

opportunities for women faculty to connect with 

mentors and peers. Formal leadership program-

ming, such as workshops and seminars, can pro-

vide targeted guidance on administrative skills and 

career development. Regular policy updates ensure 

that institutional frameworks align with contempo-

rary notions of diversity and inclusion, creating an 

environment conducive to women’s advancement.

An inclusive and supportive approach to ad-

vancing women faculty into administrative posi-

tions involves a combination of strategic planning, 

skill recognition, network building, and institutional 

commitment. By providing the necessary support 

and resources, higher education institutions can cre-

ate an environment that encourages women faculty 

to assume leadership roles and contribute meaning-

fully to academic administration.
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Managing Conflict: 
A Leader’s Guide to Handling 
Challenging Situations
Sara Melita 

When a room over�ows for a session on con-

�ict management, it’s clear we’ve hit on a 

critical topic that leaders in academia cannot afford 

to ignore. In fact, avoiding con�ict often leads to 

diminished trust, stalled progress, and exacerbat-

ed issues. Engaging in and facilitating productive, 

healthy con�ict is essential.

Consider two contrasting scenarios: In one 

university department, a signi�cant disagreement 

was left unresolved, leading to criticism of the 

chair for their inaction. This avoidance created 

a negative atmosphere, eroded trust, and led to 

the loss of a valuable staff member. At another 

institution, a chair actively engaged with faculty 

and staff to address a dif�cult situation. Although 

their efforts were challenging and time consuming, 

they ultimately resulted in a far better solution to 

a long-standing problem. These examples demon-

strate that ignoring con�ict can be detrimental 

while effectively managing it can foster new ideas 

and innovative ways of doing things.

If you are ready to invest in developing effective 

con�ict management skills for yourself and others, 

read on.

Redefining conflict and its 
constructive potential: 
Glass half full

Where to start? Begin by shifting your perception 

of con�ict. Rather than thinking it as an obstacle, 

envision it as a foundation for innovation and col-

lective growth. Skillfully managing con�ict means 

recognizing its potential bene�ts—from bringing to 

light diverse perspectives to fostering breakthrough 

solutions and new ideas. When leaders embrace 

con�ict, they can facilitate engagement in ways that 

create an environment where challenges become 

opportunities.

Decoding the five styles of 
conflict management: 
Versatility is key

When it comes to con�ict management, one size 

does not �t all. Effective leaders need to be versa-

tile regardless of their comfort and preferences. The 

Thomas-Kilmann Con�ict Mode Instrument (TKI) 

outlines �ve styles—avoiding, accommodating, com-

promising, collaborating, and competing—each with 

its own place and time (Thomas & Kilmann, 1974). 
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Leaders have natural inclinations toward certain 

con�ict styles when faced with disputes. Recogniz-

ing their default approach, leaders can effectively 

manage con�icts while considering relationship 

dynamics, time constraints, and issue signi�cance. 

A leader’s ability to discern which style to deploy 

in each situation is key to navigating con�icts 

successfully. 

Building on the TKI framework, the United 

States Institute of Peace offers a free online Con�ict 

Styles Assessment. It helps leaders understand more 

about the �ve styles, their preferences, and when 

each style makes the most sense. Some examples:

• Avoiding: Optimal for leaders in situations 

where intervention may escalate minor con-

�icts unnecessarily

• Accommodating: Appropriate for leaders pri-

oritizing team cohesion over differing opinions 

on how to approach a situation or project

• Compromising: Useful for leaders mediating 

between parties with con�icting but important 

goals, seeking a balanced solution

• Collaborating: Essential for leaders manag-

ing complex situations that allow for the time 

to engage in cooperative inclusive problem 

solving

• Competing: Effective for leaders who need to 

act as the experts in urgent scenarios where 

immediate decision making is crucial

Effective con�ict management requires leaders 

to acknowledge that various situations demand 

different approaches. It’s crucial to understand your 

default con�ict style and to cultivate the ability to 

adapt to diverse scenarios—so that you are foster-

ing the best outcomes for all parties involved.

