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Introduction: Ethical Tasks of Academic
Administrators

Brian E. Schrag, Elaine E. Englehardt, Michael S. Pritchard,
and Kerry D. Romesburg

This book is an invitation to academic administrators, at whatever level, to join with
others to reflect on the ethical dimensions of their administrative activities. As such
it is intended as a first word, not a final word on the subject. This is the case, in
part, because the practical activity of academic administration itself has not been
the subject of much sustained ethical reflection.1

Academic administrators include department chairs, deans, vice presidents, pres-
idents and others occupying positions at varying levels of administrative responsi-
bility in higher education. We refer to them as academic administrators because, by
and large, they come into their positions from the ranks of faculty, typically with
no special training or preparation for managing the affairs of the academy. That
is, they are academics (for example, professors of biology, chemistry, engineering,
literature, mathematics, philosophy, or sociology) who, at least for a time, assume
administrative responsibilities.

In the preface to his Moral Dimensions of Academic Administration, Rudolph
Weingartner claims that in writing his book he was unable to find any references
that deal directly and substantively with ethical issues faced by college and uni-
versity administrators who come into their positions from the faculty. Regarding
himself as a pioneer in a relatively unexplored area, he ends his preface with the
hope that others will find what he has to say to be sufficiently interesting and impor-
tant that they might “take up the theme of ethical issues in academic administration
and cultivate it further.” Our book does just that.

Since his book’s publication in 1999, there seems to have been little response to
Weingartner’s invitation. Rowan & Littlefield, publisher of his book, did issue Paul

1Two notable contemporary exceptions are: Rudolph Weingartner, The Moral Dimensions of Aca-
demic Administration, Rowman and Littlefield, 1999; and Paul Olscamp, Moral Leadership and
the Presidency, Rowan and Littlefield, 2003. Other books in the Academic Ethics Series edited by
Stephen Cahn focus more on special topics within the university than on the particular responsibil-
ities of academic administrators. Two other somewhat useful and instructive sources are: Edward
Shils, The Academic Ethic, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1994 and Clark Kerr, “The Aca-
demic Ethic and the Professoriate” in Higher Education Cannot Escape History: Issues for the
Twenty-First Century, Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994. For a brief discussion of
some additional literature, see the essay by Elaine E. Englehardt.
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Olscamp’s Moral Leadership and the Presidency in 2003. Surprisingly, it makes no
reference to Weingartner’s book, despite being listed in the same Academic Ethics
series, edited by Steven M. Cahn. Perhaps this is because Olscamp focuses exclu-
sively on moral decision-making in the context of the college presidency and trustee-
ship rather than academic administration in general.

Weingartner outlines the responsibilities of academic administrators by reflect-
ing on the appropriate ends of institutions of higher education; once we understand
what those ends are, we will be able to identify the basic responsibilities of aca-
demic administrators – primarily, serving as leaders in assisting their own institu-
tions achieve those ends.

Although he says relatively little about the actual, day-to-day struggles of aca-
demic administrators, Weingartner does set the stage for reflection on such matters.
As he points out, academic administrators attend more to the academic than the
clerical side of administrative work. He acknowledges that they perform manage-
rial tasks, but not in any way comparable to business managers. In large part this is
because institutions of higher education typically do not (and, according to Wein-
gartner, should not) view themselves as for-profit businesses. Their “business” is the
education of students and the advancement of creativity and knowledge. With delib-
erate vagueness, Weingartner says that academic administrators “work with faculty”
and are “concerned with students”:

But there is no single term or perspicuous phrase that conveys what their main activities
are . . . for in no normal sense of the term do they manage groups of faculty members or
students, in the way in registrars manage the clerks, computer programmers, secretaries, etc.
who work in their offices. While they do make many decisions autonomously or together
with other administrators, most of their most important ones are made in collaboration with
their faculty or its representatives (and to a lesser extent with students), in ways that have
no real analogue outside the academic world.2

Those ways of decision-making are, of course, a function of the specific struc-
tures and traditions of the institutions within which academic administrators work;
and these settings are by no means identical. Nevertheless, there are some common-
alities, and the problems to which they give rise should be somewhat amenable to
constructive discussion. Still, such discussion among academic administrators (and
those who will become academic administrators) seems to be a rarity.

Weingartner helps us see why this may be so. He claims that there is no profes-
sion of academic administrators. The obligations of academic administrators center
around the professional obligations of the institutions they represent. However, the
careers of most academic administrators begin in particular academic disciplines.
Thus, a professor of chemistry may become a department chair, then a dean, and
perhaps later a vice-president, or even a president. Most who become chairs or
lower level administrators, however, eventually return to their original status as fac-
ulty members; and they may have their eyes (and hearts) on this eventual return all
along. What prepares a faculty member for the ethical challenges that come with

2Weingartner, p. 33.
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these career changes? What, indeed, are the sorts of ethical challenges one is likely
to face? The answer to the first question seems to be that, for most, there is no special
preparation. The answer to the second is typically learned the hard way, by finding
oneself entangled in ethical problems, often taken by surprise. This seems to be so
whether we are talking about chairs, deans, vice-presidents, or even presidents.

Ethical Tasks of Academic Administrators

The components of the daily decision-making of academic administrators include
legal, economic, managerial and leadership considerations. But ethical considera-
tions are also often a component in these decisions. Invoking legal, economic, man-
agerial and leadership principles cannot substitute for the ethical reflection required
when ethical components are present, and decision making which does not take the
ethical considerations into account is fatally flawed. Much of the literature in the
areas mentioned forms the staple reading diet for many administrators. Yet most
such works do not explicitly address the ethical dimensions of administration. That
may account for the startling fact reported in Englehardt’s essay in this book that, in
a conference of academic deans, none could initially identify any ethical problems
they faced.

Moral Recognition

Our contention is that administrative decision making in higher education is infused
with ethical decision making. This is so whether an academic administrator real-
izes this or not, either in general or in particular cases. Experience does not come
stamped with a warning label indicating it contains ethical issues. The failure of an
administrator to recognize the ethical components of academic administrative deci-
sion making constitutes a kind of moral blindness. (For an historical example, see
Kimball’s essay.) Ethical blind spots can prevent the administrator from discern-
ing what decisions promote the institutional mission. Thus, an administrator blind
to the ethical problems with discrimination among students may well render bad
judgments on behalf of the institution. The first ethical task of the academic admin-
istrator is to be able to recognize ethical issues when she or he encounters them. One
objective of this book is to enable academic administrators to more easily recognize
the ethical issues they encounter. It is one reason we have tried to include a variety
of cases and scenarios with ethical components.

Taking the Institutional Point of View

As Curren argues in his essay, one of the central traits of an ethical administrator is a
commitment to the good of the institution. When an individual accepts a position as
an academic administrator at a particular institution of higher learning, that person
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accepts a set of role responsibilities. More specifically, the person agrees to use the
authority of that position to promote the mission of the particular institution. The
acceptance of that position constitutes a promise to so act and hence incurs an ethical
responsibility to keep that promise. Schrag notes the radical shift in perspective
this may create for an administrator coming from the faculty ranks. Assuming the
institutional perspective may be especially challenging for a department chair who
also continues to be in the role of faculty member and for the academic dean who
may feel some obligation to advocate for the faculty in institutional deliberations
and for both if they foresee falling back into faculty ranks in the future. The essays
by Pritchard and Werner vividly highlight this challenge.

At the broadest level, that implicit promise constitutes an obligation by the
administrator to adopt the institution’s point of view in the discharge of the duties
of the office, making decisions and taking actions aimed at promoting the mis-
sion of the institution. Thus, as Werner points out in her essay, to carry out of
the duties of the office is always to ask, “What is best for the promotion of the
mission of this institution?” Both she and Martinelli-Fernandez note the value of a
collaborative approach between administrators, faculty, and staff in pursuing insti-
tutional mission. Instances of failing to take the institution’s point of view at all
might include asking instead, “What will promote my best interest?” or “What will
promote the best interest of only a subset of members of the institution?” or “What
will promote the best interest of some other institution?” (See essays by Romesburg,
Werner and Schrag.) Examples of such failures might include the administrator who
uses her office to create programs that do not advance the mission of the univer-
sity but instead make her resume look impressive or that promote the best inter-
ests of a subset of the members of the institution at the expense of the institution’s
mission.

Thus, one of the key ethical considerations for academic administrators at any
level must be the mission of the academic institution. (See Donovan’s essay for a
discussion of both the importance of the mission of an academic institution and the
difficulties in determining what it is, or should be.) Colleges and universities are
special purpose, mission-driven institutions.

There is not a univocal mission for all the more than 3,000 colleges and uni-
versities in the United States. There are, however, two common mission elements,
namely: (1) to develop and nurture a community of scholars in order to advance
human knowledge; and (2) to develop and nurture a community of learners, in order
to develop the individual and make good citizens. The latter aim includes such things
as liberal education, professional training, and citizen education.

Some academic institutions put more weight on one of these features, some
on the other. But, broadly speaking, they all focus on these two tasks. Both these
mission objectives have an ethical component. The advancement of knowledge is
thought to have intrinsic value as well as instrumental value for individuals and soci-
ety. The development of a community of learners is also thought to have intrinsic
value for learners as well as the welfare of society, in terms of developing productive
and self governing citizens in a pluralistic, democratic society. (In the words of the
mission statement of Hampden-Sydney Men’s College, founded in 1776, the aim is
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to promote “Good Men and Good Citizens.”) Because the institutional mission has
an inherently ethical component, the decisions by administrators to advance that
mission almost always have an inherently ethical component.

Related to mission, the tasks of college and university administrators cover a
wide area of decision-making, including: developing and maintaining academic pro-
grams; hiring and maintaining a faculty; attracting, retaining, and educating students
who are appropriate to the institution; raising funds to keep the institution operat-
ing; and soliciting donors and legislators; and allocating resources. They also have
a responsibility to articulate, defend, and communicate the institution’s mission to
appropriate stakeholders. Administrators need to communicate through their deci-
sions and actions their adherence to that mission. (See the essays by Romesburg,
Kline, Curren, and Kimball.)

At the level of a particular institution, a mission statement has a more specific
ethical component or ground. It represents to the institution’s stakeholders what the
institution stands for over the long term. As such it provides stability for decision
making by stakeholders. It promises to students a certain educational focus, empha-
sis and environment as they make their decisions on which college to choose. It does
the same for faculty who decide to come to the institution. It specifies a vision of the
institution that elicits the trust and loyalty of its alumni and donors. When that mis-
sion is violated or abruptly changed, those stakeholders may rightfully feel betrayed
and withdraw their support. Because of this, respect for the mission statement plays
a role in ethical decision making of administrators.

Given the centrality of mission in an academic institution, it is not surprising that
it should be central in deliberations regarding actions of the institution. Administra-
tors are presented with a number of ethical issues specifically related to the institu-
tion’s mission. Is the mission statement clear enough to be used as a compass, and
if not, who has the responsibility to urge its revision. Who “guards” the mission?
Is that primarily the job of trustees, the president, other administrators, or the fac-
ulty? When should one, as an administrator, raise the issue of reviewing, modifying
or radically altering the institution’s mission? As an administrator, what should one
do when major constituencies of the institution do not accept a proposed change of
mission?

What should one do, as an administrator, if it becomes apparent that another
administrator (particularly one who is higher in the administrative hierarchy) is sys-
tematically ignoring or undercutting the institution’s mission with regard to funding
decisions or program development? What should one do if it is clear that some
faculty are not taking the mission seriously in doing their work, for example, in
curriculum development or evaluating faculty performance?

At a more specific level, what should one do as an administrator when presented
with a decision situation, one alternative of which seems attractive but which is
clearly in conflict with the institution’s mission? Should one nevertheless refuse to
choose that option, make a principled exception to the mission, or attempt to mod-
ify the mission? Is there a difference between making a one-time exception to the
mission and being engaged in a pattern of decision making which conflicts with the
mission? How should one balance adherence to mission with other considerations,
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including the financial well-being of the institution? What weight should be given
the mission in making decisions about accepting funding sources for the institution,
particularly if those sources distort the mission or tarnish the institution’s image as
captured in the mission statement? What should be the weight of the mission in
decisions regarding allocation of resources? What role should the mission statement
play in choosing between two good things for the institution when one cannot have
both, or when thinking about the long term impact of decisions?

Exercising Good Ethical Judgment

Curren argues that a second virtue of the ethical administrator involves the exercise
of good judgment. The ethical administrator not only takes the institutional point of
view but also exercises good judgment in identifying and promoting those actions
which will advance the institutional mission. By “judgment” here we mean a dis-
positional quality over time – not the quality of a single judgment. Good moral
judgment implies a judgment for which reasoned justification can be offered. Con-
ditions that impair good judgment are those that undermine that disposition. In what
follows we assume that it is, to at least a significant extent, within the power of the
administrator to control those conditions and that effort at control is part of what
constitutes an ethical administrator.

Components of Ethical Judgment

As we have already indicated, one component of good judgment is having a clear
understanding of, and respect for, the institutional mission. Lack of clarity on that
may lead one to make decisions or introduce or promote programs that do not sup-
port the mission or are tangential to its central focus and thus divert the institution
and its resources from its mission. That lack of clarity may also lead to poor judg-
ment in hiring decisions, an area that ranks among the most important decisions an
administrator can make.

Understanding the Culture of the Institution

The administrator must also have an understanding of the special culture and history
of an institution. These factors can be very important in shaping the identity of the
institution. Administrative action and decisions that may appear congruent with the
stated mission of the institution may run afoul of legitimate cultural and historical
dimensions of the institution and hence may not be a good fit for that particular
institution. Consequently the action or decision may not be capable of implemen-
tation or may not be worth the cost of trying to implement it. Administrators who
are new to an institution may be especially vulnerable to a lack of this component
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in good judgment. The essays by Newton, Martinelli-Fernandez, and Werner are
extended discussions of the one of those cultural factors, namely, the adversarial
culture prevalent in, if not peculiar to, higher education.

Conflicts of Interest

The good judgment of an administrator can be impaired by the administrator becom-
ing entangled in a conflict of interest. This is a classic case in which good judgment
can be impaired. When administrators have an interest that compromises their judg-
ment regarding the promoting of the mission of the institution, the likelihood of
poor judgment is significant. (Curren cites the case of a president whose son was an
assistant basketball coach at the institution and involved in a violation of recruiting
rules.) Ethical administrators will be alert to the possibility of such entanglements
and avoid them wherever possible. Short of that, ethical administrators will remove
themselves from decisions involving that conflict. Interim administrators are espe-
cially vulnerable. A temporary dean or department chair expecting to return to the
faculty ranks may have a vested interest in preserving collegial relations with fac-
ulty colleagues and that may impair his or her judgment regarding actions that best
promote the institution’s interest.

Sometimes, to take another example, an administrator will become too wedded
to an idea, program, or decision that is in fact consistent with the mission of the
institution. But because it is a “pet project” he or she may therefore be incapable of
accurately assessing the impact of the decision or program on the institution and its
mission. That may lead to an underestimation of the financial, legal or other kinds
of costs associated with the proposal. Not all proposals that fit the mission may be
prudent for the institution. Of course, sometimes the consequences of a judgment
are unforeseeable but in this sort of case, due diligence may not be carried out for
fear of facts contradicting the decision.

A related situation occurs when administrators put themselves in a position of an
apparent conflict of interest. It may not be an actual conflict of interest and may not
actually impair or undermine one’s judgment, but to those on the outside, the situa-
tion may give them pause and lead them to be less trustful of one’s good judgment,
and thus the situation may have other consequences harmful to the institution.

Channels of Communication

Good judgment requires access to as much relevant information as available. That
requires that the good administrator maintain open channels of communication
throughout the institution. It is very easy for an administrator to signal that she does
not want to hear bad news or information that challenges the administrator’s posi-
tion on institutional projects or personnel. Inadequate checks on the assumptions
that go into an administrator’s decisions can also result in bad judgment.
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Moral Considerations in Good Judgment

Finally, an important component of good judgment is an awareness of relevant moral
considerations that ought to be brought into play in a decision. Some of the ethical
issues and considerations faced by academic administrators are those that we all
face as moral agents (e.g., don’t lie, cheat, steal, or kill, be honest, treat people with
respect, and treat people fairly). These are what may be called the common rules of
morality.3 These ethical considerations and the obligations they impose on us are
not peculiar to academic administrators. At the same time academic administrators
are not exempt from such moral obligations merely because of their role as aca-
demic administrators or because they think that violating common morality (e.g.,
lying to the public) will advance the interests of the institution which they serve.
The mission of an institution does not trump common morality but functions in the
context of common morality. Role responsibilities of academic administrators do
not automatically trump common morality any more than do the managerial roles in
business or government or the professional roles in engineering, law, accounting, or
medicine.

However, some ethical considerations are especially related to the mission of
academic institutions and hence to the role of the academic administrator in a par-
ticular institution of higher learning. Such special ethical considerations or special
weight on certain common ethical obligations may appropriately be brought to bear
in decision making in the academic setting. That is to say, some values and moral
considerations are elevated or given more weight in virtue of the nature of aca-
demic institutions and the role of the administrator in such an institution. Thus, a
respect for the truth, and for the pursuit of the truth, as well as respect for all who
engage in it, appropriately has a higher weight in an academic institution. That is
so in the case of individual relationships on campus. (See for example Kline’s essay
in this volume.) It is also the case for campus policies and practice. For example,
the question: “Should this speaker be allowed to speak on this campus?” takes on
different significance when the campus is an academic one, rather than a corporate
one. Broadly speaking, it is the academic context which distinguishes the ethical
emphasis in decision making for the academic administrator from that of ethical
decision making by administrators in other organizations such as those in business,
government, or other non-profits.

Ethical Decision Making for Action

Administrators, as do all practitioners, live in a world in which they have to make
decisions for action in the context of a limited time frame and with imperfect infor-
mation. This is, if you will, the stuff of practical ethics. The administrator’s reflec-

3For a well known account of common morality see Bernard Gert, Common Morality: Deciding
What to Do, Oxford University Press, New York, 2004.
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tion will not focus on theoretical debates of right or wrong and not often on retro-
spective judgments of the moral justification of actions already taken. Rather it is the
forward looking activity of making decisions for action in areas such as personnel,
institutional policy or interpretation of policy that are morally justified.

Individual and Collaborative Decision Making

Ethical decisions made by academic administrators are sometimes made solely by
an individual administrator in the loneliness of her or his administrative office. This
is perhaps most often the case for the president since the “buck” often “stops” at
the president’s office. However, in the academic context with its emphasis on colle-
gial decision-making, a decision may be made collaboratively by a group, say the
president’s cabinet or a department chair and other faculty in the department. At
its best, this can be a process of the ideal moral decision maker writ large – the
administrators all reasoning together to find the best ethical decision and perhaps
collectively identifying better ethical alternatives than they would individually. On
the other hand, collaborative decision making can raise ethical problems if the deci-
sion is not unanimous and the minority thinks the decision is not ethically justified
or the most justified alternative. That may put the minority in the position of being
held accountable for the decision or forced to defend a decision that they do not
themselves think morally justified. Even if the decision of the group is unanimous,
it may create a sense of diminished moral responsibility for the decision which may
diminish the ethical diligence of individuals during the deliberation process.

But the collaborative context can also be more complex, as illustrated in the
essays by Romesburg, Loui, Werner, Englehardt, Pritchard, Martinelli-Fernandez,
and Schrag. It can involve very different but, roughly speaking, equally powerful
stakeholders including faculty, students, parents, donors, board members, legisla-
tors, and society as a whole. One of the distinguishing features of the academic
community for decision making is the presence and status of academics in the deci-
sion making process. Faculty, who have been granted tenure, academic freedom and
a high degree of autonomy as a means to promoting the advancement of knowledge
and student education, play a role in decision making that distinguishes the aca-
demic institution from other organizations including business corporations and other
not-for-profit institutions. That faculty component, as noted earlier, has traditionally
created an adversarial culture not necessarily found in other sorts of institutions.

Reactive and Preventive Ethical Decision-Making

One can distinguish ethical decision making in three temporal settings. First, the
administrator may be put in the position of making a decision in order to “put out a
fire.” It may require the administrator to act, and act quickly. For example, deciding
whether to allow an invited speaker to appear on campus in the face of a firestorm
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of protest from the public. This situation often does not allow much time for careful
deliberation. In other instances, a decision for action needs to be made but in a much
more deliberative context – for example, whether or not to raise admission standards
at the college or university for the following year. Finally, there can be longer range
decisions, often of policy, which can be made in the context of cool deliberation that
are aimed at identifying a practice which can avoid ethical problems. Thus, there
might be a decision which prohibits an administrator from supervising a relative or
making decisions that involve the welfare of a relative employed by the institution.
Decisions in this latter category are not necessarily aimed at making a decision in
response to a particular ethical problem but instead are aimed at avoiding getting
into such problems in the first place.

Ethical Deliberation

As the discussion above suggests, ethical decision making may involve balancing
various moral considerations related to the university’s mission with each other and
with those of common morality. One of the features that is distinctive of practical
ethics in general and ethics in higher education administration in particular, is deci-
sion making in the context of competing norms as well as other considerations such
as financial, legal, or management considerations. The essay by Romesburg espe-
cially illustrates the myriad of competing considerations which will present them-
selves in a case. Somehow those competing considerations have to be reconciled.

James Wallace notes in his latest book, Norms and Practices, that one view of
ethical decision making is “a more linear conception of deliberation, practical rea-
soning, that has been influential at least since Aristotle. On the linear view, delibera-
tion begins with a clearly conceived end or result that the agent desires. Deliberation
then consists in a search for effective means for realizing that end.” Wallace argues
there is “an important alternative to the linear view. . .. It makes considerable dif-
ference whether one conceives of practical reasoning as harmonizing conflicting
considerations or seeking a means to a preconceived, pre-existing end.” “[O]n the
Deweyan view, deliberation frequently begins with a conflict of norms and . . . [o]ne
attains a relatively clear and concrete conception of the aimed-at result only when
the deliberation is successfully completed and the problem is solved.”4

It is our contention that what some have called reasonable moral pluralism is in
fact a central feature of all practical activity, including academic administration. In
fact the breadth of considerations to be harmonized may be greater in an adminis-
trative context than those in a more narrowly focused professional context such as
medicine or business or law. There are legitimate conflicting values and practical
considerations with which the academic administrator must deal in reaching practi-
cal moral judgments regarding his or her own actions as well as collective actions
of the academic institution. Usually, that will require the agent to consider alterna-

4James D. Wallace, Norms and Practices, 2009, Cornell University Press, Ithaca, NY, p. 22.
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tive actions and to think through both the ethical and practical implications of each
alternative. Some alternatives will prove to be clearly not justified. For example an
action dealing with employees might be clearly legal yet not satisfy ethical consid-
erations. Other solutions may be acceptable and still others might be quite good.
The process is unlikely to provide one unique or determinate solution. Solutions
to practical moral problems of the institution may involve compromise, arbitration,
negotiation, or reconciliation processes.5

Although many of the authors in this volume are philosophers by training, as well
as having some level of administrative experience, this is not primarily a philosoph-
ical treatise on the ethics of academic administration, nor is it written for philoso-
phers, but rather for those who do the hard work of making practical administrative
decisions.

Some may assume that reasoning in practical ethics essentially involves import-
ing high-level ethical theory or ethical principles into the discussion from some-
where else, in order to “solve” the ethical issues with which administrators deal.
Hence, some might imagine that the focus of a book such as this ought to be a
straightforward identification of the ethical issues and the appropriate moral princi-
ples, introducing them to administrators and encouraging them to get “handy” with
the principles. We think that is a misunderstanding of the nature of practical ethics.

Although we have made an effort to identify some of the central ethical issues
administrators face, we have not attempted to assemble a comprehensive assay. Nor
have we attempted to provide a comprehensive set of ethical principles administra-
tors might use in making decisions. Ethical principles by themselves are inadequate
to provide a decision mechanism for action. Since the focus is on ethical decision
making for action, a list of such principles would not be adequate for decision mak-
ing. Still, as Englehardt’s essay illustrates, there are useful guidelines administrators
can bear in mind as they reflect on the ethical challenges they face daily.

In any case, we believe that the specifications of ethical principles will need to be
teased out of the actual and particular experience which confronts administrators. It
is, if you will, a bottom up approach rather than top down, and that is why we have
placed so much emphasis on citing cases and episodes drawn from administrative
experience. These are not merely war stories. It is important to be clear on the ethi-
cal tasks facing administrators before crafting ethical principles and guidelines that
facilitate ethical decision making in this activity.

5For a systematic discussion of these points see Brian Schrag, Teaching Research Ethics, Science
and Engineering Ethics, vol. 11, 2005. See also Onora O’Neill, “Practical Principles and Practical
Judgment,” Hastings Center Report, 2005, 31, No. 4 pp. 15–24; Caroline Whitbeck, “Teaching
Ethics to Scientists and Engineers: Moral Agents and Moral Problems,” Science and Engineering
Ethics, 1995, 1 (30), pp. 299–308; Joshua Cohen, “Moral Pluralism and Moral Consensus” in:
Copp, D., Hampton, J. and Roemer, J.E., eds. The Ideal of Democracy, 1993, Cambridge University
Press, UK, New York; Martin Benjamin, Splitting the Difference: Compromise and Integrity in
Ethics and Politics, 1990, University Press of Kansas, Lawrence.
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How Might an Administrator Engage in Ethical Deliberation?

Having said all this, how exactly should an administrator make ethical decisions?
The essays by Englehardt, Loui, Kline, and Kimball all address that issue at

various levels of specificity. To illustrate how trained ethical minds might respond to
particular ethical challenges, we conclude our book with a set of short case studies,
with commentaries provided by Englehardt, Newton, Poser, Johnson and Curran.
This kind of deliberation to find a rational justification for action is particularly
important in the culture of the academy which purports to be the bastion of rational
inquiry.

A useful kind of reasoning process for trying to resolve a practical ethical prob-
lems is illustrated by a model for ethical decision making discussed by Englehardt.6

In this model, given a situation that requires the ethical solution to a problem, the
academic administrator might work through the following seven steps:

1. What are the relevant facts?
2. What are the ethical issues?
3. Who are the primary stakeholders?
4. What are the possible alternative actions of the moral agent?
5. What are the ethical issues and implications raised by each alternative?
6. What are the practical constraints on each alternative?
7. All things considered, what action/actions should be taken (would be morally

justified by the agent)?

This is neither a linear nor mechanical reasoning process. Deliberation at any
one stage may force the administrator to revisit previous stages. There is no reason
to assume that there will be only one acceptable or defensible outcome identified
by this process. Ideally the solution should take into account and attempt to harmo-
nize all the moral and practical considerations identified in the first six steps. The
philosopher Caroline Whitbeck suggests that this is analogous to a design problem
in engineering – one has to solve the problem by “satisfying potentially conflicting
considerations simultaneously.”7Given this process, it is possible that some alterna-
tives will turn out to be morally unjustifiable; some will be quite good, and others
will be at least morally acceptable.

6This model was inspired by a program developed at the Markula Center for Applied
Ethics, under the direction of Manuel Velasquez. See http://www.scu.edu/ethics/ practic-
ing/decision/framework.html. For a discussion of the same approach as applied to research ethics
see J. Swazey and S. J. Bird, “Teaching and Learning Research Ethics,” in D. Elliott and J.E. Stern,
eds., Research Ethics: A Reader, 1997,University Press of New England, Hanover, Chapter 1.
7Caroline Whitbeck, Ethics in Engineering Practice and Research, Cambridge University Press,
1998, pp. 56–68. Another excellent discussion of this issue is found in Charles E. Harris, Michael S.
Pritchard and Michael J. Rabins, Engineering Ethics: Concepts and Cases, 4th edition, Wadsworth,
2009, Chapter 3.
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A unique feature of this book is that all of its contributors have a rather rare
combination of experience in academic administration as well as formal academic
background in ethics and ethics education. The contributors either are or have been
presidents, vice presidents, deans, department chairs, and directors of institutes or
centers. This enables them to focus knowledgeably on the ethical issues which aca-
demic administrators face while bringing to bear appropriate ethical analysis, prin-
ciples and concepts to help make ethical decisions.

The work for this book was nurtured by the Society for Ethics Across the Cur-
riculum (SEAC) and the Association for Practical and Professional Ethics (APPE).
Panels on ethical issues in academic administration were offered at the annual meet-
ings of each of these organizations in the 2005–2006 academic year. In the summer
of 2006, the Association for Practical and Professional Ethics hosted a workshop
focused on these issues, followed by additional panels in 2006–2007 at the annual
meetings of SEAC and APPE. At the same time, the Association issued a call to its
members for cases on ethical issues in academic administration and began prepara-
tion of a set of Cases and Commentaries on Ethics in Academic Administration to be
published independently of this volume. A final 2-hour panel “Ethics and Academic
Administration: Cases and Commentaries” was presented at the 2008 Annual Meet-
ing of the Association for Practical and Professional Ethics. The results of these
presentations and the ensuing discussions, research, and scholarship were the gene-
sis of this book.

We invite the reader to review the essays, case studies, and commentaries and
begin the dialogue.



Ethical Dimensions of Presidential Leadership

Kerry D. Romesburg

Abstract The character of an institution of higher education is developed and
reflected in the administrative and managerial choices and decisions made each
day. Many situations require sound, reasoned, ethically, or principally-based anal-
ysis upon which decisions can be based. In this chapter, cases are drawn from a
president’s perspective and experience to demonstrate some of the conflicting val-
ues which can arise in the administration of a college or university. A president
occupies a unique position within an institution, and among the many demands and
expectations placed upon president leadership, is an imperative for ethical leader-
ship.

Keywords Administrative ethics · Presidential decision-making · Presidential
responsibilities · Campus ethos

Introduction

The ethos of an institution is developed in a number of ways. It is reflected in the
stated mission and goals of the institution; it is embedded in the institution’s his-
tory and traditions; and it is continually being created and re-created through the
actions and decisions of its leaders. Just as individuals define themselves through
the choices and decisions they make, so the character of a college or university is
defined by the choices and decisions made by the administration in the daily man-
agement of the institution. Decisions and choices are continually being made in the
classroom and in every office on campus, and it is this interwoven tapestry of deci-
sions which translates into the character of the academy.

Higher education is not unlike business and industry in this respect. While
asserting that companies and businesses have a moral imperative to behave with
integrity, in their book, Decent People, Decent Company, Robert and Carolyn
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Turknett observe that companies and organizations generally reflect the character
and integrity of the leadership.1 They argue that the responsibility for ethical and
moral action comes with serving the public, and they emphasize the importance of
the role of leadership in creating an environment of integrity and ethical behavior.

Turknetts’ imperative applies equally well to higher education. Rudolph Wein-
gartner makes a similar “imperative” argument in The Moral Dimensions of Aca-
demic Administration, but he bases the moral obligations for higher education insti-
tutions on the charters upon which colleges and universities are founded, the tax
exemptions the institutions enjoy as not-for-profit enterprises, and the professional
nature of colleges and universities. Weingartner concludes there are moral obliga-
tions owed to students and other constituencies, and, like the Turknetts, he too places
this responsibility upon the administration of the organization.2

More directly, after an examination of the implications of these moral obliga-
tions for administrators, Weingartner asserts, “the ethos of a college or university is
perhaps expressed even more distinctly not by what is done there, but how things
are done.”3 In other words, he brings the focus back to the realm of day-to-day
management and decision-making.

The Role of the President

In “The Leadership Imperative,” a report from the Task Force on the State of the
Presidency in American Higher Education for the Association of Governing Boards,
the Task Force declares that “no leader comes to personify an institution in the way
a president does.” It goes on to say, “Presidents . . . represent the institution and
embody its values. In public venues, a president’s words and actions almost always
are taken as expressions of the institution’s identity.”4

A president of a college or university has a fundamental responsibility for main-
taining and enhancing the integrity and character of the institution. Possibly more
than any other university official, a president must always act as though his or her
actions are defining the institution. Hence, in addition to other duties and respon-
sibilities of a college or university president, there is another overriding role and
responsibility: to represent the institution, its students, its faculty, its staff, its alumni,
its boards, and its constituencies with strong moral and ethical values. It need also be
recognized that this responsibility extends well beyond the work day and the work

1Turknett, Robert and Carolyn. Decent People, Decent Company. Mountainview, California.
Davies-Black Publishing. 2005.
2Weingartner, Rudolph H. The Moral Dimensions of Academic Administration. Lanham, Mary-
land. Rowan & Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 1999.
3Ibid, p. 98.
4Association of Governing Boards. The Leadership Imperative. Association of Governing Boards.
Washington, D.C. 2006. pp. vi and 4.
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place. The president has an inescapable responsibility for society’s faith and trust in
his or her institution and in higher education in general.

To be sure, all faculty and staff impact and define the character of the institution,
but this impact magnifies as one moves from the classroom into administration, and
it continues to build as one accepts more responsibility within the college or univer-
sity. With increased responsibility and visibility comes a concomitant increase in the
overriding obligation to the entire academy. If one is not willing to accept this obli-
gation and its accompanying loss of personal privilege, one should not accept the
position. This is applicable to all administrative positions: department and division
chairs, deans, vice presidents, and most assuredly, presidents. Presidential leader-
ship must include ethical leadership, if the institution’s integrity and character are
to be maintained and enhanced.

Decisions – Legal vs. Right

Often in dealing with issues of conflicting opinions and values, the tendency is to
frame the issue in terms of its legality. This is fully understandable in an admin-
istrative and management setting. A legal review often becomes routine for many
actions, and the outcome of a legal review is usually easily and readily understood.
What must be cautioned against is assuming that simply because an action is deemed
legal, it is also right.

If, during review and deliberations, an action is determined not to be legal, then,
for the protection of the institution and the agents involved, it should not be pur-
sued. When university counsel advises against an action on a legal basis, it is sel-
dom sound management for an administrator to ignore counsel advice and act in
opposition.

However, the reverse is not necessarily true. When an action has been thoroughly
vetted and deemed legal, questions of fairness and rightness may still be raised and
examined.

Case 1: Seventeen years earlier, the university received a donation of a personal col-
lection of art. At the time of the gift, the Board adopted a resolution of appreciation
to the donor indicating the gift would become a permanent part of the university’s
collection and would never be sold, in part or in whole. Included with the documen-
tation of the gift was a note from the donor indicating that some of the pieces were
acquired by him with the promise they would never be sold, but would be part of a
collection to be displayed for public and educational purposes.

Now the donor and his spouse are deceased, and their heirs have no relation-
ship with the university. The university’s collection has grown considerably and
university gallery space is at a premium. In order to expand the gallery and display
newly added works, the Dean of Fine Arts suggested the university decommission
some of the pieces of the originally-donated collection. The heirs were contacted
and had no objection with selling part, or all, of the collection. University Counsel
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indicated the Board may legally take formal action to reverse the terms of a previ-
ously adopted resolution, and with heir approval, this particular resolution may be
legally amended.

The Board Gift Committee and the Board are split on the request of the Dean and
they turn to the President for a recommendation.

Standards and Practices

A number of institutions and state systems have adopted codes of ethics and stan-
dards for action. These provide the members of colleges, universities, or systems a
set of written guidelines for professional behavior.

Generally, these statements of standards deal with such matters as: conflicts of
interest, use of university property, acceptance of gifts, handling confidential infor-
mation, and outside employment. They may also address relationships between col-
leagues, relationships between faculty and students, involvement in political activi-
ties, and adherence to law.

The adopted policies establish the ethical framework within which an institution
or a system of institutions will operate, and it is generally understood they consti-
tute a contractual agreement for those involved. Violations quite often result in a
personnel action against the violator.

While never a pleasant experience, those situations dealing with written statutes,
policies, or by-laws are often the easiest with which to deal. They may be
very time consuming, and they generally involve a variety of other person-
nel, but they tend to be more standardized. Often special committees, university
counsel, board committees, or others are included in the deliberations, but the
final decisions and actions are usually well reviewed, well discussed, and well
understood.

Where problems arise is when there is a conflict, or the appearance of a conflict,
with the policies or practices, or when there is flexibility in the decision.

Case 2: The university solicited bids for furnishing a new facility. One of the firms
submitting a bid is owned by an alumnus who is a donor and strong supporter of the
institution. The alumnus’ father was a member of the university governing board
in the past, but not at the time of the bid. The bid from the alumnus’ business was
not the lowest, but it was not significantly higher than the lower bid. The ex-board
member calls the president and asks that consideration be given for the fact the bid
is coming from an alumnus and donor.

The recommendation of the Facilities Office and the Purchasing Office is to
strictly adhere to the standard of awarding to the low bid. The Athletic Office, Devel-
opment Office, Alumni Office, and some members of the governing board suggest the
right thing to do is award the bid to an alumnus and friend of the university. The
decision rests with the president.
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Decision Points

Decision points arise daily, and more often than not, the issues are not directly
addressed by policies, practices, or by-laws. Some of these issues seem very major,
while others may seem deceptively trivial, but if the institutional character is being
defined, then none of these decision points is truly trivial. The question which comes
up all too frequently is which action is to be followed when there is a conflict in val-
ues? There are times when the best interests of the institution may not be the best
interests of an individual. There are times when the action which yields the best
interests of the institution violates an administrator’s personal ethics or value sys-
tem. In such times, whose interests prevail? What guidelines are applicable?

It is not realistic to advocate a strict Kantian approach of always doing the right
thing regardless of outcomes.5 This simply is not practical within the realm of daily
institutional management. Neither is it reasonable to try to apply a utilitarian cal-
culus to all decisions. Rightly or wrongly, decision making within higher education
often includes political consideration of one kind or another and is nearly always
grounded in the practical analysis of potential outcomes. Decisions are quite often
made more with an eye toward Niccolo Machiavelli than John Rawls.6 Most presi-
dential decisions are made with the welfare of the institution in mind, and protecting
the university is a fundamental justification for actions, but the long range outcomes
and impacts are not always evident.

Case 3: The university received a competitive endowment building matching grant
for student scholarships. Amidst much fanfare, the table-sized printed “check” for
$1 million was presented to the university president by a local Congressman, and
the funds were deposited into the endowment to provide scholarships for qualifying
students.

Months later, a development staff member, using the successful grant application
as a template for another grant, discovers a previously undetected arithmetic error
in the application. If corrected, the university would not have qualified for the grant.
The staff member meets with the president and reports the discovery, adding that the
money has long ago been received and deposited, the granting agency is satisfied,
and no one will ever know about the mistake other than herself and the president.
She just thought the president should know.

Now what?

5Kant, Immanuel. Critique of Practical Reason and Other Writings in Moral Philosophy. L.W.
Beck, editor and translator. University of Chicago Press. 1949. p. 348.
6Machiavelli, Niccolo. The Prince 1531, Daniel Donno, editor and translator. Bantam Classic
Edition. 1981; and John Rawls. A Theory of Justice. Second Edition. Cambridge, Massachusetts.
Harvard University Press. 1999. p. 53.
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Judgment

In the myriad of decisions made on a campus, one must continually be mindful
of the welfare of the institution. However, what is best for the institution may not
always be perfectly clear. In Doing Right in a Shrinking World, the authors assert
that, “. . .to be principled is infinitely less important than to do . . . the right thing.”7

It is argued that due to the immediacy of communication and the openness within
which business is conducted in modern society, it is the actions taken which define
our ethos more than some self-espoused ethical code. In fact, the authors state that
“. . .being principled just doesn’t mean much anymore. . .” They rather brashly claim
that what is often heard in today’s interconnected global business climate is, “stop
being principled and just do what is right.”8

To the perceived leader, whether in business or on a campus, this accelerates and
likely increases the loss of personal privilege referenced earlier in this piece. Of
course, the real question is – what is the right thing? Personal privilege aside, who
is to determine the rightness of actions? Upon what basis is rightness adjudged?

Case 4: The owner of a local mill was a member of the university governing board.
The mill was a source of on-going controversy regarding whether or not it was
violating air quality standards. State and Federal officials were repeatedly called in
to investigate complaints. The results consistently indicated the mill was operating
within required guidelines, even though it was also identified as one of the major
sources of the local air quality problem.

During a campaign to raise funds for campus construction, the mill owner made
a multi-million dollar pledge for a specific building project and asked that he be
given naming rights for the building. A contingent of faculty and students appeared
before the board development committee and argued against accepting the gift and
approving naming rights.

The committee requested the president recommend the best course of action.

Determining which decision is the right one can become very complicated, espe-
cially when there is conflicting information. The preferred way to proceed would
be to verify information, and then reflectively make an informed decision. Unfor-
tunately, this is not always practical. There are times when substantiation is not
readily available or maybe not even possible. At such times, reliance is placed upon
personal judgment. Relying upon personal judgment without undue influence of
personal principle or privilege is an interesting paradox. The action is personal, i.e.,
based upon personal judgment, yet it demands to be institutionally based, reflecting
the interests of the college or university.

7DeThomas, Louis and Neal St. Anthony. Doing Right in a Shrinking World. Austin, Texas. Green-
leaf Book Group Press. 2006. p. 1.
8Ibid, p. 1
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Case 5: A long time friend of the university passed away and her nephew made
an appointment to see the president. When he arrived he brought a copy of the
deceased woman’s will and a copy of documents designating him as the executor of
her estate. In the will there were some small bequeaths to a few relatives, including
the nephew. The woman had no spouse or children. The remainder of her estate was
divided equally between the university and another local non-profit organization.

The nephew also produced a revised and unsigned will, in which the woman
changed the terms and left a considerably larger amount to the nephew. He said she
had not gotten around to signing or recording the revised copy before she had taken
ill and passed away.

The nephew, stating that he realized he had no legal claim to a larger portion of
the estate, asked the president to sign another document recognizing the intent of
the deceased and the unrecorded will and relinquishing a portion of the university’s
estate gift to the nephew. The other local non-profit organization had already signed
the agreement.

University counsel concluded that there was no legal obligation to recognize
the unsigned and unrecorded will, and pointed out that there was really no way
of knowing whether or not it was genuine. The Vice President for Development
recommended against giving up any portion of the university’s legal share of the
estate, but a Board Trustee, who also was a member of the board of the other non-
profit organization which shared in the estate, argued that honoring the unsigned
will was the right thing to do.

No Right Decision

There are times when there may appear to be rights of individuals or applicable
statutes or policies involved in an issue, but there may also be the elusive concept of
fairness. This can tend to blur decision making lines. In these cases, the question of
fairness can come down to, fairness to whom?

Case 6: The student government association plans their very popular annual surfing
outing, including surfing instructions for those who want them, a cookout on the
beach, and a number of activities. Institutional funds and student organization funds
are being used to cover costs. One member of the organization is not able bodied
and is confined to a wheelchair. That student objects to the activity and the use of
institutional funds for an activity in which she cannot participate. She goes to the
Vice President for Student Life and demands the activity be cancelled.

The Vice President does not wish to cancel this very popular event, but neither
wishes to hold an event which, by its nature, excludes some individuals.

Setting a Precedent

Quite often administration and management may be driven more by routine and
history than by ethical guidelines or even practicality. All too frequently, situations
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arise which deal with making exceptions to practices and policies. Whether due to
the litigious environment within which higher education functions, or whether due
to trying to act fairly, ethically and morally, there seems to be intense aversion to
varying from what has been done in the past and to setting a new precedent.

Precedent setting in an administrative context can be a complex matter. Unless
one is truly bound by a Kantian-like code which would impose universality to
actions, it is valid to question whether action taken in one circumstance binds the
individual or institution to the same action time after time. Must a commitment to
consistency or fairness prohibit one from varying from past practice or policy?

Case 7: A Dean recruited a new faculty member and negotiated the salary package
plus moving expenses, all within the university’s policies. The Dean also approved
additional compensation for temporary housing until the faculty member sells her
home in her previous location. This benefit was not offered any other new faculty
and is not provided within university policies. The faculty member accepts and is
en route to the new university when the contract offer is reviewed by the Human
Resources Department.

Human Resources points out that cost of temporary housing expenses has never
been covered for faculty and that other new faculty have not been given similar
benefits. This could set a precedent which may not be in the institution’s interest.
The recommendation is to retract the temporary housing allowance.

The Dean argues the offer was made in good faith and accepted, that he (the
Dean) didn’t know he couldn’t offer temporary housing, and the faculty member
would be placed in a very difficult financial situation if the terms were changed
after the fact.

An argument often encountered in administration is that an action cannot, or
should not be taken, due to the obligation of needing to act in the same manner from
that point forward. Is this an artifice, or an actual barrier to acting in a manner which
otherwise might seem appropriate, justifiable, and right?

Case 8: A marginal student currently enrolled in the Fall term discovers he had
completed all of the degree requirements after attending the last summer session.
He had met all university graduation requirements and had exactly a 2.00 grade
point average, but he didn’t know he was eligible to graduate, so he didn’t apply for
graduation by the published Fall deadline. In meeting with his advisor, the discovery
was made.

He is an athlete involved in a Fall sport. He now wants to finish his season, drop
his classes, get his degree, and get on with his life. By the end of the sport’s season,
the university drop period will have passed. If he drops, he would receive failing
grades and would fall below the 2.00 grade point average required for graduation.
He appealed to apply for graduation retroactively.

The Registrar rejected his appeal and strongly recommended that no exception
be made. The policy is that if students miss the deadline for graduation, they must
apply for an upcoming graduation. The Athletic Compliance Officer suggests that
providing such an exception could be an NCAA violation. The student argues that he



Ethical Dimensions of Presidential Leadership 9

has spent 5 years at the university (including a red shirt year) and could be forced
to leave with no degree – a degree he actually earned.

The Registrar, the Coach, the Athletic Director, and the Dean of Students come
to the president to try to resolve the matter.

Recruitment and Hiring

Quite often issues arise around recruitment and hiring. Even with well-defined poli-
cies and the involvement of Human Resource professionals, cases can become com-
plicated. When questions arise, they often center on matters of fairness, equity, and
legality.

Case 9: A five-member departmental screening committee reviewed candidates for
a faculty position and was to recommend no fewer than three candidates as finalists
to the Department Chair and Dean. The university had a written policy supporting
and encouraging diversity in hiring.

The department was comprised of all male faculty, as was the departmental
screening committee. Two applicants in a shortened pool of candidates were women
with terminal degrees and seemingly sound experience. The screening committee
invited eight candidates for interviews, including the two women.

The three candidates forwarded as finalists were three male applicants, including
one individual without a terminal degree. (It should be noted the position announce-
ment required a masters with a doctorate preferred.)

The Human Resources liaison to the search recommended to the committee, and
then to the dean, that at least one of women should be added to the pool of final-
ists, since qualifications seemed to have been met and there were no women in the
department. Neither the committee nor the dean concurred, so the liaison made the
same recommendation to the vice president and president.

When consulted, University Counsel advised that there was no specific legal
requirement to include either of the female candidates, but to not do so could possi-
bly leave the institution exposed to an allegation of discrimination against a legally
protected class.

The president had to decide whether or not to intrude into the process.

Despite adopted statements promoting and advocating diversity, creating an insti-
tutional climate of embracing diversity is often quite challenging. Although some
diversity issues involving gender or ethnicity may be framed under a protected class
argument, a variety of concerns may arise which lie somewhere between legality
and a stated philosophical intent. Convincing a particular division or department to
support a truly open personnel policy can be very difficult, especially when it repre-
sents a departure from institutional, departmental, or divisional history and comfort.

Case 10: A five-member departmental screening committee reviewed candidates for
a faculty position and was to recommend no fewer than three candidates as finalists
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to the Department Chair and Dean. The university had a written policy supporting
and encouraging diversity in hiring.

The screening committee invited in eight candidates, including three women and
five men. One of the eight was an individual whose dissertation area and subsequent
professional research and publication record focused on lesbian and homosexual
experience in the workplace. Additionally, some of that candidate’s listed commu-
nity service was with gay and lesbian agencies and support organizations.

During the deliberations on the candidates, the Human Resources liaison heard
three committee members indicate they did not want a lesbian in their department.
When the three finalists were selected, the candidate in question was not among
them. The liaison suggested to the committee, and then to the dean, that the candi-
date in question seemed very qualified for the position and the process should not
be influenced by bias on perceived sexual preference. Neither the committee nor the
dean concurred, so the liaison raised the same concern with the vice president and
president.

When consulted, University Counsel advised that homosexuality is not a pro-
tected class under Federal or state law, and there was no legal exposure for the
institution. The president had to decide whether or not to intrude into the process.

Summary

Certainly university administrators would agree that their actions should reflect
sound character and integrity. They would also likely attest to a strong sense of
duty. But in dealing with daily decision-making by a variety of individuals across a
campus, uniformity is unlikely, and possibly not even desired.

Is there a guide for decision-making which would help maintain the char-
acter and reputation of an institution? Other than being careful not to violate
applicable laws and statutes, is there another rule which is applicable in this
environment?

Too often it is difficult, if not impossible, to apply an over-riding ethical system
to individual situations and circumstances. Is it better to steer a clear straight moral
course with no variations, or is it more reasonable to allow for situational decision
making? Does creating exceptions in specific situations place one atop the dreaded
slippery slope to no guidelines, no ethics?

Presidential leadership must include ethical leadership. In helping set the moral
tone of the university and helping define institutional character, all decision making
becomes important. Unfortunately, there is seldom one and only one right course of
action, or a single test for determining correct decisions.

Bernard Gert writes that “although there is not always one morally acceptable
way of acting, in every moral situation, there are morally better and morally worse
ways of acting.”9 Possibly this is the best one can hope for. In daily practice, an

9Gert, Bernard. Common Morality: Deciding What to Do. New York. Oxford Press. 2004.
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administrator must decide where various actions fall along some moral barometer
and then strive to do that which moves the institution toward the morally better end
of the scale. The important thing is that the decision making be done within a context
of moral or ethical values and not simply convenience or self-interest.
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Dr. Jane, a dean, has held numerous positions in higher education administration.
First and foremost she is a faculty member. However, she has served as a depart-
ment chair, associate dean, dean, associate vice president and vice president. Only
for the position of academic vice president was Jane asked to make application. She
was appointed to all other academic administrative slots. Each position carried with
it a myriad of personal, professional and ethical decisions. Dr. Jane received little
professional training for these posts, and no ethics training. It is important for Dr.
Jane, in her quest to be a successful academic administrator, to have a thorough
understanding of ethics and the ethical lapses that can occur in the various relation-
ships between faculty, students, administrators, and the community. This chapter
will examine some cases with ethical components, discuss the current state of schol-
arship in ethics of higher education administration, and suggest how ethical analysis
of problems can strengthen administrative success.

Roger, a senior, is scheduled for a family cruise during the winter holidays.
Unfortunately, he has a final examination scheduled for the first day of the cruise. A
faculty member, Dr. Banks, will only allow Roger to take the final at the scheduled
time. Roger asks Dr. Jane to override the decision of the faculty member so that he
can go on the scheduled cruise. He explains that his mother scheduled the cruise –
that he wouldn’t have made the double schedule on purpose. The cruise is important
to the family because his father is terminally ill. He also argues that other faculty
have allowed him to take early finals. What should Dr. Jane do?
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Is the above case an ethical problem or a tough decision? What has prepared
Dr. Jane to find common ground between the student and faculty member? Pro-
motion within the academic side of higher education has often been a matter of
politics, personality and place. A faculty member seeking to move upward within
the administrative ranks often performs various acts that exhibit qualities of lead-
ership, knowledge and organization. Debates are frequent regarding “professional-
ization” in some academic administrative posts in higher education. One notion is
that a faculty member with a PhD and academic experience in higher education
is prepared for an administrative role. Professionalization advocates suggest that
academic administrators should receive a certificate of completion to demonstrate
acceptable administrative understanding before being placed in an administrative
post. For example, the certificate could contain modules in ethics, leadership, bud-
geting and negotiation. Generally in higher education there are no models or maxims
set aside for the faculty member turned academic administrator.

Dr. Jane finds a policy on early finals. It states that only in emergency situations
may a student be allowed to take an early final. She contacts Dr. Banks, and he
informs her he does not consider the cruise an emergency situation. Dr. Jane can
override the faculty member, but ethically should she?

Colleges and Universities have policies and procedures to guide students, faculty
and administrators in the basics of daily study, teaching and decision making. The
awarding of scholarships, grades, diplomas and other activities can be straight for-
ward as outlined by the policies and procedures. It is especially problematic when
these policies or procedures are creatively challenged or blatantly broken. In these
instances the academic administrator could employ guidance from the field of ethics.

Dr. Jane holds a meeting with Dr. Banks and Roger. She explains to Dr. Banks
that she has confirmed with a physician’s letter that the student’s father has a ter-
minal medical condition. She has also verified the booking of the family cruise,
and that finding cruise dates for the family was difficult. The family has informed
Dr. Jane in writing that this is probably the last holiday the family will have with
Roger’s father, and they would like to spend it together.

The faculty member says he will allow Roger an exception to the policy, but that
he will lose 10% of his grade on the test because of the exception to policy. Roger
accepts these terms and thanks them both for their help. Dr. Banks asks Roger to
leave the room. He informs Dr. Jane that she is a very weak leader to pressure a
faculty member to break a policy. He argues that now students in future semesters
will request early finals based on Roger’s success. He warns Dr. Jane that he will
bring the matter up in a future faculty senate meeting.

In retrospect, Dr. Jane is relieved Dr. Banks allowed the early final. She under-
stands the ethical importance of obeying policy, but believes this is an appropriate
exception to policy. In a report to the Vice President and Dr. Banks, she confirms
her decision and adds an analysis based on the ethical importance of family rela-
tionships based on the work of Nel Noddings. In her case Jane asks for a caring,
sympathetic understanding of Roger and his family (Noddings 2003:13–14). Jane
wonders about the reaction Dr. Banks will have to this argument. She is certain he
would place adherence to rules over sympathy.
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In our case the Dean is bridging part of her argument with an ethical analy-
sis. Hopefully, many more academic administrators will develop and publish argu-
ments for their problematic ethical choices. Ethicists at colleges and universities
often study the ethics of law, accounting, medicine, communication, engineering,
and more. But are ethicists studying the behavior of academics in higher education
administration? Professions such as law and medicine have a body of codes of ethics
for professional guidance. The same does not exist for administrators in Academia.
In a futile search, only one academic code was available. It is a 1975 ethical guide-
lines statement of the American Association of University Administrators which
says:

The administrative function in higher education exists to serve the educational community
by facilitating the process of education and by the creation and maintenance of a milieu
conducive to the teaching, learning, research and service functions of higher education.
The exercise of academic responsibility and academic freedom by administration requires
clearly understood conditions of employment parameters of the operation of the offices,
career considerations and personal responsibilities and rights (1975).

The AAUA has annual meetings, some with discussions of ethics in higher edu-
cation administration. The above ethical guideline statement gives little direction
for an academic administrator facing an ethical challenge.

Other academic organizations study ethics in specific disciplines, under the
rubrics of research, academic misconduct, discrimination, harassment and so forth.
The Association for Professional and Practical Ethics (www.indiana.edu/~appe/),
and The Society for Ethics Across the Curriculum (www.rit.edu/~6929www/seac/)
are two such organizations that study ethics in a variety of disciplines, practices
and professions. Only recently have these organizations taken up issues of ethics in
higher education administration.

Occasionally national and state organizations may focus a conference and con-
ference proceedings on the role of ethics in higher education. For example, Ethics in
Academia, edited by S.K. Majumdar et al., is an expanded version of the Ethics and
Academic Integrity symposium organized at the 73rd annual meeting of the Penn-
sylvania Academy of Science. Papers from this symposium give moral guidance on
a variety of topics from “Ethics in Human Research,” to the role of “Ethics Educa-
tion in Science Curricula.” However, only one, a particularly well written essay by
Stephanie Shields, discusses ethical issues in academic administration. She explores
ethical issues for “Women’s Leadership in the University.” In this provocative arti-
cle, Shields asks if women should be told the truth about the obstacles they will face
if they seek posts in higher education administration. The entire conference volume
is rich in disciplinary content, but is not written to give guidance to higher education
administrators with moral dilemmas.

There are several books written about ethics and ethical leadership in primary
and secondary education. Some books such as The Moral Dimensions of Teaching
(1990) by Goodlad et al., look at ethical teaching in higher education, but not specif-
ically administration. There is only sparse discussion of ethics or ethics training for
higher education administrators in most of the educational ethics texts.
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An exception is Rudolph Weingartner’s The Moral Dimensions of Academic
Administration (1999), which discusses various moral obligations for colleges and
universities. Weingartner’s concern is not to assist chairs, deans, vice presidents and
presidents in making daily moral choices at work. Rather he focuses on the ethical
obligations that higher education institutions owe to students and the community.
He explains the political morality of past administrative development in higher edu-
cation and ties this in with the fiscal obligations the institutions have since they are
either using taxpayer money or operating as not for profit. Administrators are the
moral guardians for ensuring that the college or university is operating responsibly
academically and fiscally (Weingartner, 1999).

Also on the moral literature landscape is The College Administrator’s Survival
Guide by C.K. Gunsalus (2006). As Gunsalus describes problems likely to be
encountered by chairs, she demonstrates a critical thinking process that can assist
them in making sound decisions. However, her emphasis is on how, practically
speaking, chairs might best “survive” the challenges they can expect to face. Still,
many of her examples illustrate ethical concerns. For example, Gunsalus gives an
illustration of due process in a description that focuses on a serious violation of uni-
versity policy for a student or faculty member. She states that certain policies and
procedures will be followed, but also asks the administrator to:

Put yourself in the shoes of the person being accused. What would it take for you to feel that
the proceedings were fair? You would want to be able to respond to all the evidence against
you, to make your best case on your own behalf, and to feel that you were fully heard. To
make your best case, you would need to know in advance what the possible consequences
were, so that you would prepare your response with the proper level of seriousness (152).

