International Perspectives on Social Policy,
Administration, and Practice

Honggang Yang
Wenying Xu Editors

The Rise of Chinese
American Leaders
in U.S. Higher
Education: Stories
and Roadmaps

@ Springer



International Perspectives on Social Policy,
Administration, and Practice

Series Editors

Sheying Chen, Pace University
New York, NY, USA

Jason Powell, Office of the Provost
Crescent College Birmingham
Birmingham, UK



The Springer series International Perspectives on Social Policy, Administration and
Practice puts the spotlight on international and comparative studies of social policy,
administration, and practice with an up-to-date assessment of their character and
development. In particular, the series seeks to examine the underlying assumptions
of the practice of helping professions, nonprofit organization and management, and
public policy and how processes of both nation-state and globalization are affecting
them. The series also includes specific country case studies, with valuable
comparative analysis across Asian, African, Latin American, and Western welfare
states. The series International Perspectives on Social Policy, Administration and
Practice commissions approximately six books per year, focusing on international
perspectives on social policy, administration, and practice, especially an East-West
connection. It assembles an impressive set of researchers from diverse countries
illuminating arich, deep, and broad understanding of the implications of comparative
accounts on international social policy, administration, and practice.



Honggang Yang ¢ Wenying Xu
Editors

The Rise of Chinese

American Leaders
in U.S. Higher Education:
Stories and Roadmaps

@ Springer



Editors

Honggang Yang Wenying Xu
Halmos College of Arts and Sciences Jacksonville University
Nova Southeastern University Jacksonville, FL, USA

Fort Lauderdale, FL, USA

ISSN 2625-6975 ISSN 2625-6983  (electronic)
International Perspectives on Social Policy, Administration, and Practice
ISBN 978-3-031-42378-9 ISBN 978-3-031-42379-6  (eBook)

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-42379-6

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature
Switzerland AG 2023

This work is subject to copyright. All rights are solely and exclusively licensed by the Publisher, whether
the whole or part of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of translation, reprinting, reuse of
illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on microfilms or in any other physical way, and
transmission or information storage and retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar
or dissimilar methodology now known or hereafter developed.

The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this publication
does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from the relevant
protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.

The publisher, the authors, and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this book
are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the authors or the
editors give a warranty, expressed or implied, with respect to the material contained herein or for any
errors or omissions that may have been made. The publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional
claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

This Springer imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature Switzerland AG
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland

Paper in this product is recyclable.


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-42379-6

"“The stories are compelling, moving, and
inspiring. The book is a timely publication
that enhances the visibility of an important
aspect of Chinese American contributions to
the US society despite hardships and
systemic racism.”

— Min Zhou, Ph.D., Distinguished Professor
of Sociology & Asian American

Studies, UCLA

“These Chinese Americans are role models
of present and future generations of leaders.
They have brought a unique leadership
perspective from their cultural backgrounds
and are dedicated to the success of students.
I have personally benefited from their
wisdom and advice at the crucial moments of
my own career.”

— Ming-Tung “Mike” Lee, Ph.D., President,
Sonoma State University, 2016 Recipient of
Chang-Lin Tien Leadership in

Education Award



“The ‘bamboo ceiling’ is pervasive but not
impenetrable. The authors’ personal
reflections and professional insights will
inspire Chinese American readers, as well as
members of diverse communities everywhere.
This book is a groundbreaking contribution
to the fields of cross-cultural leadership
development and ethnic studies.”

—Jenny J. Lee, Ph.D., Interim Vice President
of Arizona International and Dean of
International Education, Professor of Higher
Education, University of Arizona



Foreword

The estimated 24 million Asian Americans living in the United States in 2023 rep-
resent the fastest-growing, highest-earning, and best-educated racial group in the
nation. Yet, while 54% of Asian Americans have earned at least a bachelor’s degree,
compared to 33% of Americans overall, members of this group comprise only 1%
of college and university presidents. The misalignment between the success of
Asian Americans in academia and their underrepresentation in higher education’s
top leadership roles is influenced by a variety of factors, including persistent biases,
rooted in the legacies of racism and White supremacy.

As a matter of fact, from the time immigrants of Asian descent began arriving in
the United States more than 160 years ago, they have been subjected to acts of big-
otry, violence, and discrimination, often sanctioned by the legal system. For
instance, when Chinese workers came to America in the 1850s to support westward
expansion by undertaking high-risk, low-wage jobs in mining and construction and
were subsequently accused of “stealing White jobs,” a variety of xenophobic legis-
lation was enacted. These laws ranged from taxing Chinese workers at higher rates
and preventing them from owning land to forbidding Asians from marrying outside
their race. One of the most egregious examples of racial discrimination in the legal
system can be found in the 1854 California Supreme Court decision People v. Hall,
which resulted in George Hall escaping a murder conviction in the shooting death
of Chinese immigrant Ling Sing when the justices ruled that individuals of Asian
descent, including the three witnesses in this case, could not testify against a White
person in court.!

This precedent created a new permission structure for open violence by Whites
against Asian Americans. The anti-Asian sentiment underlying the Court’s decision
in People v. Hall served as a prelude to one of the largest mass lynchings in the US
history, which took place in Los Angeles in 1871 when 19 Chinese Americans were
killed by a mob of 500 White and Hispanic rioters. The incident unfolded after a
White rancher was shot while coming to the aid of a police officer who was trying

'Brockell (2021).
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to break up a gun battle between rival Chinese factions. Chinese homes and busi-
nesses were ransacked and 15 people were lynched, with their corpses left hanging
across the downtown business district. Only 10 individuals were tried for the mas-
sacre, and while 8 were convicted of manslaughter, the California Supreme Court
overturned their convictions.’

A similar attack, spurred by racist accusations that White miners were losing
their jobs to Asian immigrants, occurred in 1885 in Rock Springs, Wyoming
Territory, where more than 100 White vigilantes attacked Chinese mineworkers.
Though 28 innocent people were brutally murdered—some burned alive—and 79
homes were destroyed, a grand jury refused to indict a single White person involved,
claiming there was insufficient evidence. The lack of accountability under the law
for these horrific acts catalyzed further violence against Chinese miners and railroad
workers in the Washington and Oregon territories over the next few years.’

The racist ideology of a “Yellow Peril,” as posing an existential threat to the
Western world, had already begun to emerge, leading to the Chinese Exclusion Act
of 1882, which remained in effect through 1943, and the 1917 and 1924 Immigration
Acts that prevented the immigration of laborers from Asia through 1965. Alongside
the internment of 120,000 Japanese American citizens during World War II, these
policies and practices, entailing the suppression of individual and group constitu-
tional rights, reinforced the notion of Asian Americans as outsiders.

They simultaneously demonstrate how racism has shaped the Asian American
experience and how the stories of Asian Americans’ triumphs, trials, and tribula-
tions are frequently left untold. The erasure of Asian American history as central to
the American story has contributed to the continued “othering” and scapegoating of
individuals of Asian descent in times of crisis and economic scarcity, starkly illus-
trated over the past half century by the high-profile bludgeoning death of Chinese
American Vincent Chin at the hands of two Detroit auto workers who blamed the
Japanese for taking their jobs and by targeting of Vietnamese American shrimp boat
operators by the Ku Klux Klan in Texas in the 1980s; the destruction of Korean
owned businesses during the LA riots in the aftermath of the acquittal of police
officers whose beating of African American Rodney King was captured on video
camera in the 1990s; the surge in hate crimes against members of the South and East
Asian communities following the terrorist attacks on 9/11 in 2001; and the recent
150% spike in anti-Asian violence since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic,
fueled by a president who consistently referred to the illness as “the China virus”
and “Kung Flu.” #

It is against this backdrop of structural racism and systemic discrimination that
barriers to Asian American leadership in higher education must be assessed and
understood. The stereotype of Asian Americans as the model minority—intelligent,
hardworking, quiet, humble, and deferential to authority—belies the fact that rather

2Ibid.
3Ibid.
*Ibid.
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than being a monolith, those in the United States with ethnic ties to Asia are from
over 57 distinct groups.’ In addition, the trope of the model minority ignores the
racism and prejudice Asian Americans have endured. As a result, diversity initia-
tives in academia often fail to countenance and prioritize the need for greater repre-
sentation among Asian Americans in higher education leadership. Yet, while
denying them status as people of color, Asian Americans are nevertheless positioned
as perpetual foreigners.