Preparing for conflict: 
A guide to setting context

To turn con�ict into an opportunity for growth 

and trust building, leaders need to engage thought-

fully, whether they’re directly involved in a dispute 

or advising others. The following planning guidance 

is key to fostering productive, healthy con�ict and 

getting everyone on the same page.

• Assess involvement: Re�ect on whether you 

need to be involved and in what capacity—as 

participant, mediator, or decision maker.

• Describe the situation: Focus on the issue, 

problem, or disagreement and avoid making it 

personal.

• Identify the source(s): Ensure all parties 

have the same information. Assess whether 

the disagreements are based on different facts, 

methods for working, competing resources, 

misaligned goals, personal values, or power 

dynamics.

• Downsize the conflict: Find common ground 

early and often. Shift the focus from differen-

ces to determine what everyone can agree 

upon and what concessions might be made.

• Decide on logistics: Choose an environment 

(time and place) for discussions and ensure 

that there is enough time to thoroughly ad-

dress the issues. 

• Prepare for engagement: Gather necessary 

information for a positive outcome, establish 

what you need from others, and decide which 

aspects are nonnegotiable. Plan for ways to 

avoid snap decisions or to agree to disagree if 

needed.

• Be ready to interrupt bias: Identify and 

interrupt biases because they can affect 

perceptions and decision making. Consider 

how different biases may be at play. For 

example, with con�rmation bias, leaders need 

to actively seek out and consider opposing 

evidence. To deepen your understanding 
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of biases in con�ict resolution and uncover 

strategies to mitigate their impact, explore 

the chapter “Judgmental Biases in Con�ict 

Resolution and How to Overcome Them” 

(Thompson et al, 2000). This work provides a 

thorough examination of cognitive biases that 

obstruct effective con�ict management, along 

with practical guidance for navigating and 

resolving these challenges.

Engaging in productive, healthy 
conflict: Four key steps

Leaders, whether directly mediating con�ict or 

assisting others in navigating their own dif�cult 

situations, can follow these four steps once they are 

prepared:

1.Set the tone.
• Prepare for the con�ict (see previous 

section). 

• Con�rm logistics with all involved.

• Establish a setting that encourages construc-

tive dialogue.

• Take care to prepare all participants to 

engage.

2.Share perspectives.
• Articulate your viewpoint (or, if mediating, 

facilitate the conversation).

• Strive to comprehend all other perspectives.

• Summarize each person’s understanding of 

what the con�ict really is.

• Review and explore the source(s) of the 

con�ict. 

• Find and highlight areas of agreement.

3.Seek resolution.
• Agree on the core issue to address.

• Explore possible solutions.

• Identify potential compromises.

• Reassess and af�rm the shared goals.

• Address and clarify nonnegotiable elements.

4.Agree on the path forward.
• Assign action items and responsible persons.

• Establish consensus on communication 

methods for decisions.

• Decide on the need for escalation or 

mediation.

• Set a timeline for subsequent actions (if 

applicable).

Getting help just in time: 
Navigating conflict for leaders

During con�ict, leaders have an opportunity to 

adopt and hone techniques that can become instinc-

tual over time. As part of its core curriculum, the 

National Center for Faculty Development and Diver-

sity provides academic leaders with a just-in-time 

module titled Engaging in Healthy Con�ict. This 

resource serves as a dual tool: it empowers leaders 

with con�ict management strategies and acts as a 

self-help guide for faculty. When a leader should 

not intervene directly, they can guide faculty to this 

course, enabling them to independently navigate 

and resolve con�icts.

Keeping it real: In closing
Before closing out, remember that the journey of 

getting good at con�ict management is ongoing and 

nuanced. It requires you to quit taking things per-

sonally—for many leaders, much easier said than 

done. Focus on approaching each situation with a 

growth mindset and the willingness to engage in 

the planning necessary for positive outcomes. 