Gunsalus understands correctly the toughest problems will involve hiring, firing
and other decisions that are distinctly financially based. These practical problems are
often ethical problems that call for ethical analysis and solutions. Gunsalus doesn’t
make ethical analysis explicit – because her main focus is on “survival skills” rather
than morality or ethics, per se. The strength of her account, however, is that she
insists on morally defensible responses to these problems. The hiring of a faculty
member is rife with moral implications (217). In this example, Gunsalus explains
that a faculty job has long term involvements in salary, and benefits. Additionally,
there is a moral responsibility to hire someone who will be a good teacher, scholar,
and colleague. The individual selected will be able to invest in housing, and perhaps
start a family based on the job. In addition to these fiscal long-term decisions, there
are issues of departmental need and fit. Gunsalus notes that issues of race and gender
may enter the decision in some departments where underrepresentation in either area
is a problem.

Addressing the Moral Concerns

It may be helpful to examine what might help prepare administrators to work
through ethical concerns. The kind of reasoning process involved in solving a
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practical ethical problem can be illustrated by using a six step model inspired
by a model developed at the Markkula Center for Applied Ethics under the
direction of Manuel Velasquez and found on the Markkula Center website
(www.scu.edu/ethics/practicing/decision/framework.html). The six steps offer a
critical thinking approach which could be useful for an administrator in thinking
through the ethical concerns:

1. Pause and identify personal responses to the case.
2. Review the facts of the case.
3. Consult relevant policies and professional ethical codes.
4. Identify and analyze key ethical considerations.
5. Identify legal issues.
6. Identify a plan based on the ethical, professional, and legal issues.

The following case illustrates how this method might be applied: An academic
vice president enjoyed working with his exceptional assistant vice president. The
assistant vice president had 15 employees directly reporting to him in the areas of
budget, public relations and assessment, and performed well in his assignments.
The assistant vice president had requested he be given funds to open a new mar-
keting position. The academic vice president believed that marketing would be a
valuable tool for his office and secured the funds during the next funding cycle
meeting. The vice president reviewed the job description written by the assistant
vice president. He also reviewed the files of the three final candidates for the job.
Three months after the hire, the vice president learned that the candidate hired for
the job was the stepson of his assistant vice president. The vice president believed
he has been deceived by the assistant vice president. Vital hiring information was
withheld that could affect both of their jobs. The step model can now be applied to
this case. The vice president should pause and identify his responses to the case.
These responses might include anger, denial, frustration or sorrow. Next, the vice
president should review all facts of the case. Is this a clear case of nepotism? Is the
stepson directly reporting to the assistant vice president? Did anyone on the search
committee know that the stepson had made application for the job and subsequently
was selected for the position? Was anyone on the search committee pressured to hire
the stepson? Now, the vice president can consult university policies as well as the
law. As a state university operating under state law, the stepson cannot work for his
father.

What are some ethical guiding principles? The vice president knows the practice
of nepotism poses serious ethical problems. If generally practiced, it would result in
harm to the university as well as qualified individuals whose fathers didn’t work for
the university. But if it is justified in this case, consistent thinking would require us to
say that it is justified in general. Are deception and breaking of state and university
policy acceptable in this and all similar circumstances? Can the hire be allowed
in theses circumstances? Deception, the breaking of a trust, as well as a serious
breach of policy, have occurred. Academic institutions function under the premise
that administrators will be truthful, and that rules and procedures will be followed.
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An academic vice president needs to trust that if procedures are not followed, he
will be given information with an explanation for the choice or behavior. Thus the
nepotistic hire is impermissible.

The vice president meets with the assistant vice president and questions him on
the hiring of his stepson. The assistant vice president explains that the stepson is
not reporting directly to him, but to another supervisor. The vice president explains
that since this area is a direct report, the nepotism policy has been broken. The vice
president tells the assistant vice president he will no longer be over the budget and
public relations aspects of the office. These seven employees will now report to
another assistant vice president. He also states that the stepson will be terminated
immediately. In addition to a verbal warning, the vice president also puts a letter
of warning in the file of his assistant vice president informing him that he will be
terminated if there is another fiduciary breach in his area.

Putting a letter in the assistant vice president’s file is a very strong measure and
could also be seen as an ethical issue. Negative letters in administrator’s files are not
generally part of academic administration. Individuals in academic administrative
posts can be terminated at will from that post. The individual would probably be
tenured or on tenure track and could return to the department. Placing the letter in
the file is a double punishment. The assistant vice president has received at least one
verbal warning and has been demoted. The letter in the file becomes a permanent
part of the employee’s record and leaves a lasting harm from the situation. Another
lasting harm is the termination of the stepson. Since nepotism policy which coin-
cides with state law was broken, the vice president doesn’t want to continue with
the new employee.

The harms in this situation are extensive. The assistant vice president has dis-
credited himself and his stepson. The stepson is now looking for another job. The
vice president is disappointed with the assistant vice president and has reacted with
a demotion and negative employee letter. He may never gain full trust again in this
employee. The assistant vice president is relieved to keep his position, but under-
stands that his future with this vice president will be clouded by the breach in ethics.

The ethics of this case were decided on the basis of rules and fairness. How does
this case differ from the first case of Dr. Jane pushing for an early final for a stu-
dent? In the first case, Dr. Jane is looking at an exceptional or rare circumstance.
She believes that educational policies are important. However, she views the family
trip during winter break as important to the welfare of the student and family, par-
ticularly because the student’s father is terminally ill. She believes more harm may
be done to the student’s educational progress if he is required to stay home from the
family cruise and take his final. She won’t be bullied into Dr. Bank’s slippery slope
logic. Dr. Banks is arguing that one exception means that many students will now
ask for exceptions.

In the second case, the vice president would create a further ethical problem
by ignoring or allowing the nepotism. In this instance there is a policy problem.
It is a problem of an unfair employment practice that does threaten the integrity
of the office. Additionally, the hire could be a long-term situation, not a 2 week
incident.
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Some Theory

How does higher education go about establishing ethical goals or training for admin-
istrators? We know that college teaching is a highly moral undertaking. Part of this
morality involves matters of harm, mutual aid, justice and perhaps autonomy. As
faculty and administrators we must certify that our students have completed a course
of study that may qualify them for a particular practice or profession. Much could
go wrong in this process; after all, administrators and faculty are only human.

We all have ethical problems, maybe even daily. How should we approach an eth-
ical situation? It is important to understand a process when we “do” ethics. Thinkers
for centuries have tried to define the best way to live a moral life. Their practice
typically begins with an act of questioning. Socrates, whose questioning greatly dis-
turbed an Athens at war and ultimately cost him his life (ethics is not a bloodless
exercise), justified his approach with the phrase, “the unexamined life is not worth
living.” But contemplation is not enough; the contemplation must form a platform
for action.

Ethics is often defined through two fundamental, distinguishing characteristics,
harm and mutual aid. Most individuals have a basic and universal aversion to harm,
physical and psychological. Nobody wants to be harmed in a physical or interper-
sonal arena or submits to harm without his or her consent. Individuals do not want
to be harmed (without their consent), yet most, if not all humans, are inclined to
inflict harm on others without their consent. These co-existing realities – the uni-
versal human aversion to harm and the universal tendency to inflict harm – are the
conditions that make the study of ethics necessary.

Ethics is a system of guidance designed to assist in living within a society, and a
primary goal is to establish appropriate constraints on ourselves. We are social ani-
mals, and our species would not survive if each of us lived in isolation. That we must
live together grounds the positive requirement of doing good for one another. We
would not need ethical guidelines if people lived together peaceably and in mutual
support without harming one another. The fact that we do not so live is the major
condition requiring ethics. Because of a diversity of relations and relationships, we
are asked to curb our inclination to do anything that pleases us. These constraints
are necessary because we have conflicting interests and selfish desires that can inflict
harm on ourselves and others.

An important component in the definition of ethics concerns the concept of ratio-
nal justification. Ethics as an object of study is located within the discipline of phi-
losophy; as such, work in the field of ethics rests ultimately on reason and its power
to justify beliefs and actions. Ethicists generally hold that while reason is not the
only guide to truth, it provides the best direction. Ethics involves our analysis of and
reflection on moral choices and judgments. Other guides to truth may involve reli-
gion, intuition, or advice from trusted others. However, within the study of ethics
each of us must accept the difficult challenge of rationally defending our choices
and actions. We often need to explain our decisions, and “because it feels right,”
is not an appropriate response. It is hard work to understand ourselves and exam-
ine how our decisions and actions interact with others. It goes back to our Socratic
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dictum that an unconsidered life is not worth living. We must consider carefully our
lives and the effect our interactions have on others. Ethics is social, professional and
personal. We expect the organizations to which we belong to be ethical. If we vol-
unteer for the Red Cross, we expect the Red Cross to be ethical. If we participate in
a specific religious denomination, we expect that organization to behave in morally
acceptable ways. The same is true for the colleges and universities where we work.
We expect our practices at work to be ethical whether in the classroom, on the sports
field, at a social activity or in the administrative suite.

Practical Applications

At a national conference for deans, a presenter asked a group of deans the following
questions: (1) What was your toughest ethical problem at work? (2) What did you
do? (3) Looking back did you make the right decision?

The deans insisted they couldn’t think of any ethical or moral problems that
they encountered. It was only by giving specific examples of academic harms
that the deans could clearly see that numerous ethical problems crossed their
door on a weekly or even daily basis. When the deans wrote their examples as
cases, the discussions with their counterparts were stimulating. They were able to
assess the case and their action in the case from the various viewpoints of other
deans.

In evaluating and assessing ethics, we often find case studies to be a satisfactory
approach. The three questions above can be the basis for writing a case. A case
can detail a situation or practice. The case can then be analyzed from an ethical
point of view to determine proper, right or adequate choices. The analysis can also
explain the follies of taking alternative approaches. A case can also help administra-
tors anticipate and ready themselves for additional moral challenges they are likely
to face.

Some of the most common ethical problems experienced by the deans included:

• abuse of position
• budget expenditures that are not clearly in the best interest of the institution
• lying
• faulty hiring decisions
• sexual harassment
• discrimination
• allegations of cheating
• laziness
• breaking confidences

The cases that follow did happen. However, these topics are only a sampling of
the many cases that chairs, deans, vice presidents and presidents encounter while
trying to guide the university.
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Cases

The New Dean

A new dean in the college of humanities was going over budgets late one night. She
noticed that a department chair had bought several science books from his budget.
Since his area was not in the sciences or closely related to the sciences, she went to
the budget officer and asked if there was a mistake in charging these books to this
particular departmental account. The budget officer said, “There is no mistake. This
is something that your predecessor knew about. Just leave it alone.”

The new dean called in the department chair and asked him about the expendi-
tures. He said he had bought the textbooks for his son, but had intended to pay back
the account. She expressed her disappointment to him, and said she would get back
to him with her decision. The expenditures had been made 6 months prior, but he
had not repaid the account.

In consulting with the Vice President about the problem, the dean was informed
the decision would be hers. She had only been a dean for 1 month. The former
dean was a beloved friend who had died of cancer. The dean wasn’t sure why her
predecessor would allow the expenditure to go unchecked, but knew the obligation
that accompanied state funds.

The decision was made to allow the chair to repay the funds. The dean removed
him from his position as department chair, and placed his tenure on probation. It was
also determined that he would not be in a fiduciary position again at the institution.

In working through the rational justification, the new dean understood that fir-
ing the department head could have been an acceptable option. However, she also
had watched this individual spend hundreds of unpaid hours in the production of
outstanding plays for the campus and community.

The president of the institution advised firing. The dean in a softer approach
saved the reputation of the chair, and allowed for stiff probation. Either choice could
have been seen as acceptable.

Keep Confidences

A new vice president was given excellent advice by the president of her university
as she began her duties: “Be careful about whatever you say. As a vice president
the information you tell people will be told to others. It doesn’t matter the level of
friendship; the information will be spread,” he warned.

The vice president unfortunately tested the president’s advice and found he was
correct “the hard way.” She told some confidential information to a dean. She knew
the information was to stay within the group of vice presidents. She knew this dean
and his wife very well. In fact she and her husband often went on trips with the dean
and his wife. The dean promised that he would not tell another individual; he could
keep confidences. The vice president learned that, within a day, the dean had told
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two other people; within a week, the dean, forgetting his original source, told the
vice president the information. He had learned more about the situation and could
add a few details, but the leak was completely the fault of the new vice president.

In order to set things right, the vice president told the president what she had
done and asked for his forgiveness. It was hard to admit the truth and the fault. It
had taken a long time to work up to the slot of vice president. Now, just weeks
in the job, she could be dismissed for her breach of confidence. The vice president
received a moral lesson in this experience. She learned the president was correct. An
administrator must be extremely careful about sharing information. She learned that
it is morally unacceptable for an administrator to share confidential information. She
also learned that it was important to admit the wrongdoing and correct the situation
immediately. In this way the president would have the opportunity to respond to the
untimely release of the confidential information.

Sexual Harassment

The topic of sexual harassment is a concern in higher education administration. A
dean found it necessary to investigate a male faculty member who had a predatory
reputation. Some students had verbally complained of sexual harassment and hostile
environment to the department head and dean. The students generally complained
that the faculty member would often befriend divorced female students, and spend a
lot of time with them. These students were favored with attention in the classroom.
He also asked some of the favored students to meet with him outside of univer-
sity premises under the pretext of professional training. Other allegations involved
flirting, some unwanted touching on the shoulder or arm, or even a hug. Whether
watchers of the actions, or victims of the faculty member, the students would not put
their complaints in writing. There was a large complaint file on this faculty member
filled with notes taken by various administrators. There were no letters or complaints
signed by the complaining students. At the time, the terms “sexual harassment” and
“hostile environment” were being created.

The faculty member’s dean was contacted by a prominent individual in the com-
munity. He reported to the dean that his son’s fiancée had a relationship that was
less than wholesome with the faculty member in question. On several occasions the
faculty member asked this student to meet him at the local hospital for some out of
class experience. No one else in the class met privately with the faculty member.
The young woman was uncomfortable with the extra assignment, but didn’t want
to get the faculty member in trouble. The prominent community member demanded
the dean punish the faculty member for harassment. The dean requested the fiancée
contact him immediately for an interview. The fiancée refused to meet with the dean
or put anything in writing.

Clearly, the faculty member’s actions were harmful to the students as well as
to his department and the university. The dean didn’t talk with the faculty mem-
ber about the problem because there was no written complaint. It would have been
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desirable for the dean to call in the faculty member, explain the verbal complaint,
and caution the faculty member about his behavior that was close to sexual harass-
ment. The dean could give further moral justification rather than merely legal jus-
tification to the faculty member. Would the faculty member allow his practices to
become a universal behavior for all college teachers? Would the faculty member
want his daughter treated in a similar manner?

Too often faculty members who become administrators don’t know how to sanc-
tion their peers. Instead, when nothing is done, the students are harmed in the
process.

Positive Ethical Decisions

An admired administrator had the following habits: If he took a group of investors
golfing, he typically paid for his own expenses. If he took his wife to a business
luncheon, he generally paid for her meal. His travel expenses were meticulous. If an
expense was his, he paid it personally. Many of the expenses that he personally paid
could have been paid by the university. They fit under the official policy guidelines.
But he didn’t want to have impropriety close to his name. He didn’t brag about this;
it was rather by accident that word spread of his due diligence in paying for his
personal expenses.

“Do as I say, not as I do,” is a hackneyed expression. In exploring ethical issues in
academic administration in higher education do examples of ethical behavior, strong
character and unbending character help peers more than ethical analysis? Often the
ethical academic administrator will be employing ethical analysis, whether formal
or informal, in choices when evident harm exists. Rational justification of ethical
choices will often be required in a complex ethics violation. Academic administra-
tors must go to the hard work of defending important choices. The following are
questions that we could consider as we collect and assess cases in higher education
administration ethics.

• How is ethical conduct definable in higher education?
• Can ethical conduct be enforced in higher education?
• Should ethical conduct be enforced in higher education?
• Do some disciplines require more attention to ethical behavior than others?
• What ethical methodologies could he shared with administrators regarding ethical

conduct of employees?
• Should some academic institutions be reconstituted so they can make more mean-

ingful ethical contributions?
• How can administrators model ethical behavior?
• How can administrators inspire ethical choices within the institution?

Understanding ethical choices in higher education administration is an impor-
tant and growing area. In an ethical manner, faculty seek to advance knowledge to



24 E.E. Englehardt

students and their field. In this endeavor, the administrator must model the
importance of ethical behavior, and clearly justify choices made.
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Through the Looking Glass: Ethics and
Academic Administration

Brian E. Schrag

Abstract The aim of this chapter is to draw attention to the shift in ethical perspec-
tive that is experienced and required as one moves from the role of faculty member
to that of an academic administrator. The shift includes a shift to an institutional
perspective regarding ethical issues; a shift in the kinds of issues recognized and
encountered; a shift and in the kind of ethical reasoning required to address those
issues. I argue that there is the shift from moral reasoning for purposes of judging, to
that of moral reasoning for the purposes of taking action. I suggest a broad typology
of the ethical issues encountered by administrators, including those that arise from
institutional culture.

Keywords Moral recognition · Ethical issues in academic administration · Ethical
reasoning for action · Ethical reasoning of moral critics · Ethics and academic cul-
ture · Ethics and mission · Role responsibilities

Introduction

When I became an Academic Dean at a small college, it was as though I had stepped
through the Looking Glass into Alice’s Wonderland. The change was that instanta-
neous and that dramatic. Not only was the administrative culture new and wondrous,
but as I looked back through the glass at the academic side, I saw a world I had never
really noticed as an academic. A part of that change was the change in ethical per-
spective, in terms of the ethical issues facing administrators and more fundamentally
the kind of ethical reasoning required to address those issues. Although trained as an
ethicist, I was surprised at the shift in the kind of practical ethical reasoning required
in administration compared to that of a faculty member. I was also surprised by the
type and frequency of ethical issues I encountered as a Dean. (I might add that as
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a member of a six college consortium, I participated in monthly meetings with five
other Deans and our experiences regarding that shift in perspective were remarkably
similar.) Since many faculty members move on to administrative positions, I want
to address this shift in perspective that they are likely to encounter.

Objective

In this chapter I want to reflect on the transition from faculty member to that of an
academic dean and in that regard, I want briefly to do several things: (1) Identify the
shift in the kind of ethical reasoning I experienced in moving from being a faculty
member to being an academic dean; (2) Identify several categories of ethical issues
I encountered; and (3) Say a little about what one might do as a Dean to promote
discussion on campus about such ethical issues. The aim in this essay is not to give a
systematic account of the type of practical ethical reasoning in which administrators,
like other practitioners and unlike faculty, must engage. I have tried to give such an
account of practical reasoning in another context.1

Neither is this essay an attempt at a systematic description or argument for the
differences in ethical roles of administrators and faculty. There are essential differ-
ences in roles between administrators and faculty, and I have tried to give a system-
atic account of the ethical role of faculty elsewhere.2 It may well be that the shift in
reasoning is, to some degree, a result of differences in institutional roles but that is
not my primary task in this essay. Rather, the aim is to draw attention to a shift to
a different kind of ethical reasoning required by administrators from that to which
they may have been accustomed as faculty members. (Essays by several of the other
authors in this book, Romesburg, Pritchard, Werner, Loui, and Englehardt, reflect
that shift as well.)

I will introduce several not untypical scenarios and reflect on the Dean’s ethi-
cal perspective in each. I should also say that, unlike larger institutions, the Aca-
demic Dean at a small college is the ranking administrator after the President, so
my experience as a Dean may be somewhat broader and different from other higher
level administrators at large universities and, as I will indicate, that may color my
remarks. (At larger institutions the chief academic officer may have primary respon-
sibility for advocating for his/her unit and, in an adversarial system, let others speak
for other considerations. In my position, I had to deal with issues in the entire insti-
tution and weigh the academic program against other institutional concerns.) My
own view is that because there are significant differences in role responsibilities
for different levels of administrative duties, the degree of shift to practical ethical

1“Teaching Research Ethics,” Science and Engineering Ethics (2005) 11: 347–366.
2Brian Schrag, “Moral Responsibilities of Faculty and the Ethics of Faculty Governance,” Chapter
18 in S.K. Majumdar, H.S. Pitkin, L. P. Bird, E.W. Miller, (ed.) Ethics in Academia, The Pennsyl-
vania Academy of Science, 2000, pp. 225–240.
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reasoning increases as one moves up the administrative chain and is least dramatic
at the departmental chair level and most dramatic at the level of the presidency.

I also want to draw attention to the shift in perspective which administrators
experience regarding what are perceived as ethical issues, including ethical behavior
of faculty, that are fairly common. Frankly, many faculty members have ethical blind
spots, particularly regarding the unethical behavior of faculty, which they do not
recognize until they become administrators. (Romesburg, Werner, and Pritchard, in
other essays in this section, also touch on this issue.) It is perhaps not surprising
that one of the particular ethical challenges in the role of an academic dean is how
to deal with faculty who are either unaware of, or refuse to accept, their ethical
obligations as faculty members. Many ethical issues involving faculty and higher
education are not sui generis but are much more common than we may suppose. For
example, I was invited by the Dean of a university to do a workshop with faculty
on ethical issues for faculty and academic institutions. We agreed that I would send
several cases to be distributed to the faculty in advance of my visit, and we would
begin with a discussion of those cases. I sent the cases, drawn on my experiences
and those of others at institutions I knew. A few days later, an anxious Dean called
me to say her faculty was in near revolt after seeing the cases, because she had aired
their dirty linen in public! That suggests that this is an area that can be discussed
systematically and to the benefit of both faculty and administrators.

To begin the discussion, consider the following scenario:

Retrenchment at the Institution

Shortly after the Academic Dean arrives on campus, the Board of Directors of the
College meets and, in an effort to address financial problems, mandates a twenty
percent reduction of all academic and nonacademic college programs as well as
academic and nonacademic staff. A plan is to be developed and implemented within
the year. The Dean is given primary responsibility to carry out the directive.

The faculty, after spending a year of gathering data, looking at costs of programs,
quality of programs, quality of staffing, student enrollments, fit with mission, and
having ranked the programs along those dimensions, decide that they do not want
to make any recommendations on programs to be cut. Instead, they vote to let the
Academic Dean decide on the cuts to the academic program.

In part, they do not want to pull the trigger on their friends and colleagues but, in
part, they are uncomfortable making the judgments in a fixed period of time, based
on weighing tradeoffs between competing moral considerations, practical consider-
ations, and imperfect information.

Shifts in Ethical Reasoning

This situation illustrates the first of three shifts in ethical thinking from faculty to
administrator which I want to discuss, that being the shift from the activity of critic
or judge to the activity of choosing a course of action.



28 B.E. Schrag

The Shift from the Activity of Moral Critic or Judge to the Activity
of Choosing a Morally Justified Course of Action

Faculty members, as part of what they appropriately do, spend a lot of time mak-
ing normative and moral judgments – especially of past actions and behaviors of
themselves, of their students, of their colleagues:

“Have I organized this course appropriately?”
“Am/was I adequately prepared for class?”
“Am I teaching in a fair and balanced manner?”
“Is this a good student paper?”
“Am I grading students fairly?”
“Is this research worthwhile?”
“Is this academic colleague intellectually competent?”
“Is the scholarship of that colleague excellent?”
“Should I vote to recommend the tenure of this faculty member?”
“Is this a good curriculum proposal?”
“Is this administrator doing his job?”

What is distinctive of this sort of reasoning is that it is primarily the reasoning of
the moral judge or critic as opposed to that of what I will call the moral agent. The
philosopher Stuart Hampshire draws this distinction.3

The moral agent’s ethical task is distinctly different than that of the moral judge
or critic. The agent’s objective is different; the modes of deliberation are different.
The moral agent’s task is ultimately to come to some practical judgment in order
to solve a moral problem connected with the practitioner’s activity and to guide the
practitioner’s action or policy for the practice. What is distinctive of such delibera-
tion is the focus on practical judgment to guide action as opposed to retrospective
judgment of actions already taken. It is in that sense a forward-looking activity to
devise a course of action not already taken. It may involve weighing moral con-
siderations against each other, for example, considerations of distributive justice in
admissions against merit; and also moral considerations against institutional, finan-
cial and political considerations. It may also involve finding compromises and deal-
ing with less than perfect solutions.

The task of the moral critic or judge on the other hand does not involve devising
a solution to a practical problem but rather involves making a judgment of an action
already taken, classifying certain moral acts or describing conduct, sometimes for
the purposes of praise or blame.

This kind of reasoning also has another characteristic. In much of this sort of
reasoning, there is the luxury of a sense of unlimited time. Many of these judgments
do not need to be made today – there is always tomorrow.

I do not claim that faculty members are not moral agents in this sense nor do I
want to claim that the moral agent does not also engage in the activity of the moral
judge or critic; it is a matter of emphasis. I do want to say that a lot of the day-to-day

3Hampshire, Stuart (1949) Fallacies in Moral Philosophy, Mind 58: 466–482.
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moral reasoning of faculty is that of the judge or critic, rather than the agent. As a
faculty member, my perspective was that of an individual moral agent focusing on
tasks in my individual professional world. In most cases, as I indicated, it involved
an act of judging as distinguished from the process of problem-solving.

When I became an Academic Dean, the scope and nature of my normative and
ethical reasoning shifted. From day one I was faced with practical problems in the
institution (almost all of which had an ethical component) that had to be solved
under severe constraints of time and information. Sometimes, but not always, there
were resources and time for substantial but not endless analysis and research, and at
the end of the day, some action had to be taken. Some problems involved broad
issues of programs/policy: “What should be done about the retention of quali-
fied students?”; “What should be done about inappropriate admission standards?”;
“What should be done about inadequate freshman advising?”; “What should be done
about an incoherent general education program?” Other problems of course involved
particular situations, such as dealing with a faculty member’s inappropriate grading
practices or making an exception to academic requirements in the case of a partic-
ular student. (This latter is an example of the sort of reasoning about policy which
Loui discusses elsewhere in this volume.)

The problems to be solved almost always involved competing moral and pruden-
tial considerations, with no clear priority of the moral considerations. Yet one had to
act in the face of legitimate and competing moral and practical considerations (legal,
prudential, social, technical, and professional) which could sometimes not all be
completely or simultaneously satisfied. Because of the plurality of legitimate moral
and non-moral considerations, a justified resolution of such a practical ethical prob-
lem may involve compromise, arbitration, negotiation, or reconciliation processes.
The reasoning can be messy and not simply a case of applying a moral principle
to a situation. For example, because this kind of reasoning may well involve com-
promise, it may involve the administrator in the issue finding a compromise while
preserving integrity.4 The reasoning process may involve a consideration of moral
principles but such consideration will usually not by itself yield a practical judgment
for action.

The Shift from an Individual Point of View to an Institutional Point
of View

A second but related shift involves the shift from an individual to an institutional
point of view. Consider the following scenario:

Revision of Core General Education Program

The college spends several years in discussion of the general education require-
ments of the college. Action moves back and forth between the educational policies

4See for example, Benjamin, Martin (1990) Splitting the Difference: Compromise and Integrity in
Ethics and Politics. University of Kansas Press, Lawrence.
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committee and general faculty meetings but much of the discussion is carried on in
the educational policies committee which includes faculty, a student representative,
and the Academic Dean.

In committee, the Dean observes that for every proposal brought forward, the
committee faculty perspective was inevitably and almost exclusively self-interested.
“Is this proposal in my best interest?” “Is this proposal in the best interest of my
department or my discipline?” “Is this proposal in the best interest of the faculty?”
At one point, the student representative on the committee is moved to ask, “Why do
you faculty never ask, ‘Is this educational program in the long-term best educational
interest of the students?’” There was a brief pause, then without responding to the
student, the faculty returned to their deliberations.

Faculty members sometimes seem to operate under the assumption that, as fac-
ulty representatives, their primary if not only responsibility is to look out for the
faculty. They do not necessarily see that their professional responsibilities as custo-
dians of the school’s educational program oblige them to take a wider perspective
than their own self-interest. At times they seem to believe that “What is good for
the faculty will necessarily be good for the students and good for the institution.”
There are, of course, some faculty who take that broader perspective but they are the
exception that proves the rule.

Most of the normative decisions made by an Academic Dean must be made from,
or take into account, the perspective of the institution as a whole. It is not enough to
ask, “What should I do?” or “What is in my best interest?” or “What is in the best
interest of a particular department?” or “What is in the best interest of the faculty?’
One has to ask, “Is this program consistent with the mission of this institution?”;
“Is this program in the long term best interests of the institution?”; “As a teaching
institution, what is in the long term educational best interest of the students?” I was
struck by how hard it was for faculty to ask those questions. However, it is my
observation that once faculty have had some administrative experience, where they
are forced to take the institutional perspective, they find it very difficult to fall back
into a narrower point of view. Consider for example the following scenario.

Faculty Budget Review Committee

A new Dean observes enormous distrust and anger by faculty toward the administra-
tion regarding budgeting for the college. Most faculty members are convinced that
the administration is sitting on a significant pot of discretionary funds that adminis-
trators can always use for their own projects but which is never available for faculty
or the educational program. It is a dysfunctional situation that is inhibiting work at
the college. The Dean succeeds in convincing the administration to create a faculty
budget advisory committee, which has access to all the college’s budget data and
makes recommendations on budget allocations across the entire college, including
faculty salaries, for the next budget year.

The members of the faculty are elated and cannot wait to get their hands on the
budget data. They operate in good faith and work very hard. The first year, their
initial reaction is that this is very complicated and confusing and takes a lot of
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time. Their second reaction is dismay that resources are always scarce. There are so
many trade-offs. Money put toward one good program means money not allocated
for some other good thing. By the third year they come to the Dean and ask that
they not be solicited for recommendations for faculty salaries. They know too much
about the budget and cannot advocate single-mindedly for the faculty. The amount of
criticism and suspicion of the administration regarding budgetary matters is muted
for a number of years afterward.

The Shift Involving Organizational Position and Administrative
Culture

Faculty members in a department have a great deal of autonomy. They can say and
do and teach pretty much whatever they wish. As an Academic Dean, one works
in an administrative structure that is much more hierarchical and top-down, even in
the most collegial of administrations. Like it or not, for coordinating and carrying
out actions, there are efficiencies and accountability in operating in such a struc-
ture. Rather than being autonomous, the Dean is in the middle between the Board
and President on the one hand and the faculty on the other. Sometimes the Dean is
expected to articulate and defend to faculty an administrative policy he/she does not
really think is the best idea. Sometimes the Dean must represent faculty concerns
to the President and Board, which are not fully convincing to the Dean. Sometimes
the Dean may need to take a position not really supported by either those above or
below him/her.

Board members frequently come from corporate or business experience and
assume that top-down perspective as members of the Board. That does filter down
to the President and those below on the administrative chart. There is pressure to
think of the academic institution as a business. There is pressure to make decisions
quickly, which means reduced time for faculty involvement and consultation. There
can be a clash of corporate top-down mentality and faculty participatory mentality,
with the Dean caught in the middle. As one observer of a particular university noted
recently:

[The board has a] top-down, [model] with a premium on administrators who understand
matrix management and can make decisions at an accelerated pace. A tradition of seeking
broad consultation and buy-in is caricatured as an outdated model of achieving unanimous
consent of all constituencies, which contributes to our problems today.

That environment creates interesting tensions for a Dean who wishes to raise
ethical issues for college practice and policy. Consider the following scenario:

Debating Admissions Standards
The college has a retention problem. It becomes clear that a part of the retention
problem is that the very minimal threshold of admissions standards for admitted
students results in admitting students who do not have the background to succeed
at the college. They inevitably fail. The faculty are quick to criticize the quality
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of students being admitted, but when it is pointed out that they have the power
and authority to set the standards, they are reluctant to act since it might reduce
enrollment revenue. The Dean argues that the college has a moral obligation to set
the minimal admission standard at a level that makes it reasonable to expect that
the admitted student could succeed, given the resources for academic support that
the college could provide. The college should not be admitting students whom the
faculty know could not succeed.

As this admissions standard is being debated, one of the Board members weighs
in, raising concern that the college is trying to become an elitist institution. Other
administrators, including the President, now begin expressing concern about raising
admission standards. The issue quickly becomes characterized as one of elitism,
rather than one of the best welfare of admitted students. Later, the Dean learns that
the Board member in question has a son applying to the college and he has scores
below the minimum the college is considering.

Categories of Ethical Issues

I want briefly to mention three levels of ethical issues that I encountered as a Dean.
These three levels are not intended to be exhaustive. Within each category, I will
mention an example or two, which again are not intended to be exhaustive but will
illustrate some issues I had not entirely foreseen encountering.

Ethical Issues at the Level of Personal Action or Decision Making

There are of course many issues at this level but I will mention several I had not
anticipated.

i. A Dean can be the target of efforts at ingratiation by faculty as well as a target
for personal attacks, both of which can create in one a very negative reaction
toward those faculty members. One challenge is to try to minimize the impact
of those actions on one’s judgment and fair treatment of those faculty or their
ideas.

ii. Deans are frequently called on to justify publicly a decision or an action. The
complete justification may make one look well-justified and reasonable. But that
may require divulging confidential information. So the alternative may be giving
a less than full justification which may not put one in a very good light. As
faculty we are trained to give the most trenchant defense of a position possible.
As Dean, the temptation is always there to blurt out, “If I could just tell the
whole story, you would understand and see how justified this action is.” (For
example, a decision to not renew the contract of a popular part-time faculty
who, unknown to colleagues, stole resources from the college.)
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iii. Deans, by necessity, always live somewhere in the future, thinking years ahead
of the faculty. Sometime that involves recognizing changes that need to be made
or will be made at the institution long before the faculty and staff are aware. That
allows Deans to help set the agenda at the institution. (Of course changes also
have a way of being imposed from the outside – sometimes unforeseen by all.)
In either case, change can be painful for members of the academic community
and create a great deal of stress in their personal as well as professional lives.
As a Dean, I found myself struggling with how much change and what rate of
change a community and its individuals can absorb. Since Deans have some
discretion over introducing initiatives, they have some influence over the pace
of change at an institution. To what degree should a Dean try to control the rate
of change for the welfare of its members? For example, in 6 years at the college,
we went through the following major activities and changes, all of which were
interrelated.

1. Major Retrenchment first 3 years
2. Developed a Major Freshman Advising Program
3. Developed a Major Retention Program
4. Carried out an Accreditation 10 year Review
5. First Faculty Handbook Revision in 15 years
6. First Major General Education Review in 10 years
7. Introduced a Systematic Faculty Evaluation Program.

The toll on all was considerable. There are some things over which one may
have no control, but where it is possible, a Dean may need to think about the rate
at which initiatives are introduced and the impact that rate of change has on faculty
and staff.

Dealing with the Ethical or Professional Lapses of Individuals

Consider the following scenario as an extension of the earlier scenario regarding
retrenchment:

The Case of the Manipulative Faculty Member

During the process of cutting back programs at the college, Program X is one of the
programs identified in a ranking conducted by the faculty as less central to mission,
lower enrollments, less adequately staffed; Program X is near the bottom. The main
faculty member in Program X begins to rally his students. He tells his students that
they are in danger of not being allowed to complete the program (not true); that no
matter what the administration says, the real reason they would cut the program is
that they do not see value in the program. He “forgets” to tell them of the faculty
data on ranking of Program X. The students are outraged with the administration
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and mount campaigns within and outside the college to save the program. Other
faculty members are disturbed by his behavior but none say anything to him.

This last case raises two kinds of faculty issues that a Dean may encounter.

1. Faculty untruthfulness towards students and manipulation of students for a fac-
ulty member’s gain.

2. The issue of the silent bystander. What professional responsibility do faculty
members have to speak up when a faculty member is abusing his/her position?

How should the Dean handle this? Should she confront the faculty member about
the fact that such manipulation of students is unethical? Should she meet with the
students and explain the procedure and information used to arrive at the decision?
One of the by-products of the faculty member’s behavior is that he has undercut the
administration’s credibility with students in advance (and thus the capacity for free
and open discussion with them) by casting aspersions on administrators’ motives
and values.

Institutional Culture Issues

A third level is what I will call Institutional Culture Issues. Sometimes the same
sorts of issues keep “popping up” because of the presence of a certain sort of cul-
ture which gives rise to the same sorts of issues over and over. Dealing with one
instance of the issue does not have any long lasting effect until the underlying cul-
ture is addressed. Particular ethical issues are in fact generated by a dysfunctional
culture, and that raises the question of how one goes about addressing that dys-
functional culture. One of those cultural issues involves the often remarked upon
adversarial relation between faculty and administration. (Elsewhere in this volume
the essays by Newton and Martinelli-Fernandez address that particular issue in more
detail.)

For example, many of the issues that arise at the level of professional lapses in
faculty have to do with faculty lack of awareness and thoughtfulness regarding their
responsibilities as professionals. Once I was on the administrative side of the desk,
I was surprised by how little time faculty thought about their professional respon-
sibilities. Faculty members are reflexive about their rights but slow to recognize
that they have professional responsibilities as well as rights. Consider the following
scenario:

Faculty Handbook Revision

College Y begins a revision of the Faculty Handbook. Much of the handbook is
devoted to faculty rights. There is no section in the handbook on the expectation of
professional responsibilities of faculty. The Dean turns to the AAUP Redbook and is
surprised to realize that (at that time) it basically has nothing about faculty respon-
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sibilities. (It is telling that the Dean had never discovered that as a faculty member.)
Too often the faculty refrain seems to be, “Give us rights but not responsibilities.”

As a faculty member, I am sure I did not give that issue a lot of thought, beyond
my responsibilities to my students. I now would argue that we have individual pro-
fessional responsibilities in interpersonal relations such as the following:

1. Faculty members have a very stringent duty to be honest and truthful in all their
dealings with persons inside and outside the academic institution.

2. Faculty members have a strong obligation to avoid abuse of the autonomy and
power that comes with the office of faculty member.

But faculty members also have broader responsibilities:

3. The faculty has a moral responsibility to act as trustees for the educational pro-
gram of their institution, in the context of the educational mission of that institu-
tion.

4. The faculty has a responsibility to act as trustees for a community of learners –
to help create and maintain a culture that will sustain a community of learners.5

In the latter category of acting as trustees for a community of learners, I would
include some responsibility of faculty to maintain an environment of civility as
a precondition of teaching and scholarship.6 Academic environments at both the
department and institution-wide levels are often notorious for that lack of civility.

In both the case of creating an awareness of faculty responsibility and the case of
creating an atmosphere of civility on campus, the issue is one of changing the culture
of the institution. The pace of change of the culture can be glacial, particularly in an
academic institution.

Once we recognize such responsibilities, that raises the issue of “Bystander
Ethics.” What obligations do we have, as faculty and administrators, when we
see our colleagues breach these obligations? To what degree do we as faculty and
administrators have a responsibility to hold our colleagues accountable.

Some may despair of preparing faculty for the ethical issues they will encounter
when they become academic administrators or for addressing ethical issues at any
of the three levels I have identified. I will close with the observation that perhaps
we ought to put as much energy into discussing faculty and administration ethics
as we currently do research ethics, which deals with only a subset of the faculty on
only a subset of issues. In research science we are beginning to reshape the ethical
culture. It strikes me that the kind of case discussions that have been developed and

5I have argued for these responsibilities in “Moral Responsibilities of Faculty and the Ethics of
Faculty Governance, ” in Ethics and Academia, S.K. Majumdar, Howard S. Pitkow, Lewis Bird, E.
Willard Miller, (eds.); A publication of the Pennsylvania Academy of Sciences, 2000, pp 225–240.
6Brian Schrag, “Civility in Academic Institutions,” in Ethics and Academia, S.K. Majumdar,
Howard S. Pitkow, Lewis Bird, E. Willard Miller, (eds.); Ethics and Academia, A publication of
the Pennsylvania Academy of Sciences, 2000, pp 299–308.
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used so effectively in research ethics might be developed for the broader faculty and
administration discussions.

It may, for example, be effective for an institution to take the initiative in host-
ing discussions with administrators and faculty involving ethical cases related to
administrative and faculty issues (presumably cases not drawn from that institu-
tion). The discussions might involve only administrators or both administrators and
faculty. That can provide a safe forum for all participants to raise and discuss ethical
issues across faculty and administration. It can be a means of raising awareness and
recognition of the ethical issues and one’s ethical responsibilities, of teaching and
learning how to reason about ethical issues in higher education as well as creating
an atmosphere for reestablishing collegiality and trust in the academic community.

This essay (along with other essays in this section) is unapologetically descriptive
rather than philosophically analytical or prescriptive. I wish to draw attention to the
kind of ethical tasks, particularly the kind of practical ethical reasoning, that faculty
members are likely to discover as they move into administration, ethical tasks they
may well be unaccustomed to as faculty.
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I recall the concerned look on the face of a colleague when he learned that I had
accepted an appointment as Interim Dean for the Humanities and Social Sciences
division at my college. “You’re going to the dark side?” he asked. Another colleague
asked me to take note of the precise moment that I started looking at the world
differently, the moment I became “one of them.” At that time, I was surprised at
the trace of animosity in their comments. However, I soon learned that day-to-day
decisions required in my new position would make me quite unpopular with some
of my colleagues. Consider a case loosely based on one of the ethical challenges
faced during my first week on the job1:

One morning, while reviewing expense reports, Jean Edwards, the new interim dean, comes
across a request from Eric, a faculty colleague (and good friend) in the Art department.
Eric submitted a request to be paid $800 for two pedestals he built for the Art Gallery.
Another faculty member, Carol, approved the request. Carol is not a department chair, but
as director of the Gallery, she makes routine purchases for the exhibitions.

When asked for more detail, Eric explains that he built two pedestals for the current show.
He acknowledges that he does not have receipts for material and admits that he used scrap

D. Werner (B)
St. Louis Community College, Meramec, MO, USA

1All of the cases presented herein are based on real-life situations I faced this year in my role as
interim dean. However, the names (and some details) have been changed in order to preserve some
anonymity for persons involved.

37E.E. Englehardt et al. (eds.), The Ethical Challenges of Academic Administration,
DOI 10.1007/978-90-481-2841-9_4, C© Springer Science+Business Media B.V. 2010
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wood from his home workshop. He also expresses a bit of frustration at all the questions.
“Carol has the authority to make purchases for the Gallery. I offered to build the pedestals
for her and she accepted. My time is worth the $800 and she agreed to pay it. Besides, I’ve
done this sort of project before and it has never been an issue.”

The dean confirms with her secretary that Eric had, in fact, completed similar projects for
the Gallery in prior years and that these projects were approved by Dr. Walters, the previous
dean. However, after consultation with the other division deans and a careful review of
Board Policy, Edwards determines that this request violates the Board Policy on conflict of
interest.

So, what should Dr. Edwards do? What are her obligations? A friend and col-
league – someone she trusts and respects – requests payment for a project that is
outside the normal scope of his duties as faculty. Evidence suggests that this sort
of project had been approved in the past under the previous administration – by a
long-term dean who surely understood policies and procedures. Perhaps she should
go ahead and approve it as well. The Gallery was in fact using the pedestals for
the current exhibition. Although $800 seems a bit pricey, perhaps it is a reason-
able price to pay for two pedestals. In any event, no one is likely to question the
expenditure. And, besides, this position as dean is a temporary one. Dr. Edwards
will return to faculty status next year and will share an office space right down
the hall from Eric. Still, can she ignore her obligation to follow and enforce Board
Policy?

Welcome to the dark side. This, and similar situations are faced by deans almost
every day. Yet, there is little in the literature that provides guidance for new admin-
istrators facing these sorts of challenges. Issues such as these are particularly dif-
ficult for those thrust into interim or acting positions. Because of the temporary
nature of the assignment, an interim dean finds herself in a somewhat bifurcated
role: part-faculty, part-administrator. She has taken on the role of administrator and
spends her time on the tasks, assignments, and duties associated with that role.
As she gains experience in the position, she may even gain the perspective of an
administrator. Her faculty colleagues certainly view her as such. And yet, given the
expectation that she will return to faculty status in the very near future, she can-
not completely give up the faculty perspective or the commitments associated with
that role.

Further, an administrator’s success or failure depends a great deal on her rela-
tionships with others in the institution. An interim dean faces particular challenges
in this regard in that she functions within a context and history of established rela-
tionships with faculty colleagues as peers. As her role changes, so does the nature
of these relationships. And yet, because she plans a return to faculty status in the
near future, she has a vested interest in preserving the nature of these relationships
as much as possible.

The bifurcated role of an interim administrator, and its special vantage point, pro-
vide a unique perspective on some of the ethical challenges that arise in higher edu-
cation administration. Here, I share some lessons learned from my year as interim
dean – including a useful framework that may help faculty members who have cho-
sen to make the move to the dark side.
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A Helpful Framework

In his book, Business Ethics: Roles and Responsibilities, Joseph Badaracco presents
a framework for ethical analysis for business professionals and business students.2

Badaracco suggests that the ethical challenges faced by business professionals often
result from conflict among or within four different ethical spheres encompassing our
values and responsibilities as persons, as economic agents, as organization leaders,
and as participants in cooperative capitalism.3 For this discussion, my focus is on
the first three spheres of this framework which, with some adaptation, are especially
helpful for professionals working in higher education administration.

Personal Ethics

The first sphere in Badaracco’s model, relevant to persons in all careers and profes-
sions, is the sphere of personal values and ethics, which he describes as the “duties,
commitments, and ideals that shape and guide individuals’ lives.”4 Individual per-
sons, as persons, make judgments about what they value and what they view as right
and wrong or good and evil. These judgments may be the result of a process of ratio-
nal deliberation or the outcome of some intuitive process rooted in a person’s life
experiences, religious beliefs, family and cultural traditions, or some other source.
In any event, these judgments represent aspects of a person’s character or true self
and are inextricably tied to that person’s identity. One’s goal, if one strives to live
rightly, is to engage in a critical examination of one’s values and to live in accord
with one’s duties, commitments, and ideals as much as possible. It is not unusual, of
course, for persons to face conflicts within this personal sphere in terms of situations
they face. Consider the following cases:

Steve Daniels, the Dean of Student Services, calls Dr. Edwards to tell her that she will
be hearing soon from Raed, a Criminal Justice student. Raed contacted Daniels to formally
complain about a video shown in his Criminal Justice class. “The film is clearly hate speech
about Muslims,” says Daniels. “The faculty member is in your division. You have to make
him stop showing that film.”

This was not the first time that Edwards had heard talk of “Obsession: the Threat of
Radical Islam.” Earlier in the week, a close friend and faculty member told her about
protesting the screening of the film at a local movie house. Husna, a Muslim, had seen the
film and it upset her a great deal. “The film is propaganda by the right designed to promote
hatred of Muslims.”

Raed called later that day to relate the story. He said that his instructor did not attend
class that day but instead asked the department chair to cover his classes. The department
chair used the class period to show the film. Raed said that it was disturbing to see this
video, which portrayed all Muslims as terrorists. He said that he was so stunned that he

2See Joseph L. Badaracco, Jr., Business Ethics: Roles and Responsibilities (Chicago: Irwin, 1995),
p.4 ff.
3Badaracco, Business Ethics: Roles and Responsibilities, 4.
4Badaracco, Business Ethics: Roles and Responsibilities, 5.
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was speechless. And, he added, there was very little class time left after the video, so there
was no substantive discussion of the film.

After the phone call, Dr. Edwards stopped by the office of the department chair, Lou
Harold, to learn more. Harold quickly dismissed the student’s concerns. “The topic for the
class meeting was ‘Current Issues in Criminal Justice’ and we were discussing terrorism.
This is certainly something that students studying law enforcement need to be aware of. This
is an excellent video. It does a good job of illustrating the lengths to which terrorists will
go to achieve their goals. I show this in all my classes.” He added, “I just don’t understand
what Raed is fussing about. There is a disclaimer at the beginning of the film that states that
the subject of the film is not all Muslims, but just the terrorists.”

Since 9/11, the interim dean’s close friend and colleague, Husna, has focused her
time and energy on working in the local community to promote an accurate under-
standing of Islam and discredit the negative stereotyping and xenophobia. While
Edwards has not seen the film, she shares Husna’s frustration at the recent escala-
tion of religious intolerance. She is also sympathetic to Raed’s discomfort at having
to feel such hatred in the classroom. At the same time, as a faculty member, she
values academic freedom. She believes that it is essential that faculty members be
accorded the right to choose the instructional materials that they believe are most
effective to achieve course objectives. In addition, while she holds different political
views from Harold, she certainly respects him as a faculty member and colleague.
So, how should she respond to this situation?

Or consider:

One Friday, four weeks into her first semester as interim dean, Jean Edwards receives a
phone call from a very upset student, Rob. Rob explains that he had enrolled in a telecourse
but because he did not submit any required assignments during the first two weeks, the
instructor of record had him administratively withdrawn from the course. Rob insists that
he has to get back into the class and asks the dean to re-enroll him. Upon further discussion,
she learns that Rob had emergency surgery prior to the start of the semester. He enrolled
in the class because he needed to maintain his status as a full-time student so that he could
qualify as a dependent on his father’s health insurance policy. “My father will likely call
you as well. He is a nervous wreck and has no idea where he can come up with the $35,000
for the surgery. All you have to do is get me back into the class. If I am a full-time student,
then I’ll be covered.”

College policy is such that students who do not attend class during the first week
of the course are administratively withdrawn. In online and telecourse situations,
“attendance” is determined by active participation in the course. Tracking atten-
dance in these cases is required for financial aid purposes. In this case, the instructor
performed his duties precisely as he should. Still, any person, especially a parent,
would be sympathetic to Rob’s plight. If the emergency had occurred 3 weeks later,
Rob would not have been withdrawn for non-attendance. Is it wrong for the dean to
try and persuade the faculty member to accept the student back in the class? What
is the best way to respond to this request?
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Professional Obligations

Badaracco’s second sphere is best understood as the sphere of professional ethi-
cal obligations. For business persons, or economic agents as Badaracco calls them,
the fundamental professional obligation is to promote the best interests of the orga-
nization’s stockholders.5 This obligation, Badaracco explains, does not replace or
override one’s commitment to one’s personal values and moral obligations. Rather,
it is an additional duty that one must balance and weigh, along with one’s personal
values and obligations, when making decisions.

Similarly, persons working in higher education administration have certain pro-
fessional or role obligations. For example, deans serve as stewards of an institu-
tion’s funds, whether the institution is funded publicly or privately. Deans possess
the authority to expend funds for purchases and for payroll, and with that authority
comes responsibility. Financial decisions must be made with special care because
the funds have been entrusted to administrators for the purpose of achieving the mis-
sion of the institution. Despite faculty claims to the contrary, it is not the case that
deans care more about money than students. However, deans must weigh financial
considerations when making decisions because these funds have been entrusted to
them (by taxpayers or donors). They have a moral responsibility to use these funds
wisely. This fiduciary obligation is often the source of conflict between faculty and
administrators. Consider a very common event on college campuses, a day we call
“decision” day (or, more informally, “cut and chop” day). On the Thursday before
classes begin, the academic deans meet to decide which classes will “make,” and
which classes will be cancelled. Deans dislike cancelling classes a great deal. We
realize that we have made a commitment to both faculty and students to offer courses
as scheduled. But enrollments are often hard to predict and the fact of the matter is
that the institution cannot survive if it offers a large number of courses with very
low enrollment. While the small class size may benefit those few students enrolled,
the financial burden far outweighs the benefit, especially for an institution facing
financial difficulties. Deans must consider the harm and benefit for all current (and
prospective) students in the institution, i.e., both long-term and short-term benefit
and harm.

Sometimes, of course, the decision is a bit easier to make. For example, consider
an instance where there are two online sections of “Intro to Anthropology,” one has
only eight students, and there are eight open seats in the second section. Clearly,
it is economically unsound to offer both online sections and pay two instructors
when the eight students can be easily transferred to the section with open seats. But
when administrators cancel one section of the course, they upset the faculty member
scheduled to teach it. Either she will have to pick up a different course in order to
make her load, which may be inconvenient, or, if this is an overload course, then she
may not earn as much money this term as she expected.

5Badaracco, Business Ethics: Roles and Responsibilities, 8.
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Other times, the decision is even more difficult. Deans may choose to cancel a
class with very low enrollment even when there are no available seats at a compa-
rable day and time or perhaps there are no available seats at all. Faculty members
will insist that this decision illustrates that administrators are concerned only with
finances, but the reality is that an institution’s resources are limited. For the institu-
tion to maintain sufficient funding for capital improvements, fixed costs, salaries and
benefits (plus regular increases), utilities, professional development costs, improved
technology, and other such expenses, administrators must make these tough choices.
Sometimes the decision that must be made is to cancel classes even if there are no
available seats in another section.

While this fiduciary responsibility is an important one, it must be balanced with
an administrator’s primary professional obligation, his obligation as an educator.
Of course, educators have a number of professional obligations.6 For example, as
educators, college faculty members are committed to life-long learning and they are
obligated to stay current in terms of intellectual advances in their disciplines. Fac-
ulty members also have a duty to maintain high academic standards for their stu-
dents. And, they are obligated to enhance and improve their skills in pedagogy. But
each of these duties is a corollary to the primary obligation of all educators, deans
and faculty alike. That obligation is to promote and enhance the integrity of their
students’ learning experience.7 This commitment to student learning is the guiding
moral principle for the actions and choices of an educator. It applies to a wide range
of faculty activities including development of course materials, choice of textbooks,
and interactions with students. While performing these actions, and making these
choices, an educator is tasked with weighing this professional obligation, the com-
mitment to student learning, along with her personal values and commitments.

While a commitment to the integrity of student learning is the primary obligation
of faculty members and administrators alike, they sometimes disagree in terms of
the best way to meet this commitment. An academic dean, for example, is concerned
not simply with the learning experience of individual students enrolled in one partic-
ular class, but with all students in all classes in the institution. For example, suppose
a Philosophy faculty member designs assignments that require the occasional use
of laptops during class time. He may ask to be assigned to the new multi-purpose
classroom that contains a closet with thirty new Dell laptops. His concern, rightly
so, is the needs of his students. They will benefit from convenient access to these
computers and, as their instructor, his obligation is to advocate for them. He does not
have to consider factors such as whether or not there are students in other courses
who may have greater need or who may gain even more from access to that class-
room and its computers. A dean, however, must take into account the needs of all
the students in the division and in the college when allocating limited resources. The

6Peter J. Markie provides a helpful analysis of some of these obligations in A Professor’s Duties:
Ethical Issues in College Teaching (Rowman and Littlefield, 1994).
7I am grateful to Donna Dare for a number of thoughtful discussions of this topic.
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dean’s goal, of course, is to find a resolution that meets the needs of both parties,
but sometimes that is not possible, especially when resources are limited.

As Badaracco notes “moral claims arising from different spheres of responsibil-
ity often collide with each other, creating difficult, sometimes anguishing dilemmas
for business executives.”8 This is true in the academic arena as well. Often situa-
tions arise when there are conflicts between one’s personal desires, inclinations, val-
ues and commitments and one’s professional responsibility to promote and enhance
student learning. Consider the following example:

Department chairs have submitted course schedules for the summer session. As interim
dean, Jean Edwards is responsible for approving the schedules. Upon review, she notes that
a Psychology faculty member is scheduled to teach 24 credit hours (all online) over the
8-week summer session (i.e., eight 3-credit hour courses). She consults with the department
chairperson, and expresses some concern that the faculty member will not be able to provide
a quality learning experience for her students with such a heavy teaching load. “I under-
stand your concern,” the department chair replies. “But we’re talking about Kelly. She is
an excellent teacher. And besides, she’s been doing this for the last few years. The previous
dean allowed this because of her financial situation due to the death of her husband.” The
chairperson adds: “I know you’re new, so you may not realize that the contract with the
faculty union does not specify a maximum load for summer session. So, faculty members
can teach as many courses as they want.”

Dr. Edwards consults with other division deans. One of the deans from a sister campus
refers to summer teaching load as a “sacred cow.” “We’ll never be able to do anything
about this. All you have to do is suggest that you plan to limit a faculty member’s summer
workload and NEA will be in your office so quick your head will spin.” Another dean noted
that in a previous year, a faculty member had threatened to file a grievance when his dean
tried to limit his summer load. “We dropped the issue when we learned that we lacked the
support of the Chancellor.”

Still, as a professional, Dr. Edwards is committed to the quality of the courses in her divi-
sion and has concerns about any faculty member teaching 24 credit hours in eight weeks.
She knows Kelly as a colleague and knows that she is a reasonable person. She stops by
Kelly’s office to discuss the issue. “Do you have a minute? I want to talk a bit about your
summer schedule.” Kelly’s smile fades and her tone is stern: “There is nothing to discuss. I
cannot believe you would question the quality of my courses. Besides, I can teach whatever
I want in the summer. If you’d like, I can set up a meeting for us with my NEA rep and he
can explain that to you.

Faculty members gripe that administrators do not pay enough attention to aca-
demics, that they do not have a real appreciation for the amount of work that teach-
ing entails, and that they care more about budgets than they care about the needs
of students. Faculty also complain that administrators lack an understanding of how
difficult it is to teach online classes, that it takes a great deal more time to teach
online than to teach in a face-to-face format. And, yet, a faculty member here insists
that she be scheduled 24 credit hours (all online) in an 8-week summer session. The
mere fact that her dean wants to discuss her teaching load is viewed as a challenge
to her integrity. And, in this case, if higher leadership chooses to ignore the issue,
should an interim dean ignore it as well? Does it matter that Kelly is a colleague

8Joseph L. Badaracco, Jr., “Business Ethics: Four Spheres of Executive Responsibility,” California
Management Review 34 (Spring 1992): 74.
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and friend, a friend who is still struggling with financial difficulties as a result of
the death of her husband? Still, how can a dean ignore this situation given her own
commitment, as an educator, to the integrity of student learning?

Leadership Responsibilities

The process of ethical decision making becomes even more complex when we incor-
porate the third sphere in Badaracco’s model. This sphere encompasses leadership
responsibilities. Again, it is not the case that these responsibilities supplant other
personal and professional obligations. Rather, these are additional responsibilities
that must be considered in the decision-making process, along with one’s personal
values and professional obligations.