Evidence of hidden biases that both create and fortify the “bamboo ceiling,”
preventing Asian American advancement in higher education administration, is
showcased in research conducted by Thomas Sy and his colleagues. Their studies
detail the hidden biases of participants asked to rate the credentials of prospective
employees. Differing only in the ethnicity assigned to the individual, the leadership
qualifications and potential of those identified as Asian American were rated lower
across all occupations than those with the exact same credentials assigned a
Caucasian identity.* However, one of the key findings emerging from this research
is that leadership perceptions of Asian Americans are higher when race-occupation,
such as engineering, is perceived as a good fit, rather than when race-occupation is
regarded as a poor fit, as with leadership in academic administration.

The agentic qualities of confidence, control, assertiveness, emotional toughness,
and achievement-oriented aggressiveness posited as necessary for effective leader-
ship are considered incompatible with Asian American styles of leadership. And in
a Catch-22, even when individuals act counter to stereotypical expectations and
conform to dominant norms, they are seen to be less effective as leaders because of
the incongruity between group stereotypes and the social roles in which members of
the group are engaged. This results in Asian American leaders being judged more
harshly.” In fact, the perception of Asian Americans as less vocal, less assertive, and
lacking in social skills and leadership potential works against those seeking leader-
ship roles, inside and outside of the academy, and fosters the exclusion of Asian
Americans from informal power networks tied to promotion into the leadership
ranks. Further, the prospect of being negatively stereotyped and being judged or
treated stereotypically, as well as fear of conforming to racist stereotypes, can lead
to reluctance to take on leadership roles in the first place. The dearth of Asian
American role models in the highest ranks of academia exacerbates this challenge,
making it even more difficult to redress.

To celebrate and sustain diversity, equity, and inclusion on and off campus, aca-
demic leadership must strive to be a mirror of student demographics. However, if
progress is to be made toward greater Asian American representation in higher edu-
cation leadership, persistent biases must be unveiled, and White masculinist norms
of what it means to be a strong leader must be upended. This is particularly crucial
at a time when increasingly partisan views of higher education have led to rising

3The U.S. Census Bureau (2022).
¢Sy et al. (2010).
"Hoyt and Blascovich (2007).
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anti-intellectualism, anti-elitism, and mistrust of the academy. In response to these
trends, political philosopher Michael Sandel has argued in his book The Tyranny of
Merit that humility is the civic virtue most needed right now. Indeed, humility is an
essential leadership characteristic, especially in academia, where no one can be an
expert in every discipline or field of study, and where shared governance is a neces-
sary condition for institutional success. Asian Americans’ socialization is often
embedded within a deep-rooted cultural expectation to exercise humility, and adopt-
ing an equity-minded approach to reimaging what it means to be an effective leader
would reposition a leadership style valuing humility as a strength rather than a
weakness.

Creating pathways for Asian American college and university presidents is
imperative for all institutions of higher education committed to a future in which
racial justice is fully realized and in which students are prepared to thrive in a glob-
ally interconnected world. The authors in this volume provide a roadmap for doing
so by employing a strength-based approach that examines their innate strengths and
motivations as leaders in an adverse environment. Through their stories of resil-
ience, resourcefulness, and moral courage, they provide models of excellence while
offering a foundation for the next generation of Asian leaders who will shape higher
education in profound and lasting ways.

Bio: Dr. Lynn Pasquerella was appointed President of the American Association
of Colleges and Universities in 2016, after serving as the 18th President of Mount
Holyoke College. She has held positions as Provost at the University of Hartford
and Vice Provost for Academic Affairs and Dean of the Graduate School at the
University of Rhode Island, where she taught for more than two decades. A philoso-
pher whose work has combined teaching and scholarship with local and global
engagement, Pasquerella has written extensively on medical ethics, metaphysics,
public policy, and the philosophy of law. Her most recent book, What We Value:
Public Health, Social Justice, and Educating for Democracy, examines the role of
higher education in addressing some of the most pressing contemporary issues at
the intersection of ethics, law, and public policy. Pasquerella is the immediate past
President of the Phi Beta Kappa Society and the host of Northeast Public Radio’s
The Academic Minute. She is a graduate of Quinebaug Valley Community College,
Mount Holyoke College, and Brown University. Her awards and honors include
receiving the William Rogers Alumni Award and the Horace Mann Medal from
Brown University; the STAR Scholars Network North Star Lifetime Achievement
Award; Mary Baldwin University’s Algernon Sydney Sullivan Service to Humanity
Award; Quinebaug Valley Community College Champions Award; and the Mount
Holyoke Alumni Association Elizabeth Tophan Kennan Award. Pasquerella holds
honorary degrees from Elizabethtown College, Bishop’s University, the University
of South Florida, the University of Hartford, the University of Rhode Island,
Concordia College, Mount Holyoke College, and Bay Path University and was
named by Diverse: Issues in Higher Education as one of America’s top 35 women
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leaders. She serves on the boards of the Lingnan Foundation, the National Trust for
the Humanities, the Olin College of Engineering, and Handshake.

Lynn Pasquerella

President

American Association of Colleges and Universities
Washington, DC, USA
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Preface

The Pacific Ocean serves as an apt symbol for the fluid intercontinental ties between
East Asia and North America. For centuries, it has provided a reliable route connect-
ing people to people, business to business, and nations to nations. Millions of
Chinese travelers braved the Pacific Ocean to pursue a better life, opportunity, and
freedom, determined to overcome the challenges ahead.

Yung Wing, the first Chinese student to graduate from an American university
(Yale 1850-1854), traveled across the Pacific Ocean. “At Yale, Yung Wing was a
member of the choir, played football, was a member of the Boat Club, and won
academic prizes for English competition” (“Yung Wing”). As a Chinese American
diplomat, educator, and businessman, he contributed to developing bilateral rela-
tions at the time.

Since the mid-1800s, Chinese students and scholars have continued to arrive in
the United States, even during the Chinese Exclusion era (1882—-1965). Many of
them have become US citizens and have been instrumental in advancing their
adopted country’s economy, education, art, scholarship, science, technology, and
infrastructure. There are many books devoted to academic leadership. However,
none has centered on subjects most relevant to Chinese Americans. The history of
Chinese Americans in higher education is both inspiring and complex. On the one
hand, Chinese Americans have made significant contributions to the development of
US higher education, and on the other, they have faced numerous challenges and
barriers, including discrimination, prejudice, and the “bamboo ceiling.” From hum-
ble beginnings, Chinese Americans have risen to the highest ranks of academia,
serving as presidents, provosts, deans, chairs/directors, and faculty members at col-
leges and universities across the United States. Their stories are a testament to the
transformative power of education and the enduring value of perseverance and
determination.