In conclusion, managing con�ict effectively is 

both an art and a science, and it improves with 

practice and experience. Each con�ict, with its 

diversity of opinions and perspectives, is an oppor-

tunity to gain new insights and foster innovative 

thinking. The more you engage in these challeng-

ing situations, the better you become at navigating 

them. 
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Stay or Go? 
Thinking about Your Place in 
Higher Education
Gretchen Oltman and Vicki Bautista

Working in academia has long been a dream 

role for many scholars, practitioners, and 

working professionals (Larsson & Alvinius, 2019). 

We asked a group of leaders from institutions of 

higher education what compelled them to work in a 

college or university setting. Their responses includ-

ed seeking to recreate the transformational experi-

ence they had as students, to emulate the professors 

they learned from in the classroom, and “to make 

a difference.” After all, the typical college setting 

has historically had an aura of prestige: it’s been a 

place with community recognition where academic 

freedom is protected, new ideas emerge, and the 

next generation of critically thinking students are 

molded into thoughtful participants within society. 

Today, however, the glitter of institutional 

prestige is diminishing, as those working within 

higher education recognize. Budget woes, enroll-

ment challenges, and post-pandemic learning needs 

are reshaping both traditional and nontraditional 

roles in higher education. Add to this the shrinking 

availability of tenure-track positions and the shift to 

an ever more adjunct-heavy workforce, and higher 

education looks much different than in years past. 

The results have created challenging work con-

ditions, lack of long-term job security, and work 

conditions that promote burnout. 

While these realities make it tempting to jump 

the higher education ship, leaving can lead to an 

identity crisis of sorts. Academics who trained to 

spend a lifetime among faculty of�ces and class-

rooms are suddenly left wondering what’s next. 

Self-doubt creeps in: Will the “real” working world 

accept an academic? Will a career change be per-

ceived as less ambitious if shifting into industry? Is 

all our training to exist, collaborate, and function 

within the ivory tower transferrable outside its 

gates? Whether to stay or leave is an immensely 

dif�cult decision.

We have worked in higher education for a 

combined two decades in various roles: associate 

professor, assistant professor, program director, 

program coordinator, and instructional designer. We 

have recently begun to see a shift in the quality and 

quantity of our colleagues who are (a) dissatis�ed 

with their jobs or (b) willing to leave what was 

once their dream profession altogether. Our talented 

peers are facing mental health challenges, frustra-

tion with constantly shifting workloads, and inse-

curities about their futures in higher education. We, 

of course, understand their concerns and recognize 

the stress of the demands that have been placed on 
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them (and us). So we became curious and won-

dered, What about higher education has changed 

so drastically that an academic career is no longer 

one to aspire to? And how does one determine that 

working in higher education is no longer worth the 

stress or challenges one must endure to succeed? 

Is working in higher education 
really that hard?

The statistics surrounding employment, burnout, 

retention, and workload in higher education are 

startling:

• More than half of college employees report that 

they are likely to leave their jobs in the next 

year due to low pay, limited opportunities to 

work remotely, and a lack of �exible hours. 

• An overwhelming majority of college presi-

dents say burnout is a major cause in faculty 

and staff turnover (Jaschik & Lederman, 2023).

• Only 60 percent of us know what is expected 

of us in our jobs.

• Approximately 67 percent of college and 

university staff are working more than full 

time. Since the start of the pandemic, two-

thirds have taken on the additional responsi-

bilities of staff who have left. Seventy-three 

percent have absorbed additional duties from 

roles vacated by other staff during and after 

the pandemic (CUPA-HR, 2022).

• Only 1 percent of college employees work less 

than full-time (that is, most employees exceed 

40 hours per week) (Bichsel et al., 2022).