According to Badaracco’s account, these leadership responsibilities are rooted
in the power and authority that leaders exercise over their subordinates and over
the environments in which they work, i.e., “the power they exercise over the lives,
livelihoods, and welfare of the other people in their organizations.”9 Clearly, busi-
ness leaders make decisions that may affect a subordinate’s salary, work schedule,
physical work environment, and opportunities for advancement, to name a few. In
addition, they have the ability to shape the environment in more intangible ways that
may have an effect on one’s sense of security, feeling of accomplishment, and level
of self-respect. Badaracco claims that leaders have a moral responsibility to “exer-
cise their leadership of ‘company communities’ in ways that meet a basic thresh-
old of decency and that show respect for the rights and dignity of employees and
managers.”10 He identifies four key factors that leaders can use to shape the cli-
mate of their organizations and the attitudes and behaviors of members: goals and
shared values, management example, measures and rewards, and recruiting and pro-
motion.11 In short, an effective leader will ground his actions in the organization’s
basic goals and shared values. He will communicate those goals and values, act in
accord with them, and establish systems and processes that encourage and reward
others to act in accord with them as well.

Administrators in higher education also take on these additional leadership
responsibilities. However, it is important to note that while the responsibilities may
be similar, there are marked differences in the environments. In most business envi-
ronments, for example, managers make decisions about hiring, salary, promotion,
and continued employment. In the academic realm, deans sometimes have very little
input into these decisions. Faculty members are generally hired by a committee of
faculty members. A new hire’s initial salary may be based on an analysis of educa-
tion and professional experience, not administrator judgment. Salary increases are

9Badaracco, Business Ethics: Roles and Responsibilities,268.
10Badaracco, Business Ethics: Roles and Responsibilities,270.
11Badaracco, Business Ethics: Roles and Responsibilities,287.
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often applied across the board to all faculty members, regardless of performance.
Finally, promotion and tenure decisions are also made by faculty committees.

The academic environment also differs from most business environments in
terms of the nature of the relationship between administrators and faculty mem-
bers. In most business environments, there are clear reporting relationships between
employees and managers. In higher education institutions, the lines of authority are
often not so clearly drawn. What is clear is that administrators and faculty members
do not relate to one another as manager/subordinate. Faculty members are highly
intelligent, highly educated, highly independent persons. Their positions require a
great deal of independent work. It is not surprising, then, that faculty members tend
to view themselves as independent contractors. They bristle at any suggestion that
they are “employees” of the college or that they “report” to anyone. This presents a
minefield for any dean or other administrator who attempts to “manage” them.

Still, despite these differences, deans do have at their disposal a number of
Badaracco’s tools to shape the culture of the institution. For example, while deans
may have little power in terms of traditional means of reinforcing behavior such as
salary and promotion, they may find themselves with funds for travel or released
time, or the ability to be a bit more flexible in terms of course and/or room schedul-
ing. A prudent dean uses these perks to reward and encourage desired behavior.

The most important tool in terms of shaping the culture of an organization is that
of shared goals and values. An effective academic leader maintains his focus on the
mission of the institution and grounds his actions and decisions in that mission and
in his commitment to student learning. Even more importantly, he recognizes that
these goals and values are not simply his goals and values but that they belong to
all faculty and staff in the institution. As such, faculty and staff should be involved
in the development of the institution’s specific goals, as well as the strategies and
plans for achieving them. That is, the moral responsibility to fulfill the institution’s
mission is not simply that of the administrator, it is a joint responsibility.

When an academic leader truly commits to the idea that fulfilling the institution’s
mission is a shared responsibility, it can have a profound effect on his management
style. Over time, he may grow to realize that some of the challenges he faces ought
to be shared as well, i.e., some problems may be better addressed in collaboration
with faculty and staff. As Michael Pritchard notes: “If they are considering acting
together, then they must reason together; and ‘my problems’ must become ‘our
problems’ in deciding what to do.”12 The most effective academic leaders engage
and harness the talents and abilities of their faculty and staff. They make choices
that create and reinforce an environment of trust and collaboration. They truly
listen to faculty and staff members and treat them with dignity and respect. They
are committed to shared governance and involve faculty members in the planning
and decision-making processes of the institution as much as possible. From this

12Michael S. Pritchard, Professional Integrity: Thinking Ethically (University Press of Kansas,
2006), 114.
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perspective, then, administrators and faculty members are not enemies, but partners
in a quest to fulfill the college mission.

Further, the most effective academic leaders invite dissension. As Ronald Beren-
beim notes, “ethical leaders don’t hide from debate.”13 The most creative responses
to difficult challenges are rarely obvious. By welcoming all voices to the debate –
including those with opposing views – academic leaders can gain a broader perspec-
tive of the issues. This can lead to more creative solutions.

Of course, in the final analysis, academic leaders often have to make decisions,
especially the tough decisions, alone. But these decisions are less difficult when the
dean has fostered and maintained a culture of trust and respect, an environment in
which faculty and staff members believe that they are heard. The best deans, interim
or otherwise, foster and value good relationships with faculty and staff members.
These deans do not aim to be liked by their faculty colleagues, but rather strive for
mutual respect. The most effective way to achieve this is to treat faculty members
as colleagues, with respect for their input into the policies, processes, and decisions
of the institution. The best deans are also committed to transparency in terms of
their actions and decisions, i.e., they consider different perspectives, they remain
open to changing a course of action when warranted, and yet, at the same time, they
are willing to make the tough decisions when necessary. Finally, they are willing to
retain their commitment to their professional obligations even when to do so may
not be in their own self-interest.

A dean from a sister campus, Kim, contacts Jean Edwards, the interim dean, about an issue.
He is reviewing the fall schedule and notices that there are studio Art classes in her division
that do not meet the required number of hours. “A 3-credit hour studio class has to meet six
contact hours a week. I’m emailing you a list of courses in your division that only meet four
contact hours. We’ve got to resolve this. Otherwise, why would students take the course on
my campus, when they can get the same credit for less time on your campus?”

Dr. Edwards reviews the fall schedule and notes that Kim is correct. There are a number
of courses that are scheduled for only four contact hours. When she calls the department
chair, he explains that these courses have a distance learning component of two hours a
week – so in fact the student is engaged in the class for the required six hours a week.

The following day, Edwards meets her predecessor for lunch. Dean Walters retired six
months earlier. During the conversation, she mentions the issue of the compressed classes.
Dean Walters is familiar with the issue. “We agreed to allow the department to do this
because of the limited computer studio space. We simply could not schedule all the courses
we wanted to schedule if the classes meet for six hours per week. We thought that adding
the distance learning component was a creative way to solve the problem.” He sighed, “I
had planned to call you because I actually just finished taking one of these courses this past
semester. The syllabus states that there is a distance learning component to the class. But
in fact there is none.”

Dr. Edwards conducts further investigation, including collecting syllabi and talking with
instructors (both full time and part time). She learns that while each of the syllabi includes a
statement that there is a distance learning component to the course, in fact, there is no such
component. When asked, some faculty members readily admit there is no distance learning
at all, and that they were instructed by the program coordinator to include the statement

13Ronald E. Berenbeim, “Ethical Leadership: Maintain an Ethical Culture,” in Annual Editions:
Business Ethics 07/08, 19th ed., ed. John E. Richardson (McGraw Hill, 2007), 20.
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in their syllabi. Others claim to post a listing of supplemental resources for students on the
web; others stated simply that they were willing to respond to student emails when neces-
sary. Not a single faculty member had created a substantive distance learning component
to his or her courses.

Edwards shares her concerns at a campus leadership team meeting. The VP and other
deans suggest that she simply explain to the department chair that the courses may no
longer be scheduled for only four hours, but must be scheduled for six. “We will start on the
spring schedule in two weeks. They’ll just need to fix it for next semester.”

As the meeting ends, the campus President takes Dr. Edwards aside: “I really think you
might just want to ignore this for now. This has been going on for about four years. You are
‘interim’ dean right now, and I know that you are planning to apply for the position. Trust
me, if you take this issue on, the faculty in the Art department will make sure you don’t get
the job. My advice is to drop the issue until you become the dean.”

Lessons Learned

A consideration of Badaracco’s framework is a helpful place to start the discussion
of ethical issues faced by administrators. But it is only the first step. In the final anal-
ysis, deans still have choices to make and actions to take. Sometimes it is difficult
to determine the right or best action. Other times, the right choice is obvious and
the challenge is how to implement it. In either case, the interim dean is best served
if she fosters and maintains a collaborative team of faculty and staff. This human
capital is her most valuable resource when facing the day-to-day challenges of an
administrative job.

Still, the move to the dark side is a challenging one – filled with a number of
important lessons. Here, an interim dean will learn the sad truth that there are fac-
ulty members who are not as interested in student learning as they are in their own
personal commitments. These faculty members may be consistently late to class, or
refuse to make any contribution in terms of service to the department or college.
They may fail to keep current in their disciplines, or neglect to update their course
materials. Even worse, they may have inappropriate relationships with students or
otherwise violate student rights. The reality of the administrative role is that, as a
dean, these are the faculty on whom one will spend most of one’s time and energy.
The bright side is that this is a very, very small number of faculty. The best deans
will not forget this.

An interim dean will also learn that the adversarial nature of the relationship
between faculty and administration is very real and it is often at the root of the ten-
sions and ethical challenges that arise in the academic environment. Despite one’s
best intentions, on most days, there will be at least one faculty member who is angry
with decisions made by his dean. Frankly, a dean who never makes decisions that
anger faculty members is probably not doing her job. At the same time, a dean’s
leadership style may lessen the number, and severity, of the problems that arise
under his watch.

This is the reality of the dark side.

Acknowledgement I am grateful to Richard Dees and Elaine E. Englehardt for comments on
earlier versions of this paper.



Caught in the Middle: On Chairing
a Department

Michael S. Pritchard

Abstract Those who become chairs of academic departments for the first time sel-
dom are well prepared for the ethical challenges they will face. Their background
is in a specific academic field (e.g., chemistry, philosophy), not administration.
Furthermore, it is unlikely that they will have discussed the kinds ethical issues
administrators must deal with. Often they are “caught in the middle” between the
expectations of their faculty and those of their deans and other administrators.
Finally, they face the challenge of helping their faculty understand that some depart-
mental problems are “ours,” not just “mine” or “yours.”

Keywords Academic administrator · Authority · Chair, Expectations ·
Leadership · Management · Mission · Problems (mine, yours, ours) · Responsibility

Chairing an academic department is the typical entry point for academic adminis-
trators. It was for me. In the course of my more than 40 years of teaching philosophy
in higher education, I put in two stints as chair of my department – 12 consecutive
years the first time, three the second. Hardly ever during all those years did I have a
serious discussion of ethics in academic administration with my fellow chairs or my
philosophy colleagues. This should seem odd for someone who teaches all kinds of
courses in ethics, including professional ethics. Yet, given the paucity of literature
on the topic, perhaps it is not unusual. In any case, this essay is offered as a inquiry
into a topic that is long overdue for attention in the literature of professional ethics.

Preparation

Faculty members who become chairs no doubt give some thought to what it might
be like to be a chair before agreeing to serve. Some aspire to become chairs, either
for the long run or as a first step toward becoming a dean, a vice-president, or even a
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president. However, most have more modest aims, at least initially. They see being a
chair as a temporary assignment, a job that rotates among a set of faculty who regard
themselves first and foremost as teachers and scholars. They agree that someone has
to do it, and they are willing to do their fair share – a term of a couple years, after
which they will return to the regular faculty. Of course, many stay longer, whether
or not this is what they originally had in mind.

In any case, it is unlikely that many have given much thought in advance to the
ethical challenges that will befall them. For the most part, faculty spend their profes-
sional time teaching and doing research, with occasional interruptions to serve on
committees of one sort or another. Although they interact with chairs from time to
time, they can (and do) usually keep their professional distance. As Rudolph Wein-
gartner points out, most academic administrators enter their first position without
specific training or preparation for what they are about to do1:

Very few persons become academic administrators without having at some prior time com-
pleted an extensive and arduous educational program. But that educational regimen most
likely led to an advanced degree in a specific field–perhaps a Ph.D. in a science or human-
istic field or a professional degree such as an M.D. or M.B.A. . . . The vast majority of
persons holding academic administrative posts are then professionals in other subjects, but
not in academic administration.

Furthermore, should it occur to them to try to anticipate the ethical landscape that
lies ahead, there is surprisingly little literature to help them out.

Although its primary focus is on “survival skills” for chairs rather than ethics,
C.K. Gunsalus’s recent The College Administrator’s Survival Guide provides good
advice for those who wish to fulfill their role well.2 Filled with concrete illustrations
of the sorts of problems chairs can expect to face, her book discusses how chairs
can survive these challenges. Although she spends little time analyzing the ethical
dimensions of these challenges as such, it is clear that the solutions Gunsalus offers
are made with the aim of supporting the educational mission of the department and
college or university – and doing so without compromising moral integrity.

Such a book would have been quite useful for me 30 some years ago when I first
assumed the role of chair of my department. I had just completed my first sabbatical
leave, having agreed to become chair upon my return. I had given little thought to
what the job might entail. While a graduate student at the University of Wisconsin,
I was told that it was commonplace for faculty on leave to return as chair. I didn’t
know whether this was supposed to be a reward or punishment. My own colleagues

1Rudolph Weingartner, The Moral Dimensions of Academic Administration (New York: Rowman
& Littlefield, 1999), p. 37.
2C.K. Gunsalus, The College Administrator’s Survival Guide (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 2006). As will become evident below, Gunsalus’s “survival skills” are presented against
the backdrop of ethical considerations. However, the Index of her book suggests that ethical analy-
sis is not her major focus of attention. Her favorite ethical appeal is the golden rule, but this is not
indexed even once, despite its explicit use on at least four occasions in the text. Mention of fairness
occurs throughout the text, but fewer than half of these occurrences are listed. Variants of “ethics”
and “morality” appear nowhere in the Index, despite their occasional use in the text.
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told me that the best chairs were those who least wanted to become chairs. So, I
seemed to qualify on two scores.

It would seem that preparation for the responsibilities that come with assum-
ing administrative roles, for whatever duration, calls for more than typically occurs.
Meanwhile, the opening sentences of Gunsalus’s Survival Guide seem quite appro-
priate3:

One of the most puzzling aspects of higher education is that its front-line leaders are almost
always selected for qualities other than an ability to run complex organizations. In fact,
it is often seen as virtually disqualifying for a candidate to express anything but the most
grudging willingness to assume administrative responsibilities. At least on the surface, the
path to becoming a leader in an academic environment is to affect a lack of interest in and
preparation for the job.

One would hope that, given the important functions that chairs are, in fact,
expected to perform, this situation can be improved.

The Job

But what do chairs do? In the year I first became chair of my department, philoso-
pher Richard Taylor published a tribute to his Brown University colleague Roderick
Chisholm in which he briefly mentioned how he and his fellow faculty perceived
department chairs in the 1950 s4:

I do not recall that anyone during that period raised questions concerning course loads,
salaries and stipends. We were aware that there was a departmental chairman when some-
thing, such as a parking permit, required a signature.

Taylor’s point was that department faculty were absorbed in their discipline,
philosophy. They taught their classes, talked about philosophy, and generally went
about their scholarly work. Anything else could be regarded as a distraction from
“business as usual.” That so little attention was given to the chair was simply a
small part of the larger picture Taylor painted – an ideal intellectual community
where philosophers could give maximum attention to philosophical problems rather
than the more mundane problems that administrators might handle.

By 1975, the year I first became chair, it was clear to most faculty that chairs do
more than authorize parking permits. As Taylor’s comment suggests, chairs were
expected to play a significant role in determining course loads, salaries, stipends,
and the basic working conditions of faculty. At my own university, faculty dissat-
isfaction concerning such matters resulted in the establishment of a faculty union
for collective bargaining. I voted for unionization while on sabbatical leave. When
I returned to campus, not only was I the new chair of our department, I learned
that I was no longer a member of the regular faculty. Chairs were defined as part of

3Ibid., p. 1.
4In Keith Lehrer, ed., Analysis and Metaphysics (Dordrecht-Holland: D. Reidel Publishing
Company, 1975), p. 7.
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“management,” appointed by deans and serving at their discretion. In effect, I had
voted myself out of the faculty unit! Furthermore, I discovered that what had pre-
viously been considered by both the dean′s office and my departmental faculty as
a rather loosely structured administrative position carrying ill-defined responsibil-
ity and authority was now a much more formally structured, contractually defined
position.

Gunsalus says, rightly, that those who become chairs assume special authority.
This authority certainly includes all areas that require a chair’s signature, and these
areas can be expected to differ somewhat in both range and detail from institution to
institution, especially in institutions that define chairs as part of “management,” as
distinct from faculty. In any case, with authority comes responsibility, and a chair’s
responsibilities extend beyond that which requires his or her signature. Gunsalus
closes her book on college administrators with these words5:

Universities are wonderful places. They are filled with smart, dedicated people. It’s your
job, as an administrator, to provide an environment that brings out the best in those people.
If you don’t, all these quirky and interesting people may find their energies diverted in
ways that do not serve the mission of advancing the frontiers of knowledge and fostering
the intellectual growth of generations of young men and women. While the outcome is not
entirely within your control, in the small piece that is your responsibility, do what you can
to leave the institution better than you found it.

For the most part, Gunsalus assumes that what constitutes “the small piece that
is your responsibility” is clear enough. What isn’t so clear is how best to go about
fulfilling that responsibility in particular circumstances – hence, the need for a
“survival guide.”

That chairs play a special role that differs from regular faculty can easily be seen
by alternately substituting “chair” and “professor” for “administrator” in the above
passage. The first substitution is a good fit, the second is much less so. However, just
what those special responsibilities of chairs are may be less clear than Gunsalus’s
examples suggest.

My departmental colleagues recommended me because they somehow thought
that I would be capable of representing the best interests of our department (and
perhaps themselves as individuals). It is also likely that they recalled what I had
said a few years earlier about serving on the faculty senate. No one wanted to be
faculty senator. I argued that we needed representation. I then urged that, if they
agreed with this, everyone in the department should be willing to take a turn. This
was greeted with smiles and a huge, collective sigh of relief. I was immediately
elected.

The dean concurred with the faculty’s recommendation that I become chair
because he thought I was capable of doing whatever he thought chairs should do.
However, my colleagues never interviewed me to see what my take on the job would
be or to let me know what they thought the best interests of our department were.
The dean didn’t interview me or inform me of his expectations either.

5Gunsalus, p. 225.



Caught in the Middle: On Chairing a Department 53

After a couple of weeks of uncertainty, I asked the dean if he might tell me what
my basic responsibilities were. He mentioned scheduling classes and monitoring
the slim departmental budget. However, he added that he didn’t like getting specific
about chair’s administrative responsibilities. You learn as you go, he said.

Getting Started

Greeting me on my desk on my first day on the job was a lengthy and serious let-
ter of complaint urging me to do something. It seemed clear to me that I should
do something, but exactly what, and with what ends in mind, was anything but
clear to me.

As a faculty member I had taught classes, made professional presentations, pub-
lished, served on a few committees, attended department meetings, and formed
friendships with my departmental colleagues. I participated in the business of the
department, but I was only one voice among many, with the same sorts of respon-
sibilities and privileges as the others. One privilege was to distance oneself from
problems that make up the daily fare of chairs. If some members of the faculty
contested with each other about who would teach what (or when), I could join the
fray or ignore it. If the chair was having difficulties with the dean, I might not even
notice. Or, noticing, I could simply stand aside and let them go at it.

However, those who become chairs give up such liberties. What was clear to
me was the letter on my desk could not simply be ignored. It was my job to do
something. Having Gunsalus’s book by my side at that time could have helped me
think through the promise and pitfalls of various courses of action available to me.
Instead, I was on my own – in unfamiliar territory.

Gunsalus comments that, for most chairs, “people problems” are the most diffi-
cult ones6:

Department heads consistently tell me that the hardest part of their jobs is that they learn
things about their colleagues they’d rather not know, and then, all too frequently, they have
to talk about those uncomfortable topics, too.

Learning how (and when) to talk about such “uncomfortable topics” is, for Gun-
salus, a key to survival as a chair. The examples she provides fall into categories
familiar to experienced chairs (which is not necessarily to say that they know how
best to address the problems they pose):

• Headstrong faculty who insist on special privileges
• Fairness to faculty you may not like personally
• Concerns about the job performance of staff
• Student complaints about teaching
• Sexual harassment

6Ibid., p. 3.
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• Faculty crossing the boundaries between the professional and the personal
• Disputes over authorship and intellectual property
• Research misconduct

Gunsalus points out that the initial classification of the category a problem fits
into is key to knowing what to do next.7 Most of her attention focuses on the tech-
niques and strategies one might justifiably (and wisely) use in recognizing problems
and in successfully resolving them.

She gives much less attention to basic difficulties chairs may have in framing the
ends they should be serving in particular circumstances. She advises that it is impor-
tant to “remember that your job is to keep the greater good of your department and
your institution in mind.”8 For Gunsalus, this means deciding on the basis of prin-
ciples rather than personalities, bearing in mind the difference between exercising
power for the good of the department and institution rather than simply for personal
gain, and acting consistently with the mission of the your institution.

These are appropriate as general aims. However, getting clear-headed about how
to think one’s way through these general ideas in particular circumstances can be
quite challenging. This is not just a matter of techniques and strategies. It is also a
matter of resolving tensions among these ideas and taking into account that some of
them may be subject to controversy and change.

Further complications result from institutions changing their missions, or uncer-
tainties about what those missions are (or should be). For example, during critical
periods of my serving as chair of our Department of Philosophy, our institution
underwent some fundamental changes in its identity and purposes. Traditionally a
regional university that emphasized undergraduate education for teachers, careers
in business, and other occupations requiring an undergraduate degree, it aspired to
become recognized as a “student-centered research institution.” This meant increas-
ing the range and number of Ph.D. programs, as well as the numbers of graduates of
those programs. As might be expected, the implications for individual departments
(and their chairs) varied greatly. New opportunities rapidly presented themselves,
along with questions (and controversy) about how to respond to them responsibly.

Expectations

There are expectations of chairs, however difficult it might be to determine what they
are in advance. The faculty expect things from their chair that they do not expect
from each other. Deans expect things from their chairs that they do not expect from
the regular faculty. These expectations do not necessarily live well side-by-side;
they often conflict. How should these conflicts be addressed by a chair? There is
probably no general answer to this question (at least not one that is very satisfying).

7Ibid., p. 196.
8Ibid.
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But when these conflicts arise, it is the chair, not the dean or the faculty, who is
caught in the middle.

What should guide a chair in navigating through these challenging waters? The
mission of the university? The integrity of one’s discipline (which transcends the
particular institution that pays one’s salary)? The dean’s conception of the place and
significance of one’s department in his/her college? One’s colleagues’ collective, or
individual, vision of what a good department consists in? One’s own vision of how
things should be? (And what should shape that vision? And what if this vision is not
shared by one’s colleagues, or by the dean?)

However individualist one may be as a faculty member, it seems that some of
this must be given up, or at least seriously modified, when moving into a chair’s
role. This role is not just about me – if it’s about me at all. I am there to serve
others – but who and in what ways? Gunsalus says, “The best way to maintain a
good environment is to have a strong conceptual model of what your role is and a
full bag of techniques and strategies available for trying to build and maintain it.”9

Further, she notes, in making decisions, chairs need to carefully consider how what
they do will affect stakeholders (e.g., students, faculty, the taxpaying public). They
also need to take into account relevant institutional policies and the importance of
respecting and establishing precedents.10

However, in attending to the flourishing of his or her faculty and department, a
chair must also have an eye on both expectations within the college or university
and the larger discipline or profession in which they participate11:

Outside the university, each faculty member’s field or discipline sets professional norms,
while the university’s internal regulations and culture, both within a department and across
the institution, also set expectations for and govern conduct. Membership in good profes-
sional standing must be maintained in both institutional and intellectual communities for an
individual’s career to prosper.

Insofar as a faculty member seems to be unaware of, indifferent to, or otherwise
in opposition to these norms, Gunsalus holds, it is the role of the chair to assume
leadership. A first step is to make sure that faculty are aware of these norms and
their importance.

In part, this first step is a preventive measure. When the norms are violated, it
is the job of the chair to intervene. Beyond this, however, is a more positive lead-
ership role a chair can play. As Brian Schrag observes in his essay, faculty may
tend to view matters through rather narrow lens, assuming that if they focus primar-
ily on their specific teaching and research commitments, they will have met their
responsibilities to students and the institution within which they work. Chairs and
other administrators, they may think, will take care of the rest, ensuring that the
institution will stay on a course consistent with its mission. In fact, Schrag says,
during his tenure as an academic administrator, he noted how difficult it was to get

9Ibid., pp. 213–4.
10Ibid., p. 37.
11Ibid., p. 221.
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faculty to ask questions like, “Is this program consistent with the mission of this
institution?” or “Is this program in the long term best interests of the institution
(and its students)?”

What Schrag is talking about is illustrated, I think, in many of the challenges I
faced as chair of my department. Consider, for example, the problem of scheduling
classes. Each semester our department had to prepare a slate of offerings. I routinely
asked faculty to indicate what they would like to teach (as well as when). My hope
was that faculty members would take into consideration both what they were best
qualified to teach and what overall contribution they might make to the department
meeting its responsibilities to its students and the institution as a whole. No doubt
some did this without additional prodding from the chair. However, it always seemed
to me that most did not. Instead, they seemed to consider, first and foremost, what
they most wanted to teach, as well as when they wanted to teach their courses –
and how their teaching might best fit in with their current research interests. What
contribution this might make to the department meeting its overall obligations to its
students and the institution as a whole was, it seemed to me, left to the chair.

Of course, the requests made by individual faculty members, taken together,
could be expected to go some distance toward meeting the department’s larger
responsibilities. But the fit should not be expected to be a good one, at least not
on the first try. Whose job is it to improve that fit? To say that this falls primarily
on the chair is to view the challenge of scheduling in something like the following
way. Think of this as a set of problems. The chair’s problem is to come up with
an acceptable schedule – acceptable to each affected faculty member, while at the
same time meeting the department’s larger responsibilities to students and to the
institution as a whole. For individual faculty members the problem is to figure out
how to come as close as possible to having teaching assignments consistent with
what they most want to teach, with when they want to teach, with their research
agendas, and with whatever other personal and/or professional ambitions they might
have.

So, from the standpoint of a faculty member, there are “my problems” (as an
individual member of the department) and “your problems” (as either another indi-
vidual member of the department or as chair of the department). However, from my
standpoint as chair, it seemed to me that it would be best if each of us, faculty mem-
ber or chair, would view scheduling classes as “our problem.” If this is right, then
one of the challenges of a chair is to exercise leadership in such a way that, when
appropriate, faculty will approach problems as a shared burden rather than simply
as “mine” or “yours”.12

12For further discussion of how problems in groups might best be depicted, see Chapter 8, “Work-
ing Together,” in my Professional Integrity: Thinking Ethically (Lawrence, KS: University Press
of Kansas, 2006).
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In the Trenches

Gunsalus says that she comes from what she calls “the train-wreck school of profes-
sional ethics.”13 When a wreck occurs, the tracks get cluttered with debris and must
be cleared so that the train can run again. But in getting the tracks cleared and the
train running again, she says, “it’s satisfying to come up with a solution that is as
just and even-handed as possible and protects important principles and institutional
integrity.”14 Better yet is preventing the wreck from happening in the first place.
Gunsalus says that she regards “preventive efforts far more intellectually challeng-
ing and personally satisfying than clean-up efforts. Prevention is less thrilling, but
ultimately more creative and subtle work.”15

In resolving problems, Gunsalus insists, “[t]he one nonnegotiable element for
success is that you bring a sense of professionalism to the role, an understanding
that you are taking on a new relationship to the institution and to your colleagues.”16

Linking success and professionalism in this way makes it clear that Gunsalus is
placing ethical boundaries around the role of administrators. What must be borne
in mind is that the aim is for success in fulfilling one’s responsibilities. This can
be understood in terms of what Bernard Gert regards as “doing your duty,” where
“duty” means something much less broad than “moral requirement.”17 As Gert
puts it18:

In ordinary usage, ‘duty’ is not used in this very wide sense but is restricted to moral require-
ments that stem from a social role or job or from being in some special circumstances.

Thus, we can speak of the special duties of accountants, nurses, physicians,
lawyers, social workers, teachers, and other professionals. These duties may not
be characterized in ethical terms as such. For example, one may have a duty to
determine the financial assets of one’s company, and there may be straightforward
rules for doing this that make no explicit reference to doing honest work. But it is
understood that one should follow those rules and not fabricate numbers or engage
in other morally inappropriate behavior.

In a great many instances, it is quite clear what, in Gert’s sense, one’s basic
duties are. Most of Gunsalus’s cases are like this. What it takes to fulfill them well
may be less clear. Here is where her discussion of “survival skills” is very helpful.
However, sometimes it is, at least initially, not terribly clear what one’s basic duties
are. During my years as chair, I found this as challenging as trying to use effective
means in accomplishing what I clearly understood needed to be done.

13Ibid., p. 6.
14Ibid., p. 7.
15Ibid.
16Ibid., p. 12
17Bernard Gert, Common Morality (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004). It should be noted
that, although Gunsalus does make one anecdotal reference to Gert in her book, it is not in regard
to his moral rules.
18Ibid., p. 53.
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So much by way of general remarks. Let’s “go into the trenches” and look at
some issues that that raise fundamental questions that are more about appropriate
ends than effective means of accomplishing those ends (“survival skills”).

Here is a fictional case in which the chair is in the unenviable position of being
“caught in the middle.” It is not the only way, of course, that a chair can get “caught
in the middle.” And this is by no means the only sort of ethical problem that a chair
has to face. But it may be an interesting place to start.

Upstart State U has been developing new Ph.D. programs in the past several
years, as part of its endeavor to become recognized as a student-centered research
institution. Its Department of Anthropology has a strong M.A. program; but it’s
faculty members are concerned that, without a Ph.D. program, the department will
be at a disadvantage in receiving budgetary support from the college. The majority
of the department’s faculty believe it would be a good idea to implement a plan
to have a Ph.D. program. This is an opportunity to add new faculty lines. Also,
they welcome the opportunity to work with Ph.D. level students and to devote more
of their time and energies to graduate level teaching and research. A few, however,
have serious doubts. The job market for new Ph.D.s in Anthropology is tight, and the
state already has three Ph.D. programs in Anthropology. They also wonder if down
the road Upstart State will be able to afford all of these Ph.D. programs. In effect,
will those departments that have taken on these new responsibilities find themselves
even more strapped for resources? Will they be expected to “do more with less”?

The Dean of Arts & Sciences wants more Ph.D. programs in his college, and
he has targeted Anthropology as a promising candidate. A new faculty hire or two
may come with a new Ph.D. program, along with a few new teaching assistantships.
In an attempt to encourage his chairs to be more daring and ambitious, the dean
has outlined his own entrepreneurial style and his “five year plan” – at which point
he expects to move on to a higher administrative position, most likely at another
institution.

What are the chair’s responsibilities in such a circumstance? Suppose that, were
she only a regular member of the faculty, she would side with the minority who have
serious doubts about developing a Ph.D. program. Should she hold her ground and
resist pressure from the dean and the majority faculty to push ahead? Would it be all
right for her at least to drag her feet, making it more difficult to develop the Ph.D.?
If she has it within her power to, in effect, “veto” the idea, would she be justified
in doing so? If so, on what grounds? If not, why not? Notice that these are ques-
tions about appropriate ends themselves, not about the best means of accomplishing
agreed upon ends.

Change the scenario. Imagine that the dean’s position is the same, but that it is
only a minority of the faculty who favor developing a Ph.D. Now the chair’s view
matches that of the majority of the faculty, but it is in tension with the dean’s. Again,
the chair is “caught in the middle”. The pressures are real. The dean has “authority”
at the college level. He also has the power to reward and punish. The faculty expect
the chair to respect their views and to exercise good leadership from the standpoint
of their department and the discipline it represents. Would the chair, nevertheless, be
justified in resisting these pressures and simply develop her own position based on
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what she takes to be the educational and institutional merits of the case, regardless
of whether it flies in the face of the dean’s position and a few vocal faculty?

Or, imagine that the dean’s position is the same, the majority of the faculty are
in opposition, but the chair agrees with the dean about the desirability of having a
Ph.D. in Anthropology. Once again, the chair is “caught in the middle”. So, what is
the chair to do? Why, and how? What should guide her in this?

An ideal circumstance, we might think, would be for the central administration,
the dean, the chair, and all the faculty to be “on the same page” – either in support
of a new Ph.D. or in opposition to it. If all are in support, each will have special
responsibilities to help push the plan ahead. We could then ask how a chair might
best proceed, without worrying about “local opposition.” Of course, this assumes
that there aren’t reasons beyond the institution itself for not pushing ahead (such
as there already being enough Ph.D. programs in Anthropology). To what extent, if
any, should the chair’s enthusiasm be tempered by this larger picture?

But, of course, ideas do clash over such matters. And there are power struggles.
How should a chair deal with a dean whose approach to college matters seems to
be “My way or no way?” What if some of the chair’s faculty seem to have a similar
attitude when it comes to group deliberation and decision-making? Is it acceptable
for a chair have such an attitude?

I faced a related set of problems during my second term as chair of my depart-
ment. Asked by the associate dean of our college what I thought the top priority
of the department should be, I answered that I thought that maintaining a robust,
comprehensive undergraduate program in philosophy had to remain our top prior-
ity. This program included an attractive range of general education courses as well
as strong major and minor programs. Next was our growing M.A. program, which
had become a very good place for aspiring Ph.D. students to prepare themselves for
that next step. However, I added that investing in the M.A. program should not be
at the expense of our undergraduate program. Finally, I said that, in my judgment,
developing a Ph.D. program was a distant third – and probably not a good idea for
our particular institution, the state, or the profession. The associate dean replied that
her rankings were the exact opposite of mine!

Shortly after that I had a session with the dean, who urged me to agree to another
term as chair. I said I thought it was time for me to return to the faculty. “Don’t
you want to shepherd in the new Ph.D. in Philosophy?” he asked. I replied that,
no, I did not, repeating what I had said earlier to the associate dean. I said that I
was not comfortable being chair when the expectations of both the dean’s office
and the majority of the faculty in my department were that we would be pushing
forward with a Ph.D. program. As a faculty member I could continue to express
my reservations about developing a Ph.D. program. If we were, nevertheless, going
forward with this, it would not be under my leadership.

The dean smiled at me and said he enjoyed a good challenge. It was October.
My term would not run out until the next May. “I’ll get you to change your mind
about staying on by December,” he confidently asserted. “No, you won’t,” I firmly
replied. Pausing for a moment, he smiled again and countered, “Ok, I’ll do it by
March.” “No, you won’t,” I repeated. The bet was on.
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In January the dean announced to the college that he was leaving our institution
to become provost at another institution. He had completed his “five year plan” in
four-and-a-half years. I completed my 3 year term in May and returned to the faculty.
Although I did resign, I think I “survived” in my position. For the most part, I think
I pursued my responsibilities in ways that were consistent with ends appropriate for
my institution, college, department, and profession. But this self-assessment could
be off the mark, particularly in regard to my reasons for resigning. My point here
is that, whether or not my decision was well grounded, the issues I had to address
as chair of the department were ethically complex and important – and different in
significant ways from those of regular faculty members.

Another Administrative Perspective

Although this ended my years of service as a chair, my life as an administrator
was not finished. Three years later I was asked to serve as Senior Associate Dean
of the Graduate College. I had no special preparation for this position either. For-
merly operating under the purview of the Vice-President for Academic Affairs, the
Graduate College had just been placed under the authority of the Vice-President for
Research, who was also appointed Dean of the Graduate College. He agreed on the
condition that he could appoint an associate dean to handle day-to-day affairs of the
college. Part of my job, I was told, was to help redefine the role and structure of the
Graduate College.

Viewing issues from the standpoint of a dean can shed different light on depart-
ments and their desired leadership. It was my job to help assess how all the graduate
programs in the university were doing. Each time a new program is created, it must
be funded. In the case of Ph.D. programs, this involves new allocations for gradu-
ate assistantships. In its efforts to become recognized as a first rate student-centered
research institution, my university had initiated a large number of new Ph.D. pro-
grams in a short period of time. It also made efforts to strengthen already existing
ones. When the Vice-President for Research and I looked as the budgeting of assis-
tantships, we discovered a history of one-time fundings – renewed year-after-year.
There was very little permanent funding – and needy new programs were crop-
ping up across the curriculum. So, we asked, where is the institutional commitment
to our graduate programs to be found? Answers were hard to find, only the hope
that the new programs would find ways of obtaining external funding. From this
standpoint, it was difficult to be enthusiastic about starting up a new Ph.D. pro-
gram in Philosophy, and I was relieved that, by now, enthusiasm for such a pro-
gram had largely disappeared, both at the dean’s level and among my colleagues in
Philosophy.

However, to what extent should a chair try to view things from the larger perspec-
tive of, say, graduate dean? Or the dean of one’s college? Adam Smith is famous for
advising that baker, brewers, and butchers would accomplish more good for society
if they minded their own business affairs and let the public good take care of itself
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(the work of “the invisible hand”).19 But what is the business of chairs? If they are
to serve the interests of all the stakeholders of their institution of higher learning,
should they shut their eyes to the perspectives and concerns of those with whom
they work outside their departments? (Can the bakers shut their eyes to what their
employers and customers want?)

While chair, I was expected to submit annual budget requests. Sometimes the
dean would point out that the college budget was going to be very tight next year and
that he would appreciate our limiting requests to “essential” items. How seriously
should a chair take such requests? Whether or not the college resources are ample
or limited, don’t departments compete for those resources? What if other chairs
exaggerate their requests in hopes that they will actually get more than is really
“essential”? If others inflate, should I? If the dean suspects that chairs inflate, won’t
my request be reduced even if I’ve seriously tried to follow the dean’s urgings? This
is analogous to the problem of deciding what to write in a letter of recommendation.
If others regularly inflate their recommendations, isn’t the person you recommend
harmed by your candor? So, the argument goes, in an inflationary world, everyone
should inflate. Those who do not (or those they represent) are the losers. Leave it up
to the dean to “translate” requests and prioritize.

This sounds like an endorsement of lying. Is this what the dean expects? Could
he find it acceptable for individual chairs to do this? What about one’s departmental
colleagues? To worry much about this, a cynic might claim, is to fuss too much –
there is a “politics” to chairing, a certain amount of “gamesmanship” and “bluff-
ing.” I must admit to feeling uncomfortable with this. Chairs may sometimes find
themselves “caught in the middle,” but they need not give up the idea that they are
trying to serve their department, their college, their institution, their students, their
discipline, and the general public all at once. This doesn’t mean that one must liter-
ally try to adopt all these perspectives at once; however, willfully distorting reports,
requests, and the like seems designed to prevent others from obtaining the sorts of
information needed in order to make fully informed, fair-minded decisions.

Early in my first term as chair I submitted a dinner bill to the dean’s office so that
I could be reimbursed for paying for our visiting speaker’s dinner and those of two
accompanying colleagues. Although the restaurant’s prices were modest, the total
bill exceeded the allowable individual limit by a considerable amount. I asked one
of the dean′s administrative assistants if an exception to that limit could be made in
this case. The answer I received was that it was common for bills to be excessive
in this way, but that the limit must be strictly applied. The common solution, I was
told, is to make up the names of enough other “guests” who weren’t there to cover
the total expenses. “Just write the names of 3 more people and you’ll get all your
money back,” she said. “Even if they weren’t there?” I asked. “Yes, that’s the only
way you can come out even.”

19Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations, 5th edition, edited by Edwin Canaan (London: Matheun &
Co., Ltd), 1904, Chapter II, Section II. (Originally published in 1776.)
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In other words, to be treated fairly, I was being told, I needed to lie – in writing!
I refused to do this, both because I didn’t feel comfortable lying in this case and
because I worried about setting a bad precedent for other circumstances in which
the stakes might be higher. “You can’t balance your budget? Play with the numbers
a bit, and you’ll come out fine. What? You say you can’t lie in order to save a few
thousand dollars in your department budget? Well, I remember what you did to get
reimbursed the full $73.47 for that dinner last year – remember? So much for your
principles.”

Perhaps I do fuss too much over such matters. Yet, Gunsalus emphasizes the
importance of deciding on principled, professionally respectable considerations
rather than personal preference. I agree. However, my point in this essay is that
it is not always a straightforward matter to determine where one crosses the line.
Drawing a line even in small scale situations has always struck me as the preferable
option, even if at some personal expense. But is this really practicable for a chair
who wishes to “survive”? And if it is not practicable, is it nevertheless ethically
defensible? These questions are among the many, many questions about the respon-
sibilities of chairs that warrant enough reflection to constitute an important area of
further inquiry for professional ethics.
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My aim in this chapter is to sketch the outlines of an ethic of academic adminis-
tration, organized on Aristotelian principles. A good academic administrator has
a variety of desirable traits or virtues, some distinctively ethical and some not,
some generically human and some specific to the academic administrator’s role.1

To do the job well, an academic administrator requires stamina, but stamina is not
an ethical virtue, and not specific to the role of academic administrator. Possessing
administrative skills and public speaking ability are also desirable qualities in an
academic administrator. These too are non-ethical, but they are important traits in
an academic administrator much more than in a human being as such. One can live
well as a human being without these traits, but one would be impaired as an aca-
demic administrator without them. Honesty and fairness are ethical virtues no less

R. Curren (B)
University of Rochester, Rochester, NY, USA

1My use of the word “specific” requires some explanation. I distinguish generic ethical virtues, or
virtues of common morality, from “specific” ethical virtues associated with specific professional or
other roles. To say the latter are “specific” to some role is not meant to imply that they are unique
to that role. They may also pertain to other roles that are relevantly similar.
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essential in academic administrators than in everyone else; they are ethical virtues
but not specific to academic administration or any other specific roles. The ethical
virtues specific to the role of the academic administrator are the ethical traits spe-
cific to performing well in that role, or satisfying the demands of that role. Whatever
these virtues are, they will occupy a central place – and generic human virtues a sub-
sidiary, though nevertheless important, place – in any virtue-oriented account of the
ethics of academic administration. I’ll call the ethical virtues that are specific and
basic to academic administration its cardinal virtues. An account of these virtues,
and of how the others are related to them, would be a good start toward articulating
what it means to be an ethical academic administrator. It would lend coherence and
focus to the larger enterprise of developing and communicating an ethic of academic
administration, whether or not that enterprise includes a prescribed code of ethics
for academic administrators.

Thesis

The basic thesis I will defend is that one can organize a comprehensive ethic
of academic administration (hereafter, Ethic of AA) around a set of three car-
dinal virtues: commitment to the good of the institution; good administrative
judgment; and conscientiousness in discharging the duties of the office (here-
after, commitment; judgment; and conscientiousness). I argue that all three of
these traits are ethical virtues specific and basic to the academic administra-
tor’s role, that all three are essential to the articulation of a comprehensive Ethic
of AA, and that together they constitute the fundamental elements of a com-
prehensive Ethic of AA. I argue further that these fundamental elements of a
comprehensive Ethic of AA can be captured in the concept of integrity in aca-
demic administration. Integrity is a useful summative concept in the domain of
professional and institutional ethics, and it will contribute to our understand-
ing of the ethics of AA to explicate the concept of integrity and identify the
roles of commitment, judgment, and conscientiousness in academic administrative
integrity.

The identification of commitment, judgment, and conscientiousness as cardinal
virtues of AA (i.e., virtues that are distinctively ethical, and specific and basic to
AA) rests on the following reasoning: having accepted the duties of an academic
administrative office, it becomes an ethical requirement that one conscientiously
fulfill them for the duration of one’s appointment. This is ethical, specific to the
role, and basic. Part of the role is acting as an officer of the institution responsi-
ble for its well-being, and part of the role is acting as a leader of others within it,
with responsibility to lead them in safeguarding and advancing its well-being. In
short, the academic administrator must act with a commitment to the well-being or
good of the institution. Commitment of this kind is specific and basic to the aca-
demic administrator’s role, as well as complexly ethical. It is a trait essential to
being a good academic administrator, hence a virtue. This commitment must be
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put into effect, not just in conscientiously discharging the duties of the office, but
with good administrative judgment. Good judgment is a virtue basic to success in
any human endeavor, hence basic to academic administration. In the form of good
administrative judgment, it is specific to academic administration, and it requires
an understanding of higher education in general as well as an understanding of the
particulars of one’s specific institution. It is an ethical virtue, to the extent that it
entails qualities of reasonableness, sensitivity to diverse ethical considerations, and
care in one’s approach to making decisions. Aristotle classifies good judgment as
an intellectual virtue, while insisting that it presupposes all of the moral virtues and
is essential to any moral virtue being a true virtue. It presupposes all of the moral
virtues inasmuch as each of those virtues contributes to the accuracy of moral per-
ception and fund of emotion critical to seeing and being moved by what is ethically
important. To the extent that no attribute is a true virtue unless it is mediated by good
judgment, it is clear that no set of virtues basic to any domain of practice could be
complete unless it in some way included good judgment. One might imagine simply
treating the other virtues on one’s list as entailing good judgment, but the central-
ity of good judgment to leadership makes it far more perspicuous to count good
administrative judgment as a distinct ethical (or ethically laden) virtue of academic
administration.2

Commitment, judgment, and conscientiousness are thus cardinal virtues of AA.
One may reasonably ask whether they are the only such virtues, or whether there
may be others that are equally basic. There is no good and short answer to this ques-
tion. A good answer would depend on the adequacy and comparative advantages of
the Ethic of AA elaborated on the basis of the three cardinal virtues identified. There

2I am grateful to Peter Markie for pointing out that it might be objected at this point that failures
of administrative judgment are often regarded as blameworthy, but not as ethical lapses. This is
true, but answerable as an objection to classifying good administrative judgment as an ethical
virtue. Not every failure to exemplify an ethical virtue is an instance of behaving unethically.
Virtues such as good judgment, courage, self-control, and loyalty enable their possessors to do the
right thing in the face of complexity, danger, tempting pleasure, and the expectations arising from
relationships. Yet, beyond the observance of certain requirements they are ideals, and people who
possess the virtues but fail to exhibit them perfectly may fall short of the ideal in ways that do
not constitute being unethical. In the case of judgment, it is not unethical to simply run up against
the limits of one’s imagination, memory, or capacity for sustained analysis. Yet, some failures
of good judgment involve moral blindness, callousness, or unreasonable disregard for rules or
other ethically significant considerations. In those instances, failures of good judgment will be
ethically blameworthy. It might be objected now that I have missed the point, that a person may
be disqualified from having the virtue of good judgment (or good administrative judgment) by
reason of having terrible judgment, but not on account of any ethical deficiencies. However, if this
is grounds for declining to classify good administrative judgment as a distinctively ethical virtue,
then there are similar grounds for refusing to classify any hybrid virtue as ethical. This won’t do,
because there are good reasons to regard all true moral virtues as hybrids to which good judgment
is essential. In any case, it is not essential to the view I am outlining that good administrative
judgment be an ethical virtue in any strict sense. It is enough that it be a virtue which is specific
and basic to academic administration, as well as “distinctively ethical” or rich in ethical content. If
that content is conveniently encapsulated in the idea of good judgment, then it is an idea that can
play a useful organizing role in an ethic of AA.
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is, however, a very preliminary and intuitive answer that may go some way toward
motivating the view. An idea underlying the identification of commitment, judgment,
and conscientiousness as individually necessary and jointly sufficient is that admin-
istrative conduct begins in aims and acceptance of the duties of the office, takes
shape in deliberation and choice that determine the manner in which, and extent to
which, those aims and duties will be fulfilled, and finds its completion in execution.
Virtues governing these three “phases” of conduct would be individually necessary,
and, in an obvious sense, jointly sufficient for goodness or integrity. The conduct of
a good academic administrator finds its aims in the good of the institution, is shaped
by good judgment in advancing that good and fulfilling the duties of the office, and
finds its completion in conscientious follow-through. Failure to act, failure to act
with the right ends in view, and failure to act wisely, are failures associated with
the three “phases” of action; and if there are only three (ethically salient) phases,
then there is an obvious sense in which there are no other basic forms of failure and
no other corresponding forms of success. What remains to be seen is whether these
forms of failure and success provide the basis of a useful orienting Ethic of AA.

Having set out the basic idea of an Ethic of AA, I will now explain briefly the
Aristotelian basis for some of the details to be filled in.3 I will then elaborate and
explain the Ethic of AA these starting points suggest. In doing this, I will illustrate
the central ideas and application of the Ethic so outlined through a number of cases,
and to that (limited) extent I will also defend its substance and adequacy. The brevity
of the resulting treatment of the subject will preclude any claim to having established
the adequacy of this conception of an Ethic of AA, let alone its superiority to any
competing conception.

Aristotle on Moral Virtue and Good Judgment

I begin with Aristotle’s conceptions of moral virtue (aretê, which may also be trans-
lated as “goodness”) and good judgment (phronêsis, which may also be translated
as “practical wisdom”).4 Aristotle classifies good judgment as an intellectual virtue,
but he also asserts a unity of virtue thesis, which holds there are interdependencies
between the possession of good judgment and the possession of moral virtue. No
moral virtue is a true virtue unless it is guided by good judgment, and no one can
develop good judgment without first possessing natural or habituated forms of the
moral virtues. Moral virtues are conceived as dispositions of the desiring part of
the psyche, and more specifically as dispositions of desire, emotion, and percep-
tion that lead us to choose and do what it is reasonable for us to choose and do,
all the while perceiving our choices and actions to be reasonable. Moral virtues

3I do this with apologies to Aristotle for importing the language of “cardinal virtues” and mapping
this language onto the “phases” of conduct.
4For textual citations, references, and further detail, see Curren (2000, esp. 201 ff) and Curren
(1996).
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thereby establish the ends we aim at, while good judgment enables us to achieve
those ends. Moral virtues that are not guided by good judgment may serve us in
familiar circumstances, but will not reliably guide us to the right or best act, and are
thus not true virtues at all, or virtues without qualification. We translate the qual-
ifying terms Aristotle appends to them as “natural” and “habitual”, and our own
language sometimes qualifies them as “blind”, as in “He was led astray by blind
loyalty to an unscrupulous superior.”5 The moral virtues are completed by good
judgment, but the possession of good judgment is only possible if one perceives the
world accurately in all its moral particularity. And according to Aristotle, our per-
ceptions are largely shaped by what we have experienced as normal, including what
we have experienced as normal in our own conduct; the ways we have habitually
acted and the ends we have habitually pursued will seem to us acceptable and good.
An aspect of the formation of (habitual) moral virtues or vices is thus the habituation
of corresponding perceptions, accurate or inaccurate. Since good judgment requires
accurate perceptions, it also requires the possession of the moral virtues. As Aristo-
tle conceives those virtues, they pertain to different spheres and aspects of conduct,
such as the sharing or not of wealth, fidelity to significant others, self-restraint in the
face of temptation, and courage in the face of danger or threats. A person who lacks
any one virtue will be deficient in the perception of associated moral particulars and
conception of what is acceptable, and to that extent would suffer impaired judgment.

By Aristotle’s lights, good judgment subsumes particular cases, well perceived,
under universal principles acquired through teaching. Phronêsis “is concerned not
only with universals but with particulars, which become familiar from experience”,
he says (NE VI.8 1142a13–15).6 Aristotle is not fully explicit about the extent to
which one acquires or comes to believe true ethical generalizations in the course of
a good moral upbringing, but there can be no doubt that he thinks a good upbringing
alone will not yield knowledge of moral “universals” or, in other words, the system-
atic understanding of the human good required for phronêsis or good judgment.
Aristotle calls this systematic understanding “political science”, and he advertises
himself as a teacher of it, able to prepare citizens and statesmen alike to assist others
in living well, and able to educate political scientists who understand how to pre-
serve and guide any city toward the best constitution it can attain (See NE I.1–4;
X.9; Curren, 2000: 75–79, 82–83).

5The distinction between habitual and true virtues is often not observed in public debate, as in the
matter of whether the 9/11 hijackers were courageous. Presumably they were in the former sense,
but not the latter.
6I will follow convention in citing the Nicomachean Ethics as NE, and the Politics as Pol., using the
book (VI), chapter (8), page (1142), column (a), and line (13–15) numbers of Immanuel Bekker’s
1831 edition of the Greek texts. This system of pagination appears in the margins of most modern
translations. The translations relied on here are those in Barnes 1984. The “universal” element in
phronêsis has been played down, even denied, by some commentators, sometimes in connection
with efforts to construct radically particularistic forms of virtue ethics. This universal element is
repeatedly noted by Aristotle, and emphasized quite emphatically in NE X.9.
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Behind this is a concept of human virtue or goodness that built upon, and in
some respects overcame, a wider notion of virtue (aretê). In that wider sense, aretê
signified the quality of a person or thing that enables it to do its work or play its
assigned role well or outstandingly well. Goodness in this sense could be attributed
to a human being in a particular role or of a particular kind, such as a runner, but also
of a part of a human being, such as an eye, or something non-human, such as a ham-
mer or school, that has a function it is more or less well-designed to serve. There is
a remnant of this kind of functionalism in Aristotle’s view that human virtue, or the
virtue of a human being as such, equips its possessor to succeed in the task of living
well or leading a flourishing human life. Because other tasks are properly subsidiary
to that of living well, human flourishing and the virtues it expresses provide a natu-
ral measure of the quality of the roles people are expected to play. The role of citizen
and constellation of traits expected of a citizen must be consistent with human flour-
ishing and the virtue of a person as such, and in the best political system the virtues
of a citizen and the virtues of a person will coincide. A good political system enables
people to flourish as human beings. Part of how it does that is to legislate in a way
that communicates moral truths, hence the need for “political science” or a system-
atic understanding of ethics and the art of legislation. The Aristotelian ideal is that
the roles in all institutions would be designed in ways conducive to human flour-
ishing. This is an ideal with particular salience for academic institutions, whose
very business is to be communities of the kind Aristotle thought a society should
be – communities that promote human flourishing by pursuing inquiry as their
highest end.

In the sections that follow, I will draw on these Aristotelian ideas in spelling out
the notions of integrity in academic administration, good administrative judgment,
commitment to the good of the institution, and leadership.

Integrity

The three cardinal virtues or fundamental elements of a comprehensive Ethic of
AA can be summed up in the concept of integrity in academic administration.
This requires some explanation, especially since the concept of integrity is itself
somewhat complex. Philosophers have noted the existence of two distinct notions
of integrity: rectitude, or the sum of honesty, fairness, and other such traits; but
also being “true to oneself” or true to a coherent set of important commitments
(see McFall, 1987). We can presume there are persons who are true to themselves
without exhibiting rectitude, and some who exhibit rectitude “in-authentically”, but
to describe a person without qualification as a “person of integrity” is to attribute
integrity in a moral and comprehensive sense. One cannot be a person of integrity
without it being the case that one is “true to oneself” in doing the right thing.
Integrity in this sense requires fidelity not just to a “core” identity but to a con-
sistent set of important commitments that include the requirements of rectitude or
social morality.
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This much seems right, but it pertains to what we might call “personal integrity”
or the form of integrity associated with common morality and applicable in every-
day life. How shall we understand the form of integrity specific to academic
administration?

First, we can safely assume that integrity in academic administration entails, but
is more than, personal integrity.7 A university president who misleads his univer-
sity’s board of trustees about enrollments and revenues, in order to hide the short-
comings of his performance, exhibits a monumental failure of integrity. Honesty
is a common virtue and aspect of personal integrity, but it takes on special insti-
tutional significance when it is material to the board’s oversight and the president
has a responsibility to disclose matters material to that oversight. A president who
misleads a board in this way exhibits a failure of integrity with respect to conscien-
tiously discharging the duties of the office. Acting with integrity involves fulfilling
one’s duties, and having integrity involves a disposition to do so.

A lack of integrity may also be discerned in the actions of the dean of a school
who fires her assistant without warning by e-mail from out of town, in order to make
the position available for a family friend. Sound decisions with an eye to the good
of the institution must be matched by forthrightness in explaining the decisions to
those affected, and the explaining should be done face-to-face if the decision has
serious implications for an employee’s position.8 This is a requirement of leader-
ship which sometimes requires courage, and the facts in the case described suggest
both cowardice and an unsound decision reflecting a conflict of interest or failure
of commitment to the good of the institution. In cases such as these, the failure of
administrative integrity seems to consist of a failure of personal integrity in carrying
out the duties of the office.

Second, we can assume that integrity in academic administration often concerns
appropriate use of the powers of one’s office. Obvious failures of administrative
integrity involve conflicts of interest and commitment, receipt of gifts that may cre-
ate conflicts of interest, misappropriation of funds or other resources, breaches of
confidentiality, and misuse of privileged information.9 All such failures of integrity
involve failures of conscientiousness, commitment, or judgment in using the powers
of one’s office, which are granted solely to enable one to do the work and promote
the well-being of one’s academic unit and institution. The failure consists either in

7As Arthur Applbaum has taken great pains to demonstrate, “Institutions and the roles they cre-
ate ordinarily cannot mint moral permissions to do what otherwise would be morally prohibited”
(Applbaum, 1999: 3).
8On the obligation to provide explanations, as an aspect of interpersonal respect and especially in
the context of established relationships, see Curren (2000: 21–30).
9A domain of educational administration for which formal codes of ethics have been drawn up is
service on local school boards. New York State’s General Municipal Law (§§806–808) requires all
school boards within its jurisdiction to adopt ethics codes, and in 2005 the New York State School
Board Association promulgated a sample code (“Sample Policy”), which the various districts have
followed closely. Its focus is conflicts of interest, gifts, and confidentiality. These can all be fairly
described as pertaining to proper use of the powers of the office. See NYSSBA (2007: §2:81).
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allowing one’s commitment to the good of the institution to be compromised by
pursuit of some extraneous end, in poor judgment that undermines the good of the
institution or compromises one’s effectiveness in securing the good of the institu-
tion, or in a failure of conscientiousness that involves putting oneself in a position
of divided loyalty that limits one’s freedom to secure the good of the institution.