We live at a time that not only witnesses an increase in Chinese American leaders
on US campuses but also mounting incidents of discriminatory treatment of this
group. In the past few years, a significant number of Chinese American scholars,
scientists, and academic leaders have become victims of racist attacks, racial profil-
ing, stereotyping, harassment, bigotry, hatred, demonization, Sinophobia,

Xiii
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scapegoating, and accusations of espionage and intellectual theft. We believe this is
the right moment to assemble a collection of writings to represent leaders of this
targeted group and their tortuous journeys in US higher education.

In the past years, these challenges have been compounded by an intensifying
widespread xenophobia, amid which the government’s “China Initiative” has tar-
geted scientists, scholars, and students of Chinese descent in the name of national
security. Beginning in late 2018, “the U.S. National Institutes of Health sent emails
to 100 institutions to investigate allegations that one or more of their faculty had
violated NIH policies designed to ensure federal funds were being spent properly”
(Mervis, 2023, p. 1180). “103 of those scientists—some 42% of the 246 targeted in
the letters, most of them tenured faculty members—had lost their jobs” (Mervis,
2023, p. 1180). These developments have further complicated the landscape for
Chinese Americans in higher education, raising questions about academic freedom,
justice, diversity, and inclusion.

Against this backdrop, The Rise of Chinese American Leaders in US Higher
Education: Stories and Roadmaps seeks to provide a multi-dimensional perspective
on the experiences and achievements of Chinese Americans in higher education.
The book includes personal narratives, reflections on leadership and innovation, and
critical analyses of the political and socioeconomic contexts in which these narra-
tives unfold. These stories represent leaders holding different ideological values in
various academic fields, positions, stages of careers, professional trajectories,
Chinese ethnic groups, generations, and geographical locations, making a timely
contribution to the body of literature that has assisted countless academic leaders in
navigating their careers, bringing to the forefront a distinct group of academic lead-
ers who have been underrepresented.

This collection consists of 36 stories and reflections from past, present, and
future leaders, including 5 historical narratives published earlier. Among the con-
tributors and editors, 17 are or were chancellors and presidents, 3 provosts, 10
deans, 5 assistant/associate vice presidents/chancellors or assistant/associate pro-
vosts, 1 director, and 1 vice president. Among them, 15 are in STEM-related fields
while the rest are in business administration, education, humanities, law, library,
and social sciences. This book celebrates these remarkable individuals and their
contributions to higher education and showcases their personal experiences and
insights into leadership, innovation, and social justice in higher education.

The chapters in this book cover a wide range of topics, from building community
partnerships to navigating tradition and transformation, from enhancing research
capacity to internationalizing campuses, and from leading with passion and purpose
to advocating for civic outreach. Each chapter offers a unique perspective on leader-
ship and its challenges, drawing on the author’s own experiences and the lessons he/
she has gained along the way.

As editors, we are indebted to the contributors who have generously shared their
journeys and wisdom. We also want to thank Dr. Lynn Pasquerella, President of the
American Association of Colleges and Universities, for her thoughtful “Foreword.”
We hope that this book will inspire and inform current and future leaders in higher
education, particularly those who are underrepresented or marginalized. We also
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hope that it will encourage more conversations and collaborations among different
communities of scholars, students, and practitioners, leading to greater understand-
ing, equity, and inclusion in higher education.

Honggang Yang
Wenying Xu
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Building Community Partnerships
and Strengthening Business Education

Sulin Ba

The hallways were full of excited kids running around on this balmy April evening.
It was school concert night. The orchestra and the jazz band consisting of fifth- and
sixth-grade musicians were performing. Proud parents had gathered early to get
prime seats in the auditorium. I ran into a mom who worked at UConn Health Center
but whom I hadn’t seen for a while. After some chitchat to catch up, she asked:

“Who is the right person to contact in the business school? I run this summer
intern program at UConn’s TIP (Technology Incubation Program) and would like to
partner with the business school. But my emails to multiple people there have gone
unanswered.”

“Oh? Tell me more about this.”

“Well, as you know, TIP hosts startups pursuing R&D in STEM areas including
biotechnology, engineering, chemistry, and computer sciences. Over the summer,
we partner with various UConn schools/colleges to place student interns at these
startup companies to learn firsthand entrepreneurial skills for a career in biosciences
and STEM. The startups and the schools/colleges jointly fund these internships. I
would like to attract more business students to the program as they offer unique
perspectives students from a STEM background might not have. Who do I need to
talk to in the business school to get some traction for this?”

“Well, I think you are talking to the right person right now!” A month earlier, I
had become the first Associate Dean of Academic and Research Support at the
University of Connecticut School of Business. In addition to faculty and research-
related issues, my portfolio of responsibilities also included external partnerships
and collaborations. In the short amount of time since I assumed the role, I had heard
from multiple sources that the business school liked to “go it alone,” was not a
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“team player,” was not interested in collaborating with others, etc. To be honest, I
had been quite surprised by these “complaints” and the external reputation of our
school, and I wanted to change that because I believed strongly in collaboration and
partnerships. This TIP summer intern program sounded like such an opportunity
with an obvious and a strong value proposition: It would help our business students
learn valuable entrepreneurial skills and develop an entrepreneurial mindset that
would benefit them long term, whether they wanted to be a business founder or not;
it would enhance collaborations between industry and academia at UConn, and it
would help grow Connecticut’s skilled technology workforce.

Externally, similar “complaints” were also voiced by companies I met with. On
a tour of the downtown Hartford neighborhood with business executives and com-
munity leaders to understand innovation development opportunities, I chatted with
a senior vice president of a big insurance company. When I mentioned I was from
UConn, she let out a sigh that was mixed with exasperation and urgency: “Which
door do I need to knock on to make some headways for collaboration opportunities
with UConn?!”

Having had earlier experiences with people feeling frustrated about the business
school, I was no longer surprised. Instead, I calmly offered assurance that with the
new leadership at UConn, both at the university level and at the school level, col-
laboration was a key focus going forward, and I could facilitate a conversation to
explore opportunities. Subsequently, I brought together university leaders from the
research side, experiential learning side, and other schools within UConn to discuss
a broad range of possible collaboration areas. As a result of those discussions, a
master partnership agreement was signed between UConn and this insurance com-
pany, encompassing multiple areas of collaboration.

These were some of the early experiences in my role as the Associate Dean,
experiences that were personally satisfying and professionally rewarding. It was
also a leap of faith. I had no prior administrative experience. However, as I pro-
gressed in my professional career, I started looking beyond my own classroom and
my research area, wanting to do more and make a bigger impact. When the school
sent out a call for nominations for the newly created role of Associate Dean of
Academic and Research Support, with responsibilities covering a wide range of
areas such as faculty and research, centers and institutes, international partnerships,
experiential learning, career services, and external collaborations, I was excited
about the opportunity to expand my horizons. The two terms I served as an associate
dean reaffirmed my desire to make a difference as an academic leader. Today, I am
the dean of the Driehaus College of Business at DePaul University, leading a busi-
ness school with over 5200 students and 200 full-time faculty and staff. What a ride
it has been!
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1 Changing Educational Landscape

When I took on the associate dean role in 2013, the UConn School of Business had
just gone through some turmoil. I joined UConn in 2002. In those 11 years, the
school had seven deans/interim deans. The constant turnover not only damaged fac-
ulty/staff morale at the school but also led to many missed opportunities, such as
those collaboration opportunities I mentioned earlier. It felt like the school lacked
direction and focus and was barely keeping the ship from sinking (in fact, this was
what one of the interim deans said about his job). A new leadership team, with a new
dean who joined UConn a year before, set out to change that rudderless drifting.