Furthermore, in the actual day-to-day work of 

employees at colleges and universities, �ve themes 

emerged: 

• Ongoing lack of trust in leadership. Employ-

ees need to feel like they can trust their leaders 

to invest fully in their jobs. In higher educa-

tion, this might feel like leaders are inaccessi-

ble or hiding information. Additionally, leaders 

making dif�cult decisions in an all-or-nothing 

manner lose support from their workforce. 

• Unmanageable workloads. As budgets have 

tightened and hiring freezes have become 

more common, employees in higher education 

have absorbed or been assigned tasks beyond 

their original job duties. Originally thought 

to be a temporary condition after pandemic 

shifts, it is now common for employees to 

do the work of more than one position, most 

times without an increase in compensation. 

• Absence of role clarity. As positions have 

gone un�lled or changed, those who have 

remained in higher education have tried to be 

�exible and engage in shared responsibilities. 

As a result, employees are left not only doing 

more than one job but in a state of ambiguity 

about where to place their priorities. 

• Unclear communications. If you have been in 

higher education long enough, you have seen 

the evolution of strategic plans, political shifts 

in college leadership decisions, and an in�ux 

of other changes. For many working in higher 

education, communication resembles the old 

game of telephone—where the messages sent 

barely resemble the messages received. 

• Unreasonable expectations. It is more than 

the fact that jobs change and institutions 

evolve. Work hours, even for those working 

remotely, are expanding beyond the 40-hour 

week. Additionally, digital technology allows 

for quick access to employees beyond their 

work hours, making it a challenge for em-

ployees to prioritize their personal lest they 

appear lazy or disconnected to leaders working 

around the clock. 

Importantly, all these reasons are root causes 

of burnout (Gallup, 2020). According to the World 

Health Organization (2019), burnout is a syndrome 

resulting from chronic workplace stress that has not 

been successfully managed. It has three key charac-
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teristics: feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion; 

increased mental distance from one’s job, or feel-

ings of negativism or cynicism related to one’s job; 

and reduced professional ef�cacy. While working in 

higher education may be rewarding and intellectu-

ally challenging, the signi�cant workload and lack 

of clarity can detract from job satisfaction.

What can leaders do to keep the 
dream alive?

No job worth doing is without stress and de-

mands, but when you add the element of what was 

once considered a dream job being less than ideal, 

one must evaluate the weight and in�uence of 

working in a system that is undergoing signi�cant 

shifts in culture and climate. Can it still a dream 

job? Maybe. If leaders commit to playing an active 

role in leading through change instead of demand-

ing immediate compliance from their colleagues. 

Leaders play a critical role in helping alleviate some 

of the challenges. Consider these �ve steps that any 

higher education leader can take to improve their 

employees’ work lives:

• Establish a consistent, predictable, and 
clear channel of communication with all 
employees and stick to it. It might be weekly 

emails or a Monday morning Zoom call, but 

put yourself in front of your team in a safe and 

open place to discuss ongoing changes, deci-

sions being weighed by campus leaders, and 

recognition of accomplishments. Be present 

in those sessions not to share a list of agenda 

items, but rather to let others ask questions of 

you. Share your insights in plain language, not 

in administrative jargon or campus-speak. 

• Create an astute awareness of job bleed—
those who have absorbed the roles of 
others or who are taking on new tasks 
beyond their original workloads. Recognize 

that when jobs go un�lled or vacant, roles and 

responsibilities naturally shift, maybe even 

without mention or complaint. Check in with 

your colleagues frequently. Seek out ways to 

create ef�ciencies and operational stability. 

Build processes that provide support should 

someone need to step away from their respon-

sibilities to mitigate job bleed.

• Advocate for resources to protect role clari-
ty. Redesign job descriptions; �nd resources to 

secure additional help in part-time, temporary, 

or remote working roles to help alleviate job 

overload; and allow decision-making authority 

where the action happens. When money is a 

challenge, explore ways to use the strengths of 

your team. Identify who is the best person for 

a job, and allow their strengths to �ourish. 