Somewhat less obvious than abuses and misuses of power are failures to make
appropriate uses of one’s powers to address problems that require attention. Exam-
ples of this would include failures to take appropriate steps to correct discrimina-
tory personnel practices or to address dangerous aspects of student culture, such
as hazing and binge drinking. Such examples suggest a third observation, which is
that administrative integrity often pertains to acting on behalf of one’s institution to
ensure that its policies and procedures are ethically sound. The terms of bequests
must be honored, human subjects must be protected, and the public’s interest in the
dissemination of research pertaining to public health, environmental hazards, and
drug safety must not be sacrificed to proprietary interests. An academic institution
must in general treat all those it deals with in an ethical manner, and administra-
tors who have influence or control over institutional decisions and policies must
endeavor to ensure it does so. A failure to do so constitutes a failure of administra-
tive integrity.

In sum, we can distinguish three kinds of failure of integrity in academic adminis-
tration: failures of personal integrity in carrying out the duties of one’s office, abuses
and misuses of the powers of one’s office, and failures to protect and promote the
integrity of the institution. Some acts may fall under only one of these categories and
others may fall under two or all three. Failures to protect the integrity of the institu-
tion have just been introduced in the form of failures to protect the ethical integrity
or rectitude of the institution in its dealings with individuals, other institutions, and
the public at large.

There is, however, a more encompassing sense in which administrators must act
to protect the integrity of their institutions: They must protect their institutions’
capacities to succeed in their work without ethical compromise. This is best intro-
duced in connection with two further senses of the word, “integrity”, associated
with unity, functionality, and pursuit of a coherent set of commitments. These bear
on the idea of institutional integrity, which we must understand if we are to under-
stand fully the nature of administrative integrity. The linkages between the two are
important. Institutional integrity is an important goal of institutional leadership, but
also a prerequisite for avoiding ethical difficulty. In pursuing this, we will also be
able to provide a more general account of the equivalence between integrity in aca-
demic administration and exemplifying the three cardinal virtues of commitment,
judgment, and conscientiousness.

Let us consider again the distinction between human virtue and the virtue asso-
ciated with a specific role or task. We are fundamentally concerned with the virtues
specific to the academic administrator’s role, and these virtues are inextricably
bound up with the functionality or functional integrity of the institution of which
the administrator is a functioning part. In order to specify the virtues required of an
administrator playing a specific role in the institution, one must identify the qualities
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the institution needs in order to do its work, or perform its function(s), well. Doing
its work is what is sometimes referred to as fulfilling its mission, and it will succeed
only to the extent that it has structural unity or coherence and the units within that
structure work together harmoniously and effectively (yielding functional integrity).
This is material to integrity in the sense of fidelity to a coherent set of important
commitments, in this instance a coherent set of institutional commitments. Institu-
tions and artifacts, such as bridges and engines, may be said to have structural and
functional integrity, or to lack such integrity if they are coming apart or the parts no
longer work together smoothly and reliably. An institution that lacks structural and
functional integrity will be impaired in making good on its commitments, and that
impairment may in turn create pressures that compromise rectitude.

Three levels of analysis are relevant here. One may think of an educational insti-
tution as a system that acts in pursuit of a mission (a rational system), is more or less
well or functionally designed with respect to succeeding in that mission (a functional
system), and is instantiated in human and other resources in a way that enables it to
be more or less successful in that mission (a human system).10 As a human system,
the qualities of an institution’s faculty, students, staff, administrators, facilities, and
revenue streams are joint products of the quality of its leadership and contingencies
it cannot control. Circumstances may undermine the adequacy of these resources in
ways that necessitate adaptation and sometimes a redefinition or refocusing of mis-
sion, downsizing, cost cutting that impairs the institution’s functioning, or growth
in revenue-generating operations. Such changes may generate tensions within the
institution and present administrators with ethical challenges. Circumstances may
also change in ways that present new opportunities to strengthen the institution, on
the one hand, or inadvertently create structural tensions and attendant ethical diffi-
culties, on the other. In general, the administrator’s role is not simply one among
others in a predetermined and fixed institutional system, but a role (possibly chang-
ing) within a dynamic and changing system – a system that must be managed strate-
gically and with sensitivity to the ethical dimensions of institutional management
and change.

Every role in an academic institution has some significance for the unity and
functionality of the whole, but academic administrators have a responsibility to pro-
tect and promote the unity and functional integrity of their units and institutions.
The mission and good of their unit and the institution as a whole must be their own,
and as definitive of their own professional integrity as being “true to oneself” is
definitive of personal integrity. The integrity of the institution is an important goal
of academic administration, and commitment to that goal is one aspect of the admin-
istrator’s integrity. Rectitude is the other basic aspect of personal integrity, and its
analog in an institutional setting is a combination of the virtues of both common
morality and the requirements of one’s office. If sensitivity to the requirements of
common morality is basic to exercising good judgment (as I reiterate with some
elaboration below), then the exercise of good judgment and conscientiousness in

10This scheme is adapted from Dennett (1971).
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fulfilling the duties of one’s position would seem to capture the analog of rectitude
in the domain of institutional integrity. Putting together the two aspects of integrity
yields the anticipated equivalence between integrity in academic administration and
the three cardinal virtues of academic administration. The academic administrator’s
integrity consists of exhibiting a commitment to the good of her academic unit and
institution, and exercising good administrative judgment in acting on that commit-
ment and in conscientious fulfillment of the responsibilities of her office.

Three Threats to Institutional Integrity

The ethical salience of administrative responsibility for the (structural and func-
tional) integrity of the institution can be illustrated through three aspects of uni-
versities that challenge their functional integrity: a commitment to fielding winning
teams in high-profile sports, corporate funding of research, and nepotism.

Is it part of the mission of academic institutions to have winning intercollegiate
football and basketball teams? In the US, where many institutions act as if it is,
their charters and mission statements seldom provide any supporting rationale. The
common defenses of the academic value of athletics don’t begin to justify the exis-
tence and costs of intercollegiate spectator sports either.11 Nor can intercollegiate
athletic programs justify themselves through the revenues they generate, since even
the most successful Division I teams are not net revenue generators when all hid-
den and capital costs are accounted for (Duderstadt, 2000: 126 ff; Brand, 2006:
16). In short, there is some reason to regard high-profile, spectator sports programs
as aspects of university operations that are extraneous to, do not support, and in
some ways undermine, the institutions’ pursuit of their announced missions and
fundamental academic functions. They undermine those missions by introducing an
objective – the objective of winning games and titles – that is in tension with aca-
demic excellence. When academic administrators make it a priority to field winning
teams, they may tolerate a number of things they should not. These include diversion
of resources away from academic operations, lower academic admissions standards,
student cultures that are hostile or indifferent to academic achievement, and com-
promises of academic integrity (such as cheating and dilution of academic content)

11See Duderstadt (2000), French (2004), Shulman and Bowen (2001). French reviews a set of
university mission statements and argues persuasively that none of the standard defenses of the
educational value of athletics apply to high-profile intercollegiate sports. He offers as an alterna-
tive the unconvincing suggestion that it is part of the mission of universities to provide the public
with entertainment (as if there were any shortage of that). Duderstadt explodes the myth that tele-
vision and ticket revenues cover the costs of high-profile athletic programs. Shulman and Bowen
document the negative academic impact of intercollegiate athletics at Ivy League and other Divi-
sion III institutions. See also, Brand (2006), which defends the educational value of intercollegiate
athletics on the grounds that “the mental and the physical should both be part of a sound educa-
tion” (17), but in doing so ignores French’s most potent argument: If participation in athletics has
educational value, the investments in intercollegiate athletics would be better spent on intramural
sports or club programs (French, 2004: 3).
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that arise from the incompatibility of academic achievement with all-consuming
commitment to a sport.12

This having been said, it is of course far from clear that high-profile intercol-
legiate athletics does not also contribute in important ways to the work of spe-
cific institutions of higher learning. Because it is of great interest to many stu-
dents, the creation of successful teams has enabled some institutions to build and
sustain student bodies they would not otherwise enjoy.13 Once in existence, these
teams may become important to the identity of the institutions. This can make it
unthinkable that they would not continue, and damaging to the institution that would
seek to eliminate them. Integrity in the sense of the institution being “true to itself”
would suffer. In these circumstances, there is some measure of integration between
the intercollegiate athletic programs and academic programs, and the institution’s
degree of institutional unity and functionality will depend upon the effectiveness of
efforts to mitigate tensions between the two.

Corporate funding of university research presents both opportunity and risk to
an institution’s capacity to achieve its academic ends, and administrative decisions
regarding the ground-rules for such funding must guard against the hazard to insti-
tutional integrity it entails.14 The rising costs of scientific research and decline of
public funding for it present challenges to the academic ideal of pursuing knowl-
edge, including scientific knowledge, in the public interest. Research partnerships
with business are an obvious means to fill the funding gap and may be beneficial in
transferring the results of research to the public, but they are not always a way to
advance the enterprise of research in the public interest. It is not unusual for research
funding agreements to allow the business partner to delay publication of results that
have commercial potential, to block publication of results that cast doubt on the
safety or efficacy of a product (typically, a pharmaceutical product), to prevent the
methodology of research studies from becoming public (thereby precluding inde-
pendent attempts to replicate or verify results), and to review and delete material
from research papers prior to submission – i.e., to censor them (Blumenthal et al.,

12See Duderstadt (2000), French (2004), Shulman and Bowen (2001). Duderstadt points out that
there are still some sports in which it is possible to compete at a high level and be an exemplary
student. These do not include Division I football and basketball. Even in Division III the admissions
standards are much lower for athletes, and athletes academically under-perform not only their non-
athlete peers, but also relative to students of comparable academic ability. They comprise a much
larger proportion of the student body at Divisions III schools, and at some institutions have a more
divisive impact on the student culture of their schools.
13A good example is UCLA, which began as a normal school with a female student body and
launched its football team in order to attract male students.
14A prior, much discussed tension exists between the research and teaching functions of modern
universities. To say there is a tension is not to insist on any fundamental incompatibility. Rather it
is to note that the two may in some respects compete with another, and may do so at some ethical
risk in some circumstances. Corporate funding of research poses a particular risk of this kind, when
the terms of research funding preclude or substantially delay the publication of results essential to
doctoral dissertations.
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1997, 1996; Bowie, 1994; Graham, 2000; Krimsky, 2003; McCrary et al., 2000).15

Academic values and the norms of science demand full disclosure of research find-
ings, and the interests of individual businesses are most efficiently advanced through
secrecy and suppression of unfavorable findings, so it is in the nature of university-
industry partnerships to pose some risk to institutional integrity, in every sense of
the term.

High-profile spectator sports and research partnerships with business both pose
risks to academic institutions as functional systems. In the former case, functional
simplicity is sacrificed in adding what is, in essence, an entertainment division, and
the complexity that results is fraught with tensions that pose some risk to core aca-
demic functions. In the latter case, contractual arrangements with an external partner
alter it systemically. The alteration is systemic because authority over the produc-
tion and flow of academic work is altered. Nepotism is similar in creating conflicts
of interest, but it affects institutions as human systems. Allowing family members
to be in positions of authority over one another does not alter the nature or authority
of the positions, but it creates a conflict of interest that may undermine an adminis-
trator’s full commitment to the good of the institution or may color her perception
and judgment of what is acceptable. Strictures against nepotism thereby capture one
aspect of an administrator’s responsibility to guard her institution against impair-
ment of its capacity to do its work or pursue its defining ends.

Conflicts of interest are a problem for academic institutions. Administrators
whose own interests are in conflict because of extraneous entanglements are thereby
limited in their pursuit of the good of the institution. Conflicts of interest that
become institutionalized within the institution are potentially much more worri-
some. They may directly undermine aspects of the institution’s core mission, and
in doing that may create internal tensions within the institution that create ongoing
ethical difficulty.

This brings us to a final, valuable lesson we can draw from these observations
about the nature of integrity, namely that the integrity of an officer of an institution
presupposes institutional integrity. Recall that integrity in the moral and comprehen-
sive sense involves fidelity to a coherent set of important commitments that include
the requirements of common morality. It follows that an administrator can only act
with integrity in fulfillment of her role-responsibilities if the role presents her with
a set of demands compatible with both common morality and the fulfillment of the
institution’s mission.

The Foundations of Administrative Judgment

A lesson to be drawn from the unity of virtue doctrine is that although the defining
virtues of academic administration will be specific to the role, they will build on
and entail all the common virtues, because good judgment in any sphere would be

15I am indebted to Susan Gibbons’ knowledge of this literature.
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corrupted by moral blind spots. Being fair, trustworthy, honest, and forthright in
dealing with faculty, students, families, staff, and others is foundational to being
an ethical academic administrator. As common virtues, these are important. They
are not distinctive or central features of an Ethic of AA, however. In the scheme
I have been describing, we can picture them as arrayed under good administrative
judgment, as the first and most basic of its foundations.

In Aristotle’s scheme of moral and intellectual virtues, it is the moral virtues that
supply the end or target that action aims at, and good judgment that enables one
to hit the target. That cannot be the case for the virtues corresponding to a specific
role, such as academic administration, where the end is supplied by the nature of the
enterprise. Aristotle holds that practices such as medicine and statesmanship aim at
certain goods, and it is in the nature of a true physician or statesman to aim at those
when exercising the powers of the office. If this is correct, then the good of an aca-
demic institution, understood as the goods it aims at together with its capacity to
secure those goods, will constitute the fundamental aim to which a good academic
administrator will be committed. The nature of the enterprise provides the primary
aim, and the preservation and enhancement of the institution’s capacity to succeed in
that enterprise would be an entailed aim, instrumental to the primary aim. Commit-
ment to these aims, constituting the good of the institution, is a second prerequisite
of good administrative judgment. Without commitment to this aim, and practice in
orienting himself by it, it is hard to imagine how an academic administrator could
perceive the affairs of the institution in the proper light or serve it responsibly or
with integrity.

Basic moral integrity and commitment to the good of the institution are both
important, but do not supply all the prerequisites for good judgment. As Aristo-
tle understands it, such judgment subsumes particular cases, discerned in all their
salient nuances, under universal principles. Discernment requires both an intimate
knowledge of the particulars of one’s own institution, and an attunement to what is
ethically salient in the situation at hand. Beyond the obvious foundations for such
discernment in study, personal familiarity, and sound ethical orientation, where does
such discernment come from? It comes largely from experience, conversation with
similarly placed and discerning peers, and from mentoring by discerning academic
elders. A primary foundation of administrative judgment is the administrator’s expe-
rience of her own academic career as a teacher and scholar, artist, or researcher. Such
experience is essential to understanding the nature of the academic enterprise, and
it offers lessons in what it is like to work under good and bad administrators.

Discernment of what is important in specific situations might also be aided by
reflection on, and practice in applying, the equivalent of the “universal” principles
Aristotle referred to. But what are those? What forms of systematic knowledge can
academic administrators call upon in doing their work? We can begin by setting
aside the idea that there is a systematic science of academic leadership, yet insist
that there is a basis for some points of consensus regarding the nature of the goods
promoted by higher education, and regarding how those goods may be properly and
effectively attained. Such knowledge is basic to the operation of higher education,
and more or less understood by good administrators. A systematic mapping of its
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ethical dimension may be possible, perhaps along the lines traced in this paper,
and might serve to focus and systematize the administrator’s understanding of the
Ethics of AA. Its empirical dimension is the object of research that takes higher edu-
cation as its object of study: historical and social science research that sheds light
on the dynamics and trajectory of institutions like and unlike one’s own. There is
no “science” of higher education, yet there is much research to draw on, and admin-
istrators responsible for major strategic decisions would be grossly irresponsible if
they failed to ground their decisions on whatever relevant research is available.16

Finally, it is important to note that the exercise of good administrative judgment
bears not only on the substance of decisions, but also on deciding what decisions
to take upon oneself, the extent and nature of the consultations and collaborative
decision making one engages in, and the manner of execution in communicating
decisions. The parameters of an academic administrator’s authority are set by the
institution and its charter, and respect for the boundaries of one’s authority and
norms of collective decision making is vital to the institution’s welfare. The roles
of faculty governance systems, the Board of Trustees, and – in the case of public
institutions – state legislatures, are noteworthy. How one communicates, how one
guides institutional change, and how one builds and sustains academic community
are similarly vital to the institution’s welfare. In one sense, these internal matters
are all themselves matters of substance, since the task of the academic adminis-
trator is in essence to manage the life of an institution that exists to manifest the
virtues of academic practices or pursuits. Good judgment in academic administra-
tion will therefore rest not only on an insider’s feel for and commitment to the aca-
demic enterprise, but also some understanding of organizations, cultural stability
and change in organizations, motivation, and the nature and forms of leadership.

Leadership and Commitment to the Good of the Institution

I have identified commitment to the good of the institution as one of the cardinal
virtues of academic administration, and have more or less identified the good of
the institution as the academic goods it aims at together with its capacity to secure
those goods. This can now be qualified, to acknowledge that academic institutions
have individual identities which may define what is good for them somewhat inde-
pendently of what contributes to their capacity to fulfill their fundamental academic
ends. Academic institutions may have self-declared missions or defining histories
of pursuing the basic ends of higher learning with certain priorities, audiences, or
special purposes in view. They will have specific academic ends that are compatible

16There are, indeed, graduate programs in higher education studies in which the research in ques-
tion is taught, but it would be unrealistic to think that these could play a substantial role in the
preparation of academic administrators, who will generally have held faculty positions. It is less
unrealistic to think that academic administrators might maintain some familiarity with research on
higher education through authoritative sources such as the Almanac of Higher Education. See e.g.,
Wechsler (2007).
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with, but not entailed by, the general ends of higher education. Particular institutions
strike different balances between teaching and research, focus on different areas and
levels of general and professional education, serve different kinds of students, have
different relationships to their localities, and have many other differences that define
their character. An institution’s curriculum may be colored by a Jesuit tradition, its
student body by a history of serving African-Americans, or its campus life by a long-
standing embrace or exclusion of “Greek life” organizations. The institution’s good
is inseparable from its character and mission, and is thus something more than its
success in pursuing its general academic ends and the preservation or strengthening
of its capacity to do so.

It is possible, for instance, that a university could better succeed in its essen-
tial academic functions without fraternities and sororities, which are, however, too
essential to the identity of the institution to be eliminated. Insofar as these Greek
organizations are concerned, a commitment to the good of such an institution is per-
haps best thought of as a commitment not simply to ensure that these organizations
do not interfere with its essential academic functions, but to nurture a campus cli-
mate in which they can most beneficially contribute to whatever academically valu-
able ends their presence makes possible, much as an urban or coastal setting might
be regarded as a special or defining academic opportunity. However such matters are
best understood, it seems clear that what academic administrators are committed to
in committing themselves to the good of their institutions will in some respects vary
from one institution to another.

A second important observation about the nature of the commitment involved
is that an academic institution’s mission cannot be understood in a purely or even
dominantly instrumental sense, because the goods belonging to the enterprise of
higher education are in large measure internal to the practices of inquiry and learn-
ing; i.e., internal to the unimpeded activities of academic communities themselves.
If institutions of higher learning do not initiate students into forms of inquiry and
other practices (such as the arts) that are more intrinsically rewarding than what they
could devote themselves to without a higher education, then they will have failed.
Success in such initiation requires that they be communities devoted to the ongoing
conduct of such inquiry and practices.

I noted above that, according to Aristotle, it is only in the best political system
that the virtue of a citizen (the traits expected of a citizen) coincide with the virtue of
a person as such, and that is essentially what makes the best political system the best;
it enables people to flourish as human beings. A good institution of higher learning
is like a good political system, so understood. It is governed in a way that enables it
to be a community or partnership in unimpeded pursuit of academic goods, which
is to say an institution in which people drawn to the value of such work are able to
flourish in doing it.

Motivation is at the heart of leadership, and academic leadership must be consis-
tent with the pursuit of the intrinsic rewards of membership in an academic commu-
nity. An administrator who undermines the pursuit of those rewards by promoting
the substitution of extrinsic rewards such as money and status is to that extent cor-
rupt; while perhaps not unethical in a conventional sense, her actions would display
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a lack of commitment to the goods inherent in academic endeavors. This might
occur through enticing faculty into extraneous initiatives with monetary rewards, or
channeling graduate students into course work that prepares them to do work for
the institution, deflecting them from their intended concentrations and the satisfac-
tion of pursuing their intellectual interests. There is a history of research on intrinsic
and extrinsic rewards and work satisfaction, which demonstrates that no measure of
extrinsic rewards (such as income, workplace comfort, or status) can compensate
for a deficiency of the intrinsic rewards that accompany doing good work of one’s
choosing (Herzberg, 1966; Gardner, 2002). What frustrates the pursuit and attain-
ment of the goods inherent in academic pursuits – the intrinsic rewards of teaching,
learning, and discovery – is likely to be demoralizing and bad for the institution.

A large body of research in self-determination theory confirms the existence of
three basic psychological needs – for autonomy, for competence, and for affiliation
– and associates the satisfaction of these needs with well-being, as measured by
vitality and absence of stress-related psychosomatic disorders, as well as subjective
happiness (see Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Ryan & Frederick,
1997; Ryan et al., 2008; Vallerand, et al., 1992). This implies, among other things,
that workers who are able to satisfy their basic psychological needs can be more
productive. In an academic setting, where the productivity of many faculty mem-
bers is largely a matter of initiating students into the forms of human activity our
civilization has found to be most cognitively challenging and worthwhile, this is all
the more crucial to the success of the enterprise. Academic leadership that is com-
mitted to the good of the institution is necessarily also committed to the goods that
define the institution’s academic mission, and to the fulfillment of those goods in
the internal life of the institution as an academic community.

In life, the person of good judgment aims to live the best life. In a profession, it
is not the best life for human beings as such that is aimed at, but some aspect of that
good, such as health (as in medicine), justice or the vindication of equal rights or
dignity (as in law), spiritual or emotional well-being (as in pastoral or psychiatric
care), or the development of knowledge, understanding, and human capabilities (as
in education). Those goods are only goods inasmuch as they are aspects of what
is good for human beings in general, yet they are aspects of that good and not the
whole of it, and the professions operate within structures that shape and constrain
the way in which the goods at stake are promoted. The nature of a profession defines
the end, and commitment to advancing that end is a fundamental or cardinal virtue
required of those within the profession, whether they are members of the profession
per se, or officers of the institutions whose mission is to promote the goods advanced
by the profession.

Academic administrators are not scholars and educators themselves in their role
as administrators, their aim must nevertheless be to advance the fundamental aims
shared by all institutions of higher learning (the advancement of knowledge, under-
standing, and human capabilities) together with those compatible and more specific
aims belonging to the character of their specific institution. Consistent with what I
have said previously of the role in an institution’s good of its capacity to fulfill its
aims, an academic institution’s good may be said, more broadly, to be defined by its
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quality as a community or partnership in pursuit of its aims, which it can only be
to the extent that it develops the relevant capabilities of its participants, and allows
and relies on their unimpeded exercise of those capabilities in pursuit of the insti-
tution’s mission. This has implications for the roles of communication, motivation,
and reward structures in academic leadership.

The basis for leadership is establishing one’s authority, or having authority as
opposed to merely being in a position of authority. This requires that those one
would lead believe one “is in a position to know [what] is to be done” (Kleinig,
1982: 213). Leading, or establishing a course and inspiring others to follow, has
great advantages over the alternatives, in promoting the good of one’s institution. Its
basis is:

a. all the forms of competence and ability essential to inspiring confidence;
b. demonstrated integrity (commitment, judgment, and conscientiousness), and the

timely follow-through and attention to problems it entails;
c. personal presence, communication, and leading by example,17

d. sound analysis and articulation of principles as a basis for action;
e. commitment to enabling others to thrive and grow in their work in the institution.

In the concluding section that follows, I will illustrate features of this list together
with related aspects of the Ethic of AA I have outlined.

Concluding Cases

The Ineligible Player18

Bill Swan was Chairman of the Board of Trustees of St. Bonaventure University,
and by all accounts a man of great personal integrity and a leader deeply devoted
to his institution. He was concerned enough about doing the right thing that he car-
ried a Franciscan values pamphlet with him in his suit coat pocket. He was also

17Concerning personal presence, Paul Olscamp offers an instructive example of a university pres-
ident returning to campus immediately when a controversy erupted (Olscamp, 2003: 96–103). By
way of contrast, the infamous shooting of thirteen students by members of the Ohio National Guard
at Kent State University in 1970 may be partly attributed to its president’s failure to cut short a trip
and return to his campus to ensure the adequacy of communication with faculty and students when
his campus was put under marshal law. Many students and faculty returned to campus after spring
break on the morning of the shootings, and assembled on the hill they didn’t know they had been
forbidden to assemble on, hoping to learn why the campus had been placed under marshal law. (For
granting me an interview about her recollection of these events, I owe thanks to Margaret Gordon,
who was not involved in the anti-war demonstrations, but was knocked to the ground between Alli-
son Krause, who was killed, and Douglas Wrentmore, who was wounded, in Prentice Hall parking
lot, 330 ft from where the guardsmen fired.) For a general chronology and details of President
White’s role, see Lewis and Hensley (1998), Stone (1971), Tompkins & Anderson (1971).
18The facts of this case are based on Lieber (2003) and Gardiner (2003).
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clearly an administrator of considerable ability and energy. In the months before
his untimely death on August 20th of 2003, he was working 60–80 hour weeks as
president and CEO of First Niagara Financial Group, orchestrating a $356 million
acquisition, and simultaneously guiding St. Bonaventure through a men’s basketball
scandal. In the process of resolving that scandal, he removed the university’s presi-
dent, Robert Wickenheiser, the athletics director, Gothard Lane, the head basketball
coach, and the president’s son, assistant basketball coach Kort Wickenheiser. He
accepted personal responsibility to the extent of taking a week off from work to run
the university himself, and held a “Unity Convocation” to bring some closure to the
crisis. Speaking at that event, he waved his Franciscan pamphlet and pledged “We
will not sacrifice our values for anything – not even athletic glory”. A month later,
an investigation conducted by the trustees of the university was released, reveal-
ing that Swan and Jim Gould, the head of the trustees committee on athletics, had
some prior knowledge of the ineligibility problem at the root of the scandal and
had chosen not to intervene. Alumni and others reacted with strong and sometimes
slanderous criticism, and an influential sports writer for The Buffalo News called for
Swan’s resignation. Though vindicated by the board of trustees, he was eventually
so overwhelmed by exhaustion and harsh criticism that he gave St. Bonaventure
basketball fans what they seemed to want. One had written that, “Every time Bill
Swan opens his mouth, he hangs himself”.

Bill Swan did many things right and displayed many virtues. His commitment to
his institution was clear, he displayed abundant personal integrity, he was capable
and conscientious in obviously important ways, and he was present and engaged
with the well-being of his institution as an academic community through the dura-
tion of the crisis. It is hard to fault a man so devoted to the good of his institution
and to doing the right thing that he would feel “annihilated” by calls for his resig-
nation. Whether one chooses to or not, however, there is more to this tragic story
than a cautionary tale about the perils inherent in university sponsorship of specta-
tor sports. It is that, to be sure, but also an illustration of the importance of timely
action – an aspect of conscientiousness – and good judgment, unclouded by con-
flicts of interest. What Bill Swan and Jim Gould had seen and could have acted on
in June of 2002, long before the scandal broke late in the 2002–2003 basketball
season, was an exchange of e-mails between President Wickenheiser and Gothard
Lane, forwarded to them by the latter. Lane had written to Wickenheiser, notifying
him that Jamil Terrell, the towering center of the St. Bonaventure basketball team,
was ineligible to play because he was admitted as a junior transfer student with only
a welding certificate, and not the required junior college (2-year) associates degree.
Wickenheiser had written back to Lane, arguing on the basis of his own interpre-
tation of the relevant NCAA standards that Terrell was in fact eligible, and calling
for an end to the discussion. Lane was obviously not comfortable with that, or he
would not have seen any need to alert the board of trustees, and it is safe to assume
that Wickenheiser’s judgment in the matter may have been clouded by his son’s role
in the affair. Swan and Gould chose not to get involved, though the trustee’s inves-
tigation revealed that Swan told Lane that President Wickenheiser would be held
accountable if his interpretation of the NCAA standards proved to be inaccurate.
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After Swan’s death, President Wickenheiser praised his decision not to get
involved, on the rationale that the board of trustees should not be involved in day-
to-day operations. There is no doubt some truth in that view, and it might be enough
grounds to conclude that Swan was not in any way at fault. One might take the view
that, of those two, only Wickenheiser was at fault. But the facts of the case provide
some basis for the opposing view. Swan had two reasons to think that this should
not have been treated as a routine matter of university operations: the athletic direc-
tor felt compelled to go over the president’s head to secure compliance with NCAA
standards, a decision he could not have taken lightly, and the nepotism and associ-
ated conflict of interest involved in having the president’s son serving three rungs
below him in the university hierarchy should have prompted Swan to regard with
special concern any disagreement with the president broached by the athletic direc-
tor interposed between father and son. It would have been natural to ask whether the
president’s son, Kort, had been involved in recruiting Terrell and whether he might
have an interest at stake material to the president’s stance. It is likely that Kort did
play a role in recruiting Terrell and it is certain that he did have an interest at stake
his father was aware of – his win-loss record, a matter of no small importance to
an assistant coach who might hope to one day earn a head coach’s salary. What
entity but the board could have responsibility to guard against conflicts of interest
involving the university president?

When the trustees’ investigation was issued in April of 2003, it found that Pres-
ident Wickenheiser had exercised undue personal influence over athletics. It cited a
“void in thoughtful, authoritative, collaborative leadership”, and called for the cre-
ation of a broader governing structure to ensure adequate institutional oversight of
the basketball program. Wickenheiser was clearly himself over-involved in the day-
to-day operations of the athletic program, showed poor judgment, and was largely
to blame for the magnitude of the scandal. He might have noticed and acted on
the need for structural reforms to ensure compliance with eligibility requirements,
and might have articulated a policy on conflicts of interest arising from hierarchical
nepotism. Having a fundamental responsibility to protect the integrity of the institu-
tion, he might have taken steps to safeguard that integrity and better protect it from
scandal, in other words.

Whether or not one faults Swan for failing to intervene when he had warning of
a problem in June of 2002, what is at issue is whether he failed to act in a timely
manner to minimize the damage to his institution. What is at stake is a possible
failure of judgment, a failure of conscientiousness in discharging the duties of his
office, or both.

The Controversial Speaker

Let us imagine that an outrageously controversial speaker is invited for a public
lecture by a student organization that has been allowed to invite speakers with-
out review and approval by the university administration. Perhaps the speaker is a
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holocaust denier, who confounds audiences with cleverly misleading fabrications
and fallacious arguments, or a popular celebrity purveyor of polarizing and ground-
less conspiracy theories. Let us further imagine that the arrangements are set and
as the date of the event approaches there is an outcry from community groups and
pressure to rescind the invitation. The administration will find itself in a bind. It may
stand its ground on a principle of academic freedom, or – less likely – it may find
a rationale for canceling the event. In either case, the institution will have suffered
some harm. We can imagine cases of this kind that would make us very happy to
not be in the position of the university president who must reach a decision, but my
interest is not in the nuances of the worst dilemmas. Let us simply acknowledge that
universities will typically suffer some harm in such circumstances, and ask what pol-
icy academic leaders should adopt. What is at issue is once again the timely defense
of institutional integrity, but also sound analysis and articulation of the principles
that guide academic life (i.e., item d on my list of the bases of leadership).

A good starting point for thinking about the problems presented by controversial
speakers is the principle that the administration has inalienable responsibility for
the good of the institution. Having that responsibility, it should consider whether
it is prudent to grant a student group the authority to invite speakers without some
prior guidance and provision for faculty collaboration or review and approval. It
might retain a right of review and prior approval, perhaps through a faculty panel,
and use the retention of that right to ensure the consistency of speaker events with
academic purposes. There is no academic purpose in providing students with mere
entertainment, or controversy without serious academic substance, or opportunities
for celebrity worship. All of those they can find in abundance elsewhere. Contro-
versy might still arise with such a policy in place, but when it did arise an adminis-
trator could take a public stand not simply on an appeal to freedom of speech, but on
the basis of a selection process guided by serious academic purpose and professional
judgment. The academic and ethical logic of this would be analogous to taking care
to stock worthwhile books in libraries, while refusing to remove books once cho-
sen. In both cases, limitations of resources make it inevitable that some selection
must occur, and it is no violation of academic freedom or freedom of speech to base
selection on professional judgments of academic value.19

Articulating the principles on which speaker series should operate would be
essential to academic leadership in this sphere, whatever policies are adopted. The
principles would ideally spell out a conception of the academic purposes of public
lectures and debate, and would articulate a suitable understanding of controversy
and the place of controversy in education. A starting point for this would be to

19As Julian Lewis, a shadow defense minister in the UK, was quoted as saying in connection
with a furor in 2007 over the Oxford Union’s invitations to a pair of far right speakers, “The right
to free speech should not guarantee access to privileged platforms” (Smith, 2007). Such access
is unavoidably selective, and it is no violation of free speech to select speakers with an eye to
academic value. The matter of who controls access is, of course, sensitive. The best alternative
might be to combine student expressions of interest with a peer review process, relying on faculty
members with relevant expertise to judge what is and is not an academically live issue or position.
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acknowledge that rationally grounded controversy is essential to inquiry and edu-
cation, whereas mere disagreement as such has little if any academic value and in
some forms may undermine serious inquiry and learning. Disagreement may remind
us of the reasons we have for holding the views we do, or may prompt us to exam-
ine the evidence and issues more thoroughly, but it may also lead us away from the
norms of serious inquiry and debate or obscure the existence of a scholarly consen-
sus grounded in good evidence and sound reason. The most basic question that must
be addressed in determining the appropriateness of a speaker is whether the airing
of a particular controversy in a particular way advances serious inquiry and learn-
ing. There is an important difference between: (1) political or popular controversy,
which exists by virtue of someone being willing to assert a view, perhaps without
regard to the evidence and sound reasoning (controversy in a behavioral sense); and
(2) controversy, in the sense of matters unresolved by reason and evidence (con-
troversy that is of epistemic significance).20 What is controversial in only the first
sense is likely to serve legitimate educational purposes only to the extent that it is
made an object of analysis which is rational.

Consider, by way of illustration, three public events from my own undergraduate
experience. The first was a lecture by Timothy Leary, famous for his experiments
with LSD, who entertained us with the thought that conflict on earth might end if
we all lived on special-interest space stations. He offered little more than a cartoon
fantasy, but we got to see a cult icon of the 1960 s stride on stage as “the Moody
Blues” song, “Legend of a Mind”, pulsated through the student union. The second
was a debate between a facile, non-scientist guest who argued that biological evo-
lution is incompatible with the second law of thermodynamics and a professor of
optics from our own university. In principle, it could have been an intellectually
instructive debate, but predictably enough it was not, because the guest was allowed
to dictate the terms of engagement in a way that was most unfavorable to honest
exchange and clarity. The professor of optics was sent on stage to respond to the
guest’s arguments before the guest had spoken, making his response all but unintel-
ligible to most of the audience. Without knowing what they were doing, the student
committee that arranged the event had stumbled into aiding and abetting a political
movement that has shown little respect for reason and evidence.21 The third event
was a lecture by a professor of divinity who had spent a long career at Yale and in
the holy lands of the Middle East researching the practices and doctrines of Jesus
of Nazareth and his followers. His lecture was an overview of findings that had
appeared in a series of scholarly books and articles, centering on the claim that the
first Christians were like many other cults of their time in practicing homosexual
initiation rites. He argued that Jesus was engaged in one such initiation at the time
of his arrest, and read biblical passages that seemed to depict male sexual union.

20See Dearden (1984: 85–86) on behavioral and epistemic criteria of controversiality or tests of
what is controversial.
21Robert Pennock (2007) provides an illuminating overview of the history and tactics of the cre-
ationist movement.
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Any of these three events might have provoked controversy, but only the third was
controversial in an epistemically significant and academically meaningful way. Of
the three, it was probably the most likely to inspire public protest, but also the one
most worthy of defense if protests had erupted. The first served no significant aca-
demic purpose, and the second violated the norms of serious academic exchange in
a way that robbed it of much of the academic purpose it might have served.

It is no breach of academic freedom if a university cancels an engagement with
a speaker who has nothing of academic significance to say, and the university pres-
ident who explains the cancellation in terms of academic purposes and the char-
acter of serious academic discourse will be best equipped to survive the episode
unscathed. However, a cancellation might well embolden opponents of robust aca-
demic freedom, and be for that reason ill-advised. It will also provide more assur-
ance that academic freedom is being protected if administrators are not parties to
such decisions.22 Far better it would be to establish ground-rules in advance, which
communicate the academic values at stake and encourage a better understanding of
the nature and norms of serious discourse. Students, who are only in the process
of learning what it means to engage in serious inquiry and debate, should not be
excluded from the process of selecting speakers, but neither should they be left to
their own devices. There is an element of teaching in academic leadership, and it
should nurture participation in the life of an academic community, which is, as I’ve
said, a partnership in pursuit of the academic goods of inquiry, artistry, and human
flourishing.23
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Mission and Academic Administration

Aine Donovan

Abstract The fundamental purpose of American higher education has changed
and adapted as the needs of society have changed. The subsequent missions have
reflected those societal needs and aspirations, yet for society at large and those
within the profession of higher education the notion of “mission” has become an
amorphous idea that doesn’t necessarily connect to the increasingly individual-
ized career of college professors. The challenge for the college administrator in
the twenty-first century is to refine, adapt and promulgate a mission that fulfills the
needs of the students, the professors and the society at large. The lessons of the past
are a powerful force in crafting that vision, one that takes into account the dynamic
forces of society, economics, technology and intellectualism.

Keywords Zenith · Ushered · Social tensions · Assent · Mission shift · Vacuum

The college experience has held a variety of meanings for people since the first
American college opened its doors in 1636. They have “common historical roots
yet are deeply embedded in their societies.”1 For many students today, college is a
means to a vocational end; and, for their parents, this is often the motivating factor
in college selection. Half of all students enter college with the intention of studying
for some form of business,2 a fact that surely colors the development of curriculum
and the overall mission of the institution. Yet vocationalism was not historically an
educational objective of a liberal education; the idea that the college experience was
a training ground for a job is a relatively recent phenomenon. Instead, liberal arts
education had as its end a lofty ideal “about how to construct a community that
is fair and balanced and appreciative of all its citizens . . . finding a way of taking
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everyone’s interests into account in the process of making some tough decisions.”3

When Thomas Jefferson called for public education he did so out of a conviction
that democracy is utterly dependent upon a well-informed populace. And that form
of liberal education will ultimately serve the needs of a professional career as well
as personal fulfillment and the demands of citizenship. But Jefferson was writing at
a time when less than 5% of the nation’s population attended college, and those who
did were a homogeneous group that – in large part – agreed to the eighteenth cen-
tury mission of creating well-informed citizens. The twenty-first century provides
innumerable challenges as well as possibilities for understanding the role of higher
education in American society. To illustrate this point, take the following case:

Harrow College4 was established in 1872 with a clearly defined mission to edu-
cate America’s young men toward civic virtue, Christian service and professional-
ism in their careers. The mission was a guiding force in establishing Harrow as a
model of higher education in the nineteenth century. Many prominent families sent
their sons to the college, and as those sons flourished in business so too did the
endowment at Harrow. By the early twentieth century the college was producing
men with bedrock Christian values that supported a civic vision of national strength
and international dominance that was second to none.

Throughout the twentieth century Harrow continued to build on its conservative
reputation and, in the process, produced inter-generational families with proud ties
to Harrow and its mission. By the mid-century, however, the administration and
the trustees voted to sever the religious ties that had served as Harrow’s founda-
tion, maintaining the ideological conviction of strong moral values tethered to intel-
lectual pursuits. The ethos of the Harrow community remained conservative, and
even though a significant portion of the alumni base had disapproved of removing
the explicit religious affiliation, the Harrow President assured his community that
the essential nature of education at Harrow would remain the same: Christian ide-
als tethered to academic excellence. Even during the turbulent 1960 s the Harrow
administration was able to maintain a steady hand through frequent communica-
tion with faculty and alumni about the importance of maintaining the mission. The
faculty and students worked together in drafting a code of conduct for all members
of the Harrow community: honor, integrity and an inclusion of specific behaviors
(e.g., no drinking, drugs, premarital sex or pornography) were included in the code
of conduct. The military corps of cadets associated with the college was a strong
influence in keeping the honor code intact.

In 1975 the college underwent a major shift in its educational mission by voting
to admit women. The battle for inclusion of women was hard fought, and caused
many alumni to vow never to return to campus, nor to donate any further funds. The
administration took these concerns to heart but – in consultation with the board of
trustees – voted to amend the mission to include women. The following two decades

3Ibid, p. C8
4Note: this college is a fictitious creation of the author, it seeks to blend truth from many existing
colleges and universities in the U.S. today
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were periods of unrest for Harrow, the newly arrived female students felt unwelcome
and the male students felt that a heritage built by their fathers and grandfathers had
been summarily destroyed in a single vote. The mission of Harrow had changed only
slightly, but the resulting disorder reverberated for decades.

By 1997 the college was gaining traction with the alumni about the decision to
admit women; in fact, many of the women who graduated in the two decades since
being admitted were rising in the ranks of business, academia and politics. The
women who attended Harrow were largely reflective of the conservative mission
that had been developed in 1872, many of the women were even members of the
military corps of cadets. Incoming faculty, on the other hand, were different from
any previous generation of faculty – they were anxious to accept a tenure-track
offer but less than anxious to accept the philosophy that grounded an education
at Harrow. For many, the staunchly conservative nature of the curriculum and the
ceremonies and activities that supported a century-old educational philosophy was
anathema to liberal education in the twenty-first century.

When, in 1997, a search committee was formed for a position in the philosophy
department, the newly appointed chair decided that the hire could make a state-
ment on behalf of the growing number of faculty who wanted radical ideas infused
into the curriculum. One of the applicants was a self-described “radical feminist”
whose research explored the limits of free speech associated with pornography. She
was fast emerging as an expert on the issue of freedom of expression and the femi-
nist interpretation of pornography. The search committee chair asked the applicant
to present a less controversial paper during her campus visit, one that would appeal
to the dean, other department chairs, and interested students; she readily agreed
and met with universal approval from all who attended the talk on Aristotle’s notion
of friendship. The College President was particularly impressed with the talk and
hoped that, if hired, this faculty member would be instrumental in shaping the com-
munity service component of the curriculum.

During the deliberations within the search committee several members expressed
concern that the candidate did not fit the “mold” of a Harrow professor. The
chair expressed delight at the insight, and said it was time to “shake up the
outdated mission” of the college. The professor was hired, and within 2 months
of her start at Harrow the word was beginning to spread that the new phi-
losophy professor was teaching a class that included explicit forms of pornog-
raphy and that she was arguing for the free expression of sexual material.
The student honor committee called for a special session, and argued that the
professor either discontinue teaching material that was explicitly at odds with
Harrow’s mission or – if she refused – that her contract be terminated. The
professor refused to change her teaching material, or to limit the references
to her research project – she claimed that to do so would violate her right
to academic freedom. The college president was concerned, he was receiving
unprecedented numbers of inquiries from alumni, parents and – most troubling –
from the students themselves.

Harrow is a fictional college, but the scenario provided is certainly far from fic-
tion. Colleges that established missions in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
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have largely come into conflict with competing claims for legitimacy. Interestingly
though, the struggle for clarity in defining mission is at odds with the public’s gen-
erally positive perception of higher education as an institution; a recent study found
that 66% of Americans say that colleges are teaching the things that they need to
know to prosper in society.5 So while the general public may have positive feelings
about the college experience, the specific character and mission of each institution is
in jeopardy of fracture if the core values and mission of that institution are not artic-
ulated, promulgated and accepted by those involved in the institution. The twenty-
first century is witnessing an increase in dialogue concerning meaning in life, and
college – for many – is central to that discussion.

These discussions are not new; indeed the role of higher education in forming
the social and intellectual fabric of society has been an on-going debate since the
nation was formed. And in order to frame the discussion of mission in twenty-first
century higher education, it is important to reach back for historical antecedents.
Although the models of higher education changed very little from their medieval
origins until the late nineteenth century, the changes that occurred throughout the
twentieth century created a need for academic administrators who could aid in the
shaping and promulgating of a new mission. At its start, American higher education
had a distinctly religious origin – the earliest colleges were established for the pur-
pose of ministerial training. The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries witnessed a
slow and steady growth in small Protestant establishments such as Harvard and Yale.
Agrarian Americans had little use for formal education, other than religious instruc-
tion for their ministers. Indeed, until the early nineteenth century, less than 5% of
the nation’s youth attended college.6 But for those who did pursue higher education,
the educational philosophy was guided by theorists such as Benjamin Rush (1745? –
1813) who established the idea of a “republican education.” This model framed edu-
cational philosophy for a significant period and, as such, had a lasting influence on
American intellectual life.

As a young medical student in Scotland, Rush’s staunch Calvinist beliefs and his
American idealism were challenged by the dynamic philosophical trends of eigh-
teenth century Scotland. The Enlightenment ideals of science and practical utility
infused the academic environment with wide-ranging discussions of social and eco-
nomic needs as well as debate in analyzing human nature and society. In applying
the intuitive, scientific method to the emerging sciences of economics and social
theory – a single, integrating principle of knowledge was theorized to be available,
leading theorists and practitioners to conclude that “all truth is one and insepara-
ble.”7 This insight – the unity of truth – would provide the foundation for the edu-
cational philosophy of American higher education throughout the seventeenth and

5Patrick Callan and John Immerwahr, “What Colleges Must Do to Keep the Public’s Good Will”
in Chronicle of Higher Education, January 11, 2008, p. A56.
6Derek Bok, Beyond the Ivory Tower (1982) Cambridge: Harvard University Press, p. 3.
7Julie Reuben, The Making of the Modern University (1996) Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
p. 17.
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eighteenth centuries. The mission of education, according to Rush and many of his
contemporaries, was “to conform the principles, morals and manners of our citizens
to the republican forms of government.”8 The ultimate end of the educational pro-
cess on this view was to produce a homogenous American character – Christian at
its core – that strengthened the emotional ties to the country in a way that would
encourage the common citizen toward a willingness to die in military service – in
defense of those ideals.9 Rush stated in his educational philosophy that, “it is plain,
that I consider it is possible to convert men into republican machines. This must be
done if we expect them to perform their parts properly, in the great machine of the
government of the state.”10 Rush’s method of education became known as “faculty
psychology”, an educational theory derived in part from his medical studies in Scot-
land. The mind, Rush believed, was divided into separate and unique parts that each
needed cultivation and virtue. A well-rounded educational program was essential
in developing an individual who could properly distinguish between good and evil,
according to Rush. The product of this system reflected the “harmony of the New-
tonian machine.” This system worked well for eighteenth century Americans – the
Newtonian harmony and unity of truth blended into a college curriculum that sought
to produce men of “Christian character” who were willing to die for those ideals.

Rush’s “faculty psychology” lasted well into the nineteenth century; but the
movement reached a zenith in 1828 when Yale College issued its report defend-
ing Rush’s method that developed the many different parts of the brain, stating that
“the course of instruction which is given to the undergraduates in the college, is
not designed to include professional studies. Our object is not to teach that which
is peculiar to any one of the professions; but to lay the foundation which is com-
mon to them all.”11 The Yale Report served as a template for other colleges as they
struggled with the push for increased specialization or curricular overhaul. The early
nineteenth century educational mission for higher education, as demonstrated in the
Yale Report, sought to produce young men of “Christian character” and “gentle-
manly sensibilities” who would serve as solid citizens of a growing republic. How-
ever, the mission was in conflict with the changing American society; westward
expansion, technological advances, and social tensions surrounding the abolitionist
movement would inevitably alter the mission of higher education, even if college
presidents and deans were loath to assent.

The nineteenth century ushered in a period of violent student rebellion against
organized religion and authority that most historians attribute to the European free-
thinking movement. Colleges were rife with student rebellion, ostensibly in revolt
against parental discipline – but many educational leaders attributed the chaos to
European influenced free-thinking on religion. Skepticism (particularly toward reli-
gion) prevailed over the minds of New England college students in early nineteenth

8Lawrence Cremin, American Education, (1980) New York: Harper and Row, p. 119.
9Joel Spring, The American School, (1986) New York: Longman, p. 31.
10Lawrence Cremin, American Education, (1980) New York: Harper and Row, p. 118.
11http://www.higher-ed.org/resources/Yale_Report.htm
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century, while the rest of the country was swept up in a tide of evangelization.
Camp meetings spread like wild fire across the nation, emphasizing an emotional
religious orientation that captured the dynamics of group worship, as opposed to
a reason-based individual approach toward religion. The revivals achieved 2 goals:
they established the US as a fervently religious nation, and they were instrumental
in the democratization of the country. Colleges provided a willing partnership in the
evangelization of America’s nineteenth century youth as they shifted their mission
away from merely producing “republican machines” to producing “Christian repub-
lican machines”. Yale College, for example, became headquarters for the “new army
of Christ” in the mid-nineteenth century with President Timothy Dwight pledging
to transform the college from “a sink of moral and spiritual pollution” to “a nursery
of piety and virtue.”12 The number of colleges expanded dramatically during this
time – most with the general mission of reclaiming America’s youth for the greater
good of American society. The articulation of the mission was set forward by the
college president and reinforced by the faculty and staff; with the president as the
final word in mission for his college.

Central in the nineteenth century development of educational philosophy that
shaped the mission for higher education were a group of men committed to social
action: Francis Wayland, President of Brown, Asa Mahan and James Fairchild at
Oberlin, Laurens Hickok at Union, and Henry Barnard – editor of the Journal of
Education. All were committed to addressing the most perplexing problems of the
times: the rapid expansion of knowledge and the quest for a unifying principle; the
relevancy of that knowledge to self and society; and the moral uses of knowledge.
The philosophy of common-sense Scottish realism held strong appeal to these men
– the belief in the unity of truth and that knowledge was practical – a connection
between knowing what is true and doing what is right was achievable only through
education. They, along with Trancendentalists such as Henry David Thoreau, called
for a renewed vigor in higher education that would awaken moral duty.

By the mid-nineteenth century, the United States was rapidly expanding its pop-
ulation, growing from 2.8 million in 1780 to 9.6 million in 1820, with over half the
white males under the age of 16 in 1810.13 Westward expansion and a burgeoning
economy strained attempts to maintain a unified mission; it was, as one historian
has noted, “old ties to community and deference to established elites broke down as
people felt their power to move, to rise, and to assert their own judgment.”14 This
ideological shift provoked men like Horace Mann and Henry Barnard to focus on
education as the vehicle for restoring civic virtue and the fortunes of a democratic
society. Barnard, equal only to Mann in influencing nineteenth century public edu-
cation, saw education as the hope and salvation of the western world. Not unlike
many twenty-first century business and political leaders, Barnard’s staunch defense
of capitalism linked the potential for industrialization with public education and

12Ibid.
13Jean Matthews, Toward a New Society (1991) Boston: Twayne Publishers, p. 3.
14Ibid., p. 4.
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(Christian) character formation. His political views were colored by his conserva-
tive religious perspective, leading him to begin his career as an outspoken critic
of Jacksonian democracy and a defender of the utopian ideal of “regenerating the
unfortunate classes through harmonious co-operation of earnest philanthropy, mis-
sionary enterprise and sanctified wisdom.”15 This ideal was, for Barnard, achieved
through the common school movement and higher education – an emphasis on a
practical education that fostered the ends of capitalism. As the editor of the Journal
of Education, Henry Barnard was able to influence the social climate of the nation
at a time of great upheaval and confusion. His alliance with Horace Mann produced
a groundswell of support for the education of the common-man, and an assurance
of the preservation of democracy.

Industrialization had transformed the agrarian population into a nationalistic,
technologically driven people with a pressing need for an education that reflected
that transformation. The needs of the market (steam power, railroads, medicine, etc.)
sparked a marked change in higher education curriculum with specialized courses
in unique disciplines that were housed in “departments.” The changes from a single,
unified curriculum with one specific goal of producing “Christian citizens” to one of
specialization and the quest for scientific truth transformed the late-nineteenth cen-
tury college mission and paved the way for the emerging Research University. The
rapid pace of social change in the early twentieth century forced a corresponding
shift in educational goals and objectives. And perhaps most significant for higher
education administration was an “acceleration of the production of new knowl-
edge and the concomitant rise in the professionalism of teachers and researchers
who would shape and control education.”16 As early as 1893 the need for training
administrators in higher education was apparent when G. Stanley Hall offered the
first higher education courses during his presidency of Clark University.17 A psy-
chologist by training, Hall included the study of education as a pivotal professional
discipline for reforming higher education to meet the needs of the twentieth cen-
tury. His goal was to create research universities that exceeded the existing models
in Germany and the United States; in order to accomplish that goal he recognized
that administrators would be needed to bring the vision to fruition. Hall’s lifelong
passion and advocacy for bringing administrators into a professional awareness of
their responsibilities resulted in a contagion of academic programs that sought sim-
ilar goals. By the early 1920s, courses were being taught at Columbia Teachers
College, Ohio State, and the University of Chicago that trained graduate students
for the administration of colleges.18 Hall’s ultimate goal of creating the modern

15Merle Curti, The Social Ideals of American Educators (1935) New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, p. 150.
16James Bess, Collegiality and Bureaucracy in the Modern University (1988) New York: Teachers
College Press, p. 1.
17Lester Goodchild, “Higher Education as a Field of Study: Its Origins, Programs, and Purposes,
1893–1960” in Administration as a Profession Jonathan Fife and Lester Goodchild (Eds.) Number
76, Winter 1991, San Francisco: Josey Bass, p. 15.
18Ibid., p. 18.
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research university was tethered to his method for achieving the goal: the training
of administrators who would understand the mission, promulgate it, and enforce it.
The era of the college President as the creator of the mission had begun to fade
by the early twentieth century, mission was being created by Trustees, Presidents,
faculty, students and the public at large.

The expansion in enrollments during the first half of the twentieth century (dou-
bling during the 1920s19) contributed significantly to the emergence of a highly
structured bureaucracy in higher education administration that, inevitably, con-
tributed and responded to the changing nature of mission in higher education. No
longer was it sufficient to have the college President overseeing the mission of the
institution, the sheer size necessitated the creation of a board of trustees who would
raise money and provide oversight to the growing administrative ranks. The aca-
demic administrator in the modern era (twentieth century and beyond) was charged
with a variety of tasks associated with the mission of the institution, but of great-
est significance in this era was the individualized nature of institutional mission.
The notion of a singular national mission for higher education had given way to a
highly specialized and individualized mission for each institution. With the changes
in size, scope and function arose the need for a multi-layered administrative pool
that could address the complexity of issues associated with the emerging organiza-
tional structures. The evolving mission in higher education required, according to
G. Stanley Hall and many other early advocates, a professional administrator; but
whether that administrator was a PhD in an academic discipline or an educational
specialist with a professional degree in education itself became a point of contro-
versy. In reality, most administrators were, and continue to be, scholars within a
specific discipline. Therefore, the question remains whether administrators truly
understand the changing nature of the profession; most begin their careers on a
tenure-track within their field of graduate study, after excelling in publishing and
teaching they are awarded tenure. Those who demonstrate a degree of institutional
savvy and collegiality are appointed to department chair positions and on through
the chain of increasingly more visible and responsible positions of administration.
Few of those chosen for administrative positions are given training in basic manage-
ment or leadership, instead the model for higher education administration is often
that of “learning on the job” or “modeling what has been done before”. Hall’s pas-
sion for professionalizing administrators has been slow to blossom.

But the academic administrator is, as Rudolph Weingartner rightly recognizes,
sui generis; nothing like it is to be found in the world of business, medicine, or other
standard organizations.20 The academic administrator is primarily charged with the
implementation and oversight of “maintaining a staff of people who are capable of

19Roger Geiger, “The Ten Generations of Higher Education” in Phillip Altbach (Ed.) American
Higher Education in the Twenty-First Century, 2nd edition (1999) Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins
University Press, p. 57.
20Rudolph Weingartner, The Moral Dimensions of Academic Administration (1999) Lanham, MD:
Rowman and Littlefield, p. 33.
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educating its students in accord with the institution’s mission.”21 With the evolving
nature of mission in higher education, and the increasing tendency of faculty to
move from institution to institution, upholding that central task is difficult. Even if,
as Weingartner maintains, institutional purposes or mission are not of much help as
guides to administrative action because they are too vague and subject to change,
it is, nonetheless, one of the primary tasks of administrators to “translate broadly
stated goals into specific workable programs.”22

The issues that are complicating the task for administrators in their support of a
mission range from the commercialization of the educational experience, to gover-
nance. One of the key drivers changing academia is the financial cost of a college
education, it will consume (on average) one-third of a family’s income making it
second only to home ownership in a family’s financial history. The pressure for
“worth” in education has led, over the past few decades, to a consumer mentality
among students and faculty alike. According to former Harvard University Pres-
ident Derek Bok, “universities have emerged as the nation’s chief source for the
three ingredients most essential to continued growth and prosperity: highly trained
specialists, expert knowledge, and scientific advances others could transform into
valuable new products or life-saving treatments and cures.”23 But it is precisely that
money-making activity and a mission that vaguely commits to “excellence”, accord-
ing to Bok, that leads many to charge the multiversity with a hollow center. If, as
some charge, the mission has shifted to a profit seeking enterprise, then what is the
future of the humanities? Why should a theatre department exist if they produce few,
if any, wealthy alumni to contribute to the annual fund? How, in the end, does the
administrator manage the competing demands of limited resources in an era of com-
mercialization? One thing is certain, higher education no longer exists in a vacuum
but, rather, it ebbs and flows with market forces and responds accordingly. What-
ever the reasons, the reality is that the highest enrollment in a US college for 2005
was the on-line University of Phoenix with a staggering 117,309 students.24 The
entrepreneurial experiment in distance learning has proven successful for the Uni-
versity of Phoenix but the mission of that school remains vague, with no mission
statement offered on the website. The closest statement to a mission might be found
on the home page: “you work hard, a college degree does too.”25 Clearly the pitch is
aimed at education as a means to an end in bettering oneself in the workplace. This
is a shift in mission, one that strays from the traditional appeal to betterment of the
whole person.