Among the many areas of responsibility in my job portfolio was external col-
laboration, which I saw as an opportunity to strengthen the educational experience
we provide to our students and to contribute to the economic development of the
communities around us. Higher education is undergoing some dramatic changes.
Not only are more and more parents and students questioning the value of a college
education, but competition from nontraditional entities has also heated up signifi-
cantly. New entrants into the education realm, such as ed-tech companies, have
provided alternative educational models that offer a different set of value proposi-
tions, focusing on specific skillset development, instead of “educating the whole
person” as most universities claim to do in their mission statements. These alterna-
tive models typically offer programs that are shorter and cheaper than a degree-
oriented college education, making them attractive to parents and students alike.

Another shift that has been happening in the last decade is the role of higher
education in our society. In the past, universities operated as “ivory towers,” rela-
tively insulated from the communities around them and focused on intellectual pur-
suits instead of economic development. Fortunately, that has been changing. Many
universities now aspire to be the engines of innovation for society, which requires
close collaboration with the business community and civic community around us.

With that backdrop, I embarked on my leadership roles that so far have been
extremely gratifying and rewarding. In the next few pages, I will focus on my effort
of building community partnerships and how those partnerships have strengthened
our students’ educational experiences.

2 Experiential Learning

“Hey! What’s up?” A couple of weeks into my first semester as an international
graduate student at the University of Texas at Austin, fresh off the boat (well, the
plane actually) from China, I was finding it rather difficult to carry on a conversation
with my American classmates. Even though I had been learning English for over
10 years and had top grades in my English classes throughout those years, it seemed
what I learned was not helping me much, even for simple conversations like this
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greeting from a classmate in the hallway. “Um, the ceiling?”” I wasn’t sure what he
meant and offered the only answer I could think of.

After an awkward semester like this and realizing my English was not improving
(because I mostly kept to myself and focused on studying in the library for 10 h a
day by myself), I decided that I needed to find occasions to immerse myself in an
English-speaking environment by actually speaking English with native English
speakers. The problem was there were hardly any English-speaking students to
hang out with in my program. The overwhelming majority of the students in my
graduate program were working professionals who came to class and left right after
to return to work. After asking around, I discovered that a group of American stu-
dents from the program would meet up on Friday afternoons for Happy Hour after
work in a bar near campus. I decided to join them. I went every Friday afternoon.
Over a can of Sprite, I sat there and first listened to their conversations about foot-
ball, baseball, and Texas politics (Ann Richards was running for governor of Texas),
things I knew nothing about, then initiated conversations with them about topics I
did know a thing or two about, such as my hometown in China. After a whole
semester of “Happy Hour,” my ability to speak English far exceeded more than
10 years of studious effort in learning English in a classroom! Even today, I would
still often tell people I learned English in a bar!

That experience, aside from improving my English, also cemented a lesson from
Confucius that I had heard ever since I was a child: “I hear and I forget. I see and I
remember. I do and I understand.” I didn’t know it was called experiential learning,
but it was through this experiential learning that I finally learned English. As a
result, in my professorial career, the first time I had a chance to put experiential
learning into practice, I took it. I was assigned to teach a capstone class for the
Management Information Systems undergraduate major, whose purpose was to
have the students apply all they had learned through their required and elective
courses, such as programming languages, website design, database management,
and network design, and analyze a business problem and design an information
system that would address the problem. Instead of textbook business problems that
were neat and clear, I went to companies to source real business problems that could
be addressed by an information systems solution. Companies understood that by
working with my class, they were engaged with students who were still in college
and learning important skills, not consultants who had years of real-world experi-
ence. They may not always get a finished product that could be directly imple-
mented. However, they would always get a different perspective and some kind of
prototype that they could further develop. In addition, the experience also gave them
a chance to observe our students in action through the course of a whole semester,
which could be an effective talent acquisition channel for them.

After a couple of semesters, my capstone course developed a reputation in the
Hartford business community. I no longer needed to call my former students to beg
for projects. Companies were coming to us. We had repeat “clients” also, such as
Sikorsky and GE Capital. When we worked on a Sikorsky project at the end of the
semester, our Sikorsky project manager invited the whole class to their assembly
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floor to see how the Black Hawk helicopters were assembled and how information
systems were used to aid the planning and production process. (That definitely was
the highlight of the semester, cooler than anything I could have taught the students!).

Without exception, every semester my students would tell me that capstone class
was the one where they learned the most in their entire UConn career. That was why
when I took the leadership role of associate dean, I charged ahead to establish an
Experiential Learning Collaborative (ELC) so that we could scale up experiential
learning and make the opportunities available to more students. Led by a faculty
member who had years of academic experience and industrial experience, the
Experiential Learning Collaborative (ELC) partnered with various types of clients
such as fledgling startups, mid-market companies, and large multinational corpora-
tions. It served as a nexus of interests of UConn students and the business commu-
nity, facilitating cross-disciplinary experiential learning, providing a qualified help
to business clients, and introducing students to real-world business practices.

In many of the projects the ELC embarked on, our students essentially performed
the role of an external R&D unit, helping our client partners with forward-looking
projects that might include market research and analysis, product/service innova-
tion, business planning, management of organizations, web design, analytics, and
much more. Oftentimes, the partner companies asked our students to sign a nondis-
closure agreement (NDA), so they could share sensitive and proprietary information
with our students and faculty mentors. With the NDAs in place, each project resulted
in a tight collaboration between the client partner and student teams guided by fac-
ulty or industry mentors with expertise in the project topic.

“We want fresh eyes, fresh minds,” said the CEO of one client partner, adding
that he chose UConn for the project because of its strong reputation. Under the guid-
ance of an experienced project mentor, students analyzed the competitive business
environment, built financial models, identified profit centers, and devised marketing
strategies. This multiphase year-long project culminated in the development of a
comprehensive business plan that was presented to the whole leadership team of the
client partner.

The breadth and depth of those projects exposed our students to a wide variety of
industries, business issues, and possible solutions. For example, the student partici-
pants developed strategic marketing plans to launch eco-friendly consumer prod-
ucts, analyzed financial models to determine and increase the profitability of
operations, and identified financial risks related to the hiring and job search process.
Fresh vision demonstrated by the students, particularly by the graduate students
with substantial industry experience and advanced knowledge of various business
disciplines, immensely benefits product and service innovation planned by the ELC
client partners. Competition of motivated student teams working on a project toward
the same business objectives deepens the level of student engagement and increases
the value of the project outcomes for a client partner. A win—win solution!
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3 Social Mobility

I grew up in China as an ethnic minority. There are over 50 ethnic groups in China.
Over 93% of the 1.3 billion Chinese belong to one majority group called Han. The
rest is spread among 50 different minority groups, and I am from one of those. My
father grew up in a rural village whose entire residents were from one ethnic minor-
ity. He was the first person to ever go to high school and college in his entire village.
However, there was no high school in his village. He had to walk four and a half
miles each way to school. (When I was growing up, he often told my sisters and me
how he had to walk four and a half miles to school each way, in the rain and in the
snow. We were so tired of hearing this, and we would respond by saying, “Yeah, we
know, uphill both ways, right?”’) However, he persisted and opened the door not
only for himself but also for his children. When he went to college, his family
couldn’t even afford to buy him a pillow (in the countryside, they just tied hay
together and put a rag on top to make a pillow). He used a brick as a pillow.