• Initiate conversations about realistic ex-
pectations and deadlines and a meaning-
ful work-life balance. Instead of projecting 

estimated time to completion for projects and 

tasks, ask key employees for their input about 

the reasonableness of anticipated project due 

dates and known con�icts of time. Stop apol-

ogizing for ignoring boundaries and set the 

expectation of clarity and a fair output of en-

ergy and effort. Be a role model advocating for 

time away from the job as a means of mental 

refreshment and clarity. 

• Commit time to supporting employee 
well-being. Build �exible workspaces that 

promote movement, frequent breaks, and 

healthy work habits during the day. Model 

maintaining a well-balanced life, including 

dealing with mental health needs, physical 

challenges, and work-life challenges. 

Working within higher education can still be 

a rewarding, ful�lling, and lifelong career, but we 

must let go of the ivory tower of the past to em-

brace the excitement of the academy of today. What 

has not changed is the need for skilled educators, 

engaged leaders, and caring campus personnel—the 

people who make the campus a home away from 
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home for so many people. Staying or leaving is pos-

sible in any arena, but it is time to make meaningful 

change so that staying is an attractive option for 

many who might choose to leave. 
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Women in Leadership in Higher 
Education
Alyson Eagle

For women who aspire to top leadership, 
routes exist but are full of twists and turns, 
both unexpected and expected . . . the 
metaphor acknowledges obstacles but is 

not ultimately discouraging.

—Alice Eagly and Linda Carli (2007) 

Although women have made substantial prog-

ress in attaining leadership positions, women 

remain underrepresented in all sectors—includ-

ing higher education. While women attain more 

doctoral and master’s degrees than their male 

counterparts, they continue to earn less money than 

men. Furthermore, women are underrepresented in 

holding presidential positions at all types of higher 

education institutions. Regardless of their demon-

strated educational success and quali�cations, fully 

equipped and credentialed women professionals 

have been viewed as less capable of ful�lling lead-

ership roles due to descriptive gender stereotypes 

reducing their access to leadership roles. 

The differences in pay between genders remain 

signi�cant. In 2019, women who were full-time 

employees in the United States earned 82 cents to 

every dollar that men earned, which was a minimal 

improvement over the 78 cents gender pay gap in 

2007 (Catalyst, 2021). The gender pay gap is also 

prevalent in higher education. Men make more 

money than women at every rank in each insti-

tutional type except two-year private institutions. 

Men outearn women by $13,616 across all public 

institutions and $17,843 over all private institutions 

(Johnson, 2017). Johnson explained, “Men make 

more than women at every rank, in every disci-

pline, and in every institution type except two-year 

private institutions,” where women make slightly 

more than their male counterparts, earning $44,769 

compared to $44,234. Thus, men reap the bene�ts 

of higher wages and quicker routes to professional 

advancement, especially in higher education.

Disparities remain, and movement toward 

equality continues to happen slowly. Overall, 30.1 

Table 1. Female-to-male earnings ratio, median earning of full-time workers, by percentage

Year 1980 2007 2018 2019

Earnings Ratio 0.602 0.778 0.816 0.823

Note. Data taken from Catalyst: Women’s Pay Gap.  
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percent of presidencies are held by women at all 

institution types and levels in the United States, 

and women are disproportionately more likely to 

lead smaller colleges or women-only universities. 

Women hold 32.8 percent of presidencies at public 

universities and 27.2 percent at private not-for-

pro�t institutions (Johnson). The question remains: 

Will the number of women presidents continue to 

grow, remain static, or decline? 

Academic researchers ignored issues related to 

gender and leadership until the 1970s. Since then, 

there has been no shortage of metaphorical hur-

dles that women must overcome in the workforce. 