21Ibid, p. 33.
22Ibid, p. 39.
23Derrek Bok, Universities in the Marketplace (2003) Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
p. 1.
24U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Educational Statistics. (2007). Digest of Edu-
cational Statistics, 2006 (NCES 2007-017), Table 219.
25http://www.phoenixdegrees.com
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The latest attempt to re-structure the mission of higher education began, in
earnest, in the 1960s. Society constructed new meaning for many social institu-
tions, colleges and universities struggled with attempts to find purpose in education.
Was it to revolutionalize? Radicalize? Inculcate toward the common good? Create
citizens? In 1969 the philosopher Sydney Hook challenged the professoriate to
examine their motives; he spoke for many when he claimed that while the needs
of society are certainly a central concern for any citizen, it was not, for Hook, the
abiding mission of higher education to mollify the violent outbreaks and periodic
disruptions of late adolescents. The subordination of scholarship to the political
arena would, in his view, not only threaten intellectual tolerance but make a virtue
of intolerance. Hook’s stand was a minority view in the 1960s when colleges and
university administrators were actively dismantling programs that were perceived as
non-inclusive, or a-political; the resulting effort to transform curricula to meet the
needs of society were widespread and, from some perspectives, devastating. Hook’s
admonition is not lost in the early twenty-first century. We continue to struggle with
the complexity of mission in higher education and, especially, whether that mission
should include an explicit values orientation. As recently as May of 2003 the Chron-
icle of Higher Education featured an article by Stanley Fish that echoed Hook’s
argument. Fish makes the case that short of a discipleship, a college cannot deter-
mine behavior and values outside of the academic realm. The best they can hope for,
according to Fish, is producing good researchers, but not good people. This insis-
tence on the neutrality of knowledge as a central feature of the mission in higher
education is at odds with theorists such as William Galston. Galston has argued
for a mission that includes an emphasis on civic/moral education as a necessary
component of democratic society.26 A key objective in higher education, according
to Galston, is in helping students to recognize the moral complexities of a pluralis-
tic world and develop strategies for existing within those complexities. Philosophers
such as Martha Nussbaum argue that this new type of liberal education must empha-
size critical thought and respectful argument as well as imparting an understanding
of the histories and contributions of groups with whom we interact. This broad goal
does not, of course, fit neatly into one pedagogical model; rather, it encourages the
construction of a fluid means of imparting these skills.

In a recent Chronicle of Higher Education article, Robert Steinberg, Yale profes-
sor of education and psychology, pondered the aims of higher education in contem-
porary America.27 He used as an example Radovan Karadzic, prosecuted for war
crimes in Bosnia. Karadzic, it must be remembered, was a well-educated physician
and trained as a psychiatrist. Not unlike Adolph Eichman, Karadzic lived by the
belief that doing one’s duty trumped moral, critical reflection. Steinberg reflects that
“it was once thought that intelligence and/or education would be the answer to many

26William Galston, “Civic Education in the Liberal State” in Liberalism and the Moral Life edited
by Nancy Rosenblum (1989) Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
27Robert Sternberg, (2002) “It’s not what you know, but how you use it: teaching for wisdom” The
Chronicle of Higher Education 48(42), B20.
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of the world’s problems.” In fact, higher education has been the primary goal of edu-
cators for the past few decades, increasing SAT scores in order to get children into
college. During the twentieth century, he points out, IQ scores increased by an aver-
age of about nine points per generation . . . all the while, historic levels of massacres
and genocides were taking place – Germany, Bosnia, Rwanda, Barundi, Cambo-
dia, to name a few. Confirming the premise that knowing good does not necessarily
translate into doing good. Whatever benefits go along with increased intelligence,
wisdom – the ability to rationally discern the good – is not necessarily one of them.
Indeed, focusing exclusively on the academic skills may take away from activities
that might help to develop moral judgment. But is this a part of the mission in higher
education and, if so, how can administrators accomplish such a large objective? If
we take seriously the role of education in shaping democratic processes of liberty,
freedom of expression, and the like – then we must re-think the role of education for
the twenty-first century. In the post-modern quest for neutrality in higher education
a fragmentation of purpose has arisen that has been glossed over with missions that
celebrate “excellence” and “leadership for a changing world,” but few colleges offer
a roadmap for achieving that goal and even fewer offer administrators a method for
implementing and assessing programs devoted to those goals. As one observer has
noted, the ethos of a college or university is not found in what is done, but in how
things are done. “Do people work to serve – the faculty to educate students, the reg-
istrar to enable students to exercise their course choices, administrators to facilitate
the work of the faculty – or do they work to suit their own convenience and to make
a buck?”28 This questions strikes at the heart of mission in higher education for the
twenty-first century. Ortega y Gasset wrote over a half century ago that “an institu-
tion cannot be built of wholesome usage, until its precise mission has been deter-
mined.”29 Yet the rapid development in knowledge since World War II has narrowed
the definition of mission in higher education to include primarily discipline-specific
knowledge generation and, concurrently, an academic professionalism and auton-
omy that produces “rock star” faculty who often serve their own ends rather than
that of the university. Administrators have assumed a new and often uncomfortable
role: negotiating agents. If the mission extols “excellence” as its core value, then
faculty super stars become the demonstrable evidence of success. If, on the other
hand, a model of orthopraxis, or right practice, prevails then the mission is defined
not by faculty stars, but by how the institution functions. Edward Long describes
this model, “the way that a community of learning lives and thinks becomes . . . as
important as the beliefs it espouses or the body of knowledge with which it is con-
cerned. Ground rules for interaction become more important than correctness either
of belief or of knowing. It permits diversity of belief . . . creating a culture of shared

28Rudolph Weingartner, The Moral Dimensions of Academic Administration (1999) Lanham, MD:
Rowman & Littlefield, p. 98.
29Jose Ortega y Gasset, Mission of the University (1946) London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Truber and
Company, p. 36.
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insight and common ground.”30 But this model cannot stand against the opposing
trends of orthodoxy (whether religious or political) or orthognosis (embodying the
“canon” of any one specific group) if administrators are uncertain about the mission
or their role in shaping it.

The 1997 Boyer Report, published by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advance-
ment of Teaching, correctly criticizes colleges in the US for offering students a
curriculum that is disconnected and lacking in any coherent body of knowledge
that relates to each other. Students, the report claims, graduate without the ability
to think logically, write clearly, or speak coherently. The university has given them
too little that will be of real value beyond a credential that will get them a first job.
Former Yale President Bart Giamatti’s 3-point educational objective for higher edu-
cation is illustrative of a well-reasoned attempt to recapture the mission in higher
education. The mission as he saw it, includes, (1) to assist the student in maturation
and enrichment of selfhood, (2) the dissemination of knowledge – both broad liberal
arts and specialized knowledge, and, (3) to enhance the well-being of society.31 The
vast majority of universities can claim success with objective number two, but few
remain committed to the ideal of producing good people who will do good work in
society.

The task for college administrators in the twenty-first century is to identify the
most immediate challenges that face society, and integrate strategies for address-
ing those problems within the curriculum. But higher education is increasingly seen
as a private benefit rather than a public good. Was the subversive message of the
department chair at Harrow College in keeping with that mandate? Perhaps, in part;
but of greater significance is the tendency of schools like Harrow to narrow their
focus of mission to a point that cannot possibly address the larger needs of the soci-
ety. Additionally, Harrow suffers a problem that is epidemic in higher education –
mission ignorance. Faculty are hired for their discipline specific expertise and often
are not told or do not care what the institutional mission is; instead of adhering to
the specific mission, faculty are increasingly inclined to view their profession as a
“portable” commodity that they can take from college to college. This tendency will,
in the end, destroy the unique qualities and mission of each college and university.
A new day is dawning for higher education, one that takes seriously the changing
nature of a transient faculty as well as the need for an education that provides a uni-
fying thread of intellectual and civic meaning for students. The mission in higher
education has both national implications, as well as local and parochial implica-
tions; our greatest challenge as administrators is to clarify, refine and promulgate an
appropriate mission in higher education for the twenty-first century.

30Edward LeRoy Long, Jr. Higher Education as a Moral Enterprise (1992) Washington, DC:
Georgetown University Press, p. 5.
31A. Bartlett Giamatti, The University and the Public Interest (1981) New York: Atheneum,
pp. 8–11.
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Abstract Reflecting on the nature, causes, and possible resolutions of the faculty-
administration adversarialism is ubiquitous on our campuses. There is no doubt that
we have faculty on our campus who simply detest administrators, and we know by
hearsay that there are administrators (especially Board members) who detest faculty.
The climate of adversarialism does not seem to boil down, at the end, to personal
likes and dislikes. There is also no doubt that there is a vast fund of mutual respect
and genuine friendship among other faculty and administrators, but those bonds do
not seem to end the adversary relationship, or even mitigate it. There doesn’t seem
to be any institutionalization of the adversarialism, as there is, for instance, in the
American judicial system. Then where does it come from, and what can be done
about it? I argue that we can come to see adversarialism as good, and learn to live
peacefully with it. And conclude that we probably aren’t going to do a very good
job at living peacefully, but it’s still worth the effort of trying. Adversarialism is
in the end no more than the inevitably fractious working out of the competition
of legitimate visions in a setting where (at our best) every vision is respected and
honored, but (even at our best) resources are necessary and limited.
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Asked to reflect on the nature, causes, and possible resolutions of the faculty-
administration adversarialism ubiquitous on our campuses, I found myself at a loss
even to characterize it. There is no doubt that we have faculty on our campus who
simply detest administrators, and we know by hearsay that there are administrators
(especially Board members) who detest faculty, but the climate of adversarialism
does not seem to boil down, at the end, to personal likes and dislikes. There is also
no doubt that there is a vast fund of mutual respect and genuine friendship among
other faculty and administrators, but those bonds do not seem to end the adversary
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relationship, or even mitigate it. There doesn’t seem to be any institutionalization of
the adversarialism, as there is, for instance, in the American judicial system. Then
where does it come from, and what can be done about it? Or, as I’ll be arguing at
the end, how can we come to see it as good, which it is, and learn to live peacefully
with it? I’ll conclude that we probably aren’t going to do a very good job at living
peacefully, but it’s still worth the effort of trying.1

The Two-Culture Hypothesis

One explanation of academic adversarialism, regularly advanced when the subject
comes up, is that faculty spend all their time and work with other faculty, and admin-
istrators with other administrators, that they have (you’ll notice) different dress
codes, follow different hours and interests, and in short, are parts of different “cul-
tures.” The reason for adversarialism, then, is that they have a hard time transcend-
ing “cultural” barriers to achieve mutual understanding. There never is an anthro-
pologist around when you need one, but from an amateur perspective, I can testify
that there is a certain plausibility to the hypothesis. I recall a gathering around the
dinner table at a colleague’s home, many years ago, when the conversation turned
to the ways that our administration was wasting money – after claiming poverty
when we asked for a raise! Specifically, the money that was spent on the landscap-
ing, lawns and “those stupid bushes! Unbelievable! Unbelievable!” Heads nodded
and mutters agreed around the table. Still munching my potato, I volunteered that
it all made sense to me, since the beauty of the campus was one of the university’s
strongest recruiting tools, and we wanted more bright students applying . . . . I sud-
denly became aware of very many sharp little points penetrating me from several
angles, and looked up to a truly menacing silence. Shared resentment is a very pow-
erful bond, and I had just got badly crosswise of a mighty flow of warm feelings,
spoiling everyone’s contentment. I was not invited back to that dinner table; proba-
bly just as well. I can imagine easily, just from overheard tidbits at social gatherings
that included some of our trustees, the same sort of sharing and bonding around their
lunches – “can you imagine, given all we pay them, those professors only work nine
hours a week? Incredible! Incredible!” And if one among them should pause in
the middle of a shrimp, to suggest that, you know, those faculty members were the
brightest in their classes all the way through school, and they could probably make a
whole lot more money than they’re making here doing something else . . . . I can see
the same little sharp points converging on him. Resentment feels good. Don’t inter-
fere with my resentment. “Mutual understanding” would require the abandonment

1I have received helpful comments on this and earlier drafts of this paper from three college pres-
idents and several other experienced administrators, including Kerry Romesburg of Jacksonville
University, Jeffrey von Arx, S.J., Billy Weitzer, and Rita Duda of Fairfield University, and Stephen
Weber of San Diego State University, for all of which I am very grateful. The mistakes and misdi-
rections that remain, of course, are mine.
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of gemutlichkeit, an end to all that warmth, for there has to be a resented “them” for
us to feel really cozy as “us.”

There are other cultural differences, some of which can lead to nasty confronta-
tions simply through misunderstanding. By way of example: consider our use of the
verb, “to question.” In the culture of business, inhabited by most trustees and shad-
owed in all non-profit administration, a decision is made after careful and appro-
priate deliberation by the appropriate people. “Questions” may be asked by those
affected by the decision, but only for clarification; after that, the decision is to be
carried out. The time for “questions” is over. Should someone “question” the deci-
sion at that point, such questioning would be an act of defiance and insubordination,
carrying hostility with it and demanding a clear and authoritative response from the
decision maker.

In the culture of academia, by way of contrast, decisions, conclusions, assertions
of any kind, are always questioned. Nothing is ever beyond inquiry. Re-examination,
especially examination of the most basic premises of the decision, is always appro-
priate. The time to stop discussing never arrives (even though action sometimes has
to be taken, on the state that the discussion has reached at that point). “Questioning”
is never out of place, questioning is what we do. You see the potential for unhappy
confrontation: the administrator announces a very reasonable decision at the faculty
meeting; the faculty member notes that indeed that is one way to do it, but wonders
out loud if that really is the best thing to do; the administrator asks “Are you ques-
tioning the decision?” the faculty member answers, “I certainly am,” and then can’t
figure out why the administrator promptly turns into some kind of a fascist. After
all, questioning is fun; let’s talk for awhile. Administrator and faculty member are
simply in two different worlds at that point, and the difference can best be described
as cultural.

But if culture were all there were to it, I think we could end adversarialism in a
few determined weeks. Cultural hostility cannot survive personal knowledge of the
other in any situation where each party is presented in a favorable light or, better
yet, where both parties have to cooperate on some task. Most of us have experience
designing workshops. In a matter of hours we could devise a set of workshop tasks
to be undertaken by teams of faculty, administrators and trustees, which would end
cultural hostility for a term. I think there’s more to the issue than culture.

Two Models of the University

I think it can be shown, at least I intend to try to show, that the “adversarial” relation-
ship of faculty to administration is three-dimensional, complex, and that its pecu-
liar complexity comes from the fact that two different and incompatible models of
the university are present in all university dealings, within and without, along with
attempts at a third, hybrid, model that purports to reconcile the first two. The mod-
els can usefully be called the Corporate, Collegiate, and Hospital models, and they
give rise to very different kinds of tension. Note, in what follows, that in the name
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of clarity and brevity, I often simplify the structures and issues, and leave myself
wide open to the charge of caricaturing and exaggerating. Readers are encour-
aged to enter their own modifiers, qualifiers, nuances and shading; this is a huge
topic, and space does not permit the more comprehensive portrait I might have
preferred.

The University as Corporation

Let’s start out with the Corporate model of the university, the one represented on
the Organizational Chart, recognized in the law, and generally presupposed by out-
siders – those with no current experience in the Academy. Right beneath the Board
of Trustees, who constitute the governing board of the university, the President sits
at the top of the chart, possibly closely supported by a Senior Vice President or
Provost. Vice Presidents form his retinue, and each Vice President commands a
Division of the corporation. Under the Academic Vice President, since it’s the fac-
ulty we’re interested in, are the Deans of the Schools, under them the Department
Chairs, and under them the rank and file faculty. Decisions come from the top, and
can be made quickly, which is particularly valuable when budgetary emergencies
arise or opportunities for acquisitions or new programs appear. The university works
in all respects like General Electric, but less efficiently, since the custom of faculty
“tenure” makes it difficult to realize the significant cost-cutting that can only come
from massive pruning of the payroll in layoffs. (But decisions, for instance, to cut
the budgets of all divisions by 10% when necessary, can largely be implemented by
cutting other expenses.)

Corporations manufacture things; the University’s product is knowledge, infor-
mation which it sells to its customers, the students (all right, the students’ par-
ents), for the students to use in successful careers. The Admissions Department
is essentially a sales force, recruiting customers; the faculty are a secondary sales
force, presenting the product in such a way as to be maximally valuable to the cus-
tomers (in relevance to that successful career) and maximally attractive, so that
the customers will stay around and expand their purchases. Should the customers
express dissatisfaction, it is the responsibility of Department Chairs and Deans
to restructure the presentation of the product to serve the customers’ needs more
completely.

Now, how do adversarial relations manifest themselves in a Corporate model?
The Administration has a powerful moral obligation, a charge laid on it by Char-
ter and Board, to preserve the assets of the institution and to ensure its continuing
functioning in the community; essentially, the Administration’s duty is one of stew-
ardship. Administrators tend to see no alternative to retaining their decision making
power and (vis á vis the faculty) their freedom of action, in order to make sure
that their ability to carry out that duty is not compromised; the duty of stewardship
carries with it the obligation not to spend one penny more than is required on the
recurrent costs of the enterprise.
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Conflict arises because the administration can make decisions that affect the way
the faculty does its business without faculty control over the process or faculty input
into the decisions. In the Corporate structure, there is no way for those at the bottom
of the hierarchy to influence the decisions of those at the top, let alone veto them, for
the chart says that they have no power to do so. That breeds resentment, and since
there is only one locus of authority, and the administration owns it, that resentment
has no clear and effective outlet.

The “adversary” relationship, from the faculty side, then comes from the normal
sullen dislike of those who rule, manage, or administer by those who are ruled, man-
aged, or administered. To this resentment is added the perception that administrators
determine the faculty payroll in ways unfavorable to the faculty. Should the faculty,
like others in that position, decide to do something about it, they will have to focus
their resentment outside the pyramid. Very well, then, they will establish a base of
power outside of the pyramid, and show that while they cannot change decisions
that they do not like, they can surely make it plain that those decisions will not be
carried out, by bringing the entire enterprise to a halt, and presenting the customers
with the risk that their investment in knowledge may be lost. The result is a faculty
union, which asserts and maintains the right to strike.

The situation pictured is a simple power struggle, labor vs. management. What
arrangements serve to reconcile the parties to a power struggle? We have typically
resorted to the law to arbitrate between parties to such a conflict. Mediation, non-
hostile negotiation, sometimes works, but only when backed by threat of strike or
other exercise of sheer power. In the early days of unions, owners and managers of
the corporation often argued that unions made no sense, since management and labor
had a common objective and a common task in front of them, the manufacture of
the product and the satisfaction of the customer, and union activities only took time,
energy and resources away from those common goals. Unions tended to counter
that the manufacture of the product was no part of the worker’s goals (indeed, he
often did not know what he was working on), and the customer was management’s
responsibility. For the worker, the manufacturing process was just a means to the
end of supporting his family. (In the hostile takeovers and leveraged buyouts of the
1980s, we found out that the owners and managers had no more interest in pleasing
the customer by manufacturing products than the workers had had, but by that time
there were few unions left to say, I told you so.)

All we need for the Corporate model to work is a very clear understanding that
in this enterprise, the “employer” is the Administration, the “employee” is the fac-
ulty member, and that all our usual understandings about employers and employees
apply here. (If a faculty member is rehired as an administrator, he or she simply
changes sides in the power face-off, “goes over to the Dark Side”.) It may not sound
like a very happy model, and indeed it is unusual to hear faculty claim that their
work means no more to them than a path to a paycheck, but if that’s the picture of
the University, we are not necessarily in bad shape. Unions function with tenured
professors; indeed, in many public universities unions of faculty continue to deal
with the university as employer, and do it very well. Faculty in many institutions
would argue that this is the only relationship extant, and that they should form a
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union and deal through it from now on (whether or not, after Yeshiva,2 they can call
it one). Yet there is lingering dissatisfaction with that result, largely because we have
at least one other model operating in the heads of faculty at least, probably among
most administrators also, and it yields results that are quite opposed.

The University as College

We may call this second model the College model, unless someone can think of a
better term. In the College, the organizational chart is not a pyramid, with power
emanating from the top; it is a sphere, with power emanating from the center, and
it’s a different kind of power. In the center is Truth. Think of it as Light. It shines,
and those who want it cluster around it, oriented to it. These are the scholars (think
of them as moths. . .). They can spend their entire lives contemplating that particu-
lar ray of Truth that most fascinates them, reading about it, thinking, talking with
their friends, writing about it, to make it possible for others to understand it too,
and maybe those others will also find it fascinating. This is the life that Aristotle
characterized in Book X of the Nicomachean Ethics as the life of “contemplation,”
and he recommended it highly. The moral core of this enterprise has nothing to do
with stewardship of assets, or indeed with anything material at all – it is a duty of
fidelity to that truth, its pursuit, its preservation and its transmission to the friends
and students who gather around them.

The problem with living this life is that you have to be independently wealthy,
or you’ll starve. So the scholars who are not wealthy have to find something to
help them make a living, and one thing they can do is teach paying apprentices,
or students, to love this truth, so that they too can be fascinated by it. (It’s not the
only way; historically, scholars have followed all manner of trades and professions,
so long as their work left them some time to think.) If the kind of truth that the
scholar taught had any practical use at all (medicine, law, divinity, engineering), or
supported the kinds that did (science, mathematics, rhetoric, history), quite a few
apprentices might gather around, and (usually at the students’ demand) quite an
apparatus of registering for courses, sitting for exams, attesting to adequate perfor-
mance and the like, might grow up around them. This is the University, comprised
of scholars with some vision of truth that fascinates them, their colleagues in similar
or allied disciplines, and several layers of junior scholars, from the newly arrived to
those approaching equality with their teachers, equipped with pens, tablets, many
books and manuscripts and probably scrolls, maybe chalk and a blackboard, and
more recently laptops and smart boards.

2The case in question is National Labor Relations Board v. Yeshiva University, 444 U.S. 672, 100
S.Ct. 856; 63 L.Ed. 2nd 115; Decided February 20, 1980 (along with Yeshiva University Fac-
ulty Assn. v. Yeshiva University, also on certiori to the same court). The decision affirmed by the
Supreme Court held that since university faculty controlled curriculum and other areas for deci-
sion, they were not “employees” within the meaning of the National Labor Relations Act – so they
had no right to form a union.
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Eventually the administrative aspects of the enterprise escape the scholars. For
one thing, it is burdensome always to be keeping track of students’ records and
collecting fees, let alone making sure that the right number of smart boards are
delivered to the right classrooms. Blue books are bad enough. For another, at this
point the town always gets involved, and wants to tax the tuitions, inspect the build-
ings, and keep the apprentices from tearing up the town at night with their parties.
It needs a recognizable authority to deal with. (When the state decides that educa-
tion is a good thing for the economy, the university tends to become integrated with
the rest of the educational enterprise, including Boards of Regents.) So an admin-
istrative apparatus grows up around the edges of the college, keeping the books in
the library from being stolen, registering students, handling the fees, dealing with
the town (state, other governments) and tending to the non-academic needs of the
students. Senior faculty are elected by their colleagues to be Deans and President,
to oversee the administrative functions. (By now it should be clear that this is not
meant to be an historical overview of the growth of universities. But the schema is
valid.)

What form does conflict take in this model? First of all, it’s clear that the employ-
ment arrow has changed direction. The faculty, who are providing the service
that the students are paying for, are the employers, and the administrators are the
employees. The faculty, individually responsible only for their own scholarship and
teaching, are collectively responsible for the whole conduct of the university; after
all, the university really is about what they are doing. They can hire and fire the
administrators, monitor, criticize, and change the way they do their work, and do
all that is necessary to keep the university in good shape and prospering. (Even at
the beginning, it’s hard for them to fire other faculty members.) But in the nature
of things, it’s difficult for them to exercise this authority. They are concentrating on
their work and on their apprentice students; they have little time, and quite frankly
less talent, for the responsibilities of governance of a large and complex institution.
So if they are not extremely careful, and willing to spend all kinds of time doing
stuff they dislike, they will find that the administrators are the ones dealing with the
outside world as if they were the college, and their functions will be carried out in
increasingly opaque manner.

Periodically, the faculty take offense at something that has happened in the uni-
versity, and step back in to take charge of their responsibilities. But since they’ve
been out of the loop for some time, they do not do a good job of this sort of charge-
taking, they make mistakes, cause enormous resistance and resentment; so they tend
to step back. But not forever. Conflict on this model arises because the employers
find the employees operating in ways that they do not like, and about which they
can do rather little, even though they are supposed to have a right to exercise control
over the area.

Reconciliation of this conflict is difficult, because it’s never quite clear what it’s
about. This is clearly not a power struggle. Everyone in the situation concedes that
the faculty are the heart of, indeed are, the enterprise, that only they can carry on
the research and teaching that attracts and keeps the paying students, and that they
have the right, ultimately, to run the place. But there are no clear mechanisms for
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the faculty to assume that control, to carry on monitoring even when they have the
time and inclination.

The Faculty Committee System was set up to fill this lack, one committee for
each Administrative department or section, providing a mechanism for friendly
monitoring and exchange of information on an ongoing basis, with the potential to
blow a loud whistle if something seems to be going really wrong. It doesn’t always
work very well, but if we had to find a way to reconcile different perspectives on
faculty prerogatives and administrative demands, the committee system will surely
be the place to start.

Just looking at those two models, it is clear where the current sources of faculty-
administration conflict come from. They are totally incompatible – they can’t even
agree on who’s the employer and who’s the employee. Their lines of authority and
decision-making power run in different directions; relationships with the students
have a different center; they even define the core of the enterprise differently. It will
be impossible to run any enterprise successfully without some way to integrate the
models.

And that enterprise of integration has a serious motivation. Either model above,
carried to its extreme, works out very badly. The college model, which can reach
its mature form when by good fortune or ill, administrators retain the directions
and expectations of faculty members into their administrative careers, tends to lose
track of the numbers, the material dimensions of the enterprise. If enrollment dips,
the change may not be noted; if budgets are not met, no imperative for action is
felt.3 The serious charge of stewardship of the assets of the enterprise, laid on the
Board of Trustees and the administration, may be forgotten. The college may be a
pleasant place to be for awhile, but its existence as an institution is in real doubt.

The corporate model, fully realized, carries other penalties. Corporations fail, not
because they get too decentralized, lose focus and spin out of control, but because
they become top-heavy – concentrating too many resources at the top of the orga-
nizational chart and insulating the top officers from all accountability. The salaries
and bonuses and stock options of the top officers balloon beyond all proportion to
their work for the company, draining resources in non-productive directions.

In a publicly held corporation in the private sector, accountability can be rein-
stated at any point. The shareholders own the organization, and in the managers
of the pension and other funds that now constitute the majority of shareholders,
they have some very canny corporation-watchers. Unless the Board of Directors is

3Bennington College, for instance, was widely accused of “financial mismanagement” leading to
the decision by the Board of Trustees in 1993 to restructure Bennington education. Twenty-seven
faculty members were summarily dismissed, on the claim that departments and programs were
being “pruned” and that the university was in “dire financial straits” and had no alternative but to
fire them. Even though Bennington did not have the institution of “tenure,” strictly understood, the
AAUP disagreed with the claims, and supported 17 members of the dismissed faculty in suing for
compensation. (ACADEME March-April 1995, pp. 91–103) The case was eventually settled for
$1.89 million (Wikipedia, “Bennington College”). Meanwhile, students and faculty alike defended
the management that had led to the trustees’ decision, pointing out that Bennington’s very lack of
structure provided an immensely satisfying atmosphere for study and creative work.
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sufficiently proud of, or cowed by, the CEO to allow him all the money he asks for
(consider Jack Welch’s career at General Electric), should generosity to the CEO
and his executives get out of hand, there will be someone to alert the shareholders,
and we may be in for a massive sell-off of the stock and a hostile takeover. No one
has quite figured out how to do a hostile takeover of a university, so when universi-
ties mimic the corporate model, and become subject to the same weaknesses, there
is little anyone can do to hold them accountable.

Possibly in an excess of what may be called GE-envy, boards of trustees have
sent college presidents’ salaries soaring in Welch direction. A survey carried out
by the Chronicle of Higher Education in 2005 revealed one compensation package
(for the president of Lynn University in Boca Raton, Florida) of over $5 million.4

(Trustees quickly protested that much of that amount was deferred benefits of one
kind or another, but still.) Salaries in excess of $1 million were found at Wilm-
ington College, Vanderbilt, Middlebury, and of course at Boston University, run by
President John Silber on lines laid down by Jack Welch. At that time, 50 private
universities paid their presidents more than half a million dollars a year. In 2006,
according to that year’s survey, a total of 112 presidents of traditional 4-year insti-
tutions had compensation packages of $500,000 or more.5 Faculty are not the only
parties wondering if such compensation is appropriate. The Internal Revenue Ser-
vice is hard put to figure out why all that money should pass to private hands from
tax-deductible contributions. Trustee efforts to defend those salaries in terms appro-
priate to GE – that “effective presidents are hard to find” and “we need this talent
to stay competitive,” for instance – tend to ring false: effective at what? Competing
with whom for what? Yet once entrenched, the corporate model tends to perpetuate
GE thinking. Fred Whittlesey, the chief compensation officer of the Seattle consult-
ing company PayScale Inc., summarized it well: “Executive pay is going up across
the board, and essentially these are executive jobs,” he explained to the Chronicle.
“Boards of Trustees at universities are responding to a marketplace. A lot of these
people would be making a lot more money doing other things.” (That explanation
sits particularly poorly with the faculty, who were, as we recall, also bright enough
to make a lot more money elsewhere.) It still came as a surprise when the corpo-
rate world’s most puzzling abuse – rewarding CEOs fired for incompetence with
multimillion dollar severance packages – spread to academia; a $1.3 million sev-
erance package followed Benjamin Ladner into retirement after he was fired from
American University for abusing his expense account.

How do these extravagances affect the context of adversarialism? If the university
could spend this money out of sight of faculty and other stakeholders, and the money
were really not needed or wanted by any other activities in the university, possibly
no harm would be done: but this public display of executive coddling, in a context

4Reported in The New York Times, Michael Janofsky, “University President Salaries Soar Into the
Millions,” Tuesday, November 22, 2005. Source The Tech, MIT vol. 125 issue 56.
5Chronicle of Higher Education, 53 (14), 2007 “The Million-Dollar President, Soon to Be Com-
monplace?”
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of cost-cutting on many other fronts, tends to provoke faculty rage and damage
faculty performance, distracting them from whatever fidelity to their ray of truth
they may have brought with them. Their disillusionment is rapidly communicated
to the students (they are, after all, the only ones who see the students with any
regularity), and the quality of the student’s experience at the university – the product
that the university is selling to the students and their parents – drops precipitously.
That is a serious problem, and there is no clear way that the corporation can deal
with it.

So the university cannot survive as an institution on the college model in its pure
form, and the evidence suggests that it cannot retain its moral core on the pure
corporate model. We will have to find, or attempt to find, an integration that will
keep the strengths of both while shielding the university from the worst weaknesses
of each.

Musings from a Parallel Profession

Let me back away from academia for a moment, to compare the models in another
field of my professional acquaintance, the practice of medicine – or is it health care?
The question is not trivial. We see in this field many of the same tensions, and the
change of name underlines one of the problematic transitions.

Not that long ago – possibly less than half a century – “medicine” ran itself, sort
of, as an independent autonomous profession. Physicians completed their studies,
passed through the difficult initiation of residencies, and went into general or spe-
cialized practice, paid only by their patients (with allowances for the poor, who were
treated at no or reduced charge), making their own professional judgments, learn-
ing from their peers but accountable to no one but themselves and their patients.
They were bound by a code of ethics, central to which was the duty to care for each
patient, specifically to do nothing that was not directed to the welfare of the patient,
that went back almost 2500 years, and which had served the profession well all that
time. Autonomy was a structural necessity of the profession; no one who was not
a physician could second-guess a physician’s judgment, because the public simply
did not have the expertise needed to understand what the doctor was doing. Peer
groups (medical societies) would step in to solve problems if physicians became
impaired and were no longer able to carry out their responsibilities, but there was
no systematic appeal to any higher authority at all. “Auxiliary” medical personnel
– nurses, aides, secretaries, assistants, X-Ray technicians, lab technicians and the
like – answered to the doctor in the care that they administered to every patient or
the work done in or for the doctor’s office.

A lot of that arrangement has changed. There are good histories out there of how
and when the changes happened, tracing the origin of “medical insurance” to the
creation of medical benefits during World War II, the rise of Blue Cross and Blue
Shield, followed by the massive government involvement in the field through Medi-
care and Medicaid. This involvement had the inevitable effect: as tax money poured
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into medicine, a bureaucracy grew around it; physicians suddenly became wealthy,
as more citizens sought medical care and all bills were paid; the new money and
interest fueled an amazing explosion of medical technology, making medical care
much more valuable but also much more expensive; in the huge system, fraud and
corruption were unavoidable; a new bureaucracy grew and hardened around the
pursuit of fraud; and physicians suddenly found themselves watched and second-
guessed. With the amount of money at stake, the “code of silence” that had forbid-
den physicians to testify against each other collapsed, and suddenly vast areas of
medicine were dominated by lawyers and malpractice insurers. Medical fees rose
rapidly to cover the new liability expenses; meanwhile, the money to pay for that
explosion of technology raised the cost of every kind of treatment.

The histories continue with the nationwide protest against the high and rising
cost of health insurance, on the one hand, and the difficulty of obtaining reasonable
health care insurance for the unemployed, and for some categories of ailment, on
the other. So President William Clinton and his wife attempted to get a national
health care plan adopted, and everyone thought it was going to get through in
some form, but no one counted on the huge advertising campaign against it by the
private insurers. The plan lost, the insurers won, and we are in the middle of a vast
experiment to see if private and public insurance arrangements can run what has
become the “health care system,” with physicians as only one group within those
supported by it.

Why is this history relevant to our inquiry? Because in the transition, we see
with spotlight clarity an actual transition, from professional practice governed by
primary commitments that are not monetary, to a profit-oriented system in which
the professionals have become the employees at the point of service. (In the liter-
ature surrounding the notion of a “profession,” the difficulty of distinguishing the
“professional” from other service providers, like sales personnel, is often acknowl-
edged; essentially, the “professional” encounter is marked by a single trait – that
the buyer is in no position to beware. The client’s urgent need, which cannot be
postponed, and the professional’s superior intricate knowledge, in the nature of that
need and that knowledge, give the professional power over the client that according
to any professional ethic, must be used with great care, and always for the benefit
of the client.) In American Health Care, we have seen in historical reality the sort
of conceptual change that occurs in the hypothetical transition from the “college”
model to the “corporate” model of the university. The employment arrow, and the
direction of control of practice, have turned around, and we are beginning to see the
results.

They are not pretty. By now every schoolchild knows that 45 million citizens now
have no health care insurance at all, and face bankruptcy with any serious illness.
Meanwhile, health care costs continue to rise, terrifying companies with histori-
cally generous health care benefits (including universities!), and requiring employ-
ees (including faculty) to assume increasing percentages of the costs of health insur-
ance. All this new money is not going to the physicians: there is general agreement
that physicians are earning about a third less than they did, on average, 20 years
ago, while seeing about twice as many patients in the course of a working day.
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Where is all that money going? Again, to the top executives. GE-envy swamped the
insurance field a decade ago; CEOs of health insurance companies already have
compensation packages in the tens of millions (and sometimes hundreds of mil-
lions – William McGuire, CEO of UnitedHealth Group, had a 2005 compensation
package of $124.8 million).6 Not counting unexercised stock options, executives
at the ten largest health insurance plans averaged $11.7 million in compensation
last year.7 Is this where college presidents’ compensation is going? Finally, under
the new financial pressures, in the spirit of a new cynicism, the first ugly signs are
beginning to appear, of physicians neglecting their original duty of care for their
patients. (With the least cynical of intentions, there is little patient care that can be
guaranteed in a 10-hour day of consultations limited by the insurer to 6 min each.)
The moral core of the profession, taken from the center of professional practice and
marginalized as mere personal virtue, is seriously threatened. Is this where faculty
performance is going?

The parallels with the academic profession are not perfect, and in the health care
area there is much more human good and national treasure at stake than there is in
the area of academics. (That goes for most fields other than academics, by the way.)
Most obviously, whatever they may have called themselves, the autonomous physi-
cians were always lone rangers; they never gathered into “colleges,” self-governing
as organizations and claiming the right to manage their practice collectively. Pos-
sibly that professional decision increased their vulnerability to corporate takeover.
Physicians were independent businesses, their “private practices” more in compe-
tition with each other than in collaboration. (Sinclair Lewis’ Main Street gives an
exemplary picture of that polite, and devious, competition.) Scholars, save for the
most individualistic, had always worked as colleagues, if only because no student
could be expected to negotiate his higher education with a hundred independent
practitioners. There was a natural solidarity among academic professionals that
existed only slightly in the medical profession – for when independent practition-
ers, independent businesses, collaborate for common ends, the result is not a col-
lege, but a conspiracy in restraint of trade, inviting an antitrust suit. (The American
Medical Association found that out the hard way.) The only real experience that
physicians had with collaboration across specialties was in hospitals, where they
visited the poor who could not afford to see them in their private offices. In the
hospitals, originally all run by religious orders or civic charitable groups, physi-
cians of many specialties collaborated with each other, and more importantly, with
the administrators who ran the hospitals and who were responsible for managing
what assets they were able to assemble and command. In that setting, the insti-
tutional work of the profession corresponded most closely with the work of the
university.

6Forbes Magazine, forbes.com (executive pay).
7“Compensation Monitor: How well do for-profit plans value their executives?”
http://managedcaremag.com/archives. Data attributed to Families USA, an organization crit-
ical of managed care companies, which gathered it from information that the companies sent to
the SEC.
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The University as Hospital?

These musings lead us to a third model of the university, which we may call the
Hospital model, for it deals with the same issues as any large hospital. In the Hos-
pital, everyone seems to agree that the center of the enterprise is the practice of
medicine; we want the patients who come into the hospital to be diagnosed cor-
rectly and treated appropriately, and only the doctors can decide how to do this.
The job of the administrators is to make sure that this happens, by sheltering the
physician-patient encounter, supplying the resources for medical practice, and deal-
ing with the community. So far, we have the College model. On the other hand, the
protection of the health of the community is very much a public charge, and the state
has a strong interest in making sure that the hospital runs well. There are matters
that only the state can handle – like making sure that the financial officers are not
absconding with the funds, and that the clerks are not demanding Medicare and pri-
vate insurance reimbursements to which the hospital is not entitled. For the rest, the
state requires the hospital administration to exercise general oversight, to establish
procedures for identifying sources of medical errors, for instance. The administra-
tion of the hospital is solely accountable to the outside community for the overall
conduct of the enterprise (individual doctors can always be sued for malpractice, but
that’s a different matter); so far, we have the Corporate model.8 Yet the two must
coexist, and cooperate effectively, or the enterprise will not be a hospital. In this
forced combination, we probably have the best model for what a university is, and
why the adversarialism evident in so many of its activities is so intractable, and so
necessary.

The adversarialism between physicians and administrators on the Hospital model
tracks our observations of academia. In my life as a consultant to hospitals, I tend
to deal primarily with physicians, whose distrust of administration is enormous; all
administrative changes are attributed to the desire to make more money, even though
the hospitals they work in are not for profit. When I deal with the administrators, the
refrain of every conversation is that physicians are ignorant of all matters pertain-
ing to the hospital, and that they have no idea of the enormous dimensions of the
problems with which the administrators are dealing. Yet on a second question, both
admit that the two professional orientations of physician and administrator must
find grounds on which to work together, for their mission depends on it. Both par-
ties attest that if the physicians were permitted to practice medicine according to
their preferences, the hospital would go bankrupt and cease to function (although
the physicians cite the abnormal pressure of malpractice litigation to account for

8Then why compare college presidents with insurance company executives, and not with CEOs
of hospitals? Because in the peculiar financial arrangements that govern health care in the US,
the hospital is not in control of its own financial destiny – it is as dependent on the current level
of government (Medicare and Medicaid) and private reimbursements for care provided as are the
physicians. They have no effective say in any rate changes, and find themselves, like the physicians’
office managers, desperately trying to keep enough money coming in to keep going, suffering with
refusals of reimbursement, and dodging repeated threats of prosecution for fraud.
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many of their expenses); both parties agree that the efficient and effective manage-
ment of hospital resources is necessary for survival. Above all, we need both parties
concentrating on their central area of commitment: that the physicians must practice
medicine with all their might, undistracted by the financial arrangements that attend
the health care system, and that administrators must watch expenses (and the law,
the regulators, the accreditors, and the public at large) with all their might, to ensure
the hospital’s continual operations. Should either party fail, the hospital fails.

But that conclusion is a prescription for conflict and more conflict. And that
is as it should be. For the successful hospital is the product of excellence in the
implementation of both commitments, to care for the patient and to stewardship of
the assets, and the two are very rarely aligned over the short term. The opposition is
not a fight, properly understood – the last objective anyone has in mind is to disable
the other party, or cause it to function less effectively. Winning would spell disaster.
But the very existence of the opposed commitment forces both parties to be clear
about their job, and about what they need in order to do their job, and that is all to
the good.

Personal hostility, on the other hand, gets in the way of the struggle: It hinders the
parties from seeing clearly when an opportunity for compromise and mutual help
has arisen, and makes cooperation much more difficult. The inevitable “cultural”
differences addressed briefly at the start of this paper also get in the way, fostering
misinterpretations and suspicions that obscure real oppositions behind false ones.
For this reason many hospitals have gone to conflict management models, mostly
involving the kind of workshops that make cooperation central, to keep the opposi-
tion from spinning out of control.

For such conflict management, in either university or hospital settings, I think we
may borrow another medical term, “palliative treatment.” The purpose of palliative
treatment is not to “cure” the patient of his ailment, nor remove the causes of it,
but just to lower the pain and make it possible for the patient to continue living and
working. In academia, we would probably call conflict management “dialogue” –
the meetings, common tasks, and candid conversations about working objectives
and difficulties, that temper hostilities and reveal cultural rifts. Periodic lunches with
short presentations by administrators on current problems can help, a lot. The point
is simply to increase understanding of the workings of the non-medical aspects of
the institution on which all parties depend to make their living. There may also
be administrators – I haven’t met them yet – who could use a briefing on the new
problems faced by the physicians in an increasingly insurance-governed world; most
seem to understand these, at least in principle.

For reconciliation on the Hospital model on the university front, mutual educa-
tion can help in both directions. I have personally heard Board members express
opinions about what faculty do for a living which can only be described as very
ignorant; I have heard opinions from faculty that suggest they have no idea why we
even need a Board of Trustees. Presumably some workshops on faculty work and
mission for the Board of Trustees could do a great deal to alleviate the ignorance,
and possibly improve relationships overall. Periodic sessions to discuss aspects
of administrative work (sessions that must be accompanied by lunch, or – in the
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hospital or in the university – no one will show up) are an excellent help to edu-
cation and to the reduction of unnecessary friction. But with the faculty, we may
be able to do more than educate. We can continue the process already adopted in
some universities, including my own, of cycling senior faculty through the Dean’s
office for 1-year stints, just to see what life looks like from the Dean’s perspective.
Even when a theoretical understanding of the institution and its built-in conflicts
exists, there is no substitute for the experience of facing administrative problems on
a day-to-day basis.

Peace

Peace is not really what we want. Adversarialism is in the end no more than the
inevitably fractious working out of the competition of legitimate visions in a setting
where (at our best) every vision is respected and honored, but (even at our best)
resources are necessary and limited. The two major forces within the university
really do pull in different directions, not at all diametrically opposed, but not at all
aligned, either. The tension between them is necessary for all parties to get their
work done for the pursuit of the truth, the safety of the institution, and the benefit
of the student. Our job, I think, is not to try to find some universal solution, which
might very well dissolve the university along with the problems, but to adapt to, and
enjoy, the bracing air of goals shared and goals disparate.
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Some academic administrators, particularly tenured faculty who have moved into
administrative positions, ask, “What is a good administrator?” Often times, these
individuals are recruited because they have demonstrated certain skills and charac-
ter traits that make them attractive candidates for these kinds of positions. We find
ourselves sometimes puzzling about questions such as: Is a “good” administrator
based on an idea of a professional administrator, which is isolated from a specific
higher educational institution? Or, alternatively, is our idea of an administrator in
the academy attached to a common conception of the good of that particular admin-
istrator’s educational institution, whose specified duties and obligations arise out
of a particular relationship within a specific institution and not from a role that is
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attached to a general conception of an academic community? Specifically, does she
see herself as a member of a very particular institution with goals and values that
are unique to the particular place of employment?

Our inquiry, however, needs to be further refined. More specific questions need to
be investigated – “What is it to be an ‘academic’ administrator?” and “Is the empha-
sis on ‘academic’ or ‘administration’?” Thus, one purpose of this paper is to provide
guidance in answering these questions, with a goal of determining the qualities of
a “good” academic administrator. Further, given that discussions about autonomy
are often found at the center of debates about academic leadership styles, academic
leaders’ responsibilities, and ethical issues in administration in higher education,
this paper also explores the notion of autonomy. Hence, another goal of this paper
is to determine how academic administrators understand themselves as autonomous
agents inside the academy.

The central thesis of this paper is that institutions of higher education and
their members need to demonstrate their commitment to collaboration. A human-
ities perspective is used to frame administrative practices and roles, which pro-
vides for an articulation, rather than a critique, of power through an examination
of key concepts employed in current educational and administrative literature –
autonomy, professionalism, and collaboration. This perspective is further delineated
by its setting within a state comprehensive university. Additionally, descriptions
of roles, responsibilities, and obligations of faculty and administration are provided
alongside descriptive and normative evaluations of these roles, offering a view of
the university as a place of shared, concrete commitment to collaboration and edu-
cation.1 The potential obstacles of “insistent individualism” and corruption are also
addressed. Finally, a continuum of collaboration is constructed, with the goal of
elaborating ethical collaborative policies that are plausible and possible, through an
analysis of various scenarios, which arise in university settings.

This paper has four main sections. The first section examines the tension aca-
demic administrators experience between their roles as regular faculty and academic
administrators. A further complication that is addressed in the second section is the
failure in various appeals to the concept of professionalism to help resolve this ten-
sion. In the third section, collaboration as a shared value is posed as a solution to
the problem of the tension between our roles as departmental faculty and academic
administrators. The final section suggests some possible collaborative opportunities.
Throughout these discussions, a robust form of autonomy, understood as relational,
is used as a heuristic to move from foundational concerns about administrative
decision-makers and decision-making to practical issues and potential solutions in
administration and administrative ethics in higher education.

1Correspondence with Dr. Mark Mossman.
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Conceptions of Ourselves as Academics and Administrators:
The Tension Between the Roles of Program Faculty
and Academic Administrators

Many faculty qua administrators find themselves negotiating differing conceptions
of themselves as faculty and as administrators, especially in the early stages of their
administrative careers. A common theme concerns the extent to which they oper-
ate autonomously. Autonomy, understood as a central feature of its professoriate
and administrative personnel, is often discussed in research and scholarship in edu-
cational leadership and ethics literature. J.B. Bennett (1998) discusses traditional
models of the autonomous self and contrasts one model described as “insistent indi-
vidualism” to a “relational” model, which includes the virtues of “hospitality and
thoughtfulness” (Bennett, 71). Similarly, in the Fall 2006 issue of The Review of
Higher Education, Elizabeth Allan describes “Four dominant discourses shaping
images of leadership. . . autonomy, relatedness, masculinity and professionalism”
(Allen, 48). The competing views of an autonomous self and a relational self in
administrative leadership and ethics literature are analogous to the same sorts of
discussions in other academic areas such as feminist philosophy, moral philosophy
and applied ethics. A solution to this may be the same as some have suggested:
Autonomy itself is relational (Secker; Stoljar; Martinelli-Fernandez).

Philosophical Conceptions of Autonomy

There are a number of ways that one can understand autonomy. Yet, two seem-
ingly oppositional conceptions tend to dominate theoretical and practical philosoph-
ical literature – viz., a Kantian conception of autonomy and a feminist, relational
conception.

Kantian Autonomy

Kantian autonomous agents recognize and promote their distinctively human capac-
ity for understanding and engaging in actions that reflect a basic respect for the
self as free and equal rational beings who can articulate, formulate, and revise
visions of what is truly good for themselves and others (Rawls). Kantian auton-
omy requires acknowledging and acting upon duties and obligations to those known
and unknown to us. Duties of justice, understood as “perfect duties,” are ethical
requirements that help us discharge the first part of our Kantian duties, i.e., not to
merely use each other. We owe these duties to all people, regardless of blood ties
and/or familiarity. For example, all moral agents refrain from lying. In contrast,
duties of beneficence are imperfect duties, i.e., obligations that arise only when we
have a particular relationship within which specified persons can discharge these
kinds of obligations (O’Neill; Herman). My godson can call in me in the middle
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of the night to request help with a philosophy assignment due the next afternoon.
I may be a bit vexed; but I will certainly help. Yet, if one of my students called at
that time, I would have a different reaction. My office hours and reasonable access
are specified and restricted. Yet, this is not true for those I love. My godson and
others close to me can demand and expect certain things of me that others cannot.
Understanding that these moral obligations actually arise out of our particular rela-
tionships can block typical objections of abstraction, unreflective impartiality, and
universality.

Autonomous agents base their actions on a certain kind of principle, the
Categorical Imperative. This imperative requires that individuals’ decisions are
universally applied and formulated such that respect for persons as principled
decision-makers is upheld. Often, we find that pre-1970 s ethical literature focuses
on one of the three various formulations of the Categorical Imperative, the first
formulation which emphasizes universalizability – “What if everyone did that.”
And, especially in applied ethics readings, this tendency seems to persist (medical
ethics, Mappes and DeGrazia, for example). John Rawls seminal 1970 s work in
political and, I would argue, ethical theory, motivated some scholars to highlight
the third formulation of the Categorical Imperative, understanding moral agents as
members of a common community of decision- and ends- makers (for example,
business ethics, and especially Norman Bowie’s work). Even when discussing only
one particular feature of the Categorical Imperative, the features of all three of the
formulations – universalizability, treating persons as ends and not merely as means,
and as members of the community of all persons (in the Kantian technical sense of
the term) – are always present (Bowie, 2000).

Feminism and Relational Autonomy

Feminist philosophers have argued that there is a distinction between the concept of
autonomy and various conceptions of autonomy (Stoljar and Mackenzie, 2000).2 It
is their central thesis that a feminist reinterpretation of autonomy yields a particu-
lar conception of autonomy, called relational autonomy. In other work (Martinelli-
Fernandez, 2005), I have criticized this view and argued that autonomy itself has
an important relational quality on a fair and reasonable reading of Kant’s text. Kan-
tian moral agency requires us to do more than refraining from some activity that
harms someone. Fully formed autonomous moral agents do more than avoid using

2Various researchers have grappled with the conception of autonomy, particularly in the late twen-
tieth and early twenty-first centuries. Medical ethicist Barbara Secker makes a distinction between
“Kant’s concept of autonomy” and “the Kantian concept of autonomy.” Arguing that both concepts
may be troublesome when applied to bioethical issues, Secker offers “a more promising concept
of patient autonomy.” Unfortunately, this account, like many other attempts at refuting or revising
the conception of Kantian autonomy rests upon a simplistic Kantian concept of autonomy, e.g.,
Mappes’s and DeGrazia’s introductory remarks in Biomedical Ethics, 1996, which perpetuates the
dichotomy between autonomy and beneficence (Secker, 1999; Martinelli-Fernandez, 2005).
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one another as merely a means to their own goals and plans understood as “ends”;
they help one another achieve their ends and, in the best situation, formulate shared
ends that all parties seek to achieve.

Hence, the Categorical Imperative itself presupposes a relational autonomy. First,
there is the requirement to promote the ends of others, which is part of what it
means to be a fully developed autonomous agent. Second, the relationship between
the Formula of Humanity and the other formulations of the Categorical Imperative
(especially the Formula of the Kingdom of Ends) further support the thesis that all
members of a relationship treat each other as fully participating members of the
moral community. This means that they share a common set of goals and values as
well as some ends, which are unique to each member. All members are to promote
these ends.

A central claim of this paper is that a robust conception of autonomy understood
as relational is the foundation of full collaboration. This will be in contrast to the
idea of autonomy understood as “insistent individualism.” The former conception
is the basis of full ethical conduct; the latter conception is minimally self-interested
and non-moral – at worst it is a corruption of the relational and ethical values inher-
ent in autonomy.

Autonomy, Faculty, and Administrators

Faculty

As faculty members, seeing ourselves as autonomous could entail a very limited
conception of autonomy as the notion of personal autonomy (Christman, 1989),
viz., understanding ourselves as independent and free decision makers, bound only
by terms of contractual obligations to teach classes, produce research, and engage in
service to the university and our “profession”. This is the same as Bennett’s concep-
tion of “insistent” “isolated” autonomy, which “emphasizes separation, individual
autonomy, privacy, fragmentation and self-sufficiency” (Bennett, 12). If we under-
stood autonomy more robustly, especially as having a relational quality within its
very conception, we would see responsibilities and obligations extending beyond
contractual obligations. For example, philosophers, would not see themselves as
philosopher qua philosopher or as professor qua professor without understanding
that we are members of a particular community at a specific university and thus
are constrained by where we are (sic., our particular higher educational institution),
which provides limits that free us in a positive and a negative sense. This, in turn,
delineates what we are required to teach as well as what we are allowed to teach
and who we are teaching (undergraduates, graduate students, or both). We are free
and we are constrained. The notion of academic freedom is another example of the
duality of freedom. It allows us to choose what and how we teach; yet, we are still
limited by the responsibility of the appropriateness of the content for the particular
courses we are assigned. We enjoy the privileges of the professoriate, which have
concomitant obligations. As Bennett notes.
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Members of the academy enjoy conditions that should promote fair and patient inquiry,
thoughtfulness, mutual respect, and hospitality – rather than the self-absorption, suspicion
and disconnection that the conference illustrated. I left the conference wondering why the
academy cannot employ its many freedoms to devise better and more satisfying forms of
togetherness, ones that promote the common good rather than pit individuals against each
other in diminishing ways, modeling abusive rather than fulfilling uses of power (Bennett,
1998, vii).

There is a balancing act which we perform as “autonomous” faculty; however,
few accomplish perfect equilibrium in all areas that faculty are usually expected to
perform in. We know faculty members who have exemplary teaching records but
less than stellar publishing records. Some have provided great service but no longer
publish. Others have magnificent research and publication records and either pro-
vide no service to their particular institution or neglect or minimize their teaching
duties. Even when faculty researchers are able to “buy out” their classes, it seems
that the entrepreneurial trumps learning and teaching. To those who may argue
that extramural grant research dollars increase an institution’s budget, consideration
needs to be given to the overall dollar loss of the value of the student’s tuition dollar
rather than the faculty salary. Add this to the cost of ensuring up-to date equipment,
and we can begin to appreciate the difficulty in determining whether that institution
really receives financial and educational benefit from the extramural grant activity.

Administrators

Clearly, being autonomous, in the robust sense of being both a free and relational
self, as a member of the professoriate is difficult. Will administrative members
of institutions of higher education find being autonomous as challenging? In fact,
do administrators even have autonomy? On first blush, it certainly seems that the
answer is, no, especially if the understanding of autonomy is that of “personal auton-
omy”. Hours of employment are usually the same as in the “outside” world. We are
expected to be available at any time during the “work” week for new tasks as well
as for evening and weekend events. We have secretaries or other administrative help
and higher level administrators who have our calendars and know most, if not all, of
our appointments and activities. For many of us, there is very little ability to set our
own schedules or timetables or projects.

Yet reflecting on previous discussions of autonomy and limit, we may see that
we also enjoy a constrained freedom. Wiggle room for unimpeded activity is much
less in administrative positions, especially for those who are either new in positions
or in subordinate ones.3 Our tasks are given to us; but assuming that we voluntarily
entered into our positions, we implicitly accept these “conditions”. At this point,
however, the notion of “conditional” freedom under a traditional understanding of
autonomy is less than satisfying. Will the notion of being autonomous, accepted
as both a free and relational self, help us more in understanding our duties and
obligations as (“good”) academic administrators?

3Correspondence with Dr. Joseph Rallo, President Angelo State University.
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One last concern about autonomy remains – understanding autonomy as com-
pliance and as pure “technical” rationality (Adams and Balfour, 2004). Certainly,
having any citizen follow laws is desirable (taking it for a given that such laws are
just and considered as such). Rightly understood, however, compliance with a law
is just that – compliance. The ability to conform behavior to rules is a minimum
requirement for autonomy. It is certainly not the whole of complete ethical behav-
ior. For example, State of Illinois employees, including faculty and administrators
in higher educational institutions, are required to take an ethics test, focusing on
gift laws, for example. Clearly, it is important for employees to know various guide-
lines for conducting business in their institution. But caution is required when one
considers whether such tests result in a more ethical employee. She will be more
informed and will understand that she must comply with such laws. Is she a “good”
and “ethical” administrator as a result of taking the test? While she is on the right
path, a more complete robust sense of “good” and “ethical” requires more than com-
pliance. Compliance is an exercise of “technical rationality,” which is a first step in
ethical behavior and conduct. Understanding and acting on means/end reasoning is
required for the ethical and the autonomous agent. It is not enough, however; that
is, the technical ability to understand, act on, and to comply with various rules of
our institution is not enough to make us “good” people or administrators (Pritchard,
Chapter 10, 158ff). The ends (i.e., the goals) of such reasoning must be the ultimate
source of moral goodness and one’s technical ability.