With just the shirt on his back and one quilt that served as both the mattress and
the comforter, he went to college on a government scholarship. At several points
throughout his college career, he was on the brink of having to drop out because
both of my grandparents got sick and passed away. With the help of some of his
professors and classmates, he got through and graduated and became a teacher in
the city. Because of my father’s persistence in getting an education, my sisters and
I were able to live a better life, to come to America to pursue our American Dream.
Today, my eldest sister is an international leader in the cancer research field. When
Joe Biden was vice president and started the Cancer Moonshot initiative, my sister
was on one of the scientific advisory committees. I am the dean of a major business
school with over 5200 students. That is the power of education in just one genera-
tion. And that is why I am passionate about amplifying higher education as an
engine for social mobility to broaden access and provide an opportunity for upward
mobility to underprivileged and underserved students.

Research has shown that children from the poorest families are substantially less
likely than their peers from richer backgrounds to reach the top of the income dis-
tribution (Chetty et al., 2017). However, comparing students at the same college,
students from low- and high-income families have very similar earnings in adult-
hood, despite large differences in their backgrounds. What does this tell us? It tells
us that education is a potent pathway to success, especially for children from disad-
vantaged backgrounds. Improving low-income students’ access to higher education
could be a powerful way to expand opportunities. Higher education institutions
have a responsibility to make that happen.

At the University of Connecticut, I worked closely with a UConn alumnus (Joe
LaBrosse ’85) and the Office of Diversity Initiatives to establish a mentorship pro-
gram for Hartford high school students. The public school district of Hartford, the
state capital of Connecticut, has one of the highest percentages of minority students



Building Community Partnerships and Strengthening Business Education 7

(>80%)! and one of the lowest high school graduation rates in Connecticut (just
over 70% in 2021).2 62.8% of the students qualify for free or reduced-price lunch.
Upward social mobility is extremely low for these kids. The mentorship program
we launched aims to provide a pathway to college for these underprivileged and
underserved kids in Hartford and the neighboring East Hartford. Since the pro-
gram’s inception in the fall of 2019, with a cohort of 30 tenth graders, the number
of participants in the program has grown to about 50 students each year. There are
three key components to the program. First, every participant takes a financial lit-
eracy class. Research after research has demonstrated the importance of financial
literacy to the success of the high school and college students (e.g., Kezar & Yang,
2010; Potrich et al., 2016). The lack of financial literacy has often been cited as a
major obstacle to student success in college. In this program, students travel by bus
to UConn’s Storrs campus on Saturdays to learn the basics of personal finance,
including topics such as how to open a bank account and manage personal spending
and ways to fund a college education. A second component of the program is men-
torship. UConn’s undergraduate business students serve as mentors and help them
apply for college, including finding financial aid and applying for student loans.
Many of the high school students in the program do not have a person who has
graduated college in their life as a role model. Therefore, we built campus visits into
the program as the third component to give the participants a chance to see the col-
lege up close and learn from a group of UConn students who reflect the diversity of
their communities.

“One of the biggest problems holding back the United States is the disparities in
the inner cities,” LaBrosse says. “To me, education is the best answer to solve this
problem. Since UConn is the preeminent, public educational institution in
Connecticut, I felt that the University had a responsibility to help address this issue.
A UConn business education is one of the best ways to help solve the economic
problems faced by many of these high school students.””* Students who complete the
program and are accepted to UConn are eligible for a scholarship designed to bridge
any gap students face after applying for other financial aid. Besides helping to lift
students out of poverty, LaBrosse hopes the program eventually will cultivate a
more diverse workforce for businesses in Connecticut.

At DePaul, we host a program with similar purposes—the nonprofit The
Greenwood Project. Envisioned and developed in 2015 at DePaul’s Coleman
Entrepreneurship Center by a DePaul alumnus Bevon Joseph and his partner Elois
Joseph, through their participation in the Coleman Center’s pitch competition pro-
gram, the organization’s mission is to create career pathways in the financial ser-
vices industry for Black and Latinx students. The organization partners with
companies to offer intensive, paid summer training and internship programs aimed

"https://www.usnews.com/education/k 12/connecticut/districts/hartford-school-district-101334
2https://www.courant.com/community/hartford/hc-news-hartford-public-schools-town-
hall-20220601-mfiiwu2rmrh45pbfe2g6htfeei-story.html
*https://today.uconn.edu/2022/05/at-risk-high-schoolers-learning-personal-finance-
basics-at-uconn/


https://www.usnews.com/education/k12/connecticut/districts/hartford-school-district-101334
https://www.courant.com/community/hartford/hc-news-hartford-public-schools-town-hall-20220601-mfiiwu2rmrh45pbfe2g6htfeei-story.html
https://www.courant.com/community/hartford/hc-news-hartford-public-schools-town-hall-20220601-mfiiwu2rmrh45pbfe2g6htfeei-story.html
https://today.uconn.edu/2022/05/at-risk-high-schoolers-learning-personal-finance-basics-at-uconn/
https://today.uconn.edu/2022/05/at-risk-high-schoolers-learning-personal-finance-basics-at-uconn/
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at underserved, diverse, high-achieving students. The financial services companies
that partner with Greenwood are introduced to highly qualified young adults who
power a diverse talent pipeline for them. DePaul hosts high schoolers and college
students from around the country over the summer, with DePaul faculty delivering
the educational components of the program. With a humble start of five students in
the program in 2016, the Greenwood Project has served over 500 students today.
More than 75% of the program’s alumni now work in finance. They count major
financial services companies such as Citadel, Charles Schwab, UBS, and Bloomberg
as their partners among dozens of others. On August 3, 2022, the Greenwood Project
students, alumni, and staff were invited to ring the closing bell of the New York
Stock Exchange alongside employees of Citadel and Citadel Securities.

4 Economic Development and Innovation

A few years ago, the Connecticut legislature appropriated US$30 million designed
to stimulate entrepreneurial activities in the state, an initiative jointly funded by the
State of Connecticut and other public and private sectors to catalyze technological
innovation. The grant money for the initiative, dubbed “Innovation Places,” was
distributed through a competitive process in which different regions/cities in
Connecticut submitted their program proposals. I represented UConn on a 30-plus
member task force that successfully competed against other Connecticut cities/
regions to bring an “Innovation Place” grant to the City of Hartford. I then served as
the Presidential Designee from the University of Connecticut on the Board of
Directors for Launc[H]Jartford, the “Innovation Places” program for Hartford.
Therefore, I was involved with this effort from the very beginning and witnessed the
tremendous progress of Launc[H]artford in particular and the enormous impact the
Innovation Places initiative has made on the State of Connecticut in general.

As a major business school with almost 2000 talented graduate students studying
at UConn’s Graduate Business Learning Center in downtown Hartford, making
Hartford a vibrant and innovative place where students want to come and study and
where graduates want to stay and work is extremely important. Over the last few
years, Launc[H]artford has significantly contributed to that effort. UConn business
students have attended many of the events organized through Launc[H]artford, get-
ting a firsthand experience of what the city has to offer. These positive experiences
motivate students to seek career opportunities in Hartford and the surrounding
regions.

One particular program that has benefitted UConn students tremendously is the
InsurTech Accelerator. UConn School of Business MBA and MS students were
placed with the startups in the Accelerator as interns and worked alongside the
entrepreneurs to learn how to navigate the challenges of starting a business, how to
design a business model that responds to the market demand, and how to work with
investors to raise funding. They also got mentored by senior executives from the
major insurance companies that are partners of Launc[H]artford. These experiential
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learning opportunities allow them to apply what they learn in the classroom to real-
world business problems and extend their knowledge beyond what they learn from
their classes. Responses from the participating students have been extremely posi-
tive. Many of them mention that the experience has inspired them to become entre-
preneurs themselves. Undoubtedly, these students will be tomorrow’s innovators in
Hartford and beyond.