In 1986, journalists Carol Hymowitz and Timothy 

Schellhardt introduced the term “glass ceiling” to 

represent how women were no longer excluded 

from all positions in the workforce—just positions 

at higher levels. Women have made substantial 

progress in the workforce, resulting in Eagly and 

Carli’s proposed “labyrinth of leadership,” a visual 

metaphor used to represent women’s challenges in 

their professional endeavors. While the labyrinth 

metaphor represents women’s challenges and ob-

stacles in climbing the leadership ladder, it also pro-

vides encouragement for aspiring women leaders.

A qualitative, phenomenological study was 

recently conducted with 20 women who currently 

held a provost and/or vice president of academic 

affairs position at a public, four-year doctoral uni-

versity with high or very high research activity (R1 

and R2 institutions) (Eagle, 2023). Four overarching 

themes emerged: the professional journey, barriers 

and challenging experiences, motivation to over-

come barriers, and hope and encouragement. The 

remainder of this article designates some key bar-

riers identi�ed in this research and offers strategies 

for higher education institutions to bring women to 

the table. 

Barrier: Department chair position. For a 

newly appointed department chair, the transition 

from holding a faculty position teaching courses 

to possessing a position with authority over their 

colleagues is rapid. Suddenly, they are expected 

to have managerial skills that no one helped them 

develop. Women described the instant shift from 

having colleagues to immediately evaluating peers 

within this role as a pinch point. They considered 

department chair a “forced” position for leadership 

in academia. Experiences while holding the position 

were deemed in�uential on the decision to continue 

to pursue leadership roles. The position of depart-

ment chair warrants further evaluation across the 

higher education industry.

Suggested strategy: Leadership development 
for aspiring leaders. Higher education institutions 

must create mentoring and leadership development 

programming for those aspiring to leadership roles. 

It is imperative that this programming focuses on 

developing the skills necessary to be a supervisor, 

particularly in the department chair role. Partici-

pants repeatedly stated that this was the “worst job 

on any campus,” thus demonstrating the necessity 

of evaluating the intricacies of the role. Higher edu-

cation institutions could be losing top talent simply 

because of the lack of development opportunities 

for ambitious leaders. 

Table 2. Percentage of presidencies in higher education held by women, by institution type

2001 2006 2011 2016

Public 23.9 26.5 29.4 32.8

Private Not-for-Profit 17.9 18.7 21.9 27.2

All 21.1 23.0 26.4 30.1

Note. The statistics from this table are from the American Council of Education’s Pipelines, Pathways, and 

Institutional Leadership: An Update on the Status of Women in Higher Education in 2017. 
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Barrier: The leaky pipeline. The leaky pipeline 

is the argument that many women are quali�ed 

(i.e., because of educational degrees attained) for 

leadership positions but are underrepresented in 

senior faculty and administrative positions. The 

pipeline is leaking for a variety of reasons, thus 

resulting in fewer women in candidate pools for 

senior-level roles. For one, the culture of higher 

education does not prioritize hiring and promoting 

women to leadership roles. Another reason could 

be the length of time men remain in their current 

positions, which prevents women from continuing 

to climb the ladder. Further, male-dominated boards 

of regents and trustees ultimately approve presiden-

tial hires, and they tend to favor male candidates. 

Lastly, the most common avenues to the president 

position are through the provost role and industries 

that continue to be highly male-dominated, such as 

politics, business, law, and government.  

Suggested strategy: Pipeline programming. 
Higher education needs to implement more pro-

grams to allow for women to grow and advance in 

the way that men historically have. Pipeline pro-

gramming is vital across the sector but speci�cally 

at research institutions (R1 and R2 universities) 

and in STEM �elds. Research clearly demonstrates 

that women in leadership positions can lead true, 

effective change for higher education institutions. 

Therefore, colleges and universities must prioritize 

the advancement of women, who do not have the 

wealth of encouragement to pursue leadership that 

their male counterparts do.  

