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Make Work More Human For Your Institution’s Workforce 

Across industries, technology is changing the workforce, and higher education is no 
exception. The ability of leaders to attract, retain, and engage top staff and faculty 
impacts how well higher education institutions improve the business, raise 
institutional standing and support student success. Competition for the top 
researchers, faculty and staff is increasingly fierce. These constituents expect 
modern, personalized experiences, and institutions must embrace the latest 
technology to deliver them.

With an increase in adjunct faculty, later retirements for boomers, and millennials 
joining the workforce, higher education institutions need to run more agile 
departments and operations, and they’re leveraging technology as an enabler of 
their HR transformation. 

To outpace change in the face of an evolving workforce, organization, and 
business landscape, HR leaders are reimagining their role and beginning to 
think like a strategic partner. With this new focus, they’re looking to:

• Treat employees like customers mirroring how businesses operate
• Focus not only on system usability but more importantly on workforce

productivity to drive the university’s mission
• Turn their department from being a cost center to a value generator helping

drive success with digital leadership and talent development
• Take action that impacts the business with workforce modeling and

creating a culture to foster work-life integration
• Move away from being just a center of excellence to creating a network of

experts serving the functional area

We hope you find the following resources useful in helping you drive innovation 
in your HR strategy and make work more human for your institution’s workforce. 
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Introduction

Higher education is undergoing significant change – and bringing about 
that transformation will be difficult unless colleges and universities change 
how they run and manage their workforces, too.

How institutions are governed, who they hire, whether they outsource 
functions, how they prepare future leaders – all of these issues are in 
play and under discussion. The institutions that navigate these and other 
challenges will thrive; those that don’t could struggle.

The articles in this booklet illustrate some of the leadership and 
employment issues facing campus leaders and explore some of the ways 
the institutions are responding.

Inside Higher Ed welcomes your comments on these articles and your 
thoughts on future coverage.

--The Editors
editor@insidehighered.com
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News
A selection of articles by Inside Higher Ed reporters

Faculty Hiring After the Recession

New hires of full-time faculty at public master’s and doctoral institutions rose 
more than a decade ago, then declined after the recession -- while hires at bacca-
laureate institutions remained slow and steady.

By Greg Toppo // February 15, 2019

A new research review finds that 
since the recession, hiring patterns 
for new full-time faculty members 
have fluctuated considerably at 
public four-year doctoral and mas-
ter’s institutions, while they have 
barely budged at public baccalaure-
ate institutions.

The study, released Thursday 
by the College and University Pro-
fessional Association for Human 
Resources (CUPA-HR), based in 
Knoxville, Tenn., recounts the eco-
nomic realities of higher education 
in the decade since the recession: 
enrollment that spiked and then fell 
for most types of colleges, govern-
ment support that has failed to keep 
pace with enrollment, and a result-
ing shift in which institutional fund-
ing increasingly comes from tuition 

dollars.
In the new report, CUPA-HR said 

that before 2008, new hires of full-
time faculty at public master’s and 
doctoral institutions were “rapidly 
growing.” But after the recession 
hit, there was a notable decline in 

iStock/SDI Productions

full-time hires -- a decline that con-
tinued until 2016, when institutions 
began to increase new hires. By 
contrast, hires of these instructors 
at public baccalaureate institutions 
remained relatively steady, if limit-
ed, over the entire period.
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For instance, from 2003 to 2018, 
the percentage of part-time faculty 
members in public baccalaureate 
colleges remained fairly stable, be-
ginning at 33.7 percent and ending 
at 33.6 percent. In the same pe-
riod, the percentage of part-time 
instructors at public master’s col-
leges grew from 31.6 percent to 
36.7 percent. At public doctoral col-
leges, it grew from 23.7 percent to 
28.9 percent.

Jackie Bichsel, the group’s re-
search director, said baccalaure-
ate institutions “were not willing to 
compromise their teaching faculty 
based on the results of the reces-
sion.”

While master’s and doctoral insti-
tutions continue to hire more new 
assistant professors, the figures 
have fluctuated considerably. At 
both public and private baccalau-
reate institutions, Bichsel said, the 
hiring has been “slow and steady.”

“It just goes to, I guess, the steadi-
ness of those baccalaureate insti-
tutions,” she said.

Meanwhile, doctoral institutions 
continue to rely more than others 
on new, part-time faculty. “It is al-
most like they’re more willing to 
compromise that teaching part in 
order to fulfill their budget goals,” 
Bichsel said.

George Mehaffy of the Ameri-
can Association of State Colleges 
and Universities, which represents 
many regional, master’s-level, four-
year institutions, said it’s difficult to 

make inferences from the statistics. 
While baccalaureate institutions are 
certainly not sacrificing high-quality 
instruction to balance budgets, he 
said, “We aren’t, either.”

He said the hiring statistics ac-
tually show that “our institutions 
were hit harder than other sectors 
in terms of funding -- particularly 
state funding.” Mehaffy, vice pres-
ident for academic leadership and 
change at AASCU, noted that flag-
ship public universities “aren’t as 
vulnerable as regional comprehen-
sives to funding declines.”

For public university leaders fac-
ing uncertain budgets, hiring more 
full-time, tenure-track faculty is 
risky because each new position 
is “potentially a 30-year commit-
ment.”

Even at universities with large 
numbers of such faculty, tight bud-
gets mean that many of these in-
structors are taking on more of 
the work of university governance, 
teaching less in the process.

Nonetheless, he said, the idea that 
hiring more part-time or non-ten-
ure-track faculty sacrifices quality 
isn’t necessarily true.

While he’d admit that faculty turn-
over can affect critical faculty rela-
tionships that are “so important in 
student development,” more factors 
come into play when talking about 
instruction.

“You have to approach the ques-
tion of quality for teaching with a 
great deal of caution,” he said.

CUPA-HR noted that the number 
of full-time faculty per 100 students 
in public institutions “has remained 
relatively unchanged,” but that pri-
vate institutions improved their full-
time faculty-per-student ratio from 
2003 to 2018.

In its annual survey of faculty 
compensation, CUPA-HR last year 
found that faculty salaries in 2017-
18 increased by 1.7 percent over the 
previous year. Nontenured research 
faculty saw the highest increase, 
with tenure-track faculty seeing the 
lowest increase.

At a median age of 37, the group 
found, non-tenure-track research 
faculty tend to be “significantly 
younger” than tenured and ten-
ure-track instructors, whose me-
dian age is 51. Nearly one-third of 
tenured and tenure-track faculty 
are age 60 or over.

For tenure-track faculty, the high-
est-paying disciplines in 2017-18 
were legal professions, business, 
engineering, computer science and 
health professions. Low-paid ad-
junct faculty members made up 
nearly two-thirds of all instructors 
in associate’s institutions, though 
they made up only one-third of fac-
ulty at doctoral institutions.

The recession, the group said, 
“had profound impacts” on both 
students and faculty. Understand-
ing the impacts could help colleges 
and universities better deal with fu-
ture disruptions, budget cuts and 
enrollment shifts, it said.                   ■
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Ending ‘Mom-and-Pop’ Governance

Authors break down the basics of university governance
but can’t resist looking at the big picture.

By Rick Seltzer// March 1, 2018

The challenges colleges and uni-
versities face are well documented 
and often intimidating.

Population trends will leave insti-
tutions in some parts of the coun-
try without enough traditional-age 
local students to fill classrooms, 
while stretching others’ capacity. 
Costs keep escalating, high stick-
er prices are a consistent source 
of angst and constantly rising dis-
count rates leave many private col-
leges in the difficult position of not 
having enough money coming in 
even as they’re perceived by stu-
dents as being too expensive.

Yes, market conditions are diffi-
cult. But that doesn’t mean higher 
education’s leadership will escape 
scrutiny. It’s worth wondering if 
governance practices currently in 
place are adequate for attracting 
good leaders, training them and 
putting them in a position to suc-
ceed in the face of challenges.

Some experts believe solutions 
have to start at the top, with chang-

es to the way shared governance 
plays out between trustees, ad-
ministrators and faculty members. 
Among them are the authors of two 
books released in January by Johns 
Hopkins University Press, How to 
Run a College and How University 
Boards Work.

“Can American higher education 
navigate through uncharted wa-
ters if the leadership relies on an 
unprepared, inexperienced captain 
and crew?” ask the authors of How 
to Run a College, Brian C. Mitchell 

and W. Joseph King. Mitchell and 
King are both experienced college 
presidents and trustees who believe 
higher education’s most important 
challenge is professionalizing its 
governance.

Failing to professionalize gover-
nance isn’t good for anyone, said 
Mitchell, a former president of 
Bucknell University and Washington 
& Jefferson College, in an interview.

“There should be a clear delin-
eation of authority and a clear un-
derstanding -- and a transparent 
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Can American higher education
navigate through uncharted waters if 

the leadership relies on an unprepared, 
inexperienced captain and crew?

“ “

understanding -- of how power is 
executed on a college campus,” he 
said. “Until then, we have a kind of 
mom-and-pop approach to gover-
nance, and that’s not serving any-
one well.”

Mitchell and King argue that high-
er ed is suffering through a partic-
ularly bleak period, one that can 
seem unprecedented. But viewing 
the current era as a historical outlier 
can lead to dam-
aging paralysis 
among college and 
university leaders. 
It is also historical-
ly inaccurate.

American higher 
education has al-
ready gone through 
and survived two 
similar periods of 
pressure, accord-
ing to Mitchell and King. The first 
was a depression in the 1870s, and 
the second was the Great Depres-
sion of the 1930s.

Those eras, which the authors 
refer to as inflection points, were 
marked by hundreds of colleges 
and universities merging or closing. 
But they were also times of great 
adaptation and innovation.

Colleges and universities are nim-
ble, Mitchell said. If today is indeed 
a third point of inflection, lessons 
can be drawn from the past to help 
colleges and universities survive.

Mitchell and King argue for col-
leges and universities to evolve, 
modernizing practices and mon-
etizing assets. They examine ma-
jor elements of college operations: 

governance, finance, enrollment ad-
vancement, academic affairs, stu-
dent life and athletics. They support 
shared governance, but it’s clear 
they believe the system could work 
better if all parties refocused on ed-
ucational strategies and transpar-
ency between different leaders.

“It’s a misunderstanding of what 
trustees do, what faculty do and 
how their work relates that causes 

many problems,” said King, who is 
president of Lyon College. “If you 
have substantial malfunction or 
dysfunction, it’s not going to go 
anywhere.”