Understanding administrators as autonomous members of an institution poses
some challenges, not unique to any discussion of practical and professional ethics.
This paper has identified two conceptions of autonomy. One posits autonomy as
unrestricted personal freedom, as lack of accommodation and concern for obliga-
tions arising out of particular relationships. We identify this as “insistent individu-
alism.” The other conception identifies a more robust form of autonomy as “rela-
tional”, which helps move us beyond these challenges. An idea that this paper will
take up in a later discussion is a continuum of autonomous agency and collabora-
tion, viz., from the insistent isolated individual whose administrative style is purely
consultative to those who are fully relational and are collaborative.

Administration and Professionalism: Is “Professionalism”
Enough?

There is an important observation to be made before investigating more fully the
notions of “the professional” and “professionalism”, viz., the faculty qua adminis-
trator’s apologist position. Bennett well-describes this perspective:

One should not readily acknowledge willingness, much less ambition to become a leader,
nor should one highlight prior management experience, for that usually arouses suspicion.
Instead, one is advised to downplay what may privately be regarded as a great triumph. . ..
The successful academic leader needs to honor, while also circumventing, this mythology
(Bennett, 85–86).
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In addition to this potential undervaluing of the administrator and a fortiori her
efficacy as an academic leader (even by her own lights), there is an analogous and
equally troubling perspective about administrators who do not come from faculty
ranks and hold their doctorates in educational administration and/or leadership. We
see

Leaders do not enjoy the aura of expertise that comes from the professional credentialism
of the academy. Doctorates in educational administration do not command the cachet asso-
ciated with traditional disciplinary degrees (Bennett, 85).

There is little if any value in calling ourselves “professionals” if those who
hold specific credentials in educational leadership (thus seeming trained for this
profession) are as undervalued as much as (if not more than) those who hold the
“respected” academic credentials and desire to be in administrative leadership roles.
While some may maintain that distinguishing between non-academic/instrumental
and academic administrative leadership may be helpful (Weingartner, 8 and 33),
the resulting dichotomy promotes the same challenge to promoting and maintaining
administrative respect and authority.

There are other issues concerning “professional” and “professionalism”; for
example, “What kind of professionals are we?” and “Are we (really) profession-
als?” Bennett discusses two kinds of professionalism. First, there is the notion of
“academic professionalism.” This kind of professionalism has its roots in the lim-
ited understanding of autonomy as insistent individualism, with a focus on isolation
and hierarchy. The second kind of professionalism is “collegial professionalism,”
with its roots in the idea of relationships. Bennett writes:

The whole point of the relational model is to deny the walls that insistent individualism
erects and maintains. Relationality promotes hospitality and thoughtfulness. Collegial pro-
fessionalism means competence and dedication – doing the job well and even gracefully.
It suggests dignity and highlights commitment to the good of the other, rather than the
exclusivity and self-protection that academic professionalism fosters. It calls for and makes
possible more honest and candid discourse and relationships. It discourages injudicious and
insensitive speech. Excessive privacy, secret balloting, and incomplete peer review reflect
the deficiencies of the academy as aggregate, not as collegium (Bennett, 71).

We see that what is at stake in these two kinds of professionalism is how we inter-
act with others or even whether we interact with them at all. Taking Norman Bowie’s
fine distinction of an autonomous agent’s “thinking for oneself,” we should add the
observation that while one may think for herself, she does not think by herself. What
we will want is a collegial administrator in institutions of higher education who col-
laborates with others and does not solely consult her own “insistent individualism.”
Indeed, we want leaders; academe needs visionaries; however, such visions are not
and cannot be through the lens of one (or even several) myopic individual(s), if they
are to effectively and ethically guide the university’s mission.

Interestingly, Rudolph Weingartner suggests that perhaps we are not profes-
sionals at all; rather “[A]cademic administration is profession-like, in part, pre-
cisely because its roles (emphasis added) cannot be encompassed by the kind
of contract here proposed” (Weingartner, 37). Weingartner believes that being
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“adorned with codes . . . is not sufficient to dignify its membership as a profession”
(Weingartner, 37). Will reflecting on our roles yield a more robust understanding of
collegial administrators in institutions of higher education (IHE)?

Clearly, roles would have us acknowledge our various relationships with the
groups and individual members of our IHE. It may help us avoid “insistent indi-
vidualism;” yet, retain a notion of autonomy and, hence, promote an administrative
style, understood as relational. If we add on to these reflections Weingartner’s dis-
tinction between two kinds of administrators, instrumental and academic, we might
better understand our unique positions as faculty qua administrator. Also, we may
have a more operational way of moving through the “trenches”. Roles that immedi-
ately come to mind are negotiator, evaluator, colleague, leader and, as Lisa Newton
and Bowie suggest, educator. Further, within these categories, we could delineate
between understanding ourselves as faculty and then administrator, understood as
capturing the two types of administrators that Weingartner (as some others) sug-
gest – viz., instrumental vs. academic.

Our focus has been on the academic administrator. The “good” administrator is
collegial and goes beyond narrow self-interested professional concerns. She or he is
concerned about the good of and for others. Yet, this is not enough to offer a more
robust guidance. Additionally, we need to evaluate how we interact with others in
our decision-making process. In the next section, we examine a collaborative model
of decision-making, based on a continuum of autonomy and respect for self and
others.

Collaboration

Collaboration and Consultation

Those of us who love language will find that “consult” arose in the English language
roughly in the late fifteenth/early sixteenth century. We find that its source is French
(consulter) and Latin (consultare / consulere) which means to deliberate, counsel,
or consult. We can “consult an individual (that is, “to ask the advice or opinion
of” another).” We can “deliberate together” (confer).” Or, we could “serve as a
consultant.”

Turning to the etymology of “collaborate,” we find that it is derived from the
Latin, com and laborare (to labor) and it appears much later in the English language,
in 1871. Merriam-Webster gives us three entries:

1. [T]o work jointly with others or together especially in an intellectual endeavor
2. [T]o cooperate with or willingly assist an enemy of one’s country and especially

an occupying force
3. [T]o cooperate with an agency or instrumentality with which one is not immedi-

ately connected.
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The Oxford English Dictionary traces a form of collaboration earlier, to 1802
from an entry made by Jeremy Bentham (Works X, 345): “He was a collaborator of
Mirabeau” (Volume 1, 613). With no reference to the negative sense of collaborate
found in entry two M-W, the definitions cited in OED are “To work in conjunction
with another or others; to cooperate; especially in a literary or artistic production or
the like.”

Collaboration/Consultation and Their Differences

Current literature in education maintains that the difference between collaboration
and consultation exists and, perhaps, we may find some support in this, histori-
cally – pointing to some potential relationships such as the egalitarian movements
of the European Western Enlightenment, the rise of the utilitarianism as a politi-
cal movement, and an increase in the numbers of well-educated people seeking to
participate actively in matters of political, economic, and professional importance.

Scholars such as R. Gajda suggest that consultation is necessary but not suffi-
cient; collaboration must be a goal, minimally and optimally the driving and a mea-
surable source of ventures between educational institutions in joint projects. I would
also argue that, alone, consultation fails to promote a complete model of ethical
behavior and conduct that goes well beyond our interactions with our colleagues –
in fact, consultation, unlike collaboration, will not allow us to provide implicit and
explicit roles models to our students. Certainly, consultation is the starting point of
collaboration; yet by itself it will be a missed–step to engage in promoting, cre-
ating and perhaps even recreating the common good of education. If we return to
the descriptions of consult and consultation, we find neither of these terms has a
robust sense of cooperation (if at all) and, instead, emphasize individual expertise
(a kind of insistent individualism), which fails to acknowledge the potential of com-
munity cooperation and creative power. Consultation is necessary but certainly not
enough for fruitful, full human interaction and respect or for institutional growth and
success.

In contrast, collaboration suggests cooperation and “to work in conjunction with
others.” In fact, there is the explicit suggestion of a common good in its descrip-
tion as “working together in an intellectual endeavor (M-W),” and “to cooperate;
especially in a literary or artistic production.” If we look at the literature in educa-
tional journals, we find that collaboration is often identified as a “strategic alliance”
and is also understood in more structural and procedural terms (Gajda, 2004, 2006).
Unfortunately, at times this alliance seems to be in the service of a externally derived
plan that must be executed and is not a plan or goal that was created by the group
responsible for its implementation. Gajda notes that collaboration is “a powerful
strategy to achieve a vision otherwise not possible when independent entities work
alone” (2004, 65). A further concern is that, sometimes, there is little to recom-
mend many forms of collaboration as ethical. Suggesting that individual members
and their goals are understood more instrumentally, Gajda notes, “Intra- and inter-
personal needs of individuals have to be addressed if alliances are going to suc-
cessfully perform” (2004, 69). Perhaps this signals a potential for its corruption,
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which is similar to the limits of consultation, sic., an insistent individualism of par-
ties involved, leading to competition rather than cooperation. This possible negative
consequence of collaboration will be discussed towards the end of this paper. In the
next section, the practice of collaboration is discussed, with a continuum of col-
laboration established and examined through an evaluation of a course scheduling
scenario and an interdisciplinary arts and sciences program that was created at a
master’s comprehensive public university.

Collaboration in Practice

A recent white paper devoted to “Understanding Collaboration,” a resource paper
prepared for the Illinois Board of Higher Education (May, 2007), attempts to define
collaboration: “The precise meaning of ‘collaboration’ is elusive, at least in part
because the term has been used as a catchall to signify just about any type of inter-
organizational or interpersonal relationship” (p. 1). It concludes with the observation
that “[c]ollaboration is a process and a structure which organizations use to work
together toward goals the partners could not achieve by themselves” (p. 16). While
the purpose of this white paper is to help guide P-20 educators on their required true
collaborative relationships for “No Child Left Behind” grant applications and activ-
ities, understanding its use and understanding of “collaboration” will be instructive
in examining the relationship between autonomy and administrative leadership.

Various attributes of collaboration are initially explored in this document. Ten
are identified (pp. 2–5).

1. Collaboration is intentional, planned and structured.
2. Collaboration has one or more specific purposes that are carefully defined and

commonly understood.
3. Collaboration involves strategic activities specifically designed to achieve the

goals and purposes.
4. Collaboration involves multiple participating organizations and entities.
5. Collaboration involves shared responsibility for achieving the purposes or

goals.
6. Collaboration is based on parity among the participants.
7. Collaboration involves interpersonal interaction.
8. Collaboration involves sharing of resources.
9. Collaboration develops in stages.

10. Collaboration is unique to the context.

Goals 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6 are the same as the characteristics of autonomy and
autonomous decision-making and action. The autonomous agent’s decision-making
is “intentional, planned and structured.” An agent’s ends are purposive and, as such,
are “carefully defined” and “understood.” The means by which the autonomous
agent’s ends are achieved are “specifically designed to achieve the goals and
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purposes.” Autonomy, understood as being relational, “involves shared responsi-
bility for achieving the purpose or goals.” And, finally, autonomous agency depends
on the idea that people are understood as free and equal members of a moral com-
munity, which is “based on parity among the participants.” A collaborative model of
administrative leadership, for both an academic administrator and an instrumental
administrator, is very much dependent on autonomous agency. An initial problem
concerns the idea of “parity among participants” and the notion of “equal;” hence,
the question of whether there is real equality or parity among participants in higher
administration is taken up later in this section.

“Understanding Collaboration” provides a discussion of a “continuum” of col-
laboration, which is understood ultimately as a process. Three parts of the process
are identified and have been borrowed from N.L. Peterson’s “three distinct states
of interaction among organizations:” cooperation, coordination and collaboration,
reminiscent of R. Gajda’s integrative continuum model (IBHE, 6). Integration is
understood as the same as “partner autonomy”, which is used to examine participat-
ing parties’ relationships and interactions.

Accepting a conception of collaboration as a continuum, with the additional goal
of “partner autonomy”, let us proceed in refining the three stages, increasing them to
at least five, ranging from fully consultative, which lacks any notion of reciprocity
or recognition of the goals of others to fully collaborative, including a full sense of
reciprocity and the creation of new, shared goals. Additionally, the ability to exercise
respect towards others increases as we proceed through these five stages. A scenario
regarding setting course schedules will run across the stages, describing interactions
between various groups, each group comprised of at least two administrators and
one faculty member.4

Stage One

Stage one is fully consultative. The Dean’s Office directs the “choice” of courses and
their scheduling, offering no other options to and, hence no input from the Depart-
ment or faculty. There is no parity between the Dean, the chair, and the faculty.
The College needs two general education courses to be taught on-line and there is
only one faculty who had developed these course for on-line delivery. The Dean’s
position is that he needs to provide course scheduling for his College, attracting the
greatest number of students. The Chair needs to set schedules for department offer-
ings and, in the interest of the his faculty, prefers to have faculty members initially
choose courses they will teach along with the kind of delivery, etc.

While we see that the “self-interest” and goals of the College in terms of effective
use of resources and enrollment are addressed, we also see that the “self-interest”
and goals of the Department seem ignored. Perhaps the most one can hope for is
to avoid disrespect, at this first stage. The Dean could suggest that as primary fidu-
ciary and academic leader, he sees teaching these on-line courses is also in the best

4I thank Dr. Dan Wise for suggesting this example.
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interests of the Department and the faculty in that diverse and flexible offerings
(such as on-line, general education courses) allow majors and minors to complete
the program in a timely manner and are more accessible and attractive to non-majors
and non-minors. With the on-line delivery, he suggests that faculty may have more
time to engage in their research and scholarly activities.

A key to understanding the ethics of the Dean’s decision is to determine whether
and, if so, how it contributes to the Department’s and the faculty member’s success.
We see that while the decision was not in the hands of all parties, there is some
attention to the “good” of all concerned, at least in terms of the benefit of all con-
cerned. At this stage, however, only a thin sense of respect is exercised and the best
that can be accomplished is to avoid treating others as mere means. This means that
our respect for others requires our not treating them with disrespect. Fully respect-
ing others will require more “positive action” understood as a positive regard for
others. Yet, this positive regard is not a duty in the sense that we can force its perfor-
mance (or punish one for falling short). In a sense, we are left “free” to decide how
best to show this positive regard. One might think of this as a kind of discretionary
autonomy that is relational. In effect, we are looking at a continuum of autonomy,
especially in its relational sense.5

The Dean recognizes the potential benefit for all concerned and, thus, demon-
strates some concern for the welfare of the department and faculty. While the chair
and faculty have not actively participated in the recognition and setting of these
goals, there is no intention to harm anyone in order to achieve the College’s goals.
Therefore, minimal respect is present.

Stage Two

Stage Two concerns the partial coordination of interests and goals. While still direc-
tive and lacking others’ abilities to initially set options, there is an explicit recogni-
tion of the ends of others. In setting course schedules, the Dean is still the one who
makes the decision. And it is the case that the decision-making process is among
unequals. The College has funds for two additional courses and, through an analy-
sis of previous course offerings, determines that student enrollment increases when
there is more flexibility in course times/days and when the courses are included in
general education requirements. In consultation with a department chair, the Dean
decides that evening, weekend, and on-line courses are the kinds of course delivery
that would be most attractive to students. The chair consults with her faculty and
determines which courses will be taught within these constraints and with an eye to
those that the department feels are most attractive based on departmental, individual
faculty and student interests. While the Dean has set the parameters of the kind of
course and its delivery, there is input into the choice of these kinds of courses and
who will be teaching them.

5I thank Michael Pritchard for this point.
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Stage Three

At this stage, decisions are made with full coordination, albeit among unequals. The
ends of others are fully understood and recognized. There is also a desire to benefit
the participating parties. Yet, only one party sets the initial goals. Taking our course
scheduling example, let us assume that all the features of stage two are in place. The
chair and her department members have decided which courses would be taught, by
whom and when. The addition to this example is the Dean’s desire to make the lives
better of the faculty who volunteer. Perhaps the College is in a position to upgrade
the faculty members’ computer or printer. There might be an additional conference
one of the faculty might like to attend that had not been budgeted from the year,
which the College could financially support.

Stage Four

At stage four, full coordination and partial collaboration are present. Partial collab-
oration will entail the mutual setting of goals. It is partial in that there is a sense
of transactional benefit (Bowie, 2000), understood as enlightened self-interest. The
sense is “I benefit and you will benefit. We may have different goals, which we
will acknowledge and promote.” There is, however, no sense of one overarching
and motivating shared goal. Interests and goals are aggregated rather than shared.
Returning to our setting course and course schedules example, the Dean discusses
the availability of funds for two courses at a chairs’ council meeting. He asks for
input as to how the funds can be used to most effectively support instructional goals
of the College and University. All chairs are asked to determine which courses and
which methods of delivery their departments can best support. Decision-making is
shared at this stage in setting the specific goals of how to best utilize funds desig-
nated for courses. Chairs go back to their departments and, after discussions with
their faculty, present the Dean with their chosen courses. Each course and its deliv-
ery are evaluated and then brought forward to the chairs’ council for a vote, which
the Dean will honor.

Ultimately, a fully robust form of respect may only be possible at the next, and
final stage, for stage five requires a fully coordinated and collaborative goal that all
have agreed upon. In fact, we may view this as a newly created shared goal and not
merely an aggregate of existing goals.

Stage Five

In this stage, all interactions are fully collaborative (and hence fully coordinated).
Full reciprocity is present. Not only are individual values and interests recognized
and promoted, new ends/goals are created. Decision-making, ends sharing and ends
creating all entail a Bowiean sense of “transformational leadership” (Bowie, 2000).

In returning to our example of course scheduling, we will find some limitation in
achieving this final stage that expresses a fully robust ethics of leadership and the
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concomitant sense of full respect. Thus far, each stage/step of collaboration has been
explored using a fairly common challenge of setting course schedules. In doing so,
we find a seemingly intractable obstacle to full collaboration in terms of the creation
of new shared ends, hence leaving a limited sense of relational autonomy possible.
An earlier observation during the discussion of collaboration at stage one about the
challenge of achieving full collaboration was made regarding the non-existence of
an opportunity for creation at this stage, for we only envision goals and projects as
those that are informed by, and which serve, only one of the participants’ perceived
needs and desires.

We will need to turn to a different scenario and discuss the possibility for full
collaboration and hence the exercise of a fully relational autonomy through an anal-
ysis of the development of an interdisciplinary program, which also involves the
research interests of faculty and an eye to making individual departmental programs
more attractive and completable by students, and serves higher administrative edu-
cational goals, long-term as well as short term.

A Liberal Arts and Sciences initiative (MLAS), an interdisciplinary master’s
degree program in the College of Arts and Sciences, was initially conceived as a
response to higher administration’s call to have a greater presence at a University’s
non-residential campus. Initial goals were to increase enrollment at its sister campus
located 11/2 hours from the main campus, offer an attractive program to the commu-
nity, and provide access to degree programs to an underserved student population,
which was primarily non-traditional. From a non-administrative perspective, there
was also a goal to provide an exciting venue allowing faculty members wishing
to teach in interdisciplinary areas as well as to provide an occasion to be able to
explore their research interests, which cross traditional, disciplinary boundaries. A
shared goal among various levels of administration and faculty was the desire to
support existing programs, particularly post-baccalaureate certificates (sometimes
referred to as graduate certificates).

Applying our five-stage model of collaboration, we see that the initial impetus
for creation of this program is located in the first stage, being initiated by higher
administrative goals. Yet, the recognition of the goals of the College and the goals
of its individual departmental units and its faculty directed the program along the
path of the other stages. Faculty members in the appropriate disciplinary areas con-
structed individual core courses and the entire program proposal was reviewed and
recommended by a graduate faculty committee of the College.

Arguably, the program meets the first four stages of collaboration and its criteria.
Respect and acting upon the goals of others are achieved; yet, the question of the
creation of new goals remains open. Presently, one department accepts one of the
core courses as a recommended elective in its own masters program. This depart-
ment is also considering a post-baccalaureate certificate, which could count towards
coursework for the department’s own master’s degree, and could also be able to be
the basis of a MLAS program for interested students who might choose to pursue
more advanced graduate work that would be interdisciplinary focused. This depart-
ment’s ability to concentrate on the common good of education, sic., a response
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to the question of “What is good for our students” moves the MLAS program into
the fifth stage – the creation of a new, shared goal, i.e., the creation of yet another
new program which comes out of the faculty in a response to their willingness to
contribute to a program initiated by higher administration. It is only at this final
stage that we see true collaborative and ethical leadership because all individuals
are fully respected. They set the goals that are to be achieved; they do not merely
make the discrete, individual goals of others come to fruition. In this example, more
than avoiding disrespect has been achieved. A full respect for the decision-making
abilities and for the goals of all has been achieved. We now see a fully robust eth-
ical stance towards all members involved, for all 10 attributes of collaboration are
present, a large number of which are the same as the characteristics of autonomy
(Adams and Balfour, 16).

Possibilities for Collaboration

In reviewing discussions of the five stages of collaboration, it becomes clear that
competition, a feature of insistent individualism, has the potential to impede collab-
oration. Competition, as a catalyst in seeking the cooperation of others, is good; yet,
as an end in itself, is harmful to any ultimate goal of collaboration. Collaboration,
in the best sense, is a feature of relational autonomy and, as such, is a vehicle for
the creation of new goals, shared by its participants. Yet, this may be an ideal, to
be strived for but perhaps not easily realizable. If we look at the literature in educa-
tional journals, we find that collaboration can be identified as a “strategic alliance”
and is also understood in more structural, evaluative and procedural terms (Gajda,
2004, 2006).

Gajda refers to collaboration as an imperative (67ff, 2004, 26, 2006); yet, if
we are making an analogy to autonomy and its connection to Kantian theory and
imperatives, collaboration may be hypothetical (as a means to achieve a goal or
as a conception of happiness) and not categorical (as a morally valuable goal in
itself). That is, collaboration, at least in past educational literature, is part of an
overall strategic plan that is given to groups and individuals holding membership
in these groups. Collaboration, in this sense, is a means to an end, the achieve-
ment of the goal or goals of the particular plan. Further, it is a plan that must be
executed not created. It is similar to imperatives of skill that allows goals to be
identified and achieved and perhaps akin to counsels of prudence understood as
a form of happiness/flourishing/success that is indeterminate and, as such, varies
for and, hence, unique to each individual. To recap earlier discussions, collabora-
tion has been described as “a powerful strategy to achieve a vision otherwise not
possible when independent entities work alone” (Gajda, 2004, 65). Even individ-
ual members are understood more instrumentally: “Intra- and inter-personal needs
of individuals have to be addressed if alliances are going to successfully perform”
(Gajda, 2004, 69). This signals a potential for corruption that may be at the heart
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of collaborative failures – unhealthy and often rampant competition and neglected
cooperation among colleagues and collaborators as well as among our faculty and
administrative colleagues. How can we avoid this?

Let us assume that Gajda is correct that collaboration is an imperative (67ff,
2004; 26, 2006) and then ask, “Whose imperative is it?” The answer is “It is yours,
mine, and ours.” Hence, we must assume individual and collective responsibility for
our efforts in acting on and creating the common good of education. We also need
to understand, accept, and act upon collaboration as our imperative and see it as a
process in achieving the common good of education, which, in turn, facilitates stu-
dent, faculty, administrators and others academic, economic, political, and personal
success. All this is what the good administrator does.

Consulting one another is but one step in this collaboration. Creation of a better
educational experience for our students is another. This step, however, is an end
of such a process and achieved only when interested and involved parties as well
as other stakeholders truly participate. Collaboration cannot be mere compliance in
achieving an externally created and imposed plan; it is a commitment to effecting
in a variety of ways, from a variety of expertise and perspectives, the common good
(NSC, 30). What are some steps that we might take?

1. Work with all interested stakeholders, when we make policies, procedures as
well as when we create or change academic curricula/programs, etc., including
those internal and external to our institution.

2. Include all interested stakeholders in discussing and identifying common areas of
concern – faculty, chairs, and administrative personnel in your educational insti-
tution as well as representatives from the community (elected officials, members
of the chamber of commerce, for example).

3. Cultivate ourselves so that we are the kind of people who seek and foster cooper-
ation and the good for all and not just for ourselves or only those with whom we
are closely involved with or aligned to. For example, offer to deliver guest lec-
tures with colleagues in your disciplinary area (not everyone has the same take
on, or approach to, their discipline) as well as in other disciplines. Also, have
conversations with faculty about inclusive, reciprocal teaching/learning strate-
gies: Ask students for their areas of interest and expertise and connect those to
your topic for the day or overall disciplinary area of the class (National School
of Character Award Winning Practices, 2006). Ask members of the community
to contribute to classroom activities and discussions as appropriate. Bring stu-
dents to extracurricular activities, outside of the classroom and our educational
institution. Have group projects that are meaningful and that you help monitor.
As we know, collaboration is difficult for educators ourselves. Why would it be
any easier for our students?

We will also need to develop mutually disinterested views and more general
points of view – rather than being consultants, we need to be colleagues. Often,
the mis-steps that I and other educators and administrators make (and, the reality
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is that all of us, at one time or another, will err) arise not so much from what we
do; rather, it is what we fail to do – model the behavior, the conduct that we expect
in our students and our colleagues (understood broadly). Specifically, we often see
our particular job, task in isolation from that of others. We are insistent about the
importance of our individual charge for educating students in a particular discipline,
failing to acknowledge the importance of what others teach; we are insistent about
our individual charge as administrating certain aspects of the educational experience
without regard to the reason why that educational experience is important and what
that educational experience actually is.

While Charles Dickens tells us “Mankind is our business,” we need to remind
ourselves “Education for the common good is our business.” The good adminis-
trator consciously embraces the common good, and acts on it as participant in as
well as revisionist and creator of this good, in concert with others. To the question
of “What can we as educators, administrators, officials, and academics do so that
our students understand the common good of education, a good that is individually
and collectively good for academic, economic, political, and personal success?” My
response is “Consult, collaborate, and create.” These are the characteristics of the
good academic administrator. Yet, to actually be able to do so requires our institu-
tions of higher education to demonstrate concretely a real commitment to collabora-
tion. Whether our institutions are seeking to sustain their greatness or are poised to
effect incremental or great transformative change, this commitment will not be easy
even when desired.6 We will need to set up institutional structures that promote
cooperation towards achieving the university’s shared visions and mission rather
than foster rampant insistent individualism. Acting from a sense of self-interest and
self-regardingness is a necessary feature of all humans. But without the tempering
effect of other-regardingness and respect for and appreciation of the common good,
interests of, and regard for, the self will sabotage even the best collaborative inten-
tions. Rather than acting as relational autonomous agents, actors will have the sole
motivation of insistent individualism.

The university must be a place where guiding principles of respect, collegiality,
and fairness are embedded within the context of a concrete commitment to collab-
oration on education across and even beyond the university. Ultimately, all insti-
tutions of higher education need to develop and implement collaborative policies
and institutional organization structures that work and are good, in all senses of this
word. Good institutions are good for everyone and will support, encourage, and help
create the good administrator.
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How Should the Policy Apply? Trustworthy
Decisions in the Administration of Graduate
Academic Programs

Michael C. Loui

Abstract Previous work on the ethics of academic administration has ignored the
interpretation and application of academic policies. In this essay, I discuss the ethics
of administrative decisions based on academic policies. Because no policy can cover
every situation, administrators must exercise judgment to interpret policies wisely
and to grant exceptions when warranted. Using examples from my experience as a
graduate dean, I explain how I endeavored to ensure the trustworthiness of policy-
based decisions and decision processes in the administration of graduate programs.

Keywords Academic policy · Faculty committee · Graduate dean · Graduate pro-
gram · Graduate student · Trust · Trustworthy

Introduction

True Story, Chapter 1. You are the associate dean for graduate programs at your
university. You hear an allegation that two graduate students, husband and wife,
falsified their admissions credentials. The woman has recently completed a mas-
ter’s degree at your university. You ask the students’ departments to send you their
dossiers, including their applications for graduate admission. The students’ under-
graduate transcripts look legitimate; they bear the official seal of the university that
both students attended. You examine the transcripts carefully and notice small dis-
crepancies. For example, the student identification numbers have different numbers
of digits. What should you do?

At first glance, academic administration seems completely straightforward. If an
academic policy applies, then the administrator merely makes the decision spec-
ified by the policy. If a committee makes the decision, then the administrator
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merely implements the decision. What could be simpler? At second glance, aca-
demic administration is not so straightforward. A policy cannot cover every con-
tingency: invariably a situation arises that the policy does not address. In these
cases, the administrator must decide how to interpret the relevant policy. In other
cases, the application of a general policy may be unwise, and the administrator
might decide to grant an exception. For instance, a graduate dean might extend
the doctoral time limit for a student who became incapacitated by an illness for a
year.

Interpreting policies and granting exceptions require the administrator to exer-
cise judgment, based on good reasons. In turn, the exercise of judgment requires
wisdom to reconcile ethical values, both values in the decision itself, and values in
the process used to reach the decision. In the academy, the process of making an
administrative decision may require consultation with a committee of faculty and
students, or with an even broader group of constituents. Consultations with com-
mittees observe the traditional academic value of collegiality and the principle of
shared governance, by which faculty members and students participate actively in
the administration of the institution.

Because collegial deliberation takes time, however, most decisions are made rou-
tinely by academic administrators without broad consultation. Although adminis-
trators might use delay as a tactic – the administrator’s most powerful weapon is
delay – in general, administrators must make decisions quickly because of the sheer
volume of work. While administrators do gather relevant facts, they never have suf-
ficient time to study a situation completely. With limited time, administrators nev-
ertheless strive to reach the right decisions.

Previous work on the ethics of academic administration (Tatum 1992; Weingart-
ner 1999) has ignored administrative decisions in the interpretation and application
of academic policies. In this essay, I will focus on the ethics of administrative deci-
sions based on academic policies. I will draw on my experience as an associate
dean of the Graduate College at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.
For 4 years, I oversaw the administration of about 120 graduate academic programs
that enrolled about 8000 graduate students across the campus. I will illustrate how I
endeavored to ensure that administrative decisions were trustworthy.

Trust is a cornerstone of all human relationships (Solomon and Flores 2001). In
a large organization, no one can function effectively without trusting others to per-
form their functions. In academic institutions, the need for trust between colleagues
is particularly high, because much academic work is performed in isolation: collab-
orations in research and in teaching occur only occasionally; peer review of research
is sporadic; and peer review of teaching is rare. A professor who is the institution’s
only expert in eighteenth century British literature would generally not collaborate
with other professors at the institution in research in that subject. Usually profes-
sors teach their courses without collaborating with colleagues, and without contin-
ual oversight by administrators. A professor who teaches an advanced course in a
discipline must therefore trust the colleague who teaches the prerequisite course
to prepare students adequately, without examining all of the colleague’s classroom
sessions and course assignments. Because academic institutions have a special need
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for trust, academic administrators have a special duty to promote trust within their
institutions.

Trustworthy Decisions: Applying Academic Policies

True Story, Chapter 2. Among the admissions materials for each student are recom-
mendation letters from three professors. You send copies of these letters individually
to the professors, who reply separately that they did not write those letters. In addi-
tion, you ask the registrar at the students’ undergraduate university to mail you
the students’ official transcripts. When you compare the official transcripts with the
ones in the students’ dossiers, they look different. The husband’s true undergradu-
ate record was much weaker than what his falsified transcript showed. The wife’s
undergraduate record was represented accurately by her falsified transcript, except
that her official transcript stated that she had been dismissed, without receiving the
bachelor’s degree, for stealing bus passes and destroying other students’ data. What
should you do now?

As a graduate dean, I took responsibility for campus policies that governed aca-
demic programs leading to graduate degrees. As at other universities, these poli-
cies specify the minimum number of academic credits required for master’s and
doctoral degrees; the minimum number of credits required within the department
or at an advanced level; the maximum number of credits that may be transferred
from another institution; the minimum registration required for full-time status;
the minimum time that the student must be in residence to receive a degree; the
general examinations (qualifying, comprehensive, and preliminary examinations)
required for a doctorate; the minimum size and composition of advising commit-
tees; the maximum time allowed for pursuing a degree; and the minimum graduate
point average required for admission to a graduate program and continuation in
the program. These policies define the university’s academic standards for graduate
programs, and they facilitate the administration of graduate programs in common
cases.

An academic policy may also specify a procedure for handling unusual cases,
such as the process for dropping a student from a graduate program, the process
for hearing a formal grievance, and the process for responding to an allegation
of research misconduct. The procedure usually specifies which administrator takes
responsibility for which decision; for example, after a committee hears both sides in
a grievance brought by a graduate student, the graduate dean decides the outcome.
Sometimes a procedure may state that an administrator may make minor changes
to a procedure when warranted. For example, the procedure may allow the graduate
dean to extend the amount of time required for gathering evidence before a hearing.
Or if the procedure specifies a decision-maker who has a conflict of interest for a
particular case, then a substitute administrator may be appointed.

Because no policy can cover every possible situation, administrators must use
judgment responsibly to interpret policies wisely, and to make principled exceptions
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when warranted. For example, while I was a graduate dean, we changed the policy
on the composition of doctoral committees to require that at least two members of
the committee be tenured professors, because tenured professors have a long-term
commitment to excellence in the institution. When we created the policy, however,
we had not anticipated that members of some doctoral committees would be retired
professors, who no longer have tenure. I interpreted the requirement for tenured
members to include professors who had been tenured but had recently retired.

Our policy on doctoral examinations does not specify their locations. I received
a request from my own department to conduct a final examination for the doctorate
(i.e., a dissertation defense) in San Diego because the student and three of the four
doctoral committee members had recently moved to universities in southern Cali-
fornia. Because the three committee members were still members of the Graduate
Faculty at Illinois (for a limited time), I allowed final examination. I made other
exceptions to our policies. In a tragic case, a doctoral student who had nearly com-
pleted his dissertation died suddenly. The student’s department inquired whether we
could award a posthumous degree. My campus has a policy that explicitly prohibits
unearned posthumous degrees: every degree must be earned. To satisfy the spirit of
this policy, I asked the student’s committee to complete the dissertation and to sub-
mit it, and I waived the requirement for a final examination, since the dead student
could not present his dissertation. His parents came to commencement to receive
his doctoral degree. In another case, a doctoral student at Illinois who had earned a
master’s degree elsewhere committed suicide; because he had earned enough credits
for a nonthesis master’s degree, I waived the rule against duplicate degrees so that
we could present his family with a diploma for the work that he had completed. We
could not give these families their sons, but we could grant their earned degrees.

When I considered policy exceptions, I used two ethical tests. First, how would
the exception look on the front page of a newspaper? There is nothing worse than
being accused of malfeasance on the front page of the student newspaper. Second,
could the exception become a general rule? To apply this second, deontological test,
I considered whether we could adopt the exception as part of our general policy, even
though we would probably not incorporate the exception into the policy because it
would apply too rarely.

A department asked me for an exception to our policy on appointments to the
Graduate Faculty. The department head wanted graduate faculty standing for a new
faculty member who had not yet completed her Ph.D. The head said, “She plans to
submit her dissertation in only one or two months.” I replied, “No, she does not meet
the minimum standard to be a member of the Graduate Faculty.” Could we award
graduate faculty standing to everyone who did not have a Ph.D. or other evidence of
scholarly accomplishment? That could not be a general rule. Usually administrators
say “yes” to reasonable requests for exceptions. Administrators really earn their
keep when they say “no.”

A graduate program wanted to terminate a doctoral student. I asked, “Why?”
They replied, “She doesn’t seem interested in research.” I persisted, “How do you
know? Did she not complete a required research paper? Did she fail an examina-
tion?” “Well, no,” they confessed, “we admitted her by mistake.” “Sorry,” I said,
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“you admitted her, and it is not fair to revoke the admission without adequate rea-
sons. Unless she fails to meet some academic requirement, you must keep her.”
Another department tried to change the percentage appointment of a graduate assis-
tant from 25 to 24% in the middle of the academic year to avoid paying his tuition
in the spring. Because he had received the assistantship appointment the previous
summer, he had already counted on the tuition waiver, and he would have had to
borrow thousands of dollars to pay for the unanticipated tuition. I told the depart-
ment that it could not change the contract in the middle of the year without a good
reason. In these two cases, in which no explicit policies applied, it was my duty as an
administrator to say “no”: I articulated the viewpoint of the less powerful parties –
the graduate students – to ensure that they were treated fairly.

Trustworthy Processes: Committee Meetings

True Story, Chapter 3. Your university’s policy on falsification of documents includes
a paragraph on fraudulent admissions credentials. The policy allows you and the
registrar to cancel the registrations of both students without a hearing. The policy
does not explicitly address the case of a student who has graduated. After consulting
with the university lawyer, you terminate the husband from his doctoral program,
and you revoke the wife’s master’s degree. Did you make the right decisions?

So far, I have described administrative decisions that I made myself, sometimes after
I had consulted with a few more experienced administrators. In other cases, I made
decisions after conducting meetings of appropriate committees, or after convening
meetings of ad hoc committees. Administrators attend many, many meetings. To
the faculty, it seems that administrators never do real work because they are always
in meetings. Even when a committee meeting appears to be a mere formality, an
academic ritual, however, I believe that we should think of the meeting as a form of
work that builds trust (Solomon and Flores 2001).

Sometimes the best way to solve a problem or to create a policy is to bring
together the right people. A committee of people with diverse backgrounds can meld
complementary skills and knowledge to accomplish a goal. I organized an ad hoc
meeting of people with knowledge and experience to create a framework for joint
baccalaureate/master’s programs, in which a student could earn both a bachelor’s
degree and a master’s degree with fewer total credits than earning each degree sep-
arately. When one department proposed to create a novel inter-institutional degree
program, and another proposed to create ad hoc individualized joint degree pro-
grams, I referred the proposals to committees of experienced faculty members. In
both cases, we decided that the students and the university would be well served
by allowing these innovative programs to operate for trial periods of 3 years, with
reviews at the ends of the trial periods to determine whether they should continue.
The trial periods would help us gain experience and increase trust in the new ideas.

In another case, I called a meeting of the doctoral committee for a student
who was changing advisors because of interpersonal conflicts. The presence of
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an outsider – me – minimized the sniping between the participants and kept
them focused on the task. I felt like an anti-catalyst: I ensured that nothing
exploded.

Making a process more public, getting more people involved, increases trust in
the final decisions. Other members of the university community are more likely to
accept a decision or policy when they know that a committee of their peers has
assented to it. To prevent premature consensus during a meeting, however, I invited
disagreement; for example, I would ask for the strongest argument against the most
favored alternative. In this way, I tried to recognize the diversity of opinions and
avoid “groupthink.” On my campus, we have a long process to approve proposals
for new and revised academic programs, with committee meetings at department,
college, and campus levels, and beyond. Many professors see this approval process
as a series of bureaucratic hurdles to overcome. I see them as opportunities for peer
review, improvement, and trust-building.

Even when an outcome may seem obvious, following a formal process increases
trust. For example, a doctoral student filed a grievance against his department for ter-
minating him improperly. His case looked weak, but I ran the formal grievance pro-
cess anyway, with a committee to hear both sides, to treat all parties fairly. Gunsalus
(2006, pp. 108–109, 210–211) lists many benefits of formal processes. For example,
in one case described by Gunsalus (2006, pp. 201–202), when a faculty member was
accused of malfeasance, his university conducted a formal investigation that exoner-
ated him. The accuser continued to send denunciations to political officials, but the
credibility of the formal investigation enabled the university to defend itself effec-
tively. Formal investigations of allegations of wrongdoing attempt to balance the
moral values of confidentiality and openness. Confidentiality is essential to protect
the reputation of the accused if the allegations turn out to be unfounded. Openness
is essential to ensure that others trust institutional decisions. The investigation com-
mittee achieves this balance by guaranteeing confidentiality at the hearings, yet pro-
viding a measure of openness through the involvement of disinterested committee
members.

Conclusion

True Story, Chapter 4. Your university’s policies allow the students to appeal your
actions to the provost. The associate provost conducts a hearing. At the hearing,
you explain that you expelled the doctoral student because he would not have been
admitted based on his true undergraduate record. Furthermore, if you had detected
the woman’s fraudulent transcript while she was still enrolled, you would have
canceled her registration because she would not have been admitted without a bach-
elor’s degree; consequently, you revoked the her master’s degree. You acted to pre-
serve the integrity of the university: both students unfairly took places in graduate
programs that could have gone to other deserving applicants. The provost sustains
your decisions.
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Academic administrators have great power to interpret policies and to grant
exceptions. Great power demands great responsibility for exercising good judgment.
Using their judgment and experience, academic administrators endeavor to make
decisions that serve the best interests of their institutions. Indeed the word adminis-
ter derives from the Latin word ministrare, meaning “to serve.” Fundamentally, to
administer is to serve. It is an honor to be called to serve in an organization, to build
trust through bureaucratic processes, and to be entrusted to render wise decisions.
Academic administration is a noble calling, for it demands service with wisdom, for
the promotion of trust.
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On Telling Faculty the Truth

David Kline

Abstract A type of administrative lie (involving department chairs evaluating fac-
ulty) is illustrated. After arguing that the model cases are not “white lies” an ethical
justification is sought for the practice. Consequentialism, though often assumed by
administrators, does not provide a persuasive justification. The resources internal to
the chair’s role as a professional are examined and also found to provide insufficient
justification. Finally, it is argued that the chair’s role as a teacher and proponent of
liberal education is inconsistent with chairs lying to faculty.

Keywords Lying · Faculty · Consequentialism · Autonomy · Liberal education

Introduction

University academic administrators are not particularly virtuous when it comes to
lying. A faculty member in a public meeting asked an academic administrator how
much the administration’s union contract negotiator was costing the university. The
question was an effort to embarrass the university at a time of budget cuts. The
response was that the negotiator had been paid $90,000. This response was given
knowing that the university had not received the bill for the bulk of the work done.
The actual cost could exceed $400,000. The response was a lie.

A few philosophers of note have argued that all lies are morally wrong. This
strong thesis is often accompanied by considerable attention to the definition of
a lie in an effort to avoid implausible consequences of the strong thesis. For the
present purpose, a lie is understood as an intentionally deceptive statement and it is
assumed that lies are sometimes (though rarely) justified. Sissela Bok’s influential
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work, Lying,1 examines the peculiar features of lying and the possible justifications
of lying in a number of contexts; for example, the lawyer/client relationship and
the parent/child relationship. She does not examine lying in administrative contexts
per se or in academic administrative contexts. This paper is the beginning of such
an examination. It is not intended to be comprehensive. I focus on one specific
context within the broad category of academic administration. The kind of case I
am interested in may not be unique to the academy, but it certainly flourishes there.
Once the type is illustrated, I shall focus on the issue of its justification.

Model Cases

John is a professor of German. He has approached his chair about taking a group
of students on a summer study abroad visit to Stade, Germany. He would like fund-
ing for the summer before the course is offered to visit Stade and make the proper
arrangements. John will not offer the course unless such funding for preparation is
provided. German is a program with little student interest. It plays a service and
only a service role within the university.

John, a senior faculty member, has done little more than meet his classes for a
number of years. On the positive side, a study abroad course might provide inspi-
ration both to the program and to John. On the negative side, John visited Stade on
a number of occasions and knows the city and its resources well. He has a history
of not following through on projects. Furthermore, the chair is convinced that he
does not have the administrative skills and “student affairs” skills to lead a group of
students in a foreign country. The chair tells John that though the idea is exciting,
the department unfortunately does not have sufficient resources to support John’s
“scouting mission.” The chair’s real view is that money could be found, but that it
would be squandered investing in John’s possible course.

A wise chair may find alternatives to lying, e.g., providing John a capable grad-
uate student in German History from the university’s excellent History Department
to handle the administrative arrangements and ensure appropriate supervision of the
students. This would solve the student issues and perhaps bring life to the German
program.

But the maneuver is beside the point. It would only lead to embellishing the
example; no graduate students are available to avoid this out. This essay is not
about whether with sufficient care and imagination one could always avoid lying,
but rather, given that administrators do lie, what we should say about it.

Consider another example. Camille is a Professor of English. She has received
her chair’s annual evaluation wherein her scholarly work is described as “strong.”
She has published two critical reviews and two poems in an online journal. Camille
insists that her chair change the evaluation to “excellent,” for she sees herself as
having had a very productive year. The chair recognizes Camille as a solid citizen

1Sissela Bok, Lying (New York: Vintage Books, 1989).



On Telling Faculty the Truth 145

of the department and college, and a superb teacher. She also sees her as a person
with a much inflated view of her poetic accomplishments not only this year but in
general. Camille’s work is not excellent. Nevertheless, the chair agrees to change
the word in contention from “strong” to “excellent.” Again, we could play with the
example to give the chair a way out. But again, this is not the point; we all recognize
the chair’s behavior. Does it have any moral justification?

The model cases are instances of academic administrators lying to faculty about
the faculty member’s abilities. Often the deception is accomplished by blaming lack
of support on the vagaries of the budget. The administrator has a definite and consid-
ered view on the faculty member’s abilities, yet conveys a very different assessment.

White Lies

Perhaps the department chairs in the model cases told white lies. If so, this would
take the wind from the cases, for white lies are of little moral import.

The lies that flatter, add cheer, avoid awkward excuses, or recognize an unwanted
gift are commonplace. It is not obvious that they could or should be avoided entirely.
The white lie is, of course, a falsehood but it is not intended to do harm and is of
little consequence.

The consequences for John and Camille are considerable. When one’s supervisor
has a negative evaluation of one’s performance or capacities, yet does not inform one
of this evaluation, one is harmed. For starters, one is deprived of the opportunity
to rebut the possibly mistaken evaluation. One is deprived of the opportunity to
change one’s performance or one’s plans and aspirations. Furthermore, the negative
evaluation may covertly affect one’s assignments, salary, etc. So, the lies of the
chairs in the model cases are not white lies.

One might argue that they are not white lies because they are not lies at all. They
are euphemisms. John knows administrators have plenty of pockets of cash.

There is something to be said for this line. No doubt much of what would be
understood literally as a lie is really part of an understood code which allows the
parties to avoid confrontation and save face. Nevertheless, there are cases where
there aren’t sufficient funds. The general situation has enough ambiguity to allow
genuine lies and euphemisms.

Justification

Given that the cases under discussion present prima facie instances of unethical
behavior, what contravening justification can be provided? Don’t we simply have
cases where chairs haven’t done their jobs? They are taking the easy way out, avoid-
ing the confrontation and unpleasantness likely to follow from telling the truth. (This
may explain their behavior, but hardly provides an ethical justification.) Commonly
a consequentialist rationale is operative. Using the Professor of German case, the
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chair reasons that telling John the truth will do no good. In fact, it could have quite
negative consequences. First of all, John is not going to accept the force of the
criticism. There is little chance he will recognize the problems described and do
something about them. Secondly, John will be angered by the criticism and likely,
out of demoralization and hostility to the administration, become less effective as
a teacher. The administrator’s professional obligation is to further the institution’s
teaching and research mission. Telling John the truth, it is believed, will be contrary
to that obligation.2

There are, at least, two key empirical assumptions behind this argument: (i) fac-
ulty are particularly unable to accept criticism from administrators about their abili-
ties and act constructively on that criticism, and (ii) faculty performance, especially
in teaching, is highly dependent on faculty morale and faculty morale is reduced
when their abilities and accomplishments are subjects of criticism. The empirical
assumptions are open to social scientific confirmation or refutation. For the present,
I am suggesting that administrators believe them, and if pressed would offer obser-
vations from their experience on how academic organizations work as evidence. For
example, on (i), the allegiance of faculty is to their discipline. Critics outside the
discipline are dismissed as not understanding and valuing the discipline and hence
not qualified to pass judgment on the scholarship or teaching of those within it.
On (ii), given the freedom and autonomy of faculty and the minimal accountability
standards, it is crucial that faculty willingly use their “discretionary time” to further
the interests of the institution. Problems with morale can easily lead to a faculty
member doing no more than meeting the minimal job expectations.

How should we evaluate this consequentialist argument? It suffers from all the
vagaries and indeterminacies of calculation that many real-world consequentialist
arguments face. Even if there is some truth in (i) and (ii), which one could certainly
question, how is one to be confident they apply to John or Camille? How much
experience and of what sorts is required to label them incorrigible? Remember, this
may cause them considerable harm.

The consequentialist justification deserves caution and skeptical worries. It is too
convenient a rationalization for avoiding the administrator’s unpleasant work. Are
there alternative justifications for the chairs’ lies? Are there moral principles internal
to the professional responsibilities of administrators that would sanction such lies?

It will be helpful to look at a different sphere where lying has been extensively
studied and discussed, viz., clinical medicine. Though currently a focus on patient
autonomy guides the patient/doctor relationship, this has not always been the case.
In the first half of the twentieth century a version of paternalism characterized the

2Some chairs may be open to this line of argument given their practice as teachers. An instructor
may be concerned that if students are really told the truth about the quality of their work, they
will become demoralized and perform ever poorer. This concern is plausibly one cause of grade
inflation. See Paul Eisenberg, “The Truth, the Whole Truth and Nothing but the Truth,” in Moral
Responsibility and the University: Studies in Academic Ethics, ed. Stephen Cahn (Philadelphia:
Temple University Press, 1990).
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relationship. Consider the following from Joseph Collins’ essay, “Should Doctors
Tell the Truth?”

. . . the physician soon learns that the art of medicine consists largely in skillfully mixing
falsehood and truth in order to provide the patient with an amalgam which will make the
metal of life wear and keep men from being poor shrunken things, full of melancholy and
indisposition, un-pleasing to themselves and to those who love them.3

Collins’ point is consequentialist but it is embedded in a broader conception of
the physician as professional. The physician’s first duty is to the patient’s health. Of
course, truth-telling is important. But it takes a secondary role when it conflicts with
the patient’s health.

Had he [a particular patient] been told that he had a disease which was universally believed
to be progressive, apprehension would have depressed him so heavily that he would not
have been able to offer the resistance to its encroachment which has stood him in such good
stead.4

There is much to question in Collins’ view, e.g., his conception of health, his
knowledge of what effects certain information will have on patients, and his assump-
tions about what patients really want. For present purposes these can be set aside.
Collins’ view is an illustration of how consequentialism with respect to truth-telling
is embedded in a particular professional context. Collins is first committed to his
patients and their health. Truth-telling is occasionally sacrificed because of its con-
sequences for serving the primary end.

In the administrative context is there anything analogous to being in the service
of the patient and his or her health? If there is it might provide the resources to
make lying more plausibly justifiable in the cases under discussion. Put another way,
are there values intrinsic to the profession of academic administration that when in
conflict with truth-telling take precedent?

Of course, the first question is, is academic administration a profession? What
Ernest Greenwood labels systematic theory and authority are two features of nearly
all analyses of a profession. Focusing on these features alone is sufficient to show
that academic administration is not a profession. Consider systematic theory first.

. . . the skills that characterize a profession flow from and are supported by a fund of knowl-
edge that has been organized into an internally consistent system, called a body of theory.
A profession’s underlying body of theory is a system of abstract propositions that describe
in general terms the classes of phenomena comprising the profession’s focus of interest.
Theory serves as a base in terms of which the professional rationalizes his operations in

3Joseph Collins, “Should Doctors Tell the Truth?” in Bioethics, ed. Helga Kuhse and Peter Singer
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), 501.
4Collins, “Should Doctors Tell the Truth?” 502.
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concrete situations. Acquisition of the professional skill requires a prior or simultaneous
mastery of the theory underlying that skill.5,6

Department chairs are selected for their post because it is their turn or they are
willing to do the job or they seem reasonable, articulate and fair. They have no
body of theory common to academic administration which they will apply. The
training chairs receive, after the fact, largely consists of familiarizing them with
various institutional bureaucratic requirements. Authority is closely related to the
body of knowledge criterion.

A nonprofessional occupation has customers; a professional occupation has clients. What
is the difference? A customer determines what services and/or commodities he wants, and
he shops around until he finds them. His freedom of decision rests upon the premise that
he has the capacity to appraise his own needs and to judge the potential of the service or of
the commodity to satisfy them.. . . In a professional relationship, however, the professional
dictates what is good and evil for the client who has no choice but to accede to professional
judgment. Here the premise is that, because he lacks the requisite theoretical background,
the client cannot diagnose his own needs or discriminate among the range of possibilities
for meeting them.7

The professional’s authority is more complex and subtle than Greenwood states.
But the general point is well taken. The professional has an obligation to do what
is best for the client (and society), given the relevant body of knowledge.8 It is
implausible to regard department faculty as clients of the chair. From the point of
view of the faculty, the chair has been selected by them to do the bureaucratic chores
and represent the vision of the faculty to higher levels of the administration. It is the
faculty that determine what is best for them. It is the chair’s job to help realize the
will of the faculty.

Higher levels of administration undoubtedly have a somewhat different take on
the chair’s role. He or she is responsible for seeing that the department accom-
plish certain objectives even if the faculty can not be persuaded of their wisdom. Of
course, the chair is also responsible for evaluating faculty. The chair’s organizational
role is quite complex and structurally provides constant opportunity for one to be
in a position of tension between the faculty and central administration. But none of
this adds to the plausibility of regarding faculty as clients.

5Ernest Greenwood, “Attributes of a Profession,” in Ethical Issues in Engineering, ed. Deborah G.
Johnson (Upper Saddle River, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1991) 68–69.
6For additional accounts of a profession see Michael D. Bayles, “The Professions” and Everett
C. Hughes, “Professions,” in Ethical Issues in Professional Life, ed. Joan C. Callahan (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 988).
7Ernest Greenwood, “Attributes of a Profession,” 70.
8Sometimes the obligation to society pulls in a different direction than serving the client. Some-
times it even overrides serving the client. Consider the public health consequences of the over use
of antibiotics. Despite the patient’s desire to be given an antibiotic prior to the determination of
the exact organism causing the infection, the physician may refuse not because it would harm the
patient, but because of the contribution of unneeded antibiotics to the diminution of their efficacy.
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The effort to find a professional obligation of chairs qua academic administrators
that might override, or at least be in competition with, the obligation to tell the truth
is not promising. Furthermore, as I shall argue, chairs have moral commitments that
pull them toward the importance of truth telling.9 In addition to being administra-
tors, chairs are faculty, hence scholars and teachers. Two values central to the role
of scholar/teacher are truth and autonomy.

In scholarly work faculty pursue and disseminate what they take to be knowledge.
They especially value truth, and hold their claims to such to very high standards. It
is part of being a scholar/teacher to model the value of truth with fellow faculty and
especially students. Given the centrality of truth to academic life, not respecting the
truth is out of place in a chair dealing with faculty.

As teachers, chairs both design and defend the curriculum. It is students that are
their “clients.” Faculty tell students what is good for them both in their major field
of study and in their liberal education. Liberal education has many components, but
the central notion historically and conceptually is that a liberal education should free
one. It should recognize one’s right to autonomy and it should cultivate it. Nearly
every western university is committed to this ideal as witnessed by the importance
placed on critical thinking and exposing students to a variety of exemplars of how
life should be lived. Kenneth Strike in writing about students and autonomy gives
the following brief analysis of the concept of autonomy:

Persons have the right to autonomy. What does this mean? Fundamentally, it means that
people have a prima facie right to be self-governing. Autonomy is complex: it contains at
least three components. The first is psychological freedom: this is the capacity for rational
judgment and self-control. The second component is the right of self-determination in those
areas of life that are properly left to the individual’s discretion: individuals should have the
right to choose their own beliefs and their own lifestyle, and they have a number of other
rights that limit a government’s or a society’s authority over them. Finally, individuals have
the right to participate in collective choices.10

Analyses of autonomy are complex and controversial. For present purposes a
normative conception of autonomy is being assumed. We want students to decide
and choose for themselves. But their decisions should be based on reason and a
consideration of the relevant evidence. The enemies of self-governance are habit,
prejudice, superstition and mere tradition. One cannot be rationally self-governed in
one’s decisions and actions without knowledge of the relevant facts. Anything that
would distort or preclude such knowledge undermines one’s rational belief forma-
tion process and hence one’s autonomy.

9Even though departmental administration is not a profession, chairs, in virtue of their role, have
moral responsibilities. For example, chairs must foster the educational welfare of students. Evaluat-
ing faculty honestly is a plausible adjunct to this end. But here again, the “demoralization account”
raises its head. Perhaps the best way to encourage good instruction is to not be truthful about the
instructor’s performance.
10Kenneth Strike, “The Authority of Ideas and the Students’ Right to Autonomy,” in A Professor’s
Duties, d. Peter J. Markie (London: Roman & Littlefield, 1994) 103.
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Consider again the department chair, as teacher and defender of liberal educa-
tion, the chair furthers the autonomy of students. It would be odd indeed to hold
autonomy at such a high level of importance and in one’s administrative functions
to act in ways that undermined the autonomy of faculty – namely lying. Lying can
distort or deprive one of information relevant to one’s life plan. John and Camille
need to be told the truth about their abilities. Or at least what the chair thinks is
the truth. They may not use it wisely. They may become worse teachers and schol-
ars. But if we think autonomy is important, what they decide to do with the chair’s
judgments is up to them. So far from the chair having some professional obligation
that might supersede the obligation to tell the truth, the chair holds and promotes a
value, autonomy, that would be violated by lying to faculty.

It is crucial to the argument that both truth and autonomy are especially peculiar
to chairs as academics. This, for example, is not the case with the Vice President
for Development or the Director of Enrollment Services.

Conclusion

A species of lying that occurs in academic administrative contexts was described.
The crude consequentialist justification for this type of lying is inadequate. Jus-
tification based on the professional obligations of administrators is not forth-
coming because academic administration is not a profession. Furthermore, as
scholar/teachers chairs are committed to the pursuit and dissemination of the truth
and the development of the autonomy of their students. There is no principled rea-
son for a chair not valuing truth and autonomy in interacting with faculty as well.
Hence lying to faculty, which undermines these values, is not morally justifiable.11

11The writing of this paper has been greatly helped by comments on a draft by Dr. Brian Schrag.