Conclusion
Eagly and Carly write, “Ideally, there would be 

no labyrinth, and women and men would have the 

same paths to leadership. But currently, the male 

path is more direct, and the female one more laby-

rinthine” (p. 161). The constant battle women face 

may leave them exhausted, burnt out, and defeated, 

which ultimately contributes to their leaving higher 

education. On occasion, the challenges women face 

will make them stronger leaders; however, more 

often these experiences wear women out from 

the pursuit of leadership. Barriers are a constant 

reminder that a woman’s path will not be as easy 

or direct as her male counterpart’s. While there 

are abundant dif�culties for women to lead in this 

patriarchal society, strategies for navigating career 

advancement hurdles, along with lessons in leader-

ship, can offer hope and encouragement along with 

lessons in leadership for women aspiring to top-lev-

el leadership positions (Eagle). 

Table 3. Gender differences in degrees attained in higher education

Doctoral Degrees Awarded, by Sex (in Thousands)

Year 1977 1991 2000 2010 2015 2022

Men 72 64 64 76 84 87

Women 19 41 53 81 93 116

Master’s Degrees Awarded, by Sex (in Thousands)

Year 1977 1991 2000 2010 2015 2022

Men 173 160 196 275 306 328

Women 149 182 267 417 452 551

Note. The statistics from this table are from the US Department of Education’s Digest of Education Statistics

in 2022.
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Seven Essential Practices for 
Leading Change Effectively
Stephanie Delaney and Margo Keys

As an executive coaches with Carnegie Math 

Pathways at WestEd, we’ve been part of a team 

that delved into the practices of leaders who effec-

tively managed change required to scale a success-

ful pilot like a Math Pathways implementation. Over 

a six-year period, supported by a National Science 

Foundation grant, we studied institutions and their 

approaches to change, including the unprecedented 

disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. In 

this article, we share seven practices we observed 

among leaders who successfully implemented 

change and actionable ways to incorporate these 

practices into your leadership toolbox. 

Practice 1: Change management
What is change management? The American 

Society for Quality (n.d.) de�nes it as the methods 

by and manners in which an institution describes 

and implements change. These include preparing 

and supporting employees, establishing the nec-

essary steps for change, and monitoring pre- and 

post-activities to ensure successful implementation.

Observations: Training in change management 

makes a difference. At one institution, two areas 

approached change in different ways. One did a 

good job of preparing and supporting employees 

with the necessary steps for change. Unfortunately, 

the other, which also needed to make the change, 

was not included in the preparation. When the 

latter area learned about the change and was asked 

to adapt at the last minute with little preparation or 

explanation, change leaders met great resistance. 

The change failed shortly after it launched.

Takeaway: Effective change leaders seek out 

training in change management and apply its princi-

ples contextually within their institutions.

Practice 2: Personal and 
institutional relationships 

What is the importance of personal and 
institutional relationships for leaders? Successful 

change requires a collective, coordinated institu-

tional effort, also known as distributed authority. 

Leadership occurs at all levels and champions exist 

in all spheres—the leader cannot do it alone. 

Observations: At one institution, two faculty 

leaders attempted to scale a successful pilot pro-

gram. But their limited understanding of the institu-

tional context and lack of relationships beyond their 

own faculty sphere hindered their ability to estab-

lish collaborators and champions across various 

levels of the institution. Consequently, the change 

initiative failed to gain traction and was unsuccess-

ful even before its launch.

Takeaway: Successful change leaders have rela-

tionships across the institution and leverage distrib-
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uted authority and empowerment to build capacity 

to lead change.

Practice 3: Dynamic stability, 
monitoring, and tracking

What is dynamic stability? Successful change 

leaders use tracking to constantly adjust, scanning 

the horizon to attend to the various phases of a 

change initiative, such as planning, networking, 

exploring, and organizing.