Another program funded by Launc[H]artford that has had a big impact is a joint
program among UConn, Trinity College, and Goodwin University. Led by UConn’s
Connecticut Center for Entrepreneurship and Innovation, the program (called
“Ignite Hartford”) aims to bring together entrepreneurs from UConn, Goodwin
University, and Trinity College to learn more about and engage in entrepreneurship
and innovation opportunities, to network and share ideas, and to pitch to receive
seed funding, feedback, and next-step resources. With the scale of the program
involving several universities, the program undoubtedly contributes to building a
vibrant entrepreneurial ecosystem in Hartford. Both programs are embraced not
only by the students at these universities but also by major insurance companies in
Hartford.

At DePaul University where I am currently the dean of the Driehaus College of
Business, entrepreneurship and innovation remain a key component of our strategic
priorities. Among the many programs offered by the Coleman Entrepreneurship
Center is the Social Impact Incubator, which challenges DePaul alumni, students,
and community entrepreneurs to scale and grow business ventures that have a strong
social impact mission. Through a generous donation by the late DePaul alumnus
Errol Halperin, we recently launched the Halperin Emerging Company Fund to sup-
port ventures started by DePaul students, alumni, faculty, and staff. These ventures
undoubtedly will stimulate the economic development of the broader Chicago com-
munities around us.

5 Closing Thoughts

Having served in various leadership capacities in the last 10 years, I have come to
deeply appreciate a quote from Warren Bennis, a pioneer of the contemporary field
of leadership studies and a former colleague at the University of Southern California,
“Leadership is the capacity to translate vision into reality.” Visions are great. But to
make those visions a reality, we must be willing to think outside of the box (e.g., go
to Happy Hour in a bar to learn English!), get out of our comfort zone, and chal-
lenge the way things were always done in the past. The capacity to do so determines
whether one is a leader or a follower.

Reflecting upon my professional journey and my leadership journey in the United
States, I am incredibly grateful for the opportunities I have had. Two months after I
arrived in the United States, as a graduate student in the master’s program in Library
and Information Science, I could not answer a question on a midterm because I did
not know what Nebraska was (not just that I didn’t know where it was, I simply had
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never heard of Nebraska and didn’t know it was one of the 50 states in the United
States). Today, I am the leader of a major business school, having worked with many
Fortune 500 companies and advocating for our students every single day. I consider
myself incredibly lucky.
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Leading Universities from a Social Justice m)
Perspective ST

Kenyon S. Chan

Like all institutions, universities' are constantly evolving. Historically, US universi-
ties have been designed for the elite, preparing a few for leadership roles, and pre-
serving and transmitting knowledge and culture that reflect the privileged class.
More recently, higher education has become more egalitarian in preparing youth for
careers and civic life by increasing college access and opportunities for underrepre-
sented groups, especially people of color, women, and the poor. This shift away
from the exclusive domain of the elite has not been without resistance. University
leaders can view their roles as protectors of the status quo or as change agents for
equity, diversity, and inclusion.

Within any organization or social group, a leader can have a profound effect on
its direction and mission. As leaders seek to leave their mark, there are different
ways to be responsive to the societal climate. In some cases, a leader can work to
maintain or enhance the status quo in service of the privileged or one can be an
advocate to improve the lives and prospects of the marginalized, underrepresented,
and less powerful. I refer to the latter model as a social justice leader. A leader with
a firm commitment to social justice principles can make a major difference within
our universities and the US society.

Fundamental to the effectiveness of a leader is understanding one’s core values
and applying them to the issues encountered. It also involves collaboration and
support from allies to advance shared goals. Strong and effective educational lead-
ership from a social justice perspective can greatly influence the lives of students of

'Note: I would like to thank Shirley Hune for her suggestions and review of this chapter.
I use the term “universities” to include both universities and colleges.

K. S. Chan (X))
Chancellor Emeritus, University of Washington, Bothell, WA, USA
e-mail: kenyonchanl @gmail.com

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2023 11
H. Yang, W. Xu (eds.), The Rise of Chinese American Leaders in U.S. Higher

Education: Stories and Roadmaps, International Perspectives on Social Policy,

Administration, and Practice, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-42379-6_2


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-42379-6_2&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-42379-6_2
mailto:kenyonchan1@gmail.com

12 K. S. Chan

color and other underrepresented groups. This was evident in the formation of Asian
American, ethnic, women’s, and gender studies. When applied to major challenges
facing Asian American faculty, students, and staff in the twenty-first century, it can
be transformative.

A social justice perspective in higher education is a commitment to equity, diver-
sity, and inclusion. It means vigorously defending the rights of and opening up
opportunities for low-income, first-generation, women, LGBTQ+, nontraditional,
and underrepresented communities within the largely white and male-dominated
university environment. It demands that decisions be scrutinized for their impact on
the success of students, faculty, and staff, particularly those new to higher educa-
tion. It is a commitment to open and broaden access to campus resources and to
ensure that the university incorporates different teaching, learning, and cultural
styles and research approaches in its educational methods and campus climate.

Attending and working in a university is both a privilege and a challenge. For me
as a first-generation college-going student, completing university was a family-wide
celebration. Going to graduate school, finishing advanced degrees, and landing a
faculty job were all satisfying and a relief. Being paid to study and teach a subject
matter that I had devoted my career to was most gratifying. The road forward from
there, however, was fraught with pitfalls both predictable and unpredictable. Still
more daring was to divert from a faculty career to leadership positions within the
academy. All these challenges are enhanced for people of color, first-generation,
LGBTQ+, and women academics.

Over the past 50 years, I have taken this journey as an Asian American male. I
was born in Oakland, California’s Chinatown, and initially grew up in a multigen-
erational household of 13 people in a two-bedroom duplex. In early childhood, my
Chinese American father and mother, both born in the San Francisco area, moved us
15 miles north of Oakland to an all-white working-class town where they ran a very
small grocery. We lived above the store, and my siblings and I worked in the store
from the time we could walk and count money. Working daily in the store convinced
my siblings and me that studying and going to college was our only route out. I have
never attributed our drive for education as an “Asian” thing but rather the necessity
of survival.

Ididn’t begin my academic journey knowing that I would earn a PhD and become
a faculty member and then a higher education administrator. In fact, my high school
counselor thought that I would be lucky to graduate from high school and suggested
that I go to community college and then work in my father’s store. It was a surprise
to many that I was admitted to the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA)
in 1966.

I was fortunate to attend university in a time of struggle for social change. I
became a student activist fighting for ethnic studies and increased enrollment of
students of color. After completing my BA, MA, and PhD at UCLA, I became a
faculty member at UCLA, the founding chair of the Asian American Studies (AAS)
Department at California State University, Northridge (CSUN), dean of the
Bellarmine College of Liberal Arts at Loyola Marymount University (LMU), dean
of the College and academic vice president at Occidental College, interim president



Leading Universities from a Social Justice Perspective 13

at Occidental College, and chancellor at the University of Washington Bothell
(UWB). In this chapter, I briefly describe my leadership journey grounded in strug-
gles for ethnic studies, diversity, and students’ rights, with the hope that some of my
experiences can guide other faculty and students who hold strong a commitment to
social justice and equity and seek to affect change within higher education.
Academic leadership is a “road less traveled” by most Asian American faculty, yet
I would argue a road that more Asian Americans should pursue if they believe that
education is an effective mechanism of social change and justice.?