Some of the authors’ greatest 
concerns are focused on the state 
of governing boards. Mitchell and 
King believe boards are often too 
big and too dysfunctional. Those at 
private universities often run more 
than 40 trustees deep and come 
with internal politics, which leads to 
complacency, they write.

While public universities may 
have board issues of their own, in-
cluding charges that trustees are 
politically motivated or appointed, 
their boards are typically smaller 
than private boards and therefore 

don’t attract as many criticisms re-
lated to size.

Voting boards should have no 
more than a dozen active mem-
bers, Mitchell and King argue. Larg-
er advisory boards can also play a 
separate role, approving policy and 
preventing boards from becoming 
insular, but they should be geared 
toward offering advice and helping 
with fund-raising.

It’s a model like 
the one used by 
Harvard Univer-
sity, where the 
30-member Board 
of Overseers in-
fluences strategy 
and carries certain 
responsibilities but 
is eclipsed in di-
rect power by the 
13-member Har-

vard Corporation, which has fidu-
ciary responsibility and approves 
major operations.

A Focus on Trustees
In How University Boards Work, 

Robert A. Scott doesn’t go so far 
as to advocate for limiting voting 
boards to 12 members. He thinks 
12 is on the small side, he said in an 
interview. Yet he also advocated for 
limiting the size of voting boards.

“It depends on the institution,” he 
said. “Eighteen would be the low 
end -- certainly no more than 30. 
Eighteen to 24 is manageable. You 
can get in touch with everybody in 
a day.”

Still, Scott, who is the former pres-
ident of Adelphi University and Ra-
mapo College, sees plenty to worry 
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about in boards.
Among his many concerns are 

that board members often know 
little about the higher education 
enterprise or their own institutions, 
and that board chairs sometimes 
act like emperors. Trustees with 
experience on other boards or in 
business frequently believe they do 
not need a guide when they start 
on college or university boards, he 
writes. Unfortunately, that’s not the 
case.

Trustees need to be much more 
knowledgeable about their insti-
tutions than they are today, Scott 
believes. They need to know a 
college’s history and heritage, its 
competitors and where it fits in the 
overall higher ed ecosystem. They 
also need continuing professional 
development. That support will help 
them understand how to navigate 
challenges.

Scott also argues for trustees 
to spend more time listening and 
asking questions -- and for others 
in university governance to do the 

same. He advocates for presidents 
to eschew the corporate-style chief 
executive officer role in lieu of a 
chief education officer ideal, with 
an emphasis on being collabora-
tive. Boards, he writes, should be a 
president’s partner in establishing 
priorities.

Toward its end, How University 
Boards Work includes a list of ideas 
best described as policy priorities. 
For instance, Scott writes that col-
leges should be held accountable 
for graduation rates. He suggests 
they might pay more attention 
to student retention if they were 
forced to repay public financial aid 
dollars for students who drop out 
before graduating -- an idea that 
has parallels in risk-sharing con-
cepts that have drawn interest at 
the federal level. He also suggests 
making non-need-based aid count 
as taxable income for a recipient’s 
family, because so-called merit 
scholarships are a major cost driver 
among colleges.

The ideas are presented alongside 

some changes colleges and univer-
sities could make on their own, like 
modifying class schedules to make 
better use of facilities. But the inclu-
sion of policy ideas in a book aimed 
at trustees fits a larger idea: the big 
picture matters for colleges and 
universities, and their leaders, as 
they face the future.

It’s a theme running through both 
books, even though they dedicate 
many of their pages to the basics 
of running a college or university. 
In practice, the big picture could 
mean a faculty member taking 
a more active role in student life, 
because much of what students 
learn on campus comes from out-
side the classroom. It could mean 
presidents being more engaged 
and transparent with faculty mem-
bers, even in times of crisis. It could 
mean trustees advocating for high-
er education funding when they’re 
meeting with politicians.

“Enterprise risk is not just about 
one’s own institution,” Scott said. 
“It’s about the whole enterprise.”    ■
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president of its Faculty Senate.
Tennessee’s current -- and still 

very new -- Enhanced Posttenure 
Performance Review (EPPR) policy 
says that a campus chief academic 
officer must initiate an assessment 
after a professor gets an overall “un-
satisfactory” annual performance 
review rating (the lowest catego-
ry) or two annual review ratings of 
“needs improvement” (the next-to-
lowest rating) in a four-year period.

Professors may also request an 
enhanced posttenure review after 
at least four regular, annual review 

Posttenure Review or a Plan to Undercut Tenure?

Right after U of Tennessee faculty members agreed on plan to toughen oversight
of tenured professors, system proposed rules many say endanger academic freedom.

By Colleen Flaherty // February 27, 2018

A joint committee of faculty 
members and administrators from 
across the University of Tennes-
see’s four campuses spent months 
revising the system’s posttenure re-
view policy, which it acknowledged 
was outdated and needed strength-
ening. The committee included the 
university system’s Board of Trust-
ees in its process and its recom-
mendations were adopted this year, 
with the goal of making posttenure 
review clearer and more meaning-
ful.

So professors from across the 
system are baffled and alarmed by 
a new, hastily written add-on pro-
posal from the trustees, with some 
saying it challenges the idea of ten-
ure altogether.

“We’re concerned they’re putting 
together a very ambiguous board 
policy that threatens academic 
freedom and represents a huge ser-
vice load on the faculty,” said Beau-
vais Lyons, Chancellor’s Professor 
of Art at the Knoxville campus and 

cycles.
But earlier this month, professors 

found out that the trustees had 
written a new part of the policy, re-
serving the board’s right to direct 
administrations to review “some or 
all tenured faculty of a campus, col-
lege, school, department or division 
at any given time or at periodic in-
tervals, as the board in its discretion 
deems warranted.”

Faculty members pushed back, 
saying that the proposal was too 
vague and ignored the role of the 
faculty in such matters. After some 
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The philosophy of the board is to
maximize faculty productivity, yet 

they’re doing it through a system that 
requires more service of faculty.

“ “

back-and-forth, the board added 
language affirming “the importance 
of tenure in protecting academic 
freedom and thus promoting the 
university’s principle [sic] mission 
of discovery and dissemination of 
truth through teaching, research, 
and service.”

Yet the policy goes on to say that 
the board “recognizes its fiduciary 
responsibility to students, parents, 
and all citizens of Tennessee to en-
sure that faculty members effec-
tively serve the needs of students 
and the university throughout their 
careers.”

Therefore, it says, the board “may 
require the [system] president to 
establish proce-
dures under which 
a comprehensive 
peer review shall 
be conducted of all 
faculty members, 
both tenured and 
non-tenured, in an 
academic program 
that has been iden-
tified as underper-
forming through an 
academic program review process.”

The president shall also establish, 
with board approval, “procedures 
for every tenured faculty member at 
a campus to receive a comprehen-
sive peer review no less often than 
every six years.”

Such reviews may be “staggered” 
under the proposal, to avoid putting 
undo administrative work on faculty 
reviewers. But Lyons, of Knoxville, 
said the policy undeniably burdens 
professors with reviewing the work 
of their peers, top to bottom, every 
six years.

“The philosophy of the board is to 

maximize faculty productivity, yet 
they’re doing it through a system 
that requires more service of facul-
ty,” he said.

The program review clause, 
meanwhile, falsely equates faculty 
performance with program perfor-
mance, Lyons said, and “runs the 
risk -- if they don’t like what the 
College of Social Work is doing, or 
if they don’t like an area of research 
in sociology -- of being used for ret-
ribution based on data that are not 
rooted in the academic mission.”

By data, Lyons was referring to 
metrics such as numbers of ma-
jors, enrollment and cost of in-
structional delivery that institutions 

are increasingly drawing on to, in 
administrative terms, streamline 
operations. Advocates of these 
academic reviews say that they 
help colleges and universities con-
centrate resources where they can 
make the most impact. But crit-
ics say that unless they’re done 
thoughtfully, with faculty input, such 
reviews paint an incomplete picture 
of program success or lack thereof. 
Numbers of majors don’t necessari-
ly demonstrate the important role of 
more service-oriented departments 
in delivering general education, and 
thereby fulfilling institutions’ liberal 

arts missions, for example. 
Bruce Maclennan, associate pro-

fessor of electrical engineering and 
computer science at Knoxville and 
chair of the systemwide University 
of Tennessee Faculty Council, said 
that body has multiple concerns 
about the proposal. It’s vague and 
seems to be redundant, he said, in 
that faculty members “already have 
rigorous annual reviews and perfor-
mance that does not meet specified 
expectations can trigger an EPPR,” 
which can lead to termination.

And while the policy’s “peer re-
view” feature is short on detail as of 
now, he said, “many faculty are con-
cerned that regular posttenure re-

views will consume 
significant faculty 
time serving on re-
view committees 
and perhaps also 
preparing review 
dossiers.”

Like Lyons, Ma-
clennan said he, 
too, worried that 
the proposal could 
be “abused to tar-

get politically unpopular faculty or 
departments,” weakening tenure 
protections overall.

Monica Black, the Lindsay Young 
Associate Professor of History and 
president of Knoxville’s American 
Association of University Profes-
sors advocacy chapter, called the 
entire process “very rushed.” Fac-
ulty members have days to review 
and offer comment on the policy 
document, she said.

“We spent a lot of time creating a 
policy that is just now in place, and 
now this sloppy proposal is being 
put forth very quickly and in a very 
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A comprehensive peer review shall be
conducted of all faculty members,

both tenured and non-tenured, in an
academic program that has been

identified as underperforming through
an academic program review process.

“ “

vague way.”
Lyons said the 

proposal’s “princi-
ple” versus “princi-
pal” typo made the 
rush all the more 
obvious and sus-
pect. He noted that 
there is a simulta-
neous legislative 
effort in Tennessee 
to shrink the board 
from 27 members to 11, eliminating 
faculty seats and potentially con-
centrating the power of board lead-
ers and the system president in the 
near future. 

Gina Stafford, a system spokes-
person, said in statement Monday 
that the proposed changes will 
be considered by the board at its 

March meeting and are subject to 
further tweaking until then.

Tennessee is just the latest state 
to propose changes to tenure pol-
icies at its public universities. A 
proposal under consideration by 
the University of Arkansas System 
would expand terminable offenses 

for faculty mem-
bers, to include be-
ing uncollegial.

“Virtually all 
faculty around 
the state remain 
opposed to the 
changes recom-
mended by the 
university lawyers,” 
said Joshua Silver-
stein, a professor 

of law at the Arkansas system’s 
Little Rock campus who has been 
vocal in his opposition to the pro-
posal, referring to the current draft 
of the policy. With a Board of Trust-
ees vote also tentatively planned for 
March, he said, those against the 
changes “need to make their voices 
heard now.”                                          ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/02/27/debate-university-tennessee-over-posttenure-review-plan
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Helping Postdocs With Children

First-ever national survey of postdocs who are parents reveals a lack of access to paid 
parental leave, pressures to return to work early and extra stressors for parents of color.

By Colleen Flaherty // June 22, 2017

Postdoctoral fellows hopefully 
enjoy close mentor-mentee rela-
tionships with the principal investi-
gators on their research grants. Few 
would probably expect those inves-
tigators to show up at the hospital 
after a baby arrived, asking when 
they planned to return to the lab, 
however. Yet that’s what happened 
to one survey participant in a new 
study on parent postdocs from the 
National Postdoctoral Association 
and the Pregnant Scholar project of 
the Center for WorkLife Law at the 
University of California, Hastings.

“So, what, about two to three 
weeks and you will be back?” the 
scientist reportedly asked the post-
doc in her hospital bed. It’s the kind 
of “ridiculous,” professionally unac-
ceptable treatment postdocs some-
times encounter due to a wide-
spread lack of understanding or will 
to understand what their rights are, 
said Julie Fabsik-Swarts, executive 
director of the National Postdoctor-
al Association. And if you’re a fa-

ther, Fabsik-Swarts said, “there’s no 
prayer you’re getting much time off 
in most places. You have to feel for 
this set of highly educated, highly 
trained people who have dedicated 
their time and resources to being a 
researcher -- in many cases, to help 
this country. They’re being treated 
awfully.”

The new report, called “Parents 
in the Pipeline: Retaining Postdoc-
toral Researchers With Families,” 
is based on the first-ever national 
survey of postdocs with children, 
which yielded responses from 741 
postdocs about 800 birth and adop-
tion experiences. A handful of par-
ticipants participated in follow-up 
phone interviews, and the report re-
lies on additional association data 
about postdoc benefit policies na-
tionally.

The paper urges institutions to 
update outdated policies to reflect a 
new reality: that the average post-
doc spends four to five years in 
that position and most are nearing 

40 years old by the time they find 
a permanent job -- meaning post-
docs increasingly are parents.

“The average postdoc today can’t 
postpone solving the puzzle of 
work-life fit until tenure,” the report 
says. “To add to the challenge, par-
ents of this generation,” more than 
their parents’ generation, “feel the 
need to be more present for their 
children. For postdocs, the buzz-
ers on their biological and research 
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clocks are undeniable -- and in con-
flict. Yet despite these shifts, many 
institutions make no provisions for 
parental leave or accommodations 
for postdoc parents.”

A primary finding concerns the 
climate for pregnant workers who 
need health-related accommoda-
tions. While postdocs who request-
ed pregnancy accommodations 
were provided them 93 percent of 
the time, they were less likely than 
other kinds of workers to request 
them. Just 40 percent of postdoc 
mothers did, and those in university 
appointments were especially un-
likely to ask for help.

“I was too scared to let my col-
leagues in the laboratory know that 
I was expecting until I couldn’t hide 
my pregnancy further,” one woman 
said.

And that postdoc who was visited 
at the hospital by her investigator? 
She didn’t feel she could say no, so 
she got a release from her doctor 
saying she could return to work af-
ter four weeks, despite having had a 
C-section birth with complications. 
Another respondent said lack of 
leave left her health “in tatters.”

While these postdoc mothers con-
tinued their research, other survey 
respondents said they were pushed 
out because of their pregnancies 
or postbirth needs. One mother re-
ported losing her appointment af-
ter her boss said he was “so sorry” 
about having no more funding. But 
the investigator soon hired a new 
postdoc to replace her. Another 
mother said that her boss referred 
to her children as her “constraints” 

and withdrew funding from her con-
tract to fund another postdoc.

Fathers also reported encounter-
ing hostility toward their new family 
roles. “Peers often phrase paternity 
leave as if it’s a ‘vacation’ or you’re 
at home doing nothing,” one fa-
ther said, adding that the prevailing 
mind-set “can lead to a view that 
you ‘aren’t serious about science’ 
since you took time off.”

Men are less likely than women to 
have access to leave and family-re-
sponsive policies, according to the 
study. “There is no such thing [as] 
leave for fathers,” said one postdoc 
dad. “They won’t even allow use of 
sick leave.”

Respondents of all genders 
stressed that “family-responsive 
accommodations,” such as sched-
uling flexibility or the ability to work 
from home, were essential to their 
success. If such accommodations 
had not been provided to one engi-
neer, for example, he would “strong-
ly consider leaving.” Another “would 
not have been able to continue” 
and yet another “would just have to 
quit.”

Parents of color reported facing 
hostility due to their new-parent 
status or pregnancy more often 
than their white counterparts, sur-
prising the study’s authors. Post-
docs of color are less likely to ask 
for parental leave or accommo-
dations and are twice as likely to 
be discouraged from taking leave 
when they do ask.

“The impact of the hostility and 
lack of support for new-parent 
postdocs is profound,” the study 

says.
“One in 10 postdoc fathers and 

one in five mothers reported that 
their [principal investigator’s] re-
sponse to their new-parent status 
negatively impacted the quality 
of their appointment over all. This 
number is far higher for postdocs 
of color. For some, the challenge 
wasn’t worth it; ‘Don’t bother do-
ing a postdoc,’ a neuroscientist ad-
vised aspiring postdocs who want 
to have children. Instead, ‘Work at 
McDonald’s,’ which would pay you 
equally or more, would give you 
more respect and [offer] a ray of 
hope through promotion.”

Simple Fixes
What will it take to retain post-

docs, who each represent de-
cades of study and approximately 
$500,000 or more in educational 
investments? “Simple adherence to 
federal law would go a long way,” 
the study says, noting that data re-
veal numerous institutional viola-
tions of antidiscrimination laws.

“Much of what postdoc parents 
need is common-sense: formal 
pregnancy and parental-leave poli-
cies that follow the law, changes in 
scheduling, and an end to the hos-
tility and stigma that all too often 
attaches to the basic human need 
to have a family,” according to the 
study.

Other major findings include little 
to no access for postdoc mothers 
to paid maternity leave. Over half 
of institutions surveyed (53 per-
cent) provide no paid leave to post-
docs classified as employees, while 
postdocs categorized as trainees 
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and individually funded postdocs 
fare even worse. Externally funded 
postdoc moms have it worst of all, 
with 74 percent of surveyed institu-
tions offering no paid leave to them. 
Paid leave time, when provided, was 
often described as too short. Many 
mothers reported having to “fight” 
for the leave they needed, and a 
smaller subset reported losing 
their jobs as a result of their inves-
tigators’ negative reaction to their 
pregnancy or need for time off. One 
in five mothers reported that their 
bosses’ responses had a negative 
impact on the overall quality of their 
appointment.

Well over half of institutions sur-
veyed provide no paid leave for 
postdoc fathers. Eighty-five percent 
of institutions provide no access 
to paid leave for externally funded 
dads. Many postdoc fathers also 
reported having no access to other 
kinds of paid or even unpaid time 
off, such as sick or vacation days, 
to help welcome a new child home. 
One in 10 fathers said their investi-
gators’ response to their new par-
enthood negatively affected their 
appointments. The rate for fathers 
of color was one in five.

Many postdoc mothers had no 
access to paid time off at all to 
care for children, including sick or 
vacation time. Externally funded 
postdocs, again, had it worst, with 
53 percent of institutions excluding 
them from paid days off.

Regarding unpaid time off upon a 
child’s birth, a right in theory assured 
by federal law, benefits vary greatly 
by funding sources. Five percent of 

employee postdoc mothers do not 
have access to such time, com-
pared to 23 percent of institutional 
trainees and 44 percent of external-
ly funded postdocs.

Over all, postdocs reported con-
fusion about whether or not their 
institutions had parental leave pol-
icies applicable to them -- even 
after having gone through the pro-
cess themselves. Human resources 
offices reportedly often misinter-
pret relevant laws and “struggle to 
navigate the varying grant-related 
policies that apply to postdocs,” 
according to the study. This is com-
plicated by different funders having 
different policies for leave.

Additional problems include in-
vestigators’ reported unwillingness 
to grant accommodation requests, 
such as postdocs’ ability to work 
from home until their children are 
old enough to attend child care, or 
to attend work on different days 
of the week. Several postdocs re-
ported leaving their positions when 
these requests weren’t met.

On-campus child care was also 
scarce, with postdocs commonly 
reporting being on waiting lists for 
a year or more. Other care was also 
expensive, with it in some cases 
costing 50 to 100 percent of post-
doc salaries.

Postdoctoral positions were orig-
inally intended to be temporary 
stops for advanced training on the 
way to a permanent position. Now, 
critics say, they’re the backbone of 
a system dependent on if not ad-
dicted to cheap labor, with postdocs 
often spending years upon years in 

such positions instead of months. 
The National Institutes of Health, 
for example, established a rule 
saying postdocs can’t work there 
for longer than five years, unless 
they’re promoted to research fel-
lows, which gets them a maximum 
of three more years. Altogether, 
that’s longer than a tenure proba-
tionary period.

One of the report’s major recom-
mendations is that every campus 
create an office for postdoc services 
and assistance. But does creating 
offices for postdocs and otherwise 
shoring up institutional policies re-
garding postdocs risk further insti-
tutionalizing what’s been called the 
“permadoc” problem? That’s where 
young scholars linger in postdoc 
assignments, lacking the opportu-
nities to truly launch independent 
careers. Those involved with the 
study said ignoring the problem 
does more harm than anything, 
and that centralizing services for 
postdocs may help prevent their ex-
ploitation.

“The postdoc position is sup-
posed to be a training position, 
and having a postdoc office is just 
a natural extension for that, mak-
ing sure that these graduates have 
everything they need -- whether 
it’s advice on maternity or paterni-
ty leave or advice on their benefits 
based on how they’re categorized 
on campus,” said Kate Sleeth, as-
sociate dean of administration and 
student development and profes-
sional education at Beckman Re-
search Institute of the City of Hope 
and chair of the National Postdoc-
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toral Association’s Board of Direc-
tors. Sleeth spent seven years as 
a postdoc and said she found her 
own campus postdoc office helpful 
in that it made her aware of benefits 
she didn’t know she was entitled to.

“A lot of the time, rules and policies 
exist, it’s a just a matter of whether 
postdocs are aware of them,” she 
said. “They’re really there in an ad-
visory role, to give the postdoc ad-
vice. If something should happen, 
they can advise the postdoc on 
what to do.”

Jessica Lee, the report’s lead au-
thor and a staff attorney at the Cen-
ter for WorkLife Law at Hastings, 

said many of the problems identi-
fied in the report are linked to some 
institutions’ failure “to catch up to 
the new reality of longer-term post-
docs and provide the formal support 
policies or structures they need.” 
Policies established when postdocs 
were more likely to be transient and 
male don’t meet current needs, and 
institutions that “turn a blind eye 
to postdoc needs, for fear of insti-
tutionalizing the postdoc, may be 
turning a blind eye to discrimina-
tion,” she said.

The hostility of many primary in-
vestigators toward postdoc par-
ents, for example, is “unacceptable 

and in many cases illegal, and it is 
not only the [investigator] that is on 
the hook. Universities must prevent 
and respond to discrimination, and 
one of the best ways to start is by 
establishing clear policies that set 
the standard.” Whether a postdoc 
parent has a positive experience -- 
as many subjects did -- or leaves 
research entirely shouldn’t depend 
on the “goodwill” of the investigator.

There must be “structures in place 
to provide guidance and account-
ability,” Lee said. “We expect no less 
for our students and faculty and we 
should expect no less for our post-
docs.”                                                   ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/06/22/survey-parent-postdocs-reveals-lack-access-paid-parental-leave-pressures-return-work
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For three days in June 2017, 
Washtenaw Community College 
in Ann Arbor, Mich., experienced a 
complete network shutdown.

The negative impact on the col-
lege was immediate. Students 
couldn’t attend online classes or 
complete their homework assign-
ments. New student applications 
and fall semester registrations 
couldn’t be processed. Many func-
tions of the college ground to a halt.

Wishing to prevent any future 
outages, Rose B. Bellanca, Washt-
enaw’s president, commissioned a 
comprehensive review of the col-
lege’s entire IT infrastructure and 
staffing.

Working with IT consultants 
CampusWorks, the college em-
barked on a two-year assessment 
of its IT capabilities and practices. 
Even with increased support for its 
IT staff, the review suggested, tech-
nical challenges facing the college 
continued to outpace its resources. 
Cybersecurity threats, aging IT sys-
tems, increased demand for online 
learning and classroom technology, 

and difficulty attracting and retain-
ing IT talent are putting pressure on 
many colleges, not just WCC.

“The advances in technology 
have far outpaced what can be rea-
sonably expected from our internal 
capabilities and continue to grow 
exponentially,” Bellanca said in a 
May news release. “To do nothing in 
the face of the changing technology 
environment would be irresponsible 
especially with respect to consis-
tent and increasingly sophisticated 
data security threats.”

The college’s proposal, presented 
to the Board of Trustees on May 21, 
is to contract with higher education 
software and IT service provider El-
lucian to provide technology man-
agement services, including on-site 

Criticism Over IT Outsourcing Decision

Struggling to keep up with technology challenges, Washtenaw Community 
College plans to pay a third party to manage all of its IT functions.
The decision has drawn criticism from faculty and staff members.

By Lindsay McKenzie // July 8, 2019

support staff at the college. Under 
the proposal, which was passed 
in a 5-to-2 vote by the board June 
25, Ellucian will be responsible for 
all current and future technology 
needs of the college. 

Ellucian, perhaps best known 
for its higher education enterprise 
resource planning (ERP) system 
Banner, provides technology man-
agement services to more than 130 
higher education institutions, in-
cluding 90 community colleges.

The cost of the five-year con-
tract with Ellucian will be approx-
imately $5.2 million a year, which 
represents a $600,000 saving over 
the college’s current IT spending, 
Washtenaw said in a news release. 
The deal is “all-inclusive, fixed and 
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A comprehensive peer review shall be
conducted of all faculty members, both tenured 
and non-tenured, in an academic program that 
has been identified as underperforming through 

an academic program review process.

“ “

not subject to es-
calation.”

The arrange-
ment would ob-
viate the need for 
31 full-time staff 
employed by the 
college. All will be 
offered the oppor-
tunity to continue 
working at the col-
lege as Ellucian employees. 

Those who don’t want to be em-
ployed by Ellucian will be offered 
a “transition assistance plan,” the 
college said. For employees with at 
least 10 years of service, this would 
include a year’s salary and medical 
coverage, down to six months for 
employees with five to 10 years of 
service, and three months for em-
ployees who have been at the col-
lege for less than five years, local 
news site MLive reported. All full-
time employees will be offered ca-
reer coaching through Right Man-
agement and an extension of their 
WCC tuition benefit for five years. 
The college has not shared any 
plans to compensate its handful of 
part-time IT staff members.

“This decision was made after a 
long and careful review and with the 
knowledge that many good people 
would be affected,” said Bellanca. 
“We believe this proposal best bal-
ances the needs of our employees 
by providing an opportunity to join 
Ellucian’s team with the needs of 
our students and community. It was 
a difficult decision, but one made in 
the best interests of our college.”

In a three-hour board meeting on 

June 4, which included a presenta-
tion from Ellucian representatives, 
dozens of Washtenaw community 
members and several IT employ-
ees appealed to the board to reject 
the proposal, some sounding on the 
verge of tears at the thought of los-
ing valued colleagues and friends.

Francisco Roque, a lead system 
engineer who has worked at the col-
lege for more than 20 years, called 
for more consistent leadership and 
direction of the IT department. In 
the past few years, WCC has had 
three different interim CIOs. The 
leadership of these “revolving CIOs” 
has resulted in some “big missteps” 
that were not the fault of the IT staff, 
he said. The current CIO, Peter Bos-
co, is an employee of CampusWorks 
and was formerly CIO of SunGard 
Higher Education -- a company that 
merged with Datatel in 2012 to form 
Ellucian.

Claims that the college’s IT sys-
tems are “too complex for us to han-
dle” are false, said Roque. “I’ve also 
heard that our IT systems include 
too many older or legacy compo-
nents,” he said. “But legacy issues 
are standard in any IT department, 
and with our decades of institution-

al knowledge, we 
understand these 
and their place at 
the college.”

Network out-
ages, like the one 
the college expe-
rienced in 2017 as 
a result of miscon-
figured hardware, 
can happen any-

where, said Roque. “My coworkers 
responded to our outage quickly, 
working nonstop around the clock 
both with each other and with ven-
dors to resolve the issue and pre-
vent it from happening again,” said 
Roque. Other speakers pointed out 
that IT management partnerships 
are no guarantee of perfect service. 
Muskegon Community College, 
another Michigan college that has 
its IT managed by Ellucian, expe-
rienced a weeklong shutdown of 
some computer systems in 2018 
after a security breach.

Several faculty members spoke 
about the dedication of their IT 
staff. Mary Mullalond, an English 
professor at the college, said she 
was “very concerned” about losing 
staff with deep institutional knowl-
edge, and expressed doubt about 
the “extremely swift” transition plan 
the college has proposed. Current-
ly, the IT department trains faculty 
and staff members in various com-
puter programs through the Teach-
ing and Learning Center; Mullalond 
suggested it was unlikely Ellucian 
would be able to find someone to 
take over that responsibility by Au-
gust.
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Is Ellucian going to be here? Will I be 
able to call them up on the day before 

my lab and say, ‘Can you come and 
update 24 laptops before tomorrow?’

I seriously doubt it. 

“ “

Breege Concannon, a chemistry 
professor at Washtenaw, also had 
questions about how the transition 
would work. “Is Ellucian going to be 
here? Will I be able to call them up 
on the day before my lab and say, 
‘Can you come and update 24 lap-
tops before tomorrow?’” she asked, 
adding, “I seriously doubt it.”

It’s not unusual for colleges, par-
ticularly ones with limited resourc-
es, to outsource some portion of 
their IT functions, said Kenneth 
C. Green, found-
ing director of the 
Campus Comput-
ing Project and a 
blogger for Inside 
Higher Ed. There 
is a long history of 
colleges working 
with companies 
like CampusWorks 
to find temporary 
IT leadership. But it’s not clear that 
colleges are outsourcing IT man-
agement more now than they did 
a decade ago, said Green. “These 
things ebb and flow. There’s not a 
lot of consistency to it.”

Decisions to contract with an IT 
management company such as 
Ellucian are often driven by chang-
es in leadership -- a new president 
wanting to rapidly improve ser-
vices on campus, for example, said 
Green. Outsourcing IT management 
doesn’t mean that everything on 
campus is suddenly done remotely, 
he said.

Many employees may remain on 
campus but will no longer be em-
ployees of the university -- “much 

like campus bookstores or food 
services,” said Green.

Washtenaw leaders have said 
that a big advantage of partnering 
with Ellucian is its expertise of its 
own ERP system, Banner, which 
the college already uses. It’s pos-
sible that as an existing customer, 
Washtenaw might get a good deal 
on bundled services, said Green. It 
may also be easier for the college 
to request staff be “swapped out” 
if they don’t meet performance tar-

gets, he said.
The conversation about wheth-

er or not to outsource IT staff is 
similar to the conversation about 
whether or not to move to the cloud, 
said Green. Many CIOs believe that 
moving from college-hosted appli-
cations to cloud services can save 
money in the long term, as they 
don’t have to purchase their own 
hardware. But shifting to a sub-
scription model means colleges can 
be subjected to steep price hikes, he 
said.

Chris Collins, senior vice presi-
dent and chief customer officer at 
Ellucian, said technology manage-
ment contracts vary. “Our contracts 
range from partial to full-support 

contracts, multiyear, at a fixed fee 
for the life of the contract,” he said in 
an email. “This enables institutions 
to have better insight and surety re-
garding costs for IT on a multiyear 
basis.”

“We see a demand for technology 
management growing,” said Col-
lins. “The trend we see in the evolv-
ing cloud environment is the critical 
need for data protection and cyber-
security, and the rapid pace of dig-
ital transformation. Today, schools 

need more flexi-
bility and different 
ways to meet those 
challenges.”

Kevin Davis, chief 
information offi-
cer at Davidson 
College, a private 
liberal arts college 
in North Caroli-
na, said there are 

many IT functions that colleges can 
outsource.

“A number of schools have out-
sourced their residence hall internet 
service and cable/video services 
to companies like Apogee, for in-
stance,” he said. “Some schools 
have outsourced extended-hour 
support, especially where required 
to meet requirements around sup-
porting online programs.”

There is also “a fair amount of 
outsourcing of information security 
work,” he said. Information securi-
ty is a particularly “good use case” 
for outsourcing, said Davis, partic-
ularly for smaller colleges that may 
struggle to justify hiring someone to 
work on this issue full-time.
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Davis believes the number of 
small colleges considering these 
options could increase in the fu-
ture. “Smaller schools in rural or 
even suburban areas could face 
increasing pressure recruiting tech 
workers drawn to cities,” he said. 
“Outsourcing can be an option for 
keeping key services operational in 
an environment where adding local 
staff isn’t likely.”

The notion of whole-enterprise 

more easily compare outsourcing 
costs and services, he said. This 
approach would allow colleges to 
keep more “high-touch” functions 
such as user support, instructional 
design and academic technology 
in-house.

“That said, there are plenty of cas-
es of whole-function outsourcing in 
industries to firms like IBM and the 
like, so never say never,”  said Da-
vis.                                                         ■

outsourcing, as Washtenaw is pro-
posing to do with Ellucian, is not 
something Davis feels totally com-
fortable with.

Outsourcing specific services 
gives colleges more control to de-
cide “what to locally source versus 
what to hire out,” he said. By break-
ing IT functions into smaller realms, 
such as networking, security, appli-
cation support or database admin-
istration, colleges may be able to 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/07/08/washtenaw-community-college-outsources-its-it-staff
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“Effectiveness” and “efficiency” are 
dirty words to some people in aca-
deme, often promoted by government 
technocrats or by those who believe 
higher education can be reduced to 
measurable outcomes that show up 
on the bottom line.

Steven Brint and Charles Clotfelter 
don’t fit into either category. But as 
editors of a new volume of the Russell 
Sage Foundation Journal of the Social 
Sciences entitled “Higher Education 
Effectiveness,” the scholars from Uni-
versity of California at Riverside and 
Duke University, respectively, accept 
the idea that “effectiveness” -- defined 
as how well an organization is meet-
ing a set of agreed-upon objectives -- 
is a perfectly reasonable thing to try to 
assess within higher education.

But that depends, in part, on how 
broadly one defines the objectives of 
higher education, they say.

“Most discussions of higher edu-
cation effectiveness today focus on 
graduating as many students as pos-
sible at a low cost while trying to en-

sure that these students are prepared 
for the labor market,” Brint said via 
email. “Our book looks at effectiveness 
in terms of the historically important 
objectives of higher education. We 
think of human capital development 
more broadly than the term ‘prepared 
for the labor market’ suggests, and we 
are interested in the distribution of op-
portunities for high-quality education-
al experiences across racial-ethnic 
and socioeconomic groups. We also 
emphasize the quality of research pro-
duced by the faculty, a key to the con-

tinuing strength of U.S. higher educa-
tion. We are sympathetic to current 
thinking on cost efficiency, but we look 
at efficiency in the context of these 
historically important objectives.”

The papers in the volume provide ev-
idence that the editors strive for a defi-
nition of effectiveness that goes well 
beyond degree production or faculty 
productivity. Two studies examine the 
quality of teaching and level of student 
achievement in science, mathematics, 
engineering and technology courses. 
Another examines historical data to 

Effectiveness, Defined Broadly

New volume of research examines various aspects of higher education
performance, going well beyond labor market outcomes to include
academic quality and socioeconomic equity.

By Doug Lederman // April 8, 2016

istockphoto.com/marrio31
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Most discussions of higher education
effectiveness today focus on graduating 

as many students as possible at a low cost 
while trying to ensure that these students 

are prepared for the labor market.

“ “

make the case that the University of 
Wisconsin at Madison and some oth-
er flagship universities have over sev-
eral decades ex-
panded access 
for undergrad-
uate students 
from the top in-
come quartile at 
the expense of 
those in the mid-
dle two quartiles. 
Yet another finds 
that “students in 
states with par-
ticularly large increases in public four-
year tuition costs were substantially 
more likely to enroll in less-selective 
public four-year and two-year institu-
tions in the state.”

Two other studies in the volume are 
particularly distinctive, in part because 
they challenge some of the memes 
favored by many of the usual champi-
ons of higher ed effectiveness.

Research by three Northwestern 
University scholars and a professor 
at SUNY Downstate Medical Cen-
ter takes aim at the “college for all” 
movement, or at least the version of it 
that suggests many more Americans 
should get bachelor’s degrees.

The authors, led by James E. Rosen-
baum, a professor of sociology, educa-
tion and social policy at Northwestern, 
do not take issue with the reams of 
data showing that bachelor’s degree 
graduates earn much more and have 
other career advantages over those 
with lesser degrees or high school 
degrees. “College for all” advocates, 
the researchers say, cite those data to 
“encourage students to see bachelor’s 

degrees” but “mostly” ignore subbac-
calaureate credentials such as asso-
ciate degrees or certificates.

But they analyze a federal database 
of 2004 high school graduates to 
make several key points:

■  Nearly half of students who en-
ter college with the worst academic 
preparation do not earn any credential 
at all.

■ Those who get some college 
education but no credential have lit-
tle edge in the employment market 
over students with just a high school 
degree. Students from low-income 
backgrounds and those with low test 
scores are disproportionately among 
those who strive for but fail to com-
plete a bachelor’s degree.

■ Students who complete a post-
secondary certificate have academic 
qualifications that are similar to (if not 
lesser than) those with “some college” 
education -- but have better job mar-
ket outcomes than those students.

The researchers marshal those data 
not to argue that academically under-
prepared students from low-income 
backgrounds should settle for an as-
sociate degree or certificate, rather 
than strive for a bachelor’s degree. But 

neither should they be discouraged, 
as the authors suggest they often are, 
from getting a shorter-term credential 

than the B.A.
“Our society 

gives youth a too 
narrow vision of 
college options, 
careers and the 
academic re-
quirements for 
attaining them. In 
particular, while 
most students 
pursue B.A. de-

grees that may have low odds of 
success for the most disadvantaged 
among them, they often ignore valu-
able sub-B.A. credentials,” they write. 
“We do youth a disservice by avoiding 
mention of sub-B.A.s and their desir-
able features. Advocates of the uni-
versal B.A. pursuits should reconsid-
er blindly advising all students into a 
singular goal that prevents them from 
seeking sub-B.A. credentials that offer 
fewer academic and financial obsta-
cles, better odds, desirable outcomes, 
and the potential to pursue B.A. plans 
later.”

Another study in the volume ques-
tions not whether it’s appropriate to 
try to measure how colleges perform, 
but that doing so in flawed ways can 
create serious problems. Not subtly, 
the researchers point their finger at 
approaches like the Obama adminis-
tration’s now-abandoned plan to rate 
colleges.

The analysis by Michal Kurlaender 
and Scott Carrell of the University of 
California at Davis and Jacob Jackson 
of the Public Policy Institute of Califor-
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Advocates of the universal B.A. pursuits should 
reconsider blindly advising all students into a singu-

lar goal that prevents them from seeking sub-B.A. 
credentials that offer fewer academic andfinancial 

obstacles, better odds, desirable outcomes,
and the potential to pursue B.A. plans later.

“ “

nia dissect data 
on student trans-
fer, persistence 
and completion 
from California’s 
108 community 
colleges and find, 
as one would ex-
pect, that there is 
great variation in 
how they fare.

And being at a better institution mat-
ters: “Going from the 10th to the 90th 
percentile of campus quality is asso-
ciated with a [37.3 percent] increase 
in student transfer, a [20.8 percent] in-
crease in the probability of persisting, 
a [42.2 percent] increase in the prob-

the rank ordering 
of the institutions 
changes enor-
mously when the 
makeup of their 
student bodies is 
factored in.

“The aver-
age campus 
changed plus or 
minus 30 ranks, 

the largest positive change being 75 
and the largest drop, negative 49,” they 
write. “Our results suggest that policy 
makers wishing to rank schools based 
on quality should adjust rankings for 
differences across campuses in stu-
dent-level inputs.”                                       ■

ability of transferring to a four-year 
college, and a [26.6 percent] increase 
in the probability of completion,” they 
write.

But they further examine the data 
by adjusting for the characteristics of 
the colleges’ students, and find that 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/04/08/series-studies-seeks-gauge-higher-ed-effectiveness-defined-broadly
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Views
A selection of articles by Inside Higher Ed reporters

‘Brave New Work’ and the Crisis of Higher Ed Careers

How are you feeling about your job?

By Joshua Kim // June 5, 2019

Brave New Work starts with the 
observation that two out of three 
people feel disengaged from their 
jobs.  The book seeks to answer the 
question of why work has become 
so miserable for so many people.

The problem, according to Dignan, 
is that employers persist in design-
ing work around an outmoded mod-
el of industrial production. Workers 
are treated as parts of a machine 
that must be managed, controlled, 
supervised, and maximized.  The 
result is alienation, burnout, turn-
over, and mental absenteeism.

The theme of Brave New Work is 
that organizations have the power 
to reinvent the relationship between 
employer and employee.  Dignan 
profiles a range of companies that 
have rewired the employment cul-

answer “no.”  We higher ed people 
love our jobs.  Right?  We must, as 
how else can you explain the trade-
offs and sacrifices necessary for a 

ture to prioritize autonomy, trust, 
flexibility, and independence.  These 
“self-managed” organizations are 
“people-positive” and “complexi-
ty-conscious,” the two traits that 
Dignan believes are foundational 
mindsets for ensuring an engaged 
workforce.

While reading Brave New Work, I 
kept thinking about how a student 
of work might evaluate the world of 
higher ed employment.

Are the levels of employee disen-
gagement at colleges and universi-
ties commensurate with the broad-
er world of work?

Are faculty and staff as disen-
gaged from their jobs as the aver-
age corporate, nonprofit, or govern-
ment worker?

My initial response would be to 
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https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/technology-and-learning/brave-new-work-and-crisis-higher-ed-careers

higher ed career.
Can we say, however, that those 

of us who work in higher education 
are better off than other workers?

In Brave New Work, Dignan makes 
a series of recommendations for 
how organizations can improve 
employee engagement and produc-
tivity.  He recommends that deci-
sion-making authority be pushed to 
the edges.  He thinks that organiza-
tions should be more transparent in 
their operations and decision mak-
ing.

Employees, according to Dignan, 
should be trusted to manage their 
time and to make decisions without 
levels of approval and sign-off.

These all seem like sensible rec-
ommendations.  But how much do 
they apply to a higher education 
system where only a shrinking pro-
portion of the workforce has any 
measure of job security, autonomy, 
and adequate compensation.

Today’s system of higher edu-
cation resembles a pyramid, with 
a large base of adjuncts and con-
tingent faculty supporting an ever 
smaller number of tenure track / 
tenured faculty.

University staff - who make up the 
majority of university employees 
- are treated as an inferior caste.  
Staff remain outside of institutional 

governance processes and are not 
eligible for the job protections that 
come with tenure.

Everyone working for colleges 
and universities faces a sort of per-
manent scarcity.  A structural lack 
of resources brought on by dimin-
ishing public support, demographic 
headwinds, and costs that are rising 
faster than revenues.

As the core economic model 
of tuition funding combined with 
outside (public) support has erod-
ed, colleges and universities have 
responded by cutting costs.  De-
mands of the 24/7/365 university 
have risen, while headcounts have 
decreased.  The result is that there 
are not enough faculty and staff 
available on our campuses to meet 
the demands of the work.

Despite all these problems, it is 
also true that almost everyone who 
works in higher education believes 
that the work is deeply important.  
Higher education is our most im-
portant engine of opportunity cre-
ation.  In educating our students 
and creating new knowledge, col-
leges and universities are organiza-
tions committed to improving lives 
and communities.

The mission and promise of high-
er education seem to transcend the 
structural challenges of building a 

career in higher education.
Smart, ambitious, talented, and 

hardworking people continue to 
fight to overcome the barriers of 
building economically viable ca-
reers in higher education for the 
chance to teach and create knowl-
edge.

How much do we know about 
what higher education employment 
looks like from the perspective of 
employees?

Are the same forces that are driv-
ing employee disengagement in 
sectors outside of higher education 
impacting the work experience for 
those of us working at colleges and 
universities?

Books like Brave New Work -- 
books not about higher ed - can 
be useful in catalyzing discussions 
about the present and future of 
higher ed employment.

What are the factors that support 
or inhibit your engagement in your 
higher ed work?

What are the changes that you 
would like to see at your college or 
university that would make you feel 
engaged, empowered, and ener-
gized?

What books about work have you 
read that have helped you think 
about the world of higher ed em-
ployment?                                              ■
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The fourth industrial revolution 
is upon us! It is unlike any previous 
cultural change we have confront-
ed. Sure, the previous revolutions 
moved us from rural to urban envi-
ronments; shifted our dependence 
on animals to machines; and even 
connected us digitally to each other 
in ways we had never imagined. 

Professor Klaus Schwab, founder 
and chairman of the World Econom-
ic Forum, says, “This fourth industri-
al revolution is, however, fundamen-
tally different. It is characterized by 
a range of new technologies that 
are fusing the physical, digital and 
biological worlds, impacting all dis-
ciplines, economies and industries, 
and even challenging ideas about 
what it means to be human.”

The impact in the working world is 
profound. Overall in the U.S., the av-
erage number of years that an em-
ployee stayed with an employer as 
of last year was 4.2. In some fields 
it was higher, but in others, such as 
the leisure and hospitality field, it 
was just over two years. Note that 
those numbers account for years 
with an employer, not in a given job. 

Preparing for Tomorrow With Online
Professional Development

We are entering the fourth industrial revolution,
in which jobs and careers are changing at a dizzying pace.

By Ray Schroeder // September 18, 2019

So, a worker may have changed 
jobs within the same corporation or 
agency over that time. That means 
that workers are in a state of con-
stant retraining and development to 
take on the new responsibilities of 
their changing jobs.

At stake for workers is continuing 
a livelihood that will provide for their 
needs and the needs of their fami-
lies. The McKinsey Global Institute 
reports that more than 375 million 
jobs will be lost or changed in the 
coming decade: 

“Our scenarios suggest that by 
2030, 75 million to 375 million work-
ers (3 to 14 percent of the global 

workforce) will need to switch oc-
cupational categories. Moreover, 
all workers will need to adapt, as 
their occupations evolve alongside 
increasingly capable machines. 
Some of that adaptation will require 
higher educational attainment, or 
spending more time on activities 
that require social and emotional 
skills, creativity, high-level cognitive 
capabilities and other skills relative-
ly hard to automate.”

For most people in this emerging 
fourth industrial revolution, profes-
sional development is not an option; 
it is a necessity. But that doesn’t 
mean it should be chore. 

istockphoto.com/Bilgehan Tuzcu 
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In fact Mary Shindler, senior pro-
gram manager on the learning and 
development team at LinkedIn, says, 
“Data is showing that team mem-
bers who engage in learning are 
found to be happier and feel more 
satisfied in their careers. That’s a 
significant benefit, both for the em-
ployee and the business. Learners 
who are engaged in their work are 
happy. Happy people do their best 
work. Imagine a workforce where 
employees are happy, engaged and 
doing the best work of their careers. 
That’s what we’re hoping to achieve 
with L&D.”

Continuing professional develop-
ment is not a once-every-four-years 
kind of experience. It is ongoing and 
incremental. Vivian Kloosterman, 

the founder of the Continuing Pro-
fessional Development organiza-
tion, writes, “Sometimes it is man-
dated by professional organizations 
or required by codes of conduct or 
codes of ethics. But at its core it is 
a personal responsibility of profes-
sionals to keep their knowledge and 
skills current so that they can de-
liver the high quality of service that 
safeguards the public and meets 
the expectations of customers and 
the requirements of their profes-
sion.”

We in higher education must take 
on the challenge of the emerging 
fourth industrial revolution to pre-
pare learners for what has come 
and is yet to come in the work-
place. Opportunities abound if we 

are prepared to meet the challenge 
in cooperation with employers and 
states. 

Delivery is, by necessity in most 
cases, online so that workers can 
continue their daytime duties while 
pursuing development on a sched-
ule that fits their lives. It must be re-
liable, responsive and just in time to 
meet the needs as they emerge.

Are you working with colleagues 
and employers to identify needs 
and skills that will fuel the future? 
Is your college or university actively 
engaged in creating midcareer de-
velopment courses and programs 
to advance your learners in their 
fields? How will the fourth industrial 
revolution change the mission and 
practice of your institution?              ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/blogs/online-trending-now/preparing-tomorrow-online-professional-development

Bio:

Ray Schroeder is associate vice chancellor for online learning at the University of Illinois Springfield.
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One out of six provosts lasts no 
more than a year on the job. As many 
as half of them stay in the position for 
only two to five years. Deans average 
around just four years. Presidents 
have dropped from seven years to un-
der five, with four recently dismissed 
with little warning, each with no more 
than four years on the job.

Meanwhile, more than 80 percent of 
college presidents are external hires. 
By way of contrast, only about 30 
percent of CEO hires for major corpo-
rations are external hires, and some 
people believe that even 30 percent is 
too high.

Higher education is a long-term en-
deavor that is almost entirely depen-
dent on human capital. It is difficult for 
short-term leaders to plan for the long 
haul and develop the human relation-
ships and trust necessary for effective 
leadership. What is causing executive 
leaders in academe to leave their po-
sitions so quickly? And why do their 
replacements so often come from 
outside the institution?

Getting the Big Hires Right

Thomas J. Pfaff explores what is causing executive leaders in academe to leave 
their positions so quickly and why their replacements so often come from outside 
the institution.

By Thomas J. Pfaff // June 26, 2019

Istock/denisik11

The positions themselves may be 
flawed, but the hiring process may 
also be a good part of the problem. 
Academe appears to have an inherent 
bias in favor of external candidates 
and against internal ones, whose 
strengths may be in potential more 
than credential. But the skills required 
to be an effective college administra-
tor are similar to those of business 
leaders. According to Claudio Fernán-
dez-Aráoz, a senior adviser at a global 
executive search firm, in the Harvard 
Business Review:

“As business becomes more vola-
tile and complex, and the global mar-
ket for top professionals gets tighter, I 
am convinced that organizations and 
their leaders must transition to what 
I think of as a new era of talent spot-
ting -- one in which our evaluations of 
one another are based not on brawn, 
brains, experience or competencies, 
but on potential.”

Just as with business managers, 
the job of a dean, provost or presi-
dent is increasingly changing and al-

ways complex, and past experience 
or credentials may not be a predictor 
of future success. In the same arti-
cle, Fernández-Aráoz puts forth five 
key qualities of “high potentials,” or 
those who are likely to succeed as 
they move up in an organization: mo-
tivation, engagement, curiosity, insight 
and determination. 

In hiring in higher education, the fo-
cus should be more on these poten-
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It is difficult for short-term leaders 
to plan for the long haul and

develop the human relationships 
and trust necessary

for effective leadership.

“ “

tials than on particular credentials, 
acknowledging the fact that internal 
candidates have advantages -- es-
pecially if they are identified early and 
their potential is fostered within the 
academy.

Motivation. According to Fernán-
dez-Aráoz, a leader is ideally motivated 
by “big collective goals,” “shows deep 
personal humility” and is invested in 
“getting better at everything they do.” 
He observes that “if someone is driven 
purely by selfish motives, that proba-
bly won’t change.” Given short tenures 
and consistent 
movement, ex-
ternal hires of-
ten appear to be 
motivated more 
toward their next 
step and less in-
vested in their 
current institu-
tion.

That stands in 
stark contrast to 
faculty members, even non-tenure-
track faculty, who often spend 30 or 
more years at the same institution. 
It is possible that working to develop 
leadership talent among such faculty 
members would result in leaders who 
are more likely than external hires to 
be motivated by moving the institution 
forward, while also having longevity in 
the position. That, in turn, could lead to 
greater trust and more positive rela-
tionships between faculty and admin-
istrators.

Engagement. The enterprise of 
higher education depends heavily on 
personal interactions among faculty, 
staff, students and administrators, and 

ideas to the campus, yet often such 
hires simply bring knowledge of their 
past institution’s practices. That can 
result in changes that reflect a former 
institution, rather than those that fit 
the college’s current time, place and 
culture. 

In fact, internal candidates are more 
likely to understand aspects of the in-
stitution that need to change. If curi-
ous and open to candid feedback, they 
will seek new paths for the campus 
they’ve long served that fit its goals 
and mission.

How do we 
identify curious 
candidates? Just 
because a can-
didate is a good 
scholar in their 
field does not 
mean they are 
broadly curious, 
nor does a long 
list of publica-
tions in a narrow 

area of interest. While a curriculum vita 
that is broad in both scholarly exper-
tise and types of activities is a starting 
point, thoughtful interview questions 
are even more important.

In an interview, for example, candi-
dates should be asked about the most 
recent books they have read rather 
than those they have written. Plenty 
has been written on the importance 
of reading and continuous learning. 
John Rampton has reported in Entre-
preneur, for example, that:

“During his five-year study of more 
than 200 self-made millionaires, 
Thomas Corley found that they don’t 
watch TV. Instead, an impressive 86 

it needs leaders who can connect with 
and motivate people. In short, higher 
education is a human capital business 
where feelings and morale matter. A 
single poor high-level administrator 
who creates negative feelings on the 
campus has a lasting impact, even 
long after that person leaves.

Internal candidates offer clear ad-
vantages over external candidates 
in that they have networks already in 
place, they don’t need a year just to get 
to know their colleagues, they are fully 
aware of the history left by past ad-

ministrators, and their own strengths 
and weaknesses are largely known to 
the campus. 

That allows a qualified internal hire 
to more quickly build and leverage the 
human capital necessary for leader-
ship. Internal hires are also likely to be 
perceived as committed to the long-
term, thus providing an incentive for 
the campus community to invest in 
them. Regardless of the candidate, 
the hiring process should involve ask-
ing candidates how they will engage 
the campus community and connect 
with people.

Curiosity. People tend to believe 
that external hires will bring fresh new 
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Institutional administrators should pay more 
attention to identifying and fostering internal 
talent by encouraging people who have the 

desired traits to take on new roles, attend lead-
ership development conferences and read a 
wide range of books on effective leadership.

“ “

mine how reflection is part of a can-
didate’s regular work. How do they 
allow their brains to process? During 
long walks, yoga or even a commute? 
How do they seek and obtain honest 
feedback from others?

Determination. A candidate’s vita 
lists experiences and accomplish-

ments, but rarely does it clarify how 
goals were accomplished. Solving dif-
ficult problems takes time, investment 
and commitment, and candidates 
who move from one big position to 
the next in a few short years simply 
lack the time to demonstrate the level 
of determination needed to do difficult 
jobs. Colleges are long-term endeav-
ors and instantiating change takes a 
lengthy horizon.

A candidate’s demonstrated deter-
mination predicts their ability to com-
plete goals that may take many years 
to achieve. In other words, effective 
administrators ideally have a patient 
determination combined with a de-
sire to stay at an institution over the 
long haul to see their goals complet-
ed. Asking candidates about a long-
term project in which they worked 
to achieve change amid resistance 
should also be a standard part of any 

percent claimed they read -- but not 
just for fun. What’s more, 63 percent 
indicated they listened to audiobooks 
during their morning commute.”

A key goal of any executive search 
should be to identify candidates who 
read beyond their academic discipline.

Hobbies and interests matter, too, 
as curious peo-
ple are not just 
curious at work. 
For example, the 
Rebels at Work 
essay, “The Reb-
el Gardener,” de-
scribes the con-
nection between 
what is learned 
as a gardener 
and the skills re-
quired as a leader.

External candidates may be just as 
curious as internal candidates, but 
an institution that wants to develop a 
pipeline of future administrators can 
identify curious internal candidates 
earlier in their careers and give them 
opportunities to grow into leadership 
positions.

Insight. Insightful leaders are able 
to draw unusual connections from 
their engagement with the commu-
nity in ways that provide distinct solu-
tions to problems. Internal candidates 
again have a considerable advantage 
in having had time to get to know the 
institution’s culture while seeing the 
challenges it faces. Insight requires 
time and reflection, and having been a 
longstanding member of a communi-
ty contributes to having insight about 
how the place is functioning.

Interviews should strive to deter-

executive interview.
Hiram College president Lori Varlot-

ta demonstrates the traits I’ve outlined 
in her essay, “Getting Out to Learn 
What’s Going On.” She makes the 
case for scheduling most of her meet-
ings in other people’s offices instead 
of her own, observing that “this roving 

leadership brings 
about personal 
and institutional 
benefits alike.” 

In the article, 
she exhibits a 
sense of curios-
ity and insight 
through com-
ments such as, 
“You can hear 
the darnedest 

things when sitting in the lobbies of 
the admissions, financial aid or ath-
letics offices waiting for the dean, 
vice president or director with whom 
you routinely meet.” Reviewing a vita 
and asking the usual questions about 
experience is insufficient to identify a 
leader who uses this type of approach 
to get to know their campus.

Internal candidates are often more 
likely to possess the five traits I’ve de-
scribed and be able to align them with 
the institution’s goals. More import-
ant, colleges can identify people with 
these traits sooner, and then foster 
and develop them in preparation for 
future roles at the institution. That will 
lead to better administrative hires, be-
cause -- again in Fernández-Aráoz’s 
words:

“What makes someone successful 
in a particular role today might not 
tomorrow if the competitive environ-
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ment shifts, the company’s strategy 
changes, or he or she must collabo-
rate with or manage a different group 
of colleagues. So the question is not 
whether your company’s employees 
and leaders have the right skills; it’s 
whether they have the potential to 
learn new ones.”

Beyond this, internal candidates 
have other advantages, as executive 
recruiter Lucy Apthorp Leske notes in 
“Hiding in Plain Sight,” such as a faster 
learning curve, continuity and stability, 
and cost and time savings if an exter-

nal search is forgone. It is especially 
notable that institutions often lose 
well over a year of progress when an 
administrator leaves and the position 
isn’t filled for months, as is usually the 
case for deans, provosts and presi-
dents.

Institutional administrators should 
pay more attention to identifying and 
fostering internal talent by encourag-
ing people who have the desired traits 
to take on new roles, attend leadership 
development conferences and read a 
wide range of books on effective lead-

ership. Current leaders must also en-
courage search committees to think 
more about potential and less about 
experience: who the person is matters 
more than the list of achievements on 
their vita.

The potential payoff of this perspec-
tive is that you will hire more adminis-
trators who have the potential to grow 
and change, understand the history of 
the place, demonstrate the curiosity 
and determination to effect change, 
and are committed over the long term 
to the good of the institution.                  ■

Bio:

Thomas J. Pfaff is a professor of mathematics at Ithaca College and a former honors director.
He is currently focused on his sustainability math blog.

https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2019/06/26/recommendations-hiring-best-deans-provosts-and-presidents-opinion
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Duke University recently announced 
that it will no longer ask job applicants 
about their criminal histories. Duke’s 
move follows the Common Applica-
tion’s August decision to drop a ques-
tion inquiring about students’ criminal 
history. For prospective employees 
and students alike, the push to “ban 
the box” reflects a healthy desire to 
strike down barriers that may impede 
social mobility. Yet, oft overlooked in 
all of this, especially within higher ed-
ucation, is the way in which college 
degrees serve as an impediment to 
opportunity.

Of course, at its best, higher educa-
tion is a powerful engine of opportuni-
ty and socioeconomic advancement. 
And that’s the way it’s almost uni-
versally described. Nevertheless, for 
too many Americans, the truth is that 
postsecondary education is principal-
ly a toll: an ever-more expensive, two-, 
four- or (let’s be honest) six-year pit 
stop to employment that is increas-
ingly mandated, gratuitously, by em-
ployers’ HR departments.

Today, thousands of employers rou-
tinely use college degrees as a con-
venient way to screen and hire job 
applicants, even when postsecond-
ary credentials bear no obvious con-
nection to job duties or performance. 
In a comprehensive report last year, 
researchers from Harvard Business 
School documented increasing “de-
gree inflation” -- as employers demand 
baccalaureate degrees for middle-skill 
jobs that don’t obviously require one. 

The researchers estimated that this 
phenomenon encompassed more 
than six million jobs across dozens 
of industries. In fact, nearly two-thirds 
of employers surveyed admitted to 
having rejected applicants with the 
requisite skills and experience simply 
because they lacked a college degree.

Degree requirements are proliferat-
ing absent evidence they correlate with 
job necessity -- and, indeed, despite 
some evidence to the contrary. A 2014 

When College Degrees Impede Opportunity

College credentialing and degree inflation tend to serve the needs of employers,
not students, write Frederick M. Hess and Grant Addison.

By Frederick M. Hess and Grant Addison // December 10, 2018



Inside Higher Ed

Modernizing the Workforce

34

 

Diplomas are “useful servants,” Chief 
Justice Warren Burger wrote in Griggs, but 
“they are not to become masters of reality.” 

Academe should consider its role in 
permitting diplomas to become the 
capricious masters of opportunity.

“ “

survey conducted by Burning Glass 
Technologies found that employers 
are increasingly requiring bachelor’s 
degrees for positions whose current 
workers don’t have one and where the 
requisite skills haven’t changed.

Employer preference for degrees is 
rising even for entry-level occupations, 
like IT help-desk technicians, where 
the job postings do not include skills 
typically taught at the baccalaureate 
level, and there is little to no difference 
in requested skill sets for postings re-
quiring a college degree compared to 
those that do not.

Now, it’s im-
portant to clarify 
that while col-
leges and univer-
sities are the pri-
mary beneficiary 
of degree infla-
tion, much of the 
responsibility for 
it lies elsewhere. 
Instead, this is 
largely a product of employer con-
venience and the unintended conse-
quences of federal antidiscrimination 
law.

Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 
1964 prohibited employers from dis-
criminating against job applicants on 
the basis of race, color, religion, sex or 
national origin. It did, however, allow 
employers to use “professionally de-
veloped” hiring tests, insofar as they 
were not “designed, intended or used” 
to discriminate. In Griggs v. Duke 
Power Company (1971), the Supreme 
Court unanimously interpreted this 
language to mean that when a selec-
tion process disproportionately affects 

minority groups (e.g. has a “disparate 
impact”), employers must show that 
any requirements are directly job re-
lated and an accurate predictor of job 
performance.

This “disparate impact” standard, 
which Congress codified in federal law, 
nominally applies to all criteria used 
in making employment decisions, 
including educational requirements. 
Crucially, however, this standard has 
only been scrupulously applied to oth-
er, noneducational employment tests. 
Employers using IQ tests to screen 

and hire applicants, for example, must 
use approved, professionally devel-
oped tests and justify IQ thresholds. 
That is, if companies require job ap-
plicants to possess an IQ of 110, they 
must be able to demonstrate why an 
applicant with an IQ of 109 is incapa-
ble of performing a job that someone 
with a 110 IQ can.

One need only read that sentence 
to understand why human-resource 
lawyers quiver in horror when exec-
utives ask about using that kind of 
screening test.

Even directly applicable employ-
ment tests can run afoul of federal 
regulators. Last year, for instance, the 

Equal Employment Opportunity Com-
mission (EEOC) sued the railroad com-
pany CSX Transportation for discrim-
ination, because male job applicants 
passed the company’s physical-fit-
ness tests at a disproportionately 
higher rate than female applicants. 
Even though the test was stipulated 
to be “job related” (since employees 
were required to lift heavy objects) and 
“consistent with business necessity,” 
the EEOC still required CSX to adopt 
“alternative practices that have less 
adverse impact.”

Col lege-de-
gree require-
ments, mean-
while, have 
escaped scruti-
ny. In turn, risk-
averse employ-
ers have become 
increasingly re-
liant upon them 
as an expedient 
way to screen 

applicants while avoiding the legal 
pitfalls accompanying other employ-
ment tests.

For employers, the logic is simple: a 
college degree is an easy-to-read sig-
nal that an applicant likely possesses 
a desirable bundle of behaviors and 
social capital -- such as the ability to 
turn in work, sit still for long periods, 
take direction and so forth -- in addi-
tion to confirming the baseline verbal 
and written skills required for most 
jobs.

Ironically, indiscriminate degree 
requirements carry obvious dispa-
rate-impact implications, making their 
casual acceptance all the more re-
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markable. Indeed, the Harvard report 
noted that the practice disproportion-
ately harms groups with low college 
graduation rates, particularly blacks 
and Hispanics.

The burdens of credential inflation, 
of course, fall most heavily on those 
of modest means -- heightening the 
obstacles for low-income and work-
ing-class individuals. Degree require-
ments summarily disqualify noncre-
dentialed workers with relevant skills 
and experience from attractive jobs. 
They bar young people from taking 
entry-level jobs and building the ex-
pertise and abilities that open up new 
opportunities. And they hold families 

and would-be workers hostage, forc-
ing them to devote time and money 
toward degree collecting, whether or 
not those credentials actually convey 
much in the way of relevant skills or 
knowledge.

Those intent on ensuring that high-
er education is more of an engine of 
individual opportunity than a security 
blanket for businesses would do well 
to consider the part colleges play, 
however passively, in all of this. What 
might be done?

Well, in postsecondary education, 
there is an overdue opportunity to de-
velop alternative credentialing models 
and devise new ways to credibly cer-

tify aptitudes and skills. Most import-
ant, there’s a need to ask where and 
how institutions may be complicit in 
enabling statutory and legal practices 
that compel students to unnecessar-
ily enter college -- not because they 
want or need the things a college de-
gree represents, but because they fear 
being denied good jobs based on their 
failure to buy a piece of paper.

Diplomas are “useful servants,” 
Chief Justice Warren Burger wrote in 
Griggs, but “they are not to become 
masters of reality.” Academe should 
consider its role in permitting diplo-
mas to become the capricious mas-
ters of opportunity.                                    ■
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Self-care -- maintaining a healthy 
and balanced lifestyle through individ-
ually determined activities -- has been 
found to improve productivity and a 
sense of well-being as well as physi-
cal and emotional health in a variety of 
work settings.

Although it is still considered a 
somewhat controversial concept, 
many colleges and universities are 
now regarding self-care as essential 
for the optimal well-being of every-
one in their community: faculty, staff, 
administrators, students, support 
personnel and others. The benefits of 
promoting self-care in the workplace 
are well documented.

Yet even in the face of high and in-
creasing stress levels in all educational 
fields, self-care remains a low priority 
for many people in academic settings. 
In part, that is due to the traditional, 
culturally entrenched belief that fac-
ulty and staff members are expected 
to be concerned about the well-being 
of others -- often at the exclusion of 
their own well-being. Indeed, we con-

tend that self-care has not been pro-
moted as a universal component of 
educational programs because it is 
perceived by many people to be time 
off task -- and therefore detrimental 
to fulfilling “real” academic work com-
mitments.

But if more colleges and universities 
implement self-care programs, the re-
sult will be more engaged campuses 
that are capable of promoting great-
er student success, producing higher 

levels of research and serving as ex-
emplary educational models.

As an example, we recently imple-
mented a self-care program for fac-
ulty and staff members in the Michael 
D. Eisner College of Education at Cali-
fornia State University, Northridge. Our 
survey, observation and interview data 
indicate that the program is effectively 
making significant inroads toward a 
cultural shift in the perception of self-
care.

Toward a Culture of Self-Care

If greater numbers of institutions implement such programs, they will be better able 
to promote student success, to produce higher levels of research and to serve as 
exemplary educational models, write Shari Tarver Behring, Carolyn Jeffries and Mi-
chael Spagna.

By Carolyn Jeffries, Michael Spagna and Shari Tarver Behring // August 18, 2017
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Our first step in this process was to 
conduct an informal needs assess-
ment about how faculty and staff 
members in our college were doing 
in the area of self-care. Independent 
conversations with different individu-
als suggested that, although most of 
them enjoyed their work, they often 
experienced stress and burnout on the 
job as a result of a heavy workload.

Our second step was to research 
successful self-care programs at col-
leges and universities throughout the 
United States. We discovered that 
engagement in self-care was high-
est when faculty and staff members 
themselves chose the activities and 
those programs were offered at con-
venient times and locations. Based 
on those findings and organizational 
change theory, we crafted the follow-
ing operational definition for self-care: 
“taking responsibility for oneself to 
maintain a healthy and balanced life-
style at work and in one’s personal 
world through individually determined, 
proactive activities.”

Using that definition, we then sur-
veyed faculty and staff members 
about their self-care preferences and 
willingness to participate in any self-
care programs. We analyzed the data 
to determine their preferences when it 
came to the number and type of activ-
ities, as well as the locations and times 
such activities were offered. Preferred 
activities included mindfulness medi-
tation, nutrition and health, light exer-
cise and walking, and beginning yoga.

Based on those preferences, we 
launched a self-care pilot program in 
spring 2015, offering activities around 
noon or in the early afternoon in the 

education building. Volunteer faculty 
and staff members served as activity 
guides. We shared information about 
those various activities via email blasts 
and on our website. The program was 
informally named Self-Care for U at 
Northridge, or the SUN Program.

Program evaluation results showed 
that 44 percent of full-time faculty and 
staff members initially participated. 
More important, we saw significant 
positive changes in participants’ en-
gagement in self-care activities and 
in their sense of calm and well-being. 
Faculty and staff members said they 
valued the opportunity to gain helpful 
information about various types of 
self-care and to engage in these ac-
tivities together within a supportive 
community. They liked the short time 
frame of the self-care sessions, the 
freedom to choose which sessions to 
attend and the ease in learning from 
the well-prepared guides. They also 
indicated that they wanted the self-
care activities to continue in future se-
mesters.

Their responses suggested a real 
shift in the culture and values around 
the importance of taking care of one-
self. The self-care program appeared 
to be a pipeline for faculty and staff 
members to engage in other self-care 
activities on the campus and in the 
community.

More than half of the participants 
indicated that they were motivated to 
exercise more, eat better, get a regu-
lar health checkup and participate in 
other mindfulness and yoga activities. 
In addition, they reported a number of 
unexpected positive developments, 
including the formation of a university-

wide mindfulness affinity group. Sev-
eral guides also enrolled in additional 
self-care training, and other campus 
colleges started using our self-care 
program as a model for developing 
their own programs.

Based on feedback from surveys 
and focus-group interviews, we ad-
justed the times and types of activities 
and added new ones, including talks 
on sustainability, gardening, holistic 
health, and self-care and the arts. We 
continue to collaborate with various 
groups on our campus and to have 
discussions with representatives from 
other colleges about self-care pro-
gramming.

In fact, as the program has evolved, 
we have become increasingly aware 
that a shared effort among faculty 
members and human resources and 
other administrators has been vital to 
its success. We have also recognized 
that the greatest challenge to our work 
has been promoting a cultural change 
within the college organizational 
framework and among the people 
who work there.

Now, in our third year, we are pleased 
to report that more than 60 percent of 
full-time faculty and staff members in 
the college are attending at least one 
self-care session. Through recent sur-
veys and focus-group interviews, fac-
ulty and staff members have also told 
us that they engage in talk about self-
care with colleagues and students 
more often after attending SUN Pro-
gram activities and are now even inte-
grating self-care information and ac-
tivities into their classes and lessons. 
This highlights the expanding effect of 
a new self-care perspective and how it 
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can create the cultural change within 
the entire college community that has 
been our ultimate goal.

If you are considering whether or 
not to implement a similar program at 
your institution, we recommend that 
the program design adhere to the fol-
lowing foundational guidelines:

■ positive communication in a safe 
work environment;
■ equal input among all stakehold-
ers;
■ voluntary faculty and staff partic-
ipation;
■ leadership by a committed facil-
itator-coordinator with gradual 
transfer to others; and
■ ongoing evaluation, reflection and 
revision.
We also realized that commitment 

and support from top administrators 
was imperative for achieving signifi-

priority.
Once you start your program, you 

should encourage continuing input 
from participants and others about 
what works and what should change 
to meet their interests and needs. And, 
finally, the program must be institu-
tionalized to ensure its sustainability. 
You can achieve such durability by 
making it part of an existing center or 
institute. By investing in faculty and 
staff members’ self-care, your institu-
tion will ultimately reap the benefits of 
highly engaged employees. Based on 
well-being research and our program 
findings, we posit that establishing 
faculty and staff self-care programs 
will promote high morale, facilitate 
student success, inspire innovative re-
search and offer valuable role models 
for others in higher education set-tin
gs.                                                                    ■

cant, positive changes in participants’ 
engagement in self-care activities and 
in their sense of calm and well-be-
ing, as well as bringing about many 
unanticipated, positive campuswide 
changes and beyond. Administrative 
buy-in should be demonstrated in a 
number of ways.

As gatekeepers of university re-
sources, administrators must provide 
support, such as facility availability 
and activity times during the work-
day for self-care involvement, with the 
knowledge that the return on the in-
vestment is well worth it. Administra-
tors must also actively publicize their 
encouragement of self-care activities 
as a way of promoting involvement. 
Finally, administrators should engage 
in university self-care activities them-
selves to set an example that taking 
care of oneself in the work setting is a 

https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2017/08/18/value-self-care-programs-campuses-essay
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