Observations: One institution included a group 

of midlevel leaders who had multiple roles and re-

sponsibilities and a common interest in this change 

initiative. One leader tracked individual reactions 

and was able to adjust the approach as necessary 

for different audiences. The leader also networked 

to align the change initiative with personal agendas 

and department cultures and monitored what fea-

tures were important to different individuals. These 

behaviors allowed the leader to track the circle of 

engagement, gauge the depth of interest in the ini-

tiative, and adjust their narrative when necessary. 

Takeaway: Effective change leaders use tracking 

and monitoring to plan, network, explore, and orga-

nize while leading organizational change.

Practical 4: Political savvy
What does it mean to be politically savvy?

Micropolitical literacy is an individual’s ability to 

use strategies to navigate organizational processes 

and structures to serve their interests.

Observations: One institutional leader was an 

astute micropolitical negotiator. This leader was a 

collaborator and built strong relationships across 

the institution through regular networking by genu-

inely investing in personal and professional rela-

tionships. By leveraging these qualities, this leader 

gathered and built support for this change initiative, 

maintained the project as a high-priority initiative, 

honored individual contributions, and successfully 

navigated tense challenges during this organization-

al change.

Takeaway: Effective change leaders use mic-

ropolitical literacy as they network while leading 

organizational change.

Practice 5: Effective 
communication 

What does communication effectiveness 
entail? Successful change leaders develop their own 

communication skills and use institutional resourc-

es, such as communications and marketing depart-

ments, to convey important messages effectively.

Observations: At one institution, the absence 

of communication had signi�cant consequences. A 

change in the math course sequence was treated as 

an internal matter and not communicated outside 

of the department. It was not until the change was 

implemented that the institution-wide rami�ca-

tions were realized. Others within the institution 

were caught off guard, and unnecessary chaos and 

resentment ensued.

Takeaway: Successful change leaders use effec-

tive communication to surface potential problems 

before they happen and to build engagement and 

belief in the change.

Practice 6: Self-awareness 
What is self-awareness for leaders? The 

self-aware leader understands their own character, 

feelings, motivations, and desires. They understand 

that in similar circumstances, other people may 

have much different feelings, motivations, and 

desires. They understand their positionality and act 

accordingly.

Observations: At one institution, a charismat-

ic president commanded respect and admiration. 

Due to an unintentional power dynamic, however, 

people were hesitant to deviate from the president’s 

lead. When we offered coaching, the president 
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declined, asserting self-suf�ciency. When we sug-

gested that their team could get the coaching in-

stead, the leader offered them the choice. But the 

team also rejected the coaching, not because they 

didn’t want it but because the leader unwittingly 

made it untenable for the team to receive it if the 

leader did not. This leader was unaware of their 

impact on the team. They believed they were giving 

the team a choice, but the team saw only one op-

tion—to follow the leader.

Takeaway: Self-aware change leaders under-

stand and address what motivates people in adopt-

ing or rejecting change. 

Practice 7: Using coaching 
What is coaching? Coaching is perfor-

mance-driven support that seeks to help individu-

als increase competence by learning new skills or 

knowledge to maximize their personal and profes-

sional potential. The focus is on concrete issues 

such as effectively managing change, engaging 

employees, or learning to think strategically. 

Observations: Institutional leaders who are 

open and willing to try new strategies even in a 

crisis can learn and bene�t from the experience. 

During the pandemic, when many institutions were 

barely keeping the doors open and narrowing their 

focus, one institution’s leader kept the initiative on 

track by leveraging coaching to lead through the 

challenge. Through coaching and access to a net-

work improvement community, this leader gained 

new information about how this innovation could 

help solve their course access challenge. Through 

coaching, the leader examined new concepts, such 

as change management, and methods to understand 

and engage key interested parties, all of which 

helped to maintain the momentum in scaling even 

through a pandemic. 

Successful change leaders gain capacity through 

supports such as executive coaching.

Next steps 
Re�ect upon your own leadership practices and 

consider how you can implement each of the seven 

practices. Identify areas where support may be ben-

e�cial, and proactively seek out resources such as 

coaching to enhance your leadership capacity.
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