I have argued elsewhere that colleges and universities are as important sites for
social change as any community location.? Over the past 50 years, Asian Americans
and Pacific Islanders have fought for a greater access to universities with a more
inclusive curriculum, welcoming spaces, more diverse faculty and staff, and access
to the levers of power and decision-making within institutions. Effective change in
higher education requires faculty participation, a willingness to lead, and student
and community allies. It requires individuals willing to not just talk the talk, but
walk the walk as social justice change agents.

1 Faculty Participation Matters

While all universities have presidents/chancellors, chief academic officers/provosts,
and other major administrative leadership, the strength of American higher educa-
tion is faculty authority over curriculum and academic matters. Historically, col-
laborative governance between the administration and faculty on almost all campus
matters has supported academic freedom, curriculum development, research, and
scholarship that is the envy of the world but is under continuous threat. To maintain
the values of collaborative governance, faculty must take their role in leadership and
decision-making seriously.

On many campuses, getting faculty to participate in governance is very difficult.
Most faculty are heavily involved in their teaching and scholarship/creative work.
Serving on governance committees or in leadership roles is often seen as a punish-
ment or, at least, a distraction from “real” work. When promotion and tenure deci-
sions are made, credit for university service is small or nonexistent. Rarely are
faculty with strong research and teaching records denied tenure or promotion
because of poor service. Why, then, should faculty participate?

For me, it is all about grassroots activism and asserting political power that I
learned as a young student and is even more important today. Faculty can influence

2In 2017, only 2.3% of all university presidents were Asian American. Henry Gee & Audrey
Yamagata-Noji MIA: Missing in Administration: Asian Pacific Islander Americans and the
Bamboo Ceiling. Los Angeles: Asian Pacific Americans in Higher Education and Leadership
Education for Asian Pacifics (2018).

3For example, Kenyon S. Chan, “Rethinking the Asian American Studies Project: Bridging the
Divide Between Campus and Community.” Journal of Asian American Studies, 3:1 (2000), 17-37.
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the institution in several ways. First, and quite commonly, faculty can just complain.
They can complain about the curriculum committee that seems to protect the status
quo and doesn’t accept or appreciate the new scholarships and perspectives offered
by fields like Asian American Studies. They can complain about promotion/tenure
committees that seem biased against minority and women faculty and that discount
the value of nontraditional scholarship and the extra hidden duties of nurturing
minority and women students. They can complain about the bias demonstrated in
hiring committees for never appreciating the difficult and less traditional paths
taken by minority and women candidates, and so on.

Complaining sometimes works. Maybe, the generally white male and female
administrators will be sympathetic to the complaints of minority voices and act to
make curriculum, admissions, promotion, and other matters more transparent.
However, even when there are administrative allies, they do not control faculty com-
mittees. Rather, there are conservative faculty and administrators nationwide who
control faculty committees and appoint those who will uphold the “standards” of the
university and Western civilization. Think about faculty who seem to have lifetime
appointments on these key committees or senior faculty who block any progressive
agenda including new faculty hires, and you will begin to understand the power of
faculty participation.

Faculty with a social justice perspective who would like to see more equality and
inclusion on university campuses should participate willingly and purposefully in
faculty governance. They can volunteer to serve on the department or university
curriculum committee. They can ask to serve on hiring and promotion committees.
They can ask the provost and dean how they can become more involved in univer-
sity affairs. They can take their turn being department chairs.

Irecognized early on that taking faculty leadership roles and greater responsibili-
ties within the university meant that I would be sacrificing my own research and
teaching. I watched with envy as my friends working hard and long in Asian
American communities started or worked in social service agencies, civil rights
organizations, K-12 education, legal aid centers, and local government sites. Then,
I realized that my commitment to activism and social justice could be fulfilled on
campus and decided to try to do what I could in the university with as much purpose
as I would in any community site.*

Serving on and, better yet, chairing faculty committees provide opportunities for
one to influence the decisions being made on behalf of the university. As an exam-
ple, in the mid-1990s, CSUN decided to completely overhaul its general education
(GE) requirements, namely to reduce the units and options required of students to
facilitate their degree completion in a timely manner. At the time, I was chair of
Asian American Studies (AAS) Department®, whose entire curriculum and enroll-
ment were based on courses approved for GE credits. It was rumored that changes

#Chan, “Rethinking.”

5In 1990, I was appointed the founding department chair and only faculty member of the new
Asian American Studies Department at California State University, Northridge. Now, this depart-
ment has over 20 faculty and offers a BA degree and minor in Asian American Studies.
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in GE requirements would eliminate AAS and other ethnic studies courses from the
approved list of GE courses. This would devastate our enrollment. At a time when
many of us sought a more inclusive curriculum, eliminating Asian American and
other ethnic studies courses from general education would make it more difficult for
students to learn about the history, struggles, and contributions of Asians in America
and other communities. So, I worked with my dean and provost to get appointed the
chair of the GE review committee. It wasn’t hard to convince them since few people
wanted this difficult position.

This was one of the most challenging administrative tasks that I have encoun-
tered. I had to pull together every part of the university to bring vision and clarity to
the GE program. Turf wars were reopened. Redefining a requirement could enhance
the enrollment of some departments and shrink the enrollment of others. At the
same time, I knew that as the chair of the review committee, I could protect my
department and other critical areas of diversity and inclusion. I used persuasion and
a strong collaborative process to accomplish a very successful result for the campus.
Most importantly, I was able to ensure that my department would be safe and thrive
and that ethnic studies was respected. Of course, participation in shared governance
is also frustrating because conservative forces still have lots of levers in their con-
trol, particularly if progressive faculty fail to participate.

2 Leadership Matters

Being willing to take on top leadership roles in higher education matters. I am often
asked why I decided to become a department chair, dean, vice president, and even-
tually chancellor/president well beyond active faculty participation. For me, it was
a matter of how I could affect the greatest change for underrepresented and first-
generation students, faculty, and staff, including Asian Americans. Teaching and
mentoring students offer lifetime rewards and fulfillment. Exploring new ideas or
research to solve a social issue is exciting and valuable. Administrative work, how-
ever, allowed me opportunities to change the institution from within.

As department chair, I decided who served on curriculum and promotion com-
mittees. [ sat with other chairs to discuss the allocation of faculty and fiscal resources.
I was also positioned to advocate for the value of new fields such as Asian American,
ethnic, and women’s studies and other new disciplines as significant parts of a mod-
ern university curriculum. As dean, I had significant control of financial budgets and
faculty allocations. I influenced faculty and staff hiring, admissions policies, and
special funds for student and faculty projects. In support of equity and inclusion, I
also made the final decision on faculty hiring and tenure that were forwarded to the
president. For example, I was given two finalists for a position in one of the social
science departments. One candidate was a white male rated by the department as a
perfect fit. The other was an African American woman who was also rated as highly
gifted and well qualified. The department recommended that I hire the white male
and find the funds to hire the African American woman too. So, both were
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acceptable to the department. Much to the department’s initial distress, I only hired
the African American woman, and she became a leader in the department. The dean-
ship is a powerful location for social justice.

As the vice president and chancellor/president, I could shape the university at all
levels. I appointed social justice allies to major positions and committees; diverted
funds to projects that opened the university to underrepresented students, new cur-
riculum, and new scholarship; ensured that student affairs, student life, clubs, and
cocurricular activities were inclusive and welcoming for all the students; provided
resources for targeted student recruitment and scholarships; and supported and
encouraged staff of color to be hired and seek promotions.

Most importantly, chancellors/presidents have ultimate authority over faculty
hiring, tenure, and promotion. When I served as interim president and chancellor, I
changed faculty hiring and tenure/promotion practices to ensure that hiring commit-
tees diversified the criteria for their searches and their finalist pools. I required that
both hiring and tenure/promotion review committees take into account the positive
value of new scholarship areas, community participation research, and nontradi-
tional career pathways. With these changes in place and guided by social justice
values, it was ultimately my decision of whom to hire, tenure, and promote.

3 Students and Campus Allies Matter

The idea that students matter is obvious. In the case of Asian American Studies,
students are central to its survival and renewal. Asian American Studies was born
out of student activism in the 1960s—1970s and continues because of student con-
cerns. Many small Asian American Studies programs across the country would dis-
appear if it weren’t for student vigilance on those campuses. Students continue to
fight for curriculum inclusion, equality in admissions, support for Asian American
and Pacific Islanders and other underrepresented groups, and support for diversify-
ing faculty and staff. New discussions about undocumented students, individual
pronouns, and reframing titles like Chicano to Chicanx are all pushed by students.

Campus allies matter as well. The establishment of Asian American Studies at
CSUN was helped enormously by the support, advice, and influence of the Chicana/
Chicano, Africana, and women’s studies departments. Influential senior faculty and
leaders in those departments supported Asian American students and faculty and
demanded the establishment of Asian American Studies. They also assisted in the
campus political maneuvering necessary to get approval for the department and cur-
riculum. Faculty and students of color and white faculty and students in other aca-
demic departments and nonacademic departments such as student affairs,
admissions, and staff associations are also important sources of support. Indeed,
Asian American Studies would not exist today without the political power of the
African American and Chicano movements. Ethnic studies in general is critical for
advancing diversity and inclusion.
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If Asian American Studies and a social justice agenda are to thrive on university
campuses, communities still matter. Asian American community organizations and
leaders were instrumental in supporting the early development of Asian American
Studies on university campuses. For instance, community involvement was critical
during the 1968 Third World Strike that led to the formation of ethnic studies at San
Francisco State University.® The 1989 landmark tenure battle at UCLA of an Asian
American professor successfully brought state and local elected officials and many
community leaders nationwide to press the chancellor to reverse the initial decision
not to tenure the faculty member.” In 1989, the San Fernando chapter of the Japanese
American Citizens League strongly supported the establishment of Asian American
Studies at CSUN. Even today, universities continue to engage local and national
Asian American organizations and leaders in support of issues on campuses and to
raise funds from alumni and other community supporters for student scholarships,
community internships, community-based research, and endowed professorships.
Ignoring or alienating alumni and the community is done with great peril. All uni-
versities must have support from their local community and pay attention to “town
and gown” relationships. Asian American Studies programs disconnected from their
local and national communities are without souls.

4 Applying Social Justice Leadership in the Real World

Serving as chancellor at the University of Washington Bothell (UWB) from 2007 to
2013 allowed me to test my theory of social justice leadership in a real-world set-
ting. At the time of my appointment, UWB was barely 20 years old, served only
1600 students, and lacked any academic identity or clear mission that would attract
students. It resides a mere 12 miles from the UW Seattle campus, established in
1861 with an enrollment of over 40,000. In addition, the campus is in a suburb of
metropolitan Seattle within a primarily white middle-class community, while it was
designed to serve a more diverse population by drawing from areas outside Bothell.
At the same moment, public funding of universities was severely impacted by the
great recession of 2008, and UWB lost more than 60% of its state funding. This
required specific and targeted strategies to lead the campus.

With broad responsibilities, often described as “soup to nuts,” I was determined
to approach my chancellorship with a firm commitment to social justice and equity
within the university. Among the many challenges I faced, four stand out as exam-
ples of how a social justice approach to leadership is effective. The first was the
necessity to gain the trust of the entire UWB community so that it would accept a

¢Karen Umemoto, “On Strike!: San Francisco State College Strike, 1968—1969: The Role of Asian
American Students.” In M. Zhou & A. C. Ocampo (eds.), Contemporary Asian America: A
Multidisciplinary Reader (3rd ed). New York: New York University Press (2016), 25-59.

7For a discussion of Don Nakanishi’s case, see Dale Minami, “Guerrilla War at UCLA: Political
and Legal Dimensions of the Tenure Battle.” Amerasia Journal, 35:3 (2009), 143—-166.
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social justice mission for the university. The second was to focus the campus on
student recruitment, retention, graduation, and post-graduation success to grow its
size, impact, and reputation. The third was to ensure a strong and vital faculty. The
fourth was fighting for support for public higher education.

The most important role of chancellors/presidents is to set the broad direction
and agenda for the campus and gain the trust of the campus to accomplish that
agenda. Luckily at UWB, I inherited a campus that was not bogged down by a long
history of traditions; indeed, the founding faculty viewed the campus as an opportu-
nity to reinvent the definition of a university to better serve students inadequately
served by more established institutions. My role was to crystallize the goals and
values of the faculty, students, and staff into a campus-wide agenda for change and
to build a team of senior administrators and faculty, students, and staff from across
the campus to implement our shared vision. I wanted to ensure that the campus was
strongly committed to recruiting, retaining, and graduating an undergraduate popu-
lation consistent with social justice values that included students who were under-
represented, first in their families to attend college, from low-income families,
returning, and nontraditional age, women, and veterans. Over the years, this diverse
student body has become UWB’s strength.®

A social justice approach to campus leadership opened the campus to a discus-
sion of the good, the bad, and the ugly to ensure that the entire campus and local
community were invested in UWB’s future. No detail was too small to discuss, and
no issue was too confidential to be hidden. To be transparent and inclusive, I regu-
larly held open town hall meetings with faculty, students, and staff to discuss the
direction of the campus and to brief the university community on budget matters,
campus physical planning, new curriculum proposals, student affairs, and housing
concerns and, of course, the perennial issues of food and parking. Widely attended,
these town halls were important occasions for me to outline the differences between
making a decision based on social justice values versus decisions made to maintain
the status quo. The town halls were also important opportunities to listen to the
questions and concerns of the campus community. I also held regular meetings with
the governing boards, community advisory boards, mayors, state legislators, busi-
ness leaders, social service leaders, and other opinion leaders who needed to clearly
understand and support the goals and values of the campus, particularly when the
goals run against the preservation of the privileged or elite.

The second challenge was to translate the goals and values of the campus into
actions that ensured student success. We targeted student recruitment to augment
enrollment that would enhance our social justice mission. Recruiting a diverse stu-
dent body was essential, but graduating them was the goal. UWB is now cited as a
model for the recruitment and success of underrepresented and nontraditional

8As of this writing, UWB serves over 6000 students; more than 50% are first in their family to
attend college, 46% are domestic students of color, and 10% are international students, along with
300 veterans; 59% graduate debt free. Fast Facts 2018-2019, University of Washington Bothell.
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students.” We knew that many students came with great talent and motivation but
went to high schools that left gaps in their preparation for university work, and they
often faced economic challenges that could prevent them from graduating. Many
older/returning students had deep life and work experiences but lacked confidence
in their academic skills. We also knew that students of color and women faced nega-
tive stereotypes about their potential to succeed in many fields and professions.

The campus took pride in every student who graduated and felt a personal failure
for every student who did not succeed or graduate. Campus ownership of student
progress is no small matter in the overall success of students. We decided that if we
admitted a student, it was our collective responsibility to graduate that student. This
was our social justice challenge. Faculty and staff agreed to an early alert system to
identify students who were struggling in the first weeks of classes. All