The Paradox of Prejudicially Applying Valid
Academic Standards: A Historical Case Study
in the Ethics of Academic Administration

Bruce A. Kimball

Abstract Among the 60 or so Catholic colleges and universities operating in
the United States in the late nineteenth-century, the 24 founded by the Jesuits
had the highest academic standards. But the educational merit of the Jesuit B.A.
was challenged in the 1890s when Harvard Law School (HLS) declared that only
“respectable” bachelor’s degrees of certain colleges would qualify an applicant for
admission. None of these were Catholic institutions, whose graduates where there-
fore excluded from the leading law school in the country. The Harvard president
and deans maintained that the identification of “respectable” degrees was based
solely upon neutral standards of academic quality. But Catholic educators protested
vigorously, and a decade-long debate ensued between Harvard administrators and
the Catholics as to whether and how Jesuit education was academically deficient.
The decisions of Harvard’s academic administrators had an invidious discrimina-
tory effect and did originate in cultural prejudice against Catholicism. However, the
Harvard administrators believed – sincerely and justifiably – that they were making
neutral academic judgments. This historical case study examines how the complex-
ity of academic administration fostered and disguised this paradox.

Keywords Paradoxical entanglement · Prejudice · Valid standards of academic
merit · Meritocratic · Fraction · Exclusion · Jesuit institutions · Sectarianism ·
Reinstated · Barred

Among the some 60 Catholic colleges and universities operating in the United
States in the late nineteenth-century, the 24 founded by the Society of Jesus had
the highest academic standards. The Jesuits’ standards and practices drew upon the
Society’s Constitutions and its application through a detailed “plan of studies.”1

Convinced of the educational value of their liberal arts, the Jesuits were unreceptive

B.A. Kimball (B)
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1Ignatius Loyola, The Constitutions of the Society of Jesus, trans. George E. Ganss (St. Louis:
Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1970), Part IV, pp. 171–209. Published in 1599 and revised in 1832, the
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to reforms in liberal education advanced by the Protestant administrators of
American universities in the 1870s and 1880s. Then, in the 1890s, a loud national
controversy erupted when the educational merit of the Jesuit B.A. was challenged.
The controversy arose in Boston where Catholic immigrants and the Protestant
elite rubbed shoulders, and the socio-economic, religious, and cultural differences
between them were most pronounced.

In 1891 Harvard Law School (HLS) became the first professional school in the
country to require a bachelor’s degree for admission, and in 1893 HLS raised the
standard higher by declaring that only “respectable” bachelor’s degrees of certain
colleges would qualify an applicant for admission. The colleges identified by HLS
did not include any Catholic institutions, whose graduates were therefore excluded
from what was universally regarded as the leading law school in the country.
According to the Harvard president and deans, the identification of the “respectable”
degrees and colleges was based upon valid standards of academic quality, consistent
with the law school’s campaign during the 1870s and 1880s to raise standards for
admission and academic performance in legal education.2 But Catholic educators
vigorously protested that their colleges were academically rigorous, and a decade-
long debate ensued between Harvard administrators and the Catholics as to whether
and how Jesuit education was deficient. Catholic educators charged that the Har-
vard administrators, motivated by sectarian prejudice, were unjustly discriminating
against the Catholic colleges under the disguise of elevating academic standards. In
fact, the decisions of Harvard’s academic administrators had a patently discrimina-
tory effect and reflected cultural prejudice against Catholicism. However, the Har-
vard administrators believed – justifiably – that they were relying on valid academic
standards. By way of presenting a historical case study of academic administration,
this essay examines the paradoxical entanglement of prejudice with valid standards
of academic merit.3

“plan of studies,” famously known by its Latin title ratio studiorum, specified methods for teaching
and outline the authorized steps in an orderly, sequential, systematic course of studies.
2See Bruce A. Kimball, C. C. Langdell, 1826–1906: The Triumph and the Betrayal of Modern Pro-
fessional Education (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009), ch. 8, which places a
shorter account of this controversy in a broader context.
3This essay builds upon Kathleen A. Mahoney, Catholic Higher Education in Protestant America:
The Jesuits and Harvard in the Age of the University (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
2003), which presents exhaustive research in the Catholic archives. My interpretation diverges from
Mahoney’s and draws upon some new archival materials related to the Harvard side of the story.
I am grateful to Mahoney for supplying me with her typescript compilation of primary sources:
Kathleen A. Mahoney, “Correspondence related to the Law School Controversy,” Appendix D in
“Modernity and the Education of American Catholics: Charles W. Eliot, Harvard Law School,
and the Jesuits” (PhD diss., University of Rochester, 1995); Kathleen A. Mahoney, Complete Pri-
mary Source Summary related to the Law School Controversy, Typescript on file with author (c.
2000). Some letters are translated from Latin. See also Marcia Graham Synnnott. The Half-Opened
Door: Discrimination and Admissions at Harvard, Yale and Princeton, 1900–1970 (Westport, CT:
Greenwood, 1979). pp. 40–44; David E. O’Leary, “Jesuit Legal Education at Boston College Law
School, Perspectives” (seminar paper on file with Daniel R. Coquillette, Harvard Law School,
Spring 2005); Daniel Scales, “The Society of Jesus and Legal Education: Perspectives on Boston
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I

In 1875 HLS established a new admissions policy requiring its students either to
“have received a college education” or to have passed an examination signifying
its equivalent.4 Within two decades, about 80 percent of HLS students were col-
lege graduates, as compared to about 50 percent at Columbia University law school,
which had the second highest percentage of college graduates in the country. The
next highest percentages were the law schools at Northwestern University (39 per-
cent), Yale University (31 percent), and the University of Michigan (17 percent). At
the end of the nineteenth century, scarcely 5 percent of those admitted to the bar
across the nation were college graduates, while 95 percent of HLS students were
college graduates.5

In 1891 Harvard Law School (HLS) became the first professional school in the
country to require a bachelor’s degree for admission, and in spring 1893 HLS raised
its singular admissions standard even higher. Growing numbers of college graduates
were seeking admission and, while expanding its enrollment, the school also dis-
criminated more selectively among the applicants. Under the new standard, admis-
sion as a “regular student” – eligible to earn the law degree – was restricted, as of
September 1896, to holders of “respectable” bachelor’s degrees from certain col-
leges, which were specified on a list issued by HLS.6 Applicants with a bachelor’s
degree not on the list could enter as “special students”; those without a bachelor’s
degree could enter as special students if they passed the admissions examination.

College Law School’s Jesuit Identity” (seminar paper on file with Daniel R. Coquillette, Harvard
Law School, Spring 2003).
4Harvard Law School, Faculty Minutes (1870–1910), Special Collections, Harvard Law School
Library, 27 Feb., 2 July 1875. The admissions examination tested applicants’ “linguistic training”
in Latin and a modern foreign language and their knowledge of Blackstone’s Commentaries. By
1877, when that policy first became effective, the faculty had added a further stricture. Only B.A.
graduates were automatically admitted to degree candidacy. Holders of other kinds of bachelor’s
degrees were admitted without examination when the dean was “satisfied that it represents an
amount of linguistic training equal to that” of other students. HLS, Faculty Minutes, 2 July 1875;
Harvard Law School, Catalog 1877–1878 (Cambridge: Harvard University, 1878), 2. In spring
1891 and fall 1892 HLS faculty adopted more restrictive admissions standards. In particular, “spe-
cial students,” who were ineligible for a degree, were required to take an admissions examination
and to pass at least three course examinations annually in order to continue enrolling in the School.
See HLS, Faculty Minutes, 23 Mar. 1891, 30 Sept. 1892, 25 Nov. 1892; Harvard University, Cor-
poration Records, Harvard University Archives” (13 April 1891) v. 14, p. 381.
5Charles W. Eliot, Annual Report of the President and Treasurer of Harvard College, 1879–1880
(Cambridge: Harvard University, 1880), 23–25; James Barr Ames, “Annual Report of the Dean of
the Law School,” Annual Report of the President and the Treasurer of Harvard College, 1901–
1902, 181; The Centennial History of the Harvard Law School, 1817–1917 (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard Law School Assoc, 1918), 139; Jerold S. Auerbach, Unequal Justice: Lawyers and Social
Change in Modern America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1976),”] 95.
6Quotation is from Eliot, Annual Report 1892–1893, 30–31. HLS, Faculty Minutes, 23 Mar.,
31 Mar., 18 Apr. 1893; Record of the Law School Faculty meeting with Charles W. Eliot held
on April 18, 1893. Charles W. Eliot Papers, Harvard University Archives, box 264–265, f. 1893
May-Dec.
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In either case, special students faced much higher academic standards than regular
students in order to earn the degree.7 Given the difficulty of this latter route, the new
admissions policy meant, in effect, that if one’s degree and alma mater were not on
the HLS list then one was barred from pursuing a degree at the leading law school
in the country.8

Based upon “the colleges whose graduates have entered the School in recent
years,” the original list of “respectable” degrees was apparently drawn up by Dean
Christopher C. Langdell in April 1893, and included the B.A. from 65 colleges
and universities, the B.Lit. from 7 institutions, the B.Phil from 12 institutions, and
the B.S. from 7 institutions. The list was recorded in the minutes of a Law School
faculty meeting and published in the Boston Herald:

I. Bachelors of Arts of the following Colleges:

Acadia, Adelbert, Allegheny, Amherst, Bates, Beloit, Boston University, Bow-
doin, Brown University, California, University of, Central, Cincinnati, Univer-
sity of, Colby, Columbia, Cornell, Dalhousie, Dartmouth, Denison, DePauw,
Drake, Earlham, Georgia, University of, Griswold, Hamilton, Hanover, Har-
vard, Haverford, Hobart, Illinois College, Illinois, University of, Iowa State
University, Johns Hopkins, Northwestern University, Oberlin, Ohio Wesleyan,
Olivet, Pennsylvania, University of, Princeton, Racine, Rochester, University
of, St. Lawrence University, Toronto, University of, Trinity [College], Tufts,
Union College, Vermont, University of, Washington University (Mo.), Wash-
ington and Jefferson, Wesleyan University (Ct.), Western Reserve, Williams,
Wisconsin, University of, Wittenberg, Yale

II. Bachelors of Literature of the following Colleges:

California, University of, Cincinnati, University of, Cornell, Dartmouth,
Michigan, University of, Minnesota, University of, Wisconsin, University of.

III. Bachelors of Philosophy of the following Colleges:

Beloit, Brown, California, University of, Delaware, Drake, Iowa State
University, Michigan, University of, Oberlin, Sheffield Scientific School
[of Yale]

7HLS, Catalog 1877–1878, 2; HLS, Faculty Minutes, 10 Nov. 1891. In order to earn the law
degree, special students had to pass all course examinations with the average grade for an honors
degree, which had been set at 75. The passing grade fluctuated between 50 and 60. See HLS,
Faculty minutes, 10 Nov. 1891; HLS, Catalog 1879–1880, 6; HLS Grade Records, v. 0 1869–
1876, front pages.
8See “The Harvard Idea: You Must Have An A.B. Or You Can’t Enter As A Law Student – Without
It You Are Not Fit To Practice Law,” Chicago Legal News (21 Oct. 1893): 62; “The Harvard
Departure,” Chicago Legal News (21 Oct. 1893): 82; Blewett Lee to James B. Thayer (30 Jan.
1894) James B. Thayer Papers, Harvard University Archives, box 17; Centennial History, 50–51.
Eventually, special students were declared ineligible to earn the degree.
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IV. Bachelors of Science of the following Colleges:

Bowdoin, Cornell, Harvard, Iowa State University, Knox, Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology.9

This new policy – reflecting the meritocratic views of President Charles W. Eliot,
Dean Christopher C. Langdell, and his successor Dean James Barr Ames – seri-
ously restricted access to what was universally recognized as the leading law school
in the country and, therefore, to the highest rank in the legal profession.10 This orig-
inal list of April 1893 was “not intended to be exhaustive, and will doubtless be
enlarged from time to time,” observed the HLS faculty, which confided that respon-
sibility to a standing committee composed of Dean Langdell, Professor Ames, and
a recently appointed assistant professor in their mold, Samuel Williston.11 In prac-
tice, however, this HLS committee turned the responsibility over to the Committee
on Admission from Other Colleges (CAOC) of Harvard College

CAOC evaluated the applications of transfer students and of graduates from other
colleges seeking to enter Harvard College to earn a second bachelor’s degree. Har-
vard considered no other college to be its equal, so the best a graduate from another
college could do was to be admitted to the Harvard senior class. To expedite their
decision-making, the HLS faculty adopted the policy that if a student were admis-
sible to the senior class at Harvard College, then the student could be admitted
as a degree candidate directly into the law school. But CAOC evaluated each per-
sonal application individually, and HLS wanted to classify degrees and institutions
as qualifying for admission or not. Consequently, HLS asked CAOC to generalize
from its decisions about individual cases in recent years and to generate a list of
institutions whose graduates had been and likely would be admitted to the Harvard
senior class.12

In June 1893 after Langdell’s original list was made public, the editor of the lead-
ing Catholic newspaper in Boston, The Pilot, observed that the list did not include
any Catholic institutions. Exclusion of their graduates from HLS not only insulted,
but also threatened the leading Catholic colleges. These small colleges each grad-
uated about 15–20 students annually, and had been sending a total of between five
and ten graduates to HLS each year. This group included a significant fraction of the
graduates at their alma maters, sometimes 10 percent or more. Exclusion from the
leading law school in the country injured the career prospects of these graduates,
made the Catholic colleges less attractive, and worsened their contemporaneous

9HLS, Faculty Minutes, 18 Apr. 1893.
10Langdell (1826–1906) served as dean from 1870 to 1895; his protégé Ames (1846–1910) from
1895 to 1910.
11HLS, Faculty Minutes, 18 Apr 1893.
12Mahoney, Catholic Higher Education, 72–79; Mahoney, Correspondence, 450–453. Eliot
attended the HLS faculty meeting establishing this policy and likely suggested this mechanism.
HLS, Faculty Minutes, 18 Apr. 1893.
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problem of declining or stagnant enrollments.13 The editor of The Pilot wrote to
Eliot in protest.14

It appears that after a certain date, only holders of degrees from certain specified institutions
shall be admitted to Harvard Law School. The list of universities and colleges here given
does not contain a single name of the many excellent Catholic universities and colleges in
the United States and Canada. The omission is strange, and I take the liberty of asking
whether or not the list is authentic. I find it hard to believe that Harvard University would
discriminate against Catholic institutions of learning. (J. J. Roche to C. W. Eliot, 19 June
1893.)

Eliot replied on the following day:

I am sorry to see that there is no Catholic college on the preliminary list which has been
published by the Law School. The result is very far from being intentional. You doubtless
observed in the clipping you sent me that the list is “not intended to be exhaustive, and will
doubtless be enlarged from time to time.” It was based on a list of colleges from which
young men have actually entered the Law School in recent years.

There is doubtless some reason for the failure to include a single Catholic college in this
preliminary list; and I believe it is to be found in the fact that the program of studies in
Catholic colleges is so different from that pursued in the leading Protestant or nondenom-
inational colleges, that, when a young graduate of a Catholic college desires to enter a
Protestant or undenominational college with advanced standing, he finds that his studies
have, to a considerable extent, not been equivalent to those pursued in the college which he
wishes to enter. This diversity of program depends partly on the different historical devel-
opment of the Catholic colleges, which inherit a great deal directly from the Jesuit schools
of the past four centuries, and partly on the fact that the directors of Catholic colleges have
generally received only or chiefly the education of priests. I beg to assure you that there
was not the slightest intention on the part of the Faculty of the Law School to discriminate
against Catholic institutions of learning. The actual result was unintentional; indeed, it was
never perceived when the list was under consideration. (C. W. Eliot to J. J. Roche, 20 June
1893.)

The Pilot then published the list on the front page with Eliot’s explanation,
though without his consent. After being published in the Pilot, the list and Eliot’s
reply came to the attention of many leaders of Catholic colleges and universities,
including President J. Havens Richards, S.J., of Georgetown University, who was
familiar with Harvard, having studied statistics there during the summers of 1879
and 1880. Richards wrote to Eliot:

I cannot believe that you have intended a public attack on the standing of all Catholic col-
leges; yet your letter seems virtually to amount to that. It is true that in it the difference
between Catholic and Protestant colleges is expressed as a want of equivalence in their
respective studies; but a want of equivalence which causes the degrees of all Catholic col-
leges to be refused, while those of obscure Protestant and undenominational institutions are
accepted, can be construed only as inferiority. However presumptuous it may seem on my
part, I am inclined to believe that some familiarity with the methods and curricula of our

13Mahoney, Catholic Higher Education, 14, 71–72, 102, 148, 192, 197.
14The following letters are drawn from Mahoney, Correspondence, 418–420. See Mahoney,
Catholic Higher Education, 6, 34–39.
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Catholic educational institutions will show that. . .the graduates of reputable Catholic col-
leges are better prepared for a course of Law, than any other class of students. I take the
liberty of sending you by this mail copies of the annual catalog and the examination papers
of Georgetown College for the past year. I shall be very much gratified if you manage to
find leisure to examine them; and I hope I shall not be considered too bold if I ask that after
having satisfied yourself by a fair inquiry, you will make some public retraction of what I
cannot help considering a public, though doubtless unintentional, injury. (J. H. Richards to
C. W. Eliot, 16 July 1893.)

Eliot replied:

I have examined carefully the catalog and examination papers of Georgetown College; and
my examination satisfied me that Georgetown College should be included in the list of col-
leges whose degrees would admit young men without examination to our Law School as
candidates for the degree in Law. In the meantime, however, the Committee of the Law
Faculty charged with the preparation and revision of this list had arrived at the same con-
clusion quite independently of me; so that the list which will appear in our next catalog
will contain the name of Georgetown College, and the names of [Boston College and the
College of the Holy Cross]. It seems to me that the insertion of these colleges in our list will
be the most effective way of repairing such injury as may have been done by the publication
of the preliminary list.
On examining my letter to Mr. Roche, I do not find in it anything which I shall be able to
“retract”. There is a very marked difference between all the Catholic colleges and all the
Protestant colleges; and I believe I indicated in that letter the true source of this diversity. It
is to be found in the strong inheritance from the famous Jesuit schools, and in the fact that
the directors of Catholic colleges are generally priests. The lack of equivalence to which that
letter refers is brought out very clearly in the catalog and examination papers of Georgetown
College. Moreover, the internal discipline and administration of the Catholic colleges are
very different from those of the Protestant colleges. Nevertheless, the graduates of these
Catholic colleges may well be admitted without examination to our professional schools
as candidates for a degree. That is the practical point; and that Harvard University will do.
(C. W. Eliot to J. H. Richards, 4 Aug. 1893.)

When Harvard officially published the list, one institution, Adelbert, was
dropped, and 44 institutions were added, including Georgetown, Boston College,
and the College of the Holy Cross. These three were the only Catholic colleges
among the 108 institutions and 131 bachelor’s degrees appearing on the select list
that was published in the HLS catalog in September 1893.15 Despite continuing
appeals to Eliot by administrators of Catholic colleges and universities, the Univer-
sity of Notre Dame was the only Catholic institution added to the list between 1893
and 1897, among seventeen other additional degrees and colleges.16

15HLS, Catalog 1893–1894, 5–8; Harvard University, Catalog, 1893–1894, 352–353.
16Mahoney, Catholic Higher Education, Appendix B.
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II

Though dissatisfied, Catholic educators might have let the matter rest, but two inci-
dents reignited the controversy.17 In 1897 Jesuit-run Fordham University in New
York asked to be added to the Harvard Law School admissions list, on the grounds
that all Jesuit colleges were equivalent. Concurrently, J. Frank Quinlan, a Fordham
graduate, applied to Harvard Law School; and the reply of Harvard Law Dean Ames
provided the Jesuits with new information on the Harvard policy.

In making up our list of selected colleges we have followed, in the main, the rule of putting
on any college whose graduates would be admitted to the senior class of Harvard College. A
strict adherence to this rule would doubtlessly exclude Georgetown, Holy Cross and Boston
College. Although the curriculum may be the same in . . . Fordham, it will hardly be claimed
that that college ranks on an equality with Georgetown. We were led to make an exception
in favor of Georgetown from a desire not to exclude all Catholic institutions. Holy Cross and
Boston were added from the same desire not to appear sectarian. It was probably a mistake
to add the last two. But we are willing to go no further. Indeed if we make any change at
all we shall remove the last two and possibly Georgetown from the list. You are in error in
supposing that we do not rank your degree above a high school diploma. The latter we do
not recognize in any way. Your degree would admit you here as a special student without
examination. Of course you will have no difficulty in entering as a regular student any other
law school in the country. (J. B. Ames to J. F. Quinlan, 10 Aug. 1897.)

Ames thus made the stunning announcement that Jesuit institutions were added
to the list not on grounds of academic merit, but in order to avoid the appearance of
sectarianism. President Richards of Georgetown promptly replied to Ames

When the law school of Harvard University first gave notice of the change in its require-
ments for entrance. . .I sent. . .our catalog and examination papers, asking a careful and
impartial scrutiny of them. . ..President Eliot. . .replied that his examination had quite con-
vinced him that Georgetown should have been included in the list. He remarked at the
same time that the committee of the Law Faculty having the subject under consideration
had arrived at the same conclusion from independent considerations. It would appear from
your letter to Mr. Quinlan that these independent considerations resolved themselves into
the desire not to appear sectarian.... Though it is undoubtedly true that among the Catholic
colleges of the United States, as among those belonging to other denominations and to no
denomination, there are a number unworthy of the position to which they aspire and pre-
tend, yet the best colleges of our church are far from admitting in themselves the slightest
inferiority to other similar institutions. In Georgetown, for instance, students prepared by
the foremost classical high schools of New England are unable to enter higher than the
Freshman class. Our four years’ curriculum, while differing from that of many colleges of
the present day in being almost wholly prescribed, is yet, we believe, both more compre-
hensive and more thorough than that of non-Catholic colleges. Our methods of teaching,
combining as they do the natural and scientific methods, are considered by us as superior to
any others in use. As a preparation in particular for the study of law, a more perfect scheme
could scarcely, as I venture to think, be devised. A thorough training in systematic philos-
ophy received by all our graduates in their senior year, is of itself an invaluable acquisition

17The following letters are drawn from Mahoney, Correspondence, 435–450; Charles W. Eliot to
Thomas J. Conaty (24 Oct. 1898), Eliot papers, box 92. See Mahoney, Catholic Higher Education,
72–76.
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to a lawyer, and no where can it be obtained with a tithe of the thoroughness which charac-
terizes it in this and other similar Catholic colleges. (J. H. Richards to J. B. Ames, 31 Aug.
1897.)

Ames responded by reconsidering the status not only of Georgetown but also
Boston College and Holy Cross, and asked the CAOC whether the graduates of
these three colleges were normally admitted to the Harvard College senior class.
Informed that they were not, Ames removed Boston College and Holy Cross from
the list, but retained Georgetown.18 There ensued 3 years of extensive correspon-
dence among the administrators of the Jesuit colleges on one side and, on the other,
President Eliot, Dean Ames, and the chairman of CAOC, Professor H. C. G. von
Jagemann. On 8 March 1898 the president of Boston College wrote to the president
of Georgetown:

There is, I think, as you surmised–some intense anti-Catholic feeling somewhere in Har-
vard. But my impression is that it is congested in one or two heads. As far as I can judge
the general feeling at Harvard is very kindly toward us. The athletic authorities there have
done us some very substantive favors. . ..Mr. Ames seems to be a testy fellow who, when
confronted by a difficulty, cannot refrain from saying something disagreeable. . ..If we are
stricken from the list, it will be difficult for Harvard to make our graduates who are accus-
tomed to measure themselves with graduates of Harvard in professional life believe that
bigotry did not exclusively give the decision. I doubt if the authorities there wish to raise
that issue. (T. Brosnahan to J. H. Richards, 8 Mar. 1898.)

On 10 October 1898 Ames updated Eliot on the situation:

When we made up our list of selected colleges, we included Georgetown, although below
standard, because we did not wish to have even the semblance of discriminating against
Catholics. Subsequently Boston College and Holy Cross insisted that the curriculum of
those colleges was just the same as that at Georgetown, and we added them to the list. Then
Fordham made a similar claim. This led us to reconsider our former action, with the result
that we decided to drop Boston College and Holy Cross from our list. . .We thought it well
to retain Georgetown for the present. We found on inquiry that graduates of Boston College
would not be admitted even to the junior class of Harvard College. This college is therefore
two years below our standard. . ..The graduates of these colleges, who have come to the Law
School, have made poor records as a rule. Only one of the Holy Cross men has approached
the honor mark. (J.B. Ames to C. W. Eliot, 10 Oct. 1898.)

In response to Boston College being dropped from the list, the newly appointed
president of Boston College met with the CAOC chairman, H. C. G. von Jagemann,
in November 1899 and then appealed again to President Eliot:

The Dean of the Law School had put upon Prof. von Jagemann’s committee the responsibil-
ity for the Law School’s action in regard to Boston College, in as much as the Dean declared
that the Law School excluded our graduates because Harvard College did not admit them to
Senior, but only to Sophomore. . ..Prof. von Jagemann. . .replied that his Committee never
thus rates a college as an institution, but investigates each application for advanced standing,
and decides on the merits of each individual case; that he would not say that the Committee

18The University of Notre Dame, run by the Congregation of the Holy Cross and added to the list
in 1894–1895, was retained as the other Catholic institution.
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would not admit a Boston College graduate to Harvard Senior; that the Law School list was
drawn up hastily and carelessly and his committee was not responsible for it....
The Professor told us that the Committee, in making its decisions, was guided by the appli-
cant’s statements, confirmed of course by official reports from the former college, and
by the description of work done in the College as contained in the Catalog. . ..In view of
these facts, the Harvard Committee cannot rate our graduates, as a body, as low as Harvard
Sophomores. . .and. . .we have every good reason for protesting, and appealing to you for
reconsideration of the Law School’s action. (W. G. R. Mullan to C. W. Eliot, 8 Nov. 1899.)

Meanwhile, Professor von Jagemann expressed to Eliot his unhappiness at being
caught between the Jesuits and the law school:

The [CAOC] is therefore convinced that its own policy of judging each case on its merits
is the wiser one, and as you know, this policy has resulted in comparatively little friction.
The list of colleges published by the Law School has caused the Committee considerable
trouble. If the Law School adheres to the publication of its list, it would seem just that it
alone bear responsibility for it and should not leave the task of defending it to a committee
of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences. (H. C. G. von Jagemann to C. W. Eliot, 6 Nov. 1899.)

One week later the HLS faculty voted to end their reliance on the CAOC, and
from that point maintained their own list separately.19 Nevertheless, Eliot wrote to
the Jesuits that Boston College would not be reinstated on the list:

The status of the Jesuit colleges has been re-examined by the law school with reference to
the exclusion of all but Georgetown from the law school list. Professor von Jagemann has
also examined the records of his committee on admission from other colleges. The result is
that the law school adheres to its opinion that Georgetown is the best of the Jesuit colleges,
and is entitled to stand in the law school list, if any Jesuit college is to be admitted to the
list. We admit, however, that it is not clear that any one of the Jesuit colleges ought to stand
in that list. I am inclined to believe that Georgetown was originally placed in the list, lest
it should seem to some persons that the Catholic colleges have been excluded on religious
grounds. Professor von Jagemann is clearly of the opinion from his acquaintance with the
cases of Georgetown graduates admitted to Harvard that it deserves to be ranked first among
the Jesuit institutions.
He was, however, absolutely right in telling you that his committee does not grade the
colleges, except by indirect and slow method of dealing singly with each case of admis-
sion from another college to Harvard as it presents itself. In the course of years the record
show the manner in which a series of cases from a single institution was dealt with; and
hence results a practical rating of that institution, unless, indeed, the single cases show
great diversity. . ..I have no doubt that the Law School list needs revision, and that some of
the colleges are included in it that ought not to be there. . ..Regretting very much that we are
unable to meet your wishes. . .. (C. W. Eliot to W. G. R. Mullan, 8 Dec. 1899.

The president of Boston College responded a month later:

You have not yet given us any definite, satisfactory explanation of the Law School’s
action toward Boston College. . ..How could the Law School. . .adhere to its previous
decision. . .based on the fact that Harvard College admits our graduates only to sophomore
[year], and when Prof. von Jagemann assures us that such a statement about Harvard Col-
lege is quite unfounded. . ..Our degree represents twenty-five hours of college work per
week carried on through four years, under trained teachers employing a thoroughly tested
system of instruction. This work is as educationally efficient as that of Harvard, with Har-
vard’s much shorter weekly period, shorter yearly period, fewer advantages for individual

19HLS, Faculty Minutes, 13 Nov. 1899.
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instruction, fewer helps to enforce attendance, wider attraction to “snap” courses. The study
of philosophy in our entire senior year is, from an educational point of view, far superior to
anything at Harvard. . ..The tenor of recent utterances at Harvard, official and professorial,
in public and in private, indicates a strong anti-Catholic spirit at Harvard, and justifies the
suspicion that Harvard is making a determined effort to discredit all Catholic education in
order to fill its halls more surely with Catholic students. (W. G. R. Mullan to C. W. Eliot,
11 Jan. 1900.)

Eliot replied:

I beg you to believe that we are not influenced in the least by the fact that your colleges
belong to the Catholic Church. . ..We welcome Catholic students just as we do Protestant,
but we have no desire to fill our halls with them. . ..We should be heartily glad, however, if
the Jesuit Colleges would so amplify their courses of instruction and raise their standards of
admission, that they could be fairly put upon a level with such institutions as, Dartmouth,
Amherst, Williams, Haverford, Lafayette, Oberlin, Rutgers, Trinity (Ct), and Wesleyan (Ct).
On this level, in the judgment of Harvard University, the Jesuit Colleges in the United States
do not stand and have never stood. (C. W. Eliot to W. G. R. Mullan, 17 Jan. 1900.)

While the Jesuits continued to press unsuccessfully for curricular and pedagogi-
cal justifications, a second incident increased Catholics’ ire. Eliot published an arti-
cle in the Atlantic Monthly that cited Jesuit colleges as an example of retrograde
education due to their “uniform prescribed curriculum,” in contrast to the Harvard
system allowing undergraduates to choose their courses.20 Former Boston College
President Timothy Brosnahan immediately drafted a response, which the Atlantic
refused to publish, claiming it was “not the policy of the magazine to publish arti-
cles in controversy.” Nonetheless, in December the Atlantic published a response
to Eliot by Princeton University Dean Andrew F. West criticizing Eliot’s theories
of electivism.21 This editorial decision sparked charges of bigotry on the grounds
that the pages of the Atlantic were not open to Catholics to defend themselves.22 A
month later, the Catholic Sacred Heart Review published Brosnahan’s response to
Eliot and issued a thousand additional copies in pamphlet form that were distributed
throughout the country. Brosnahan wrote:

This is the fundamental ground on which the Jesuit method is at variance with the system
of elective studies in use at Harvard. That system of itself has no unity. . ..President Eliot
has abandoned the doctrine of unity in education. . ..its desertion universally in this country
would in the judgment of the Jesuits be disastrous. It would tend to lower the standard of
education, to lessen the intrinsic value of a college degree, to give one-sided formation, to
unfit men for effective University work. . ..In conclusion, we submit with all due deference
that President Eliot’s reflections on Jesuit schools need recension. His declaration that the
Jesuit curriculum has been marked by four hundred years of almost changeless uniformity
is unfounded. His exaggerated statement that the method of Jesuit schools is justified only
by “an unhesitating belief in the Divine Wisdom” of such a method is somewhat humorous,
but not convincing. His implied challenge demanding either evidence of a “direct revelation

20Charles W. Eliot, “Recent Changes in Secondary Education,” Atlantic Monthly 84 (Oct. 1899):
433–444.
21Andrew F. West, “Is There a Democracy of Studies,” Atlantic Monthly 84 (Dec. 1899): 821–827.
22W. Bliss Perry, recalls the episode, in And Gladly Teach (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1935):
170–171.
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from on high” as a basis of that method, or its rejection as “absurd and impossible” is
a defective dilemma. Why may not a body of men by the mere light of human reason
be persuaded of the unwisdom of haphazardness and chaos, and the necessity of unity in
college education without being challenged to show their credentials from on high?23

Eliot’s Atlantic Monthly article, combined with the removal of Boston College
and Holy Cross from the HLS list, prompted a great outcry from Catholics across
the country, charging Harvard and Eliot with bigotry and harboring “intense anti-
Catholic feeling.” After some fruitless replies, Eliot withdrew from the contro-
versy in February 1900 and ceased corresponding with the president of Boston
College, who sent his entire correspondence with Eliot to the Boston Globe, which
printed it.24

In 1904 HLS ceased publishing the list and directed prospective applicants to
contact the secretary of the law school to ascertain whether their alma mater and
degree appeared on the select list. During the decade between 1893 and 1904, the
list was enlarged with nearly 50 other colleges and universities, but only two more
Catholic colleges were added – the University of Notre Dame in 1894 and Manhat-
tan College in 1900 – and two of the original three Catholic colleges were removed:
Boston College and Holy Cross. As a result, only three of the 189 degree programs
listed in 1904 were at Catholic institutions.25

III

The paradox of this ethical controversy in academic administration is suggested by
the fact that, until 1893, Catholics regarded Eliot as extremely liberal in religious
matters. Eliot was widely credited with encouraging the enrollment of Catholics
at Harvard and their participation in intellectual and religious affairs. During the
1890s, in fact, Harvard enrolled some 300 Catholics – more than any other Catholic
institution in the country. In a sense, Harvard was the largest Catholic college in
the country.26 Eliot’s private communications seemed to confirm this liberality. For
example, in December 1893 Eliot wrote privately to Johns Hopkins University Pres-
ident Daniel C. Gilman, “I sympathize with the Roman Catholics in their feeling that
Roman Catholic children cannot be satisfactorily brought up in what we call secular
schools.”27

23Timothy Brosnahan, S.J., “President Eliot and Jesuit College,” Sacred Heart Review (13 Jan.
1900): 22, 25, 29–30.
24Quotation is from Timothy Brosnahan to J. Havens Richards (8 Mar. 1898) in Mahoney, Corre-
spondence, 443–444. See Mahoney, Primary Source, 61–116; Mahoney, Catholic Higher Educa-
tion, 88, 92–94.
25HLS, Catalog 1903–1904, 4–7; HLS, Catalog 1904–1905, 4.
26Quotation is from Charles W. Eliot to James Higgins (12 Jan. 1900) in Mahoney, Correspon-
dence, 460. See 418–420, 474; Mahoney, Catholic Higher Education, 13, 21–59.
27Eliot to D. C. Gilman (2 Dec. 1893) Daniel Coit Gilman Papers, Milton S. Eisenhower Library,
Johns Hopkins University, ms. 1.
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By the same token, Eliot, Ames, and other Harvard figures firmly denied any
prejudicial motives throughout the controversy between HLS and the Catholic col-
leges. “There was not the slightest intention on the part of the Faculty of the Law
School to discriminate against Catholic institutions of learning,” Eliot wrote to the
president of Georgetown University in 1893.28 As the controversy continued, Eliot
insisted even more strongly on this point: “Religious prejudice has nothing whatever
to do with the matter.” Catholic college leaders and observers therefore initially gave
Eliot, Langdell, Ames, period and their colleagues the benefit of the doubt.29

But in late 1897 and early 1898, when Ames re-evaluated the standing of Boston
College and Holy Cross, Jesuit leaders began to suspect “some very strong hostil-
ity to Catholic institutions” and “some intense anti-Catholic feeling” at Harvard.30

After Boston College and Holy Cross were removed from the list, their alumni
roasted Eliot in the public press, and Jesuit educators and hierarchs regarded Eliot as
disingenuous and even suspected that Harvard wanted to steal precious enrollments
away from Catholic institutions.31

The leading historical treatment of the controversy largely adopts the Catholic
educators’ view that their rebuttals bested the arguments of Eliot, whose prejudice,
stemming from “Protestant-inspired modernism,” was thereby revealed.32 However,
it appears that, paradoxically, both the Catholic charges of sectarian bigotry and
Eliot’s appeal to standards of academic merit were justified. In fact, anti-Catholicism
was subtly entwined with valid, disinterested judgments about academic merit, and
this paradox arose from a number of factors

First was the difficulty of communicating with the Harvard administrators. The
Jesuit educators could not determine who was responsible for formulating or amend-
ing the list, even as they requested specific points of criticism and sent their catalogs
and examination papers to Harvard administrators for review. Responsibility for the
list was ambiguous. Langdell drew up the original list, but CAOC supplied the data
for enlarging the list, and HLS then issued the list, after submitting it to the Har-
vard Corporation, which acceded without formally approving it. Subsequently, the
HLS standing committee comprising Langdell, Ames and Williston was officially
charged to amend the list,33 but Eliot personally decided to add the Jesuit colleges,
and Ames personally decided to remove them. At various points, Eliot, Ames, and
CAOC indirectly attributed to others the responsibility for determining the list. For

28C. W. Eliot to J. J. Roche, 20 June 1893, in Mahoney, Correspondence, 419–420.
29Quotation is from Charles W. Eliot to James Higgins (12 Jan. 1900) in Mahoney, Correspon-
dence, 460. See 418–420, 474; Mahoney, Catholic Higher Education, 13, 21–59.
30Mahoney, Correspondence, 442, 443.
31Mahoney, Primary Source, 98; Mahoney, Correspondence,444–445, 471–474; Mahoney,
Catholic Higher Education, 80, 107. See Auerbach, Unequal Justice, 50.
32Mahoney, Catholic Higher Education, 10. See 15, 82, 95–96, 123, 139, 145.
33Harvard University, Corporation Records (29 May 1893), v. 15, p. 94; HLS, Faculty Minutes,
18 Apr. 1893. Langdell apparently had little further involvement in the controversy. He is not
mentioned in Committee on Admission from Other Colleges, Correspondence, Records, Minutes,
or Letterbook, all found in Harvard University Archives.



164 B.A. Kimball

example, Ames stated that the report of CAOC “obliged” him “to write that we
must remove Boston College from our list,”34 subtly disclaiming responsibility for
the decision, while leaving the responsible agent – “we” – vague and ambiguous.
Conversely, the CAOC Chairman told a delegation of Jesuits from Boston College
that his committee was not responsible for the list.35

Out of frustration, the Catholic educators always came back to Eliot demand-
ing a justification for their exclusion from the list. But here lay another difficulty
in communication because Harvard administrators were evasive in responding to
the Catholic educators, who had great difficulty in obtaining precise explanations
about the deficiencies of their colleges. Hence, Catholics complained about big-
otry existing “somewhere” in the CAOC or “somewhere in Harvard.”36 In par-
ticular, Eliot was evasive, usually describing the problems indirectly as a “lack
of equivalence” to “leading Protestant or undenominational colleges.”37 Beyond
that, “it was not [the role] for a Protestant to make a public statement concern-
ing the inferiority of the Jesuit colleges,” Eliot wrote.38 In fact, he maintained
that Catholic educators were disingenuous, because they knew the problems with
their curriculum. Nevertheless, Eliot’s refusal to specify the defects of the Catholic
colleges became a matter of public reproach in alumni associations and the news-
papers. The difficulty of communicating with Harvard thus heightened the frus-
tration of Catholic college leaders, and induced them to suspect bigotry more
strongly.39

Despite this evasiveness in communication, the Harvard administrators did occa-
sionally indicate the deficiencies in Catholic colleges. But here arises a second
reason for the paradoxical entanglement of anti-Catholicism with valid judgments
about academic merit. Both Catholic administrators and those at Harvard adopted
inconsistent positions regarding these deficiencies, which pertained to curricular
content and to educational purpose.

In terms of content, Eliot wanted the Catholic colleges to reduce the amount of
classical letters and increase that of modern subjects, above all, natural sciences.
Trained as a chemist, Eliot believed that natural science was the essence of an up-
to-date curriculum in the late nineteenth century.40 But Eliot’s insistence on this
point was not consistent with the law school’s position. The HLS admissions exam
tested the applicant’s “linguistic ability” in Latin and a modern language, and did

34James B. Ames to Timothy Brosnahan (11 Mar. 1898) in Mahoney, Correspondence, 444. See
436–439, 450–451, 474, 480–481.
35W. G. R. Mullan to C. W. Eliot (8 Nov. 1899).
36Quotations are from Mahoney, Correspondence, 442, 443. See 419–420, 436–439.
37Charles W. Eliot to Roche (20 June 1893) and Charles W. Eliot to J. Havens Richards (4 Aug.
1893) in Mahoney Correspondence, 417–418, 422.
38Charles W. Eliot to John O’Brien (14 Feb. 1900) in Mahoney, Correspondence, 470–471.
39Mahoney, Primary Source, 85–95, 111–112, 118; Mahoney, Correspondence, 456, 465, 467.
40Eliot, “Recent Changes in Secondary Education,” 443. See Mahoney, Correspondence, 495;
Mahoney, Primary Source, 112.



The Paradox of Prejudicially Applying Valid Academic Standards 165

not require content knowledge in any other modern subjects.41 Why should degrees
of Catholic colleges be barred from the list for failing to teach subjects that the law
school did not require for admission?

While noting that inconsistency, the Catholic educators responded in two some-
what contradictory ways. On the one hand, they sometimes argued that they had
added modern science and studies to their prescribed classical curriculum. On the
other hand, they most often argued that their classical curriculum provided a much
better undergraduate education than did the modern subjects at Eliot’s Harvard.42

Thus, Catholic educators argued that they had already adapted their curriculum to
Eliot’s wishes, and that they should not do so.

Furthermore, the Catholic educators were being somewhat disingenuous, no less
than was Eliot in insisting on the importance of natural science to enter law school.
While responding strenuously in public to the charge that their curriculum was ret-
rograde, many Catholic college leaders privately conceded that they needed to add
modern studies to their curricula. In fact, the enrollments at Catholic colleges were
stagnating or falling, because more and more Catholic parents were sending their
children to the Protestant or non-sectarian colleges, which offered more progressive
education. Purely for the sake of institutional survival, the Catholic colleges had to
modernize, and they knew it.43

The problem was that the Catholic educators, particularly the Jesuits, needed
permission from Rome in order to change their uniform curriculum; but the Roman
hierarchy was unsympathetic and told the American Catholics not to bend to modern
educational fads. Consequently, Catholic college leaders faced two contradictory
demands.44 Eliot and Harvard required that they modernize in order to get their
graduates into HLS, and the Catholic and Jesuit hierarchy demanded that they resist
any accommodation to modernity.

While Brosnahan’s view, for example, appeared conservative in the American
context, he and other Catholic educators in the United States, unknown to the Protes-
tant leaders of higher education, were proposing to Rome that the Church should
make some “Americanist” accommodations to the particular situation of the United
States. However, the Roman authorities were engaged at that point in a campaign
against “modernism” and liberalism in the Church. The position of the American

41HLS, Catalog 1877–1878, 2; HLS, Faculty Minutes, 10 Nov. 1891.
42Cf. Brosnahan, “President Eliot and the Jesuit College,” 3–30; Timothy Brosnahan, “The Rela-
tive Merit of Courses in Catholic and Non-Catholic Colleges for the Baccalaureate,” Proceedings
of the Second Annual Conference of the Association of Catholic Colleges of the United States
(1900): 22–44. See Mahoney, Primary Source, 90, 102–107, 112–113; Mahoney, Correspondence,
423–424, 437; Mahoney, Catholic Higher Education, 71, 115, 261. In making the latter argument,
Catholic leaders generally assumed that studying Greek and Latin letters and philosophy provided
better mental discipline and better character development than did studies in modern humanities,
social sciences, or natural sciences.
43Mahoney, Correspondence, 426; Mahoney, Primary Source, 29–30, 33, 48, 68, 107, 123, 126–
127, 136; Mahoney, Catholic Higher Education, 7, 12–14, 102–103, 148, 192, 97, 195–238.
44Mahoney, Primary Source, 17, 40–46, 135; Mahoney, Correspondence, 428–489; Mahoney,
Catholic Higher Education, 10, 15, 119, 134, 151–192.
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Jesuits was therefore complicated by the fact that, while facing Eliot in front, they
were receiving from behind such communications as the following encyclical from
the Superior General of the Society of Jesus in 1896.

[Some suggest] to our young scholastics the necessity of [studying] science for the defense
of truth and religion. . ..Now as this science comprises many different departments of great
diversity, our scholastics are liable to be assailed by this dangerous temptation: They will
wish to depart from our time-honored and approved Ratio Studiorum...so as to be free to
give the best of their talent and the most precious hours of their time to the modern sci-
ences. But. . .the field of modern science is so vast and comprises so many specialties that
a thorough and solid grasp of even a single one would demand a man’s whole life-time.
The necessary consequence therefore would be that he who should undertake to embrace
them all, would acquire a true and thorough knowledge neither of the old nor of the new
sciences. . ..For the whole plan of modern studies tends to this: that in a brief span of years
boys shall receive a slight sprinkling not only of letters but of almost all the sciences. They
come forth from college little encyclopedias, as the saying is, and having skimmed the sur-
face of the whole field of all the sciences, they possess of all this nothing solid: a little of
everything, on the whole nothing. . ..[T]his system of teaching feeds the boy’s vanity instead
of sharpening his wits; instead of imparting to him the great principles which are the foun-
dation of literary culture and would little by little make a man of him, his curiosity is excited
and in his conceited ignorance he is emboldened to pronounce rash judgments on matters
of which he understands nothing.45

These inconsistencies in the debate over curricular content point to disagree-
ment over the purposes of education, which lay at the heart of the dispute. The
purposes guided the standards of academic merit and arose from competing values
and philosophies of life. Here arises a third reason for the paradoxical entangling of
anti-Catholicism with valid judgments about academic merit: the disagreement over
educational purposes was sublimated and addressed only obliquely.

The founders and reformers of the research universities in the final third of the
nineteenth century generally believed that undergraduate education should foster
intellectual autonomy and free inquiry in students. Eliot was the foremost propo-
nent of this view, and therefore advocated the study of natural science and its “char-
acteristic occupation. . ., namely, free, impartial, open-minded, truth-seeking.”46

Commensurately, he maintained that natural science should be taught by the lab-
oratory method, and he championed the elective system, believing that electivism
suited and enhanced students’ capacity for intellectual autonomy and free inquiry.47

Catholic college leaders did not recognize the fostering of intellectual autonomy
and free inquiry as a primary, or even legitimate, goal of undergraduate education.
In their view, undergraduate education aimed at relieving doubt and uncertainty
by transmitting received truths. Thus, Catholic educators construed science as bod-

45Luis Martín, “On Some Dangers of Our Times,” in Select Letters of Our Very Reverend Fathers
General (Woodstock, MD: Woodstock College, 1900): 501–546.
46Charles W. Eliot to Thomas Dwight (8 Sept. 1908), in Mahoney, Primary Source, 164.
47Charles W. Eliot, “Liberty in Education” (Feb. 1885), published in Educational Reform: Essays
and Addresses (New York: Century, 1898),” 125–148.
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ies of “special facts. . .recently discovered” about nature;48 and they derided Eliot’s
elective system at Harvard as a “go as you please” approach, leading to educational
anarchy. In fact, “electivism was Protestantism applied to education,” a priestly
alumnus of Holy Cross maintained.49

The disagreement over educational purpose was exemplified in opposing inter-
pretations of “philosophy.” What Catholic educators meant by “philosophy” was
“a vast, compact, thoroughly reasoned, and tested body of philosophic truth” that
can be “drilled into every graduate.” Catholic educators therefore considered “phi-
losophy” the heart of undergraduate education, built their curriculum around a
“body of philosophic truth,” and viewed that curriculum as vastly superior to all
others.50

Conversely, the Harvard administrators generally regarded “philosophy” to be a
process or method of reasoned deliberation. Eliot maintained, “Philosophical sub-
jects should never be taught with authority. . . The very word education is a standing
protest against dogmatic teaching. The notion that education consists in the author-
itative inculcation of what the teacher deems true may be logical and appropriate
in a convent, or a seminary for priests, but it is intolerable in universities and pub-
lic schools, from primary to professional.”51 This disagreement over educational
purpose was fundamental, and leaders of other research universities concurred with
Eliot. “Our experience accords with yours regarding the Jesuit colleges,” wrote the
president of the University of California to Eliot, “We find that their pupils are not
inspired to think for themselves. I do not think this is due to the subjects they teach,
but to the whole spirit of the instruction.”52

Therefore, notwithstanding Catholics’ charge of bigotry, there existed valid
reasons for Eliot’s and Harvard’s depreciation of the undergraduate education at
Catholic colleges. Harvard’s curricular content – particularly in modern studies and
the natural sciences – was decidedly advanced beyond the Catholic institutions, by
their own admission. Harvard’s educational purpose of fostering students’ capacity
for intellectual autonomy and free inquiry was not supported or even recognized in
the Catholic colleges. It may be argued that neither this curricular content nor this
educational purpose were best suited for legal education, but merely adopting those
standards did not convict the Harvard administrators of sectarian prejudice. But the
Harvard leaders did not apply those standards consistently, and in this way their
sectarian prejudice exerted influence.

48Mahoney, Primary Source, 33. See 49, 113.
49Quotations are, respectively, in Mahoney, Primary Source, 114, 115.
50Quotations are from J. Havens Richards to Catholic Alumni Association of Boston (1897) in
Mahoney, Correspondence, 433. See 401–416, 471–474. See also [Timothy Brosnahan], “System
of Education,” Catalog of the Officers and Students of Boston College 1899 (Boston: Boston Col-
lege, 1899), 31–34.
51Charles W. Eliot, Inaugural Address (1869), reprinted as A Turning Point in Higher Education
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1969), 6.
52Benjamin I. Wheeler to Eliot (9 Nov. 1903), Eliot Papers, box 257.
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IV

Visiting Europe as a young man in the mid 1860s, Eliot was repulsed by Catholic rit-
ual and what he considered Catholics’ uncritical and unthinking devotion to Church
authority, all of which reflected “the extraordinary contrast . . . between Catholicism
and freedom of thought.” In fact, he wrote, “I hate Catholicism as I do poison, and
all the pomp and power of the Church is depressing and mortifying me. . ..[E]ven
the good which one recognizes in the mass of superstition and corruption is dis-
tressing, because it will lengthen the life and prolong the influence of the Mother of
Abominations.”53 Years later, near the end of the controversy over HLS admissions,
Eliot reaffirmed his longstanding reservations about Catholicism.

[T]here have been moments in the life of the Catholic Church when it has desired to sup-
press scientific inquiry, and to prevent individuals from publishing the result of their own
studies. . ..[I]n general the Catholic Church has often been opposed to the modern spirit
of inquiry. . ..[T]he Church has not understood or been friendly to. . .free, impartial, open-
minded, truth-seeking. . ...[H]ow much more Protestant countries have contributed to the
progress of science than the Catholic countries. . ...Have you considered how inevitably
antagonistic to social and political freedom is the principle of absolute authority which is
maintained by the Catholic Church in its own religious domain?54

Reflecting on his own Unitarian convictions in 1909, Eliot wrote: “I know I
am in the habit of thinking that members of other Christian denominations cannot
think much, or reason much, about the dogmas they accept; and when I encounter
their defensive arguments they always seem to me weak and archaic. . .but the[se]
sentiments. . .make me fairly liable to the criticism. . .that I believe the Unitarians to
be the only thinking, reasoning, and independent religionists.”55

The anti-Catholic disposition reflected in Eliot’s statements influenced his assess-
ment and that of his colleagues about the Catholic colleges and the eligibility of
their graduates to enter HLS as regular students. The anti-Catholicism of Eliot,
Langdell, and Ames operated not in judging the Catholic colleges deficient accord-
ing to standards of academic merit, but rather in subjecting them to closer scrutiny
than other colleges and universities. The injustice occurred in selectively apply-
ing the valid academic standards. “[T]he degrees of all Catholic colleges are to
be refused, while those of obscure protestant or undenominational institutions are
accepted,” complained the president of Georgetown.56 “[P]etty mushroom colleges,
born yesterday,. . .have been given the right hand of fellowship by Harvard” while
Catholic colleges are excluded, noted the Catholic press.57 “[C]ertain inferior col-
leges were put [on the list] which no unbiased man would put on the same class with

53Quotations are from Mahoney, Primary Source, 2, 3. See Mahoney, Catholic Higher Education,
55–59, 82, 95–96, 123, 139, 145.
54Charles W. Eliot to Thomas Dwight (8 Sept. 1908) in Mahoney, Primary Source, 162, 164.
55Charles W. Eliot to Jerome D. Greene (2 July c.1909) in Mahoney, Primary Source, 177.
56J. Havens Richards to Charles W. Eliot (16 July 1893) in Mahoney, Correspondence, 419.
57“Harvard and the Catholic Colleges,” Boston Pilot (1 July 1893), quoted in Mahoney, Primary
Source, 21.
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our colleges,” observed the president of Boston College.58 Harvard “has removed
Boston C[ollege] and H[oly] C[ross] from its list.. . .At the same time other noto-
riously poor little colleges that cannot compete with ours are admitted,” wrote the
northeastern Jesuit Provincial to the Jesuit Superior General in Rome.59

This closer scrutiny was “erroneous and gravely unjust,” maintained the president
of Georgetown.60 Even van Jagemann, the chairman of CAOC and a Harvard profes-
sor, echoed this view after meeting with a delegation from Boston College to explain
the evidence and rationale underlying the list. CAOC “did not succeed in persuad-
ing the gentlemen that the list of approved colleges published by the law school is
just, because we had to admit that this list included some institutions ranking. . .no

higher than Boston College.”61

The selective and unjust application of academic standards appeared most clearly
in Langdell’s original construction of the list and in Ames’s removal of institutions
from the list. The original list of April 1893 comprised “the colleges whose gradu-
ates have entered the School in recent years,” and therefore included certain small,
distant colleges from which one or two graduates had attended HLS in the previous
5 years, including Mount Union, Olivet, Racine, and DePauw.62 But the original
list did not include all such colleges. Dean Langdell – possibly in consultation with
President Eliot – culled through the colleges of past graduates.

Having grown up as a virtual orphan in rural poverty on a hardscrabble farm in
New Hampshire, Langdell was not a Boston Brahmin. In fact, his rustic manners
and rigid personality made him a social outsider throughout his tenure on the HLS
faculty. But he had attended the Congregational church in his hometown, and, after
marrying the daughter of an Episcopal clergyman in 1880, he and his wife joined
Christ Church, Episcopal, in Cambridge. During the Catholic controversy in the
1890s, Langdell and his wife were listed among the 26 families of “devoted work-
ers” constituting “that small nucleus of hard and loyal workers that kept the heart
of the parish steadily beating” at the Episcopal church.63 In 1893, when culling
through “the colleges whose graduates have entered the School in recent years,”
Langdell eliminated all nine Catholic institutions that had sent graduates to HLS
between 1885 and 1893, including Mount St. Mary’s, University of Notre Dame,
St. Xavier, College of the Sacred Heart, Manhattan, and the Jesuit institutions of
Fordham, Boston College, Georgetown, Holy Cross, and Detroit. While only three

58Timothy Brosnahan to J. Havens Richards (7 Nov. 1897) in Mahoney, Correspondence, 440–441.
59Edward Purbrick to Luis Martín (Feb. 1899) in Mahoney, Primary Source, 70.
60J. Havens Richards to Charles W. Eliot (3 Aug. 1893) Mahoney, Correspondence, 421.
61Emphasis added. Hans C. G. von Jagemann to Charles W. Eliot (6 Nov. 1899), Charles W. Eliot
Papers, Harvard University Archives, box 114.
62Quotation is from HLS, Faculty minutes, 18 Apr. 1893. See HLS, Faculty Minutes, 18 Apr. 1893;
HLS Quinquennial Catalogue.
63Gardiner M. Day, The Biography of a Church: A Brief History of Christ Church, Cambridge,
Massachusetts (Cambridge: Riverside Press, 1951), pp. 84–85. See Marion E. Langdell, A Jour-
ney through the Years (Cudahy, WS: [privately printed], 1978), p. 56; Archives of Christ Church,
Episcopal (Cambridge, Massachusetts), f. file C-09-4, “List of Voters before 1900.”.
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of those 18 students completed the LL.B., this graduation rate was not far below the
rate of those entire classes at HLS.64 This elimination of all the Catholic institutions
indicates that some selective bias must have operated when Langdell compiled the
original list.

The process of removing institutions indicates similar bias. Ames had an impec-
cable Bostonian pedigree. After attending private schools, he entered Boston Latin
School in 1858 at the age of 12 and then Harvard College in 1863, where he was
president of the Hasty Pudding Club, captain of the baseball team, member of the
Institute of 1770, president of Alpha Delta Phi literary society, and Class Day Ora-
tor, elected by his classmates. Following a “grand tour” of Europe, he entered HLS
in September 1870 and never left after joining the faculty in 1873. Like Eliot, Ames
was a Unitarian and attended the First Parish Church in Cambridge, where he joined
the Colonial Club, the Old Cambridge Shakespeare Society, and the Cambridge
Social Dramatic Club, as well as the Colonial Society of Massachusetts. Due to
“the sweetness and charm of his personality” and “his amiable disposition and his
cordial welcome,” the students and colleagues at HLS regarded him with “esteem
and love.”65 In the view Jesuit educators, however, “Mr. Ames seems to be a testy
fellow who, when confronted by a difficulty, cannot refrain from saying something
disagreeable.”66 The difference in opinion reflected Ames’s selective application of
academic standards.

During the decade that the list was published between 1893 and 1904, only eight
degree programs were dropped, six for book-keeping, non-substantive reasons. The
B.A. of Adelbert College, the undergraduate college in Western Reserve Univer-
sity, was dropped in 1893 because it duplicated the entry for Western Reserve.
In 1896 Wharton School of Finance and Economy (B.Ph.) was stricken, because
the degree was subsumed by its parent institution, the University of Pennsylvania,
which was added to the list at the same time. In 1896 the A.B. of Clark University
was dropped after it was discovered not to exist.67 In 1897 the A.B. of Griswold
College in Iowa was dropped when the degree became unfeasible after the college’s

64Harvard Law School, Quinquennial Catalog of the Law School of Harvard University, 1817–
1934, ed. Guy H. Holliday (Cambridge: Harvard Law School, 1934). In addition, the compilers
of the original list passed over a number of degrees and institutions such as the B.L. of the Uni-
versity of North Carolina; the B.S. of the University of Illinois, Worcester Polytechnic Institute,
and Mississippi A. & M. University; and the B.A. of Wofford College, Virginia Military Institute,
Missouri State University, Pacific Methodist College, Kansas Normal Institute, the University of
New Brunswick, and Franklin and Marshall College. Many of the students with these backgrounds
graduated successfully on time, and the graduate from Mississippi A. & M. University, Blewett
Lee, was later offered a full professorship at HLS.
65[Sarah R. Ames], “Memoir of James Barr Ames,” in James Barr Ames, Lectures on Legal His-
tory and Miscellaneous Legal Essays by James Barr Ames (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1913), pp. 24–25. See also pp. 4–7, 25.
66T. Brosnahan to J. H. Richards (8 Mar. 1898), in Mahoney, Correspondence, 435–450.
67E-mail from Mott Linn, Clark University Archives (Worcester, Massachusetts), Jan. 2006;
http://libref.clarku.edu/ research/archives (accessed 26 Jan. 2006).
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preparatory school closed in 1895.68 In 1897 the Knox College B.S. degree was
dropped in response to the elimination of that degree and the poor performance
of one graduate at HLS.69 In 1903 the Centre College B.A. was dropped after it
was merged and briefly renamed Central University of Kentucky, whose bachelor’s
degree was added to the list at the same time.70 Only two institutions – Boston
College and Holy Cross – were dropped from the list for substantive reasons, as
happened when Dean Ames took it upon himself to re-examine their credentials
in August 1897. In fact, apart from these two Jesuit institutions, no other colleges,
with the partial exception of Knox, were even re-examined for their academic merit
after being placed on the list. Although Harvard administrators apparently believed
that they were applying valid standards of academic merit, closer scrutiny and more
stringent academic standards were applied to the Catholic colleges between 1893
and 1904. Therein lay the injustice.

V

In the 1890s a national controversy erupted when a challenge was presented to the
educational merit of the B.A. degree of the some 60 Catholic colleges and uni-
versities in the United States, particularly the 24 founded by the Society of Jesus,
which had the highest academic standards. Having become the first professional
school in the country to require a bachelor’s degree for admission in 1891, HLS
in 1893 raised the standard higher by declaring that only “respectable” bachelor’s
degrees of certain colleges would qualify an applicant for admission. The colleges
identified by HLS did not include any Catholic institutions, whose graduates were
therefore excluded from what was universally regarded as the leading law school
in the country. According to the Harvard president and deans, the identification of
the “respectable” degrees and colleges was based upon valid standards of academic
quality, but Catholic educators vigorously protested that their colleges were academ-
ically rigorous, and a decade-long debate ensued between Harvard administrators
and the Catholics as to whether and how Jesuit education was deficient.

This historical case study in the ethics of academic administration reveals that
the Harvard administrators both employed valid standards of academic quality, and
also made discriminatory decisions reflecting their prejudice toward Catholicism
and its colleges. The discrimination lay in the selective application of the standards,
which had a clearly invidious effect upon the Catholic colleges. Nevertheless, those
administrators believed, with justification, that they were employing valid academic
standards.

68http://www.qcmemory.org/ (accessed 20 Jan. 2006).
69Committee on Admission from Other Colleges, Records, Harvard University Archives, v. 3, p.
8 (14 Oct. 1897); e-mail from Matthew D. Norman, Knox College Archives (Galesburg, Illinois).
Jan. 2006.
70http://www.library.eku.edu/collections/ (accessed 20 Jan. 2006).
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This case study further reveals that this paradox arose, in part, from the eva-
siveness of the Harvard administrators’ communications and from the diffusion and
ambiguity of responsibility for making decisions. But most fundamentally this his-
torical case study in the ethics of academic administration attributes this paradox to
disagreements over curricula content and educational values and purposes that were
obscured by inconsistencies and contradictions on the part of both Catholic educa-
tors and Harvard administrators. Those obscuring inconsistencies allowed each side
to believe in the moral and academic integrity of its own position without crediting
the critique of the other.
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One Million Dollar Endowment Matching Grant

Kerry Romesburg

The university received a competitive endowment building matching grant for stu-
dent scholarships. Amidst much fanfare, the table-sized printed “check” for $1 mil-
lion was presented to the university president by a local Congressman, and the funds
were deposited into the endowment to provide scholarships for qualifying students.
Months later, a development staff member, using the successful grant application as
a template for another grant, discovered a previously undetected arithmetic error in
the application. If corrected, the university would not have qualified for the grant.
The staff member meets with the president and reports the discovery, adding that the
money has long ago been received and deposited, the granting agency is satisfied,
and no one will ever know about the mistake other than herself and the president.
She just thought the president should know.

Case Analysis

Elaine E. Englehardt

Obtaining funding from grants presents unique possibilities for faculty members.
A project is allowed to move forward with adequate funding from a source outside
the university. Most likely the project wouldn’t have happened without the fund-
ing. Grant directors must be very careful in the program management of the grants.
This means that the director must be accountable for accomplishing the activities,
goals and objectives of the projects. The director must be careful with the financial
management of the grants. With a federal grant, if 10% of the project activities are
changed there must be permission from the granting agency. This includes any bud-
get expenditures. If major personnel in the original grant are changed, there must
also be approval. Many universities have a specific auditor who “keeps the books”

173E.E. Englehardt et al. (eds.), The Ethical Challenges of Academic Administration,
DOI 10.1007/978-90-481-2841-9_BM2, C© Springer Science+Business Media B.V. 2010
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on each federal grant. This means that as faculty, we won’t make a silly arithmetical
mistake on the grant budget and cause our university shame.

The case upon which I am commenting is a tricky one. The college received a
grant for $1 million based on an intricate federal formula. The grant is for scholar-
ships for needy students. Upon later inspection, a development employee learns of a
math error in the formula, and that the college was not qualified to receive the funds.
She reports this to the President. She says, “I just thought you’d like to know.” Does
the President now need to return the funds to the federal agency?

The development staff member was correct; the president must know about this
mistake. At this point it is still a mistake. It was an accident. Now that it has been
uncovered, it is no longer an innocent mistake. The President will need to act imme-
diately on this information. If a college or university is financially strapped, is it
acceptable to commit fraud and keep these funds? What if no one will ever know? It
is a rhetorical question. An ethical president wouldn’t hesitate to return the money.
Some grant recipients, including presidents, aren’t ethical. Each year, the US gov-
ernment awards nearly $450 billion in Federal Assistance agreements or grants.
Many of these fund scientific research, further the social sciences, art, literature,
and promote cultural enrichment. These funds can also assist in human health, envi-
ronment, agriculture and criminal justice. To receive the award, a strict RFP or set
of rules and guidelines must be followed and answered. If any of the answers or
explanations are not honest, correct, or “doable” the institution should contact the
granting agency with this information. A president won’t know about most grant
activities, hence, won’t know about fraud that may be committed. However, the
president will certainly be asked about any grant fraud that is committed at the
university by numerous individuals including the granting agency, the boards of
trustees for the university, the press, and others. According to the National Procure-
ment Fraud Task Force, in order of occurrence grant fraud is most often committed
by: The grant recipients, bookkeepers, financial staff, contractors, subcontractors,
and recipient consultants (NPFTF). How long does it take for a president to learn
that a mistake has occurred or that a fraud has taken place? How will the president
chose to respond? Grants are awarded to carry out the goals and objectives identified
in the grant. Competition for the grants must always be honest, and once given the
funds, grant recipients are stewards of these federal funds. The government fraud
task force warns, “using federal grant dollars for unjust enrichment, personal gain,
or other than their intended use is a form of theft, subject to criminal and civil pros-
ecution under the laws of the United States” (NPFTF).This same federal bureau
states that most common types of fraud with grants include: false statements, false
claims, embezzlement, theft or bribery, or mail fraud (NPFTF). It is easy to make
a simple arithmetical formula mistake in a grant. This case is interesting because it
may seem difficult to return $1 million to the federal government for a project that
was intended to give scholarships to needy students. These students may not be able
to attend the college if they do not receive this assistance. There is a variety of rea-
sons that the college should keep the money for these needy students. But none of
these reasons would be ethical. The president should return the money immediately.
Should the president publicize the return of the funds? Yes, because returning the
money shows the integrity of the president. The president sets an example for others
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that fraud will not be tolerated on any level at the university. Imagine a president
who would ask the developmental staff member to ignore this situation. The staff
member would have the message that a little fraud is ok, especially if it starts with
an innocent mistake. The staff member also has a window into the president’s char-
acter that few others will see. Not to turn this into a slippery slope, but maybe the
two would collaborate in the future to unfairly procure funds. Publicly acknowledg-
ing the mistake does show that the college or university has a weakness. However,
more importantly it shows a Kantian strength. The funds were returned because they
ought to be returned.

There are large rewards for exposing fraud against the federal government. Under
federal law, if someone has personal knowledge that an individual, business, city,
county or town has provided false information to obtain money from the federal
government, they may file a claim to recover more than triple the amount of monies
defrauded from the government. This individual then may become entitled to receive
between 15% and 30% of the monies recovered by the federal government, as a
reward. Additionally, federal law protects individuals against any retaliation and all
calls are kept strictly confidential (NPFTF).

Getting the reward isn’t part of Kant’s formulation. It may help others to do the
right thing, but for Kant an act’s rightness lies in motive, virtuousness, or fulfilment
of moral law, regardless of consequences. The president needed to return the grant
funds as soon as the mistake was realized. This falls in line with Kant’s definition
of a good will when he states: “Nothing can possibly be conceived in the world, or
even out of it, which can be called good without qualification, except a good will”
(Kant, pp. 9–10).

The president who returns the money most likely does it because of a good will.
As Kant notes, “A good will is good not because of what it performs or effects, not
by its aptness for the attainment of some proposed end, but simply by virtue of the
volition – that is, it is good in itself.. . .”(ibid) In the past this college had received
only a few federal grants. Now the president has the dilemma of returning something
that could help many disadvantaged students. Kant says this isn’t important:

“Even if it should happen that, owing to special disfavour of fortune . . . this will should
wholly lack power to accomplish its purpose, if with its greatest efforts it should yet achieve
nothing, and there should remain only the good will . . . then, like a jewel, it would still shine
by its own light, as a thing which has its whole value in itself. Its usefulness or fruitlessness
can neither add to nor take away anything from this value,”(Kant, pp. 10–12).

The president should fulfil his duty. A Kantian duty is the obligation to act from
reverence for law. If the president kept the money merely to help poor students,
Kant would find this act a hypothetical imperative. “If now the action is good only
as a means to something else, then the imperative is hypothetical;” the president
would need to return the funds for his action to meet the criterion for a categorical
imperative, which Kant states, “if it is conceived as good in itself and consequently
as being necessarily the principle of a will which of itself conforms to reason, then
it is categorical.. . .”(Kant, pp. 12–14).

According to Kant, to be a categorical imperative the president must, “Act only
on that maxim whereby thou canst at the same time will that it should become a
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universal law,” (Kant, p. 30). Following a Kantian example, we know that fraud in
any form is wrong. By following an approach that included keeping the money, the
president would have betrayed himself, the college, and all the other institutions that
were qualified to receive the funds for their students.

Next year another $450 billion will be available for the competitive granting
process. The application can be corrected and resubmitted for this competition or
others that may be more appropriate. Next year the president will most likely make
administrative decisions through ethical choices.

Works Cited:
Immanuel Kant, Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysic of Morals, tr. T.K.
Abbott, from Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason and Other Works on the
Theory of Ethics, London, Longmans, Green, 1898.
National Procurement Fraud Taskforce, usdoj.gov/criminal/npftf

Polluting Donor

By Kerry Romesburg

The owner of a local mill was a member of the university board. The mill was a
source of on-going controversy regarding whether or not it was violating air quality
standards. State and Federal officials were repeatedly called in to investigate com-
plaints. The results consistently indicated the mill was operating within required
guidelines, even though it was also identified as one of the major sources of the
local air quality problem.

During a campaign to raise funds for campus construction, the mill owner made
a multi-million dollar pledge for a specific building project and asked that he be
given naming rights for the building. A contingent of faculty and students appeared
before the board development committee and argued against accepting the gift and
approving naming rights. The committee requested the president recommend the
best course of action.

Case Analysis

Lisa H. Newton

The Question

Let us understand the case: The university has been offered a very large amount of
money to build a building. The donor is a member of the university’s board, who
owns the local mill. The mill is continually suspected of illegal pollution, although
it always seems to weather inspections in compliance. The mill owner wants his
name on the building. Environmentally concerned (and active) students and faculty
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protest that the university ought to turn down the money in a rebuke to the polluter.
What ought the university (President and Board of Trustees) do about the situation?

In this reaction, I intend to adopt an often-used convention: that every act per-
formed by a University President or other high officer can be understood as a state-
ment reflecting on the mission and objectives of the university, and can be evaluated
as a statement in accord with ethics and mission, or as not in accord with ethics and
mission, in which case it is justifiably condemned. That, clearly is the understand-
ing advanced by the environmental students and faculty, and it seems useful for our
purposes.

What to do

The first warning, whenever a generous gift is offered to add any fixture to the cam-
pus, must always be, make sure you need the fixture. It’s expensive to build a build-
ing, and more expensive to tear it down. But let us suppose this is a needed building,
a building for which funds would be sought independent of the mill owner’s offer–
a new science center, shall we say, with up to date laboratories that will thrill the
students and make life much easier for faculty engaged in research. The Univer-
sity, the President and the Board, should specify that under the circumstances, the
only acceptable building will be Green: It will be situated to make maximum use
of passive solar energy, with solar panels on the roof to produce electricity, using
geothermal energy if at all possible and incorporating small windmills in the design–
so it produces more energy than it uses, and pollutes not at all. Suggestion: get the
protesting students and faculty and the donor in on the planning; make it clear that
the students’ reasoned objections played a part in the university’s decision to create
a truly Green science building, and that the donor’s experience is valued. That done,
accept the gift and name the building after the donor. Now, what are we saying by
this decision – what statement are we making?

Principles that Govern this Decision

Every University officer, especially the President, is charged with the task of con-
serving and enhancing University resources to advance the major purposes of the
University – research, teaching, and community service. This building will serve at
least the first two, and may be bent to serve the third. Accepting the gift, in the face
of on-campus protest, says that the University will not forget those basic responsibil-
ities. On the other hand, recruiting the environmental faculty (and the Engineering
School, if we have one) to help design the building says that the University is nev-
ertheless sensitive to the motivation behind the protest, at least the constructive part
of the motivation.

Note further that University buildings cost a lot of money and last a very long
time; reputations are generally at least partially false, and fleeting. The mill owner
is a friend of the University of long standing (even if he only took the position on the
board to provide protective coloration); universities have to appreciate their friends,
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and show gratitude in some tangible way. The survival of the university depends on
the reliability of its relationships. As for evil reputations, John D. Rockefeller, come
to think of it, had a well-deserved reputation for evildoing somewhere between Ivan
Boesky and Andy Fastow, at the time he contributed most of his money. Time dims
the memory of every reputation, good or evil. And if it doesn’t – if the mill owner
turns out to have been deliberately concealing massive violations of law for per-
sonal gain, and association with him embarrasses the university and hinders future
fundraising – we can always take the name off the building. When he was convicted,
Ivan Boesky graciously resigned from his honorary boards and requested removal
of his name from many of his charitable gifts; and if the mill owner does not so
volunteer, well, Texas landfills are full of old ENRON signs.

We should take every opportunity to serve the community by bringing our exper-
tise to bear on perceived community problems, and the acceptance of this gift pro-
vides just such an opportunity. While we are working with the donor (and the fac-
ulty) to design the building, we have a chance to bring up the environmental prob-
lems of the mill. Would the donor like the consultation of the same faculty to help
get the DEP off his back? We may, if all works out well, end up with a green science
building and a green mill. Incidentally, if he is receptive to that suggestion, the DEP
can be called in to help.

The University sends a signal, makes a statement, with its every action. It is obli-
gated, for the sake of its future, not to send mixed signals, not to make statements
that say two things at once, where one of them might be counterproductive. If we
refuse the money, as the student environmentalists want, we make a statement that
we love the environment and disapprove of all actions that degrade the environment.
That would be the intended message. But we also say that we tend to jump to con-
clusions, assuming flagrant environmental offenses when the law has found none,
and we assume the worst of people, even people who have been our friends. That’s
bad enough. But further, we say to all future donors, “Watch out, for we have moral
tests for donors. Don’t offer us money unless you are (morally) pure as the driven
snow (and able to prove it), or prepared to be publicly rejected as not moral enough.”
The possibility that future donors might be given pause – even repulsed – by such a
statement is very real; donors rarely tolerate having their integrity questioned. The
university cannot afford to offend them like that.

The conclusion for this case is that the money should be accepted. There is more:

Cases Where the Money Must Not Be Accepted

There are surely cases where funds should be turned down. Where the proposed
project has no academic integrity (I want your Criminal Justice professors to find
a way we can put all those people in jail!) or would significantly dislodge the
university from its mission ($4 million for a pet therapy and recreation center, in a
university with no other connection to animals of any kind, and obligations for future
enhancement from non-grant funds – for instance). Where funds are connected
with an inherently disreputable industry, a strong argument can be made against



Cases and Commentaries 179

accepting them, on the basis of the reputation of the university. (Steel mills are not
inherently disreputable, only disreputable if they pollute, which can be changed.) I
recall some such protest breaking out at the Darden Business School of the Univer-
sity of Virginia, in the old school (before the new one was built); every classroom
had been donated by a tobacco company, and we had just found out not only that
tobacco was lethal and addictive, but that the tobacco companies had known that
for quite some time. That sounds reasonably disreputable. But the Directors of the
School pointed out that not only had the funds been donated before anyone had any
real reason to know how harmful tobacco was, but also tobacco was, and had been,
a major industry in Virginia, and it had been altogether right and proper to accept
that grant, as the state’s university. Good argument. But many apparently acceptable
dollars had been made in the United States through the slave trade. What message
would it send to our African American students to find their economics classroom
donated to the school by the “Peter John Newton Trade in Negroes: New Shipments
Weekly”? If Texas landfills are large enough for ENRON signs, I suspect we can
find, in the landfills of Virginia and New England, room for the logos of the slavers.
God willing, we will never be confronted with that necessity.

Conflict of Interest in Hiring

Donna Werner

As interim dean, you have been assigned to serve on a search committee for one
of the sister campuses. The position is a VP level position and you learn that one
of your colleagues, George, (a fellow interim dean) has applied for the position.
George is highly respected throughout the district and has been very successful in
his year as interim dean.

Based on your review of the applicants, it is clear that George is the strongest of
all the candidates. And, in preliminary discussions with other committee members,
it is evident that they agree with your assessment.

You are aware of the fact that George has also applied for a dean’s position on
your own campus and that the President of your campus has offered the position to
George. You also learn that the deadline for his decision is prior to the next sched-
uled meeting of the screening committee for the VP position (at which candidates
will be identified for interview).

1. Should you tell George that he is likely to be invited for an interview for the VP
position on the other campus? Does it make a difference if you know that George
has a strong preference for the VP job?

2. What if your campus, the largest of the campuses in the district, has a number of
dean level positions open at this time and is in desperate need of someone with
George’s experience and abilities? Further, what if your personal preference is
that George accepts the dean position at your campus? Should these facts affect
what you say to George?
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Fair Practices in Hiring

Donna Werner

As interim dean, you have been assigned to serve on a search committee for a VP
level position at your college. Committee members have been assigned to review
applications prior to the initial committee meeting where members will choose
which candidates to invite for interviews. Consider the following scenarios:

1. One of the candidates (not a particularly strong candidate) has included with his
application a letter of recommendation from one of the other members of the
search committee – a long time dean from one of the sister campuses. This trou-
bles you but you assume that the issue will come up in the preliminary discussion
of the applicants. It does not. Should you raise the issue?

2. If you choose not to raise the issue, does it make a difference if that committee
member advocates strongly for this candidate during the discussion? What if
this dean advocates so strongly that the candidate makes the short list and will
be invited for an interview?

3. Your college roommate worked at the campus of one of the candidates and had
already asked you to advocate for her colleague who had applied for the posi-
tion. She provides several helpful examples that suggest that he would be an
excellent candidate for the position. (a) Should you share this information with
other committee members? (b) Should you consider this information in your own
deliberation about the candidate?

4. Your college roommate worked at the campus of one of the candidates and con-
tacted you to warn you. “He’s a tyrant. In fact, he was asked to leave our college
because of his poor treatment of his staff, especially those who are women and
minorities.” On his application, the candidate provides an alternative reason for
leaving the position at that college. (a) Should you share this information with
other committee members? (b) Should you consider this information in your own
deliberation about the candidate?

Case Analyses’

Susan Poser, J.D., Ph.D.

General Observations

These two cases raise, at their core, questions of fairness in hiring, that is, pro-
cedural fairness in running a search. They force us to call up and examine our
assumptions about and the goals of good hiring processes, and then test potential
action against those assumptions and goals. On a more general level, consideration
of the issues presented in these cases demonstrates, once again, that decisions about
ethical dilemmas are only as good as their reasoned justifications. Before addressing
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the specifics of these cases, I think it is worthwhile to consider some assumptions
that I believe are almost universally made about the search process. These assump-
tions overlap substantially with basic tenets of due process. I will briefly describe
these assumptions and then move on to more specific commentary.

Assumptions About Searches in Higher Education Administration

– We assume that search committee members share the goal of hiring the best person
for the job.

– We assume that search committee members ultimately have the best interests of
the institution in mind.

– We assume that search committee members should be free to voice their opinions
about the candidates, based on the information provided to them in the search, and
bring their unique perspective to the discussion. If this were not true, we would not
try to populate search committees with people of diverse views and experiences,
based on their personal characteristics, their rank, occupation, etc.

– We assume that the process should be fair, that candidates should begin the process
on equal footing and have an equal chance to persuade the committee of their
qualifications. We assume that committee members will be as impartial as they
can be.

– Yet, we know that in a search that is open to internal candidates, it is difficult to
form a committee of people who do not know the internal candidate or candidates,
and it may be impossible for search committee members to avoid hearing outside
information about candidates. But, again, we assume that, for the most part, search
committee members can put aside this information and treat the candidates fairly
and impartially.

– Finally, we assume that the search process should produce the most qualified can-
didate for the position.

Conflict of Interest in Hiring: Internal Candidate

George has applied for 2 positions: the Vice President position on a sister campus,
and you are on the search committee, and a Dean position on your campus. For the
Dean position, George has already received an offer.

You are on the Vice President search committee and you know that George is
likely to be a strong candidate for Vice President job. You also know that he has been
offered the Dean position already and will need to decide before the determination
of finalists is made for the Vice President position. The questions are:

– whether you should tell George that is likely to be invited to interview for the Vice
President position

– whether that answer changes if you have an institutional and personal interest in
having George appointed to the Dean position that has already been offered to
him.
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Analysis of the problem can initially be broken down into 2 questions. Before
deciding whether you should tell George about his chances of getting the Vice Pres-
ident position, we must determine whether you may not tell him or, alternatively,
whether you may tell him. The questions can be posed as follows:

i. Are you under an ethical/moral obligation NOT to tell George that he is a strong
candidate for the Vice President position?

ii. Are you under an ethical/moral obligation to tell George that he is a strong
candidate for the Vice President position?

iii. If there is no duty one way or the other, what are the considerations that should
go into determining if you should tell him?

First, are you under an obligation NOT to tell George that he is a strong candidate
for the Vice President position?

Initially, this question is one of positive morality, that is, of rules: if the com-
mittee has agreed to confidentiality or there is a rule of confidentiality that governs
search committees, then you have an obligation not to tell. So, if there are no rules
of confidentiality operating that apply to this situation, then this question can be
quickly disposed of.

Of course, positive morality in the form of rules or customs do not always solve
these kinds of dilemmas, as sometimes rules must be broken in the name of ethics,
they can be instructive and might, in a case like this, provide a kind of tie-breaker.
That is, as I will discuss below, there are compelling considerations that militate
against telling George about his chances at the Vice President position even without
rules, so the existence of a rule gives even greater weight to those considerations.

This brings us to the next question.
Are you under an ethical/moral obligation to tell George that he is a strong can-

didate for the Vice President position? Must you tell him? I would answer that ques-
tion in the negative.

In discussing this question, I will quickly dispense one aspect of it – whether
it matters that your personal and professional preference is for George to take the
deanship – because this fact should not play a role in deliberations about whether
the right thing to do is to tell George. To make the decision based on the needs
of the institution alone is to violate the second categorical imperative and to treat
George as a means and not as an end. This is not to say that the needs of the insti-
tution are irrelevant, but they cannot be in this case the determining factor because
it would conflict with respect for George’s personhood, his right to be treated as
an end and not a means. This tells us one thing about the assumptions that were
stated at the beginning of this commentary; they have limits. Having the best inter-
ests of the institution in mind does not mean that it should trump respect for the
individual.

The question of whether to tell George is difficult because by telling George, you
may be trying to help him, but you are also requiring him, in his own mind, to take
a substantial risk, to turn down an attractive job offer for a chance at a better job.
Even if you are certain that the committee would make him their choice, the question
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implies that the committee does not have hiring authority and that someone above
the Vice President level will make the hire, and we do not have information about
that person’s views.

An important element in sorting out ethical questions is considering different
perspectives. George knows he has applied for the Vice President position. Thus,
if he would prefer that job to the Dean job, then the burden may be on him to ask
the search committee chair about his chances. If he is open to grappling with the
dilemma that this information might present to him, then he will make this inquiry.
He does not have a reasonable expectation that this kind of information would be
offered to him, unsolicited, knowing that in general, search committees are obli-
gated, whether by positive rule or not, to be very discrete.

Moreover, an obligation to inform candidates that they are likely to be successful
would be very difficult to define. How qualified does the candidate have to be in
order to trigger the obligation on a member of the search committee to reveal this
information to the candidate? Is it only triggered if the candidate has an offer for
another job, as George does, or also if such an offer is likely? What if members of
the search committee think a certain candidate will get the position, but they do not
know if the candidate has other offers? Thus, any obligation to tell George in this
case defies clear definition.

So, I do not think there is an obligation to tell him, and there may be an obliga-
tion not to tell him, depending on the agreed upon rules of the committee and the
institution. The next question is whether you should tell George that he is a strong
candidate for the Vice President position. As discussed above, there are potential
unintended consequences of revealing this information and creating this dilemma
for George. In discussions with the Chair of the Search Committee, it might be
determined that in this particular situation, revelation is the appropriate action, I
would recommend not revealing this information but if George asked, the Chair
should tell him that he looks like a good candidate. But it should be George’s deci-
sion to make the initial inquiry and thus to decide to take on the dilemma that this
would create.

Fair Practices in Hiring – Outside Information

The questions that accompany this scenario more directly test the assumptions with
which this essay began, and highlight the occasional tension among the ethic of
fairness, the assumption of institutional loyalty, and the salutary effects of openness
and transparency in reaching good decisions. The questions force us to think broadly
about the hiring process and the function of the search committee.

When is it appropriate to bring into the search committee deliberations, certain
pieces of information to which a committee member alone has access and that are
relevant either to the deliberative process, or the candidate’s qualifications? This
case forces us to balance transparency and fairness through a process that has as its
goal hiring the best person for the job.
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On the one hand, if the purpose of the search committee is to find the best candi-
date and participate in a process of deliberation where different views are heard and
information leads to consensus, then full transparency within the committee would
seem to be the rule and sharing all information about a candidate would ultimately
bring the committee to coalesce around the candidate with the best qualifications for
the position.

On the other hand, ideals of notice and due process tell us that candidates must
be treated equally and must be put on notice of what will and will not be taken into
consideration in the decision-making process. A candidate told to provide a resume,
a statement of intent, and three references, for example, has a reasonable expectation
that this is the information that will be used to deliberate about their qualifications,
at least at the initial stages of the search.

At some institutions, search committee members are not permitted to serve as
references for candidates. This is reminiscent of the rule for lawyers that, with very
limited exceptions, they are not permitted to be witnesses in cases involving their
own clients.1 The theory is that it strains human nature to expect someone to present
objective facts or honest opinions when one has a stake in the outcome. Although
in the context of a search, it is more accurate to say that the reference often has a
preference in the outcome, but not a stake, it is not fair to the rest of the pool if one
member of the committee, which is supposed to be evaluating candidates impar-
tially, begins the process as an advocate. This violates basic notions of distributive
justice – treating similarly situated people the same.

So, at first glance, fairness requires that the interim dean not serve on the
committee. However, if there is no rule against this at this institution, fairness
requires that the other members of the search committee be made aware that one
of their members is functioning as an advocate and a judge. Disclosure at least
puts the rest of the committee on notice that one of their members did not begin
the process in a spirit of neutrality and open-mindedness toward the candidates,
awaiting to be persuaded by the evidence presented. There is one among them
who appears to have entered the process with a closed mind and other members
should be free to discount this opinion, or at least be put on notice that it must be
tested.

It is worth noting that I am not making much of the information in this scenario
that the candidate for whom the Dean is advocating is “not particularly strong.”
Analysis of this case should be the same if the candidate were described as “very
strong.” The problem here is not the relative quality of the candidate, but the fairness
of the process. If the candidate were very strong, the rest of the committee would
still need to consider discounting the opinion of the Dean, even though in the end, it
might not make a difference as to the outcome.

The preceding discussion addresses both the question of whether one should raise
the fact that a member of the committee wrote a reference, and whether, if it is not
raised initially, it should be raised at the point that the member advocates strongly

1See Model Rule of Professional Conduct, 3.7 (American Bar Association 2008).
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for the candidate. The next questions concern what a search committee member
should do with information (both good and bad) about a candidate that was learned
through informal channels not part of the search process. Again, the main consider-
ation here is fairness to all of the candidates; the professional obligation to find the
best person for the position; and the importance of serving the best interests of the
institution. A search committee member learns from (I’ll assume) a trusted source
first, very good things about the candidate, and, second, very negative things (poor
treatment of women and minority staff). What does the committee member do with
this information?

This question goes to the heart of the issue of fairness of the process to all of
the candidates. The problem with the positive information is that if this is shared,
it gives a clear advantage to one candidate, and therefore disadvantages the other
candidates who do not happen to have a personal connection to the search commit-
tee. It may be that another person in the pool would get similar informal praise, but
has no such opportunity. So using this information at this stage of the process vio-
lates the assumption that the candidates begin the process on equal footing and have
a reasonable expectation that the materials requested by the committee are what
they will use in making the determination. However, as the search process proceeds
and wider range of references are consulted, it may be appropriate to include this
information in the broader dossier of the candidate if the committee makes an effort
to gather similar information about the other candidates. The negative information
does not create this difficulty. Although it is possible that there is similar negative
information about other candidates, the important point here is that this negative
information creates a reasonable belief that the person is not qualified for the job.
This assumes, of course, that the information is verifiable, not the product of rumor
or a personal grudge. The reliability of the information would have to be explored
before a member of the committee would share it with the search committee.

The duty to find the best person for the job, and the duty to the institution, would
seem to require investigation of this information. If it turns out to be reliable and
is then shared, it does not disadvantage the other candidates. The search commit-
tee is obligated to try to discover and treat similarly disqualifying information on
the other candidates as well. Using this information to form a judgment about the
candidate clearly does disadvantage this candidate, but the disadvantage was self-
imposed. Depending on the circumstances, it might not be appropriate to rely on
this information alone to eliminate the candidate, but it should be shared with the
committee and considered a fact.

Prevention and Restoration

Brennan Jacoby and Michael S. Pritchard

The January 5, 2006 issue of Science Express, the online version of Science, pub-
lished the results of a study of forest restoration by a group of scientists from Oregon
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State University and the Institute of Pacific Islands Forestry in Hawaii.2 This study
offered evidence that postfire logging could significantly reduce restoration and
might actually increase the risk of new fires. In 2002 wildfires burned a half-million
acres of forestry in southwestern Oregon. Known as the Biscuit Fire, this disas-
ter naturally raised serious questions about how best to clean up the remains and
begin a restoration process. The published study suggested that a favored method of
restoration, post-fire logging, might make matters worse rather than better.

The first author of the article was Daniel Donato, a graduate student in OSU’s
College of Forestry. At first glance, this would seem to be cause for celebration in
the college – one of their very own graduate students was lead author in a leading
science periodical. However, on seeing the Science Express publication, a group of
faculty in the school quickly organized and sent a letter to Donald Kennedy, Editor
of Science, urging him to withhold publishing the article in Science, due out later
that same month. Questioning the study’s methodology and analysis, they claimed
its apparent findings were unwarranted and could mislead readers.

Responding that the decision to publish the article was based on its standard
blind, peer-review process, Kennedy told the faculty that Science did not believe in
censorship and that, in any case, it was too late to do anything about publishing the
article even if Science editors had been willing to.3

The proper procedure, Kennedy continued, would be for the objectors to submit
their critique in a Technical Comment. Science published Donato’s article in its
January 20, 2006 issue.4

However, this hardly ended the matter. As revealed in several emails he sent to
some of his faculty in the OSU College of Forestry, Dean Hal Salwasser initially
seemed to many to lend support to efforts to squelch the article.5

Previously, in November 2005, Dean Salwasser himself had offered Congres-
sional testimony in favor of postfire logging bill HR4200, a measure strongly sup-
ported by President George W. Bush. While insisting that there is nothing wrong
with administrators at land-grant institutions like OSU offering testimony relevant
to policy matters in their areas of research, Salwasser acknowledged, “In hindsight, I
may have crossed the line a bit into where you’re actually advocating for the policy,
as opposed to just advocating that what we think is known.”6

He also questioned whether he should have identified himself as dean of OSU’s
college rather than simply as a scientist when testifying. Further complicating mat-
ters, OSU’s College of Forestry receives 12% of its funding from a tax on the log-

2D.C. Donato, J.B. Fontaine, J.L. Campbell, W.D. Robinson, J.B. Kauffman, B.E. Law, “Support-
ing OnLine Material for ‘Post-Wildfire Logging Hinders Regeneration and Increases Fire Risk’,”
Science Express, 5 January 2006.
3Donald Kennedy, “The Mailbag,” Science, Vol. 311, 3 March 2006, p. 1213.
4D.C. Donato, et.al., “Post-Wildfire Logging Hinders Regeneration and Increases Fire Risk,”
Science, Vol. 311, 20 January 2006, p. 352.
5Erik Stokstad, “University Bids to Salvage Reputation After Flap Over Logging Paper,” Science,
Vol. 312, 2 June 2006, p. 1288.
6ibid
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ging industry. Acknowledging that his college does research that is of interest to
those who help finance their program, Salwasser denied that this compromises the
scientific integrity of that research.

The public revelation of the events surrounding the publication of Donato’s arti-
cle led Dean Salwasser to express regret at some of the things he said in his emails
(e.g., his disparaging reference to environmentalist “goons”). He then established a
committee to review what had taken place and to recommend changes in the forestry
program that would address questions about academic freedom and the basic mis-
sion and operations of the forestry program at OSU.

After the committee completed its work, a faculty/student electronic vote regard-
ing the recommendations and confidence in the dean was conducted. Sixty-six per-
cent of the voters expressed confidence in his ability to lead the college into the
future, while 24% expressed no-confidence, and 10% abstained. Following this,
Dean Salwasser commented, “[I want to] know people better and I want them to
feel comfortable approaching me for candid discussion about ideas, issues and con-
cerns. I will take time to create these opportunities.”7

Case Analysis
“Prevention and Restoration”

Deborah G. Johnson

Background Issues and Context

To put this case in context, it may be helpful to note that during the twentieth Cen-
tury, universities underwent major transformation that involved a process of “re-
norming”, re-norming their mission, their conception of the roles of professors and
administrators, and many daily practices. A major aspect of this transformation was
the cost of doing “big science”. Twentieth century science is enormously expen-
sive and this brought a huge infusion of money into universities, especially money
for research. Among the many aspects of the university affected, the roles of pro-
fessor and academic administrator have evolved to entail interacting with a much
broader range of constituents including not just faculty and students and higher
administration, but research staff, postdocs, public and private funding agencies,
advisory boards, intellectual property offices, not to mention professional associa-
tions, alumni, parents, and private donors. Managing responsibilities to all of these
constituents is a daunting task.

The intensification of industrial involvement in the affairs of the university has
been particularly unsettling because it is in tension with the traditional ideology of

7“College of Forestry Expresses Confidence in Dean,” The Daily Barometer Online, Oregon State
University, June 19, 2006. [news@dailybarometer.com]
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the university as an ivory tower. As an ivory tower, the university was understood
to be a place protected from pecuniary interests and any other influence that might
interfere with the production of (pure) knowledge. The ivory tower notion went
hand-in-hand with the conception of science as objective and value free. As uni-
versities have been transformed, this ideology has stood in somewhat stark contrast
to the reality of faculty and administrators seeking support for their research from
industry and government and interacting with so many different constituents. And,
at the same time, the objectivity of the scientific enterprise has been challenged.
What can objectivity mean when funding for research is provided by an interested
party or when individuals stake their careers on particular approaches or theories?
Science requires and involves a certain kind of objectivity but objectivity cannot
mean “disinterested” because scientists clearly have interests – personal, profes-
sional, romantic, political, and financial interests. So, as remnants of the ivory tower
ideology persist, traditional norms and practices are challenged and new norms for
the role of faculty and university administrators continue to evolve. It is in this con-
text that we can place Dean Hal Salwasser and generously suppose that he is trying
to protect the interests of the OSU College of Forestry.

Case Analysis

To get a handle on this case and the ethical questions it raises we can think of the
case as involving four issues, each having to do with an action taken by the Dean:

1. Did the Dean do anything wrong in relation to the publication of a paper done
by a graduate student from the College of Forestry?

2. Did the Dean do anything wrong in testifying on a policy matter at a public
hearing?

3. Is there anything problematic with the College of Forestry being supported by a
fund from taxes imposed on the logging industry?

4. Was the Dean’s action after the incident appropriate? That is, was he right to set
up a review committee? Should he step down from the position of Dean?

Interference in the Publication Process

The Dean’s problems began when a group of faculty members of the OSU College
of Forestry wrote a letter to the Editor of Science urging that an article written by a
graduate student in the College (Daniel Donato) be withheld. While Dean Salwasser
did not himself join the group in writing the letter, emails reveal that he “initially
seemed to many to lend support to efforts to squelch the article.” Thus, we have
to address the actions of the faculty group before we consider the Dean’s apparent
support of their actions.
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The faculty members who wrote the letter to the Editor of Science were attempt-
ing to interfere with a standard practice in science; that is, the article was accepted
for publication after going through a rigorous peer review process, a process that is
designed to protect the integrity of science. In requesting that the article be withheld,
the faculty group was asking the Editor to violate what might be considered the
rules of science. This is not to say that individuals are never justified in contact-
ing an editor or trying to stop publication of an article. There are circumstances in
which actions of this kind would be appropriate or even obligatory. For example,
suppose an individual had good reason to believe that the review process had been
undermined – say, she had evidence that an article was fraudulent or plagiarized or
that the author had an undisclosed conflict of interest. In these situations, the indi-
vidual would be justified in contacting the journal editor. However, in the case at
hand the primary reason the faculty group had for stopping publication was their
belief that the study’s methodology and findings were not right – that the findings
were “unwarranted and could mislead readers.” To be sure, it is not uncommon for
scientists to disagree about methodology and significance of results, and that is pre-
cisely why the review process is designed to eliminate certain kinds of interests from
the review process. Peer review is considered a vital part of the processes whereby
science achieves reliable or trustworthy knowledge.

While we don’t know the motives of the faculty, the context suggests that mem-
bers of faculty group might have thought that publication of the article was not
in their interests and/or the interests of the College. Whatever their motives, there
actions constitute an attempt to interfere with the academic freedom of the gradu-
ate student. Academic freedom is generally defended as a means to protect against
exactly the sorts of interests that seem to be at work here. Thus, what the faculty
group did was wrong, it was unprofessional and a threat to the integrity of science,
something upon which their own careers depend.

What about the Dean? Since the faculty engaged in unprofessional conduct, con-
duct that seems corrupt insofar as they are trying to bypass the peer review process,
the Dean was wrong to support them. If he encouraged their action, he is even more
complicit. His support of their actions shows poor judgement on his part and poor
leadership. As the Dean he should understand the importance of maintaining the
integrity of science and academic freedom is at the core of this integrity. Moreover,
insofar as the Dean is complicit in trying to bypass the rules of science, his action is
a sign that he is not a trustworthy authority; he doesn’t “play by the rules.” Hence,
even if the Dean didn’t join in writing the letter, his behaviour undermines his own
(moral) authority.

Testifying at the Public Hearing

Before the incident with the Donato article, the Dean testified at a public hearing and
during the public hearings he expressed his opinions on the policy of postfire log-
ging. This makes it clear that the Dean disagrees with the conclusions of Donato’s
article or at least that he did at one time. This information suggests a motive for
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wanting Donato’s article withheld from publication. Nevertheless, the Dean’s con-
cerns about his public testimony seem largely to be unfounded. He is described as
having two concerns here, one about crossing a line between his scientific expertise
and his policy recommendation, and the other about how he represented himself at
the hearings.

Policy decisions often require the expertise of scientists and it would be a mis-
take to think that scientists should refrain from commenting on policy issues. In
fact, this case illustrates why scientists should provide their expertise to policy pro-
cesses. The scientists here have knowledge and are doing research that contributes in
important ways to understanding how to most effectively restore forests after fires.
Scientists are in the best position to understand the implications of research and
hence to know the consequences of adopting one policy over another. To suppose
that scientists should not connect their knowledge to policy decisions is to suppose
that their knowledge remain useless or to suppose that scientists not contribute to
human purposes. So, there seems no reason to believe that the Dean should not have
testified. Of course, it would be wrong to give false information or misrepresent the
extent to which data supports a position. So, scientists should be careful in how they
present and represent research results but they should contribute when they can to
policy decisions.

On the matter of how the Dean represents himself at the public hearing, it is a
good idea to specify his various roles because these affiliations and roles help those
who receive his testimony to put it in an appropriate context. Thus, the Dean is right
to think in hindsight that he should have identified himself as Dean of OSU. Still,
this is a relatively minor slip by comparison with his other behaviour.

Industrial Support for the Department

The case description hints at two motives for the Dean to have interfered in the pub-
lication of Donato’s article. The first is that the article provides data that contradicts
the Dean’s public testimony on postfire logging. The second is the hinted at concern
that the logging industry might not like what the Donato’s article claims. The sug-
gestion is that Salwasser believes that the logging industry wants to log after fires.
Here we see an apparent tension that arises from industry involvement in the univer-
sity. Oddly, of all of the different ways in which industry is sometimes involved in
the affairs of universities, this form of support seems the least likely to interfere with
the conduct of research. What we are told is that the College of Forestry receives
12% of its funding from a tax on the logging industry. Unless there are details that
are not specified here, it would seem that the logging industry can do nothing to the
College if it doesn’t like what is published. Since the resources come from a tax,
the industry must continue paying no matter what the College does in the way of
research.

Of course, even if the logging industry had more power to affect the College,
the Dean’s concern would be misplaced. He would be pandering to the logging
industry instead of giving them knowledge that will be useful to them. He would
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be treating the logging industry as if it were corrupt, as if it would want to repress
knowledge if it didn’t serve their short-term self interest. The case gives us no basing
for determining what the logging industry would want here but either way, the Dean
is wrong to try to stop publication. Either he is treating the industry unfairly in
presuming it is corrupt or, if it is corrupt, he should not be complicit with them in
the repression of knowledge.

Post Crisis Response

Finally, when the faculty group’s actions were revealed and the Dean’s support of
the group became known, the Dean recognized that he had a problem. As indicated
above, the Dean’s behaviour demonstrated poor judgment and poor leadership, so
it is not surprising that a portion of the faculty lost confidence in him. In response,
the Dean expressed regret and established a committee to review what happened
and make recommendations. Here part of the issue is strategic rather than ethical.
That is, one might ask whether setting up a review committee was a good strategy
to bring resolution to the incident or restore confidence in the Dean. Strategically it
does seem a reasonable approach.

The ethical question is whether the Dean should step down or continue on as
Dean. The results of the review committee’s findings are quite mixed so it is difficult
to say whether the Dean should resign or whether the committee should recommend
that the Dean resign. While 24% of respondents expressed no-confidence in the
Dean, 66% expressed “confidence in his ability to lead the college in the future”
and 10% abstained. Given these mixed numbers the question is whether the Dean
can function effectively. If he can’t function effectively, then it would be better for
the College for him to step down. Another issue is whether the Dean is the one
who should decide this matter. Generally a Dean serves at the will of a Provost or
President, and the Provost or President may be in a better position than Salwasser
himself to make this determination. Of course, if the President or Provost asked for
the Dean’s resignation, he would have to resign. So, the question of resignation is
unclear, and depends on a wide range of details that are not specified in the case
description. In any case, the review committee has given the Dean information that
will be helpful in trying to win back the trust of his faculty.

Conclusion

Having the confidence and trust of the faculty is critical to leadership of an academic
unit. In supporting efforts to bypass the journal review process and interfere with the
academic freedom of a graduate student, the Dean in this case has rightfully lost the
confidence of many of his faculty. Winning back the confidence of the faculty will
not be an easy since academic freedom is so central to the integrity of science.
The general lesson is that academic administrators should not engage in or support
activities that undermine the integrity of their unit’s mission.
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Case Analysis
Academic Freedom and Integrity: The Firestorm Over
“Salvage Logging” at Oregon State

Randall Curren

On its face, the case of Daniel Donato and the Oregon State College of Forestry
is one of attempted censorship encouraged, and in some measure orchestrated, by
the Dean of the College, Hal Salwasser. Dean Salwasser’s sympathies lay with the
logging industry and its desire to expand so-called “salvage logging” – the logging
of partially burned trees after a forest fire. The College’s projected budget shortfall
also gave the Dean an incentive to support more logging,8 as he did in offering con-
gressional testimony in support of HR 4200, a bill calling for expansion of “salvage
logging.” Donato’s research directly challenged industry claims that such logging
encourages forest regeneration and reduces fire risk: he “found that the heavy equip-
ment used to remove dead trees in one southern Oregon forest had killed seedlings
and left woody debris that increased fire hazard.”9 Salwasser attempted to suppress
and mitigate the policy impact of these findings, produced by a graduate student in
his own college, and he did so in a context that suggests a failure of institutional
neutrality. Was it the College’s unstated policy to produce research convergent with
the logging industry’s interests or wishes? Institutional neutrality is important to the
preservation of academic freedom and protection of the public’s interest in knowing
the truth, and the case exhibits a rather serious violation of institutional neutrality.

The failures of leadership evident in this case are not simply violations of institu-
tional neutrality and academic freedom, however. The events reported reveal serious
problems in the ethos of the College, which the Dean had not only failed to address,
but had exacerbated. This would have constituted a serious ethical failing – a failure
to support the faculty of the College in doing their work in a collegial and ethi-
cal manner – even if the underlying problems in the College had not erupted in the
firestorm of conflict and controversy triggered by Donato’s article. The case exhibits
conflicts of interest arising from the College’s financial interests and entanglement
with the logging industry, but also an apparent conflict of commitment on the part
of its dean, which is to say a failure to transcend the commitments of his origins and
adopt the perspective of a leader of the College as a whole.10 Without questioning
his commitment to the good of the College, one must question his impartiality and
ability to accurately perceive the nature of that good.

8Jeffrey Brainard, “How a Graduate Student Kindled a Firestorm in Forestry Research,” The
Chronicle of Higher Education, April 21, 2006, 52(33): A27.
9Erik Stokstad, “University Bids to Salvage Reputation After Flap Over Logging Paper,” Science,
312(5788): June 2006: 1288.
10Hal Salwasser was recruited to be Dean of the OSU College of Forestry “after a career in the
U.S. Forest Service” (Brainard, 2006).
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My commentary will begin with this general failure of leadership, and note its
role in the dysfunctional ethos responsible for the events constituting the scandal.
That will provide background for my comments on academic freedom, neutrality,
and conflicts of interest in the case. The source materials on which the case descrip-
tion are based report that the episode “exposed a deep divide between departments
with different perspectives on forest management,” a divide which Dean Salwasser’s
“significant failures of leadership” had made worse.11 The divide in the Oregon
State College of Forestry arose from the historical dominance in such schools of
an orientation to active forest management and development of new products to
increase output and profitability, and the more recent addition of faculty and depart-
ments concerned with environmental protection and biodiversity conservation.12 In
addition to the intellectual, generational, and normative aspects of this divide, there
were evidently also economic and political aspects to it associated with the role of
forestry in the economy and politics of the state of Oregon. The faculty committee
on academic freedom found that Salwasser had “fostered the divisions within the
college,” charged that the college’s leadership council was “too narrowly focused
on industry interests,” and called for greater transparency, a faculty code of con-
duct, and possible structural reorganization.13 These findings and recommendations
suggest that the College lacked functional coherence and its diverse elements were
not adequately unified by a sense of shared values and purpose. In those circum-
stances, one could expect conflict and lapses of collegiality arising from the percep-
tion that the work of others in the college might be detrimental to its interests. I have
argued that integrity in academic administration involves a responsibility to secure
the integrity of one’s institution, or its capacity to succeed in its work without ethical
compromise.14 The evidence suggests Dean Salwasser failed in this responsibility.

The e-mail messages subpoenaed by state senator Charlie Ringo revealed that
Salwasser not only supported faculty of the college in their effort to delay the print
publication of the article, but advised industry on how to blunt its impact on pub-
lic opinion. “It’s clear to me,” Ringo concluded, “that the Dean was acting as the
pivotal person in coordinating the response to minimize the political fallout from
the Donato paper. . .. [For weeks his] exclusive focus was to diminish the credibility
of the paper.”15 The e-mails revealed not only favoritism toward the priorities of
one part of the College over the other, but invidious contempt for environmental-
ists, whom Salwasser labeled “goons” and compared to Mafia extortionists.16 It’s
hard to imagine that the attitudes reflected in these remarks would not have infected
the ethos of the College. Memos were posted anonymously around the College of
Forestry, some of them very personal in their attacks on Donato. John Sessions, one

11Stokstad, 2006.
12Ibid.
13Ibid.
14See, in this volume, my chapter, “Cardinal Virtues of Academic Administration.”
15Brainard, 2006.
16Stokstad, 2006.
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of the six professors at Oregon State who sought to delay publication, demanded
“full disclosure” of Donato’s study site and data, while Beverly Law, Donato’s
advisor, insisted this would infringe on Donato’s right to continue the research,
explaining that study sites are often not disclosed until the end of a study, since
“There has been a history of sabotaged research plots in this region.”17 The hostility
and lack of collegial trust in this exchange is palpable.

A conventional diagnosis of the case is that it “illustrates the conflicts of interest
that arise when public universities are expected to both produce high-quality, inde-
pendent scholarship and improve the economies of their states.”18 This overlooks
other important dimensions of the case, however, and it would be true only if public
universities were expected to take a very short-term view of the economies of their
states. Viewed as a case study in failed academic leadership, several troublesome
aspects of the case could be present irrespective of any external economic mandates.
A dean rooted in the perspective of one department and field of study may have little
comprehension or appreciation of the mission and merits of other departments and
their work, may never transcend the pull of sympathetic ties to colleagues in that
field of origin, and may never develop and communicate a suitably comprehensive
vision of the mission and contributions of the college as a whole. His perceptions
and judgment may be impaired by an unrecognized conflict of commitment – a
commitment to the values of his intellectual or occupational origins that misinforms
and distorts his commitment to the good of the larger academic unit for which he
is responsible. Favoritism, divisions, and dysfunction could well result, especially
in a context of struggle over the identity or direction of the college. None of that
need have anything to do with external economic mandates. The violation of neu-
trality and “stunning attempt at censorship”19 in this case might similarly arise from
internal intellectual, generational, and normative conflicts that bear on the college’s
mission or well-being.

Where money is concerned, it is the institution’s own financial interests that
would create a direct conflict of interest. Dean Salwasser’s College of Forestry was
facing a $4 million deficit attributable to declining government funding, and had a
substantial short-term financial interest in expanded timber harvests.20 Other insti-
tutions face a conflict of interest and sacrifice a measure of institutional neutrality
when they stake their finances on the commercial viability of the forms of medi-
cal intervention they are researching, or accept industry research funds that allow
companies to block publication of results that cast doubt on the safety or efficacy
of their products.21 The price of abandoning institutional neutrality on questions
that have not been conclusively resolved through rational inquiry is that the free-
dom of individuals to pursue and disseminate research bearing on those questions is

17Ibid.
18Brainard, 2006.
19Ibid.
20Ibid.
21See Curren, “Cardinal Virtues.”
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suppressed.22 That is a high price to pay, especially in light of the fact that the long-
term interests of society, the economy, and the institution may depend on knowing
the truth.

What is manifestly not the case is that the College of Forestry faced a fundamen-
tal conflict between producing good research and improving the economy of the
state of Oregon. If Donato’s research findings were correct, then they shed impor-
tant light on the economic interests of the state and citizens of Oregon. A concern for
the state’s economy would commend a fair and rational assessment of the research
on the actual effects of post-fire logging, not an attempt to suppress it. What is at
stake is a conflict between the interest of the timber industry, which is fundamen-
tal in moving its capital and operations to wherever in the world it can reap the
greatest short-term profits, and the interests of the citizens of Oregon and the US
generally. The federal government owns most of the forests in Oregon and has a
long-term interest in the regeneration of those forests, but it’s not clear that the man-
agement of the companies shares that interest. In leading the effort to discredit and
suppress Donato’s research, Salwasser may have acceded to industry’s wishes, but
it is not clear that in doing so he advanced the economic interests of the state of
Oregon. What is fundamentally important, in my view, is that he not only wronged
a student-researcher in his College, and appeared to violate institutional neutrality
in doing so, but subverted the public interest in exercising informed, democratic
choices regarding the balance of competing interests in federal forest management.
If we grant that Salwasser thought he was protecting the public interest, we must
still question whether he did so in a way consistent with the role of a university in
a democracy. The American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS)
asserts in its Principles of Scientific Freedom and Responsibility, that:

Since all beings have a basic right to participate in the making of decisions affecting them
or to have appropriate proxies represent their interests, scientific workers have a special
responsibility to take all steps possible to assure that potentially affected parties (or their
proxies) have all information necessary to make fully informed decisions.23

The AAAS extends this right of individual and collective informed consent to “all
present and future inhabitants of the earth,” and in doing so affirms a robust kind
of democracy and a role for science in advancing it.24 Dean Salwasser’s attempts
to advise the logging industry on how to steer public opinion seems quite contrary
to any such understanding of democracy and the public interest in making informed
decisions about how to balance current economic interests against the long-term

22See Robert L. Simon, Neutrality and the Academic Ethic (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield,
1994). In other instances, individual faculty must refrain from engaging in public interest research
– to investigate the extent of public exposures to toxins released by local industries, for instance
– or be denied job opportunities for their students, as well as research funds. See Kristin Shrader-
Frechette, Taking Action, Saving Lives (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007).
23AAAS, Principles of Scientific Freedom and Responsibility, Revised Draft (Washington, DC:
AAAS, 1980), p. 1.
24Ibid. See also Kristin Shrader-Frechette, Ethics of Scientific Research (Lanham, MD: Rowman
& Littlefield, 1994), pp. 12 ff and 64 ff.
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interests, economic and otherwise, compromised by soil erosion, habitat destruction,
and stymied forest regeneration.25 It may be the responsibility of scientists to make
the implications of their research for public policy clear and widely known, but it is
surely not the place of scientists or deans to judge the public incapable of rational
judgment, economic or otherwise, in the face of limited but possibly significant
findings about forest regeneration and fire risk.

Was Dean Salwasser wrong to testify in favor of HR 4200, or wrong to do so
in the way he did? I would grant that as a scientist with relevant expertise he had a
right to offer testimony, and I would insist that as a dean whose college stood to gain
from expanded post-fire logging, he should have disclosed the financial conflict of
interest that might color his perception of the legislation’s merits. In the interest of
protecting institutional neutrality and promoting a fair appraisal of his credibility, he
should also have prefaced his testimony with the observation that he was speaking
as an individual scientist and not as the dean or spokesperson of his college. Framing
his testimony in these ways would have shown respect for the public’s right to judge
the credibility of his testimony on an informed basis.

The protection of institutional neutrality and academic freedom would require
more than this, however. It would require concerted steps to rebalance the gov-
ernance of the College and promote an ethos of common purpose and collegiality,
focused not on the present wishes of industry, presumably, but on the enduring value
of truth – of a sound understanding of forest ecosystems, in a world both fragile and
essential to human well-being. The OSU College of Forestry celebrated its 100 year
anniversary in 2007, and the goals proclaimed at its anniversary website suggest
some progress toward a unified vision:

[The goals of our students and scholars are] to better understand forest ecosystems, improve
reforestation techniques, protect environmental qualities, create new wood-based products
and improve virtually every aspect of forest management and conservation.26

Beyond even such manifestations of excellent academic leadership, the protec-
tion of institutional neutrality, academic freedom, and research in the public interest
will ultimately require a reinvigorated public commitment to funding research in a
way that does not ensnare researchers and academic leaders in conflicts of interest.
Faced with a choice between having no research funding, and doing research that
puts private interests first and the public interest second, what can scientists reason-
ably be expected to do? The expectation that public universities will become ever
more entrepreneurial in replacing declining state and federal funding with private
funding, while continuing to do public interest research free of conflicts of interest
is quite unrealistic.

25Other studies prior to Donato’s had already shown that post-fire logging “poses serious environ-
mental risks, such as soil erosion and reduced habitat for wildlife” (Brainard, 2006).
26http://oregonstate.edu/admissions/blog/2007/01/02/osu-forestry-turns-100/ (accessed September
23, 2008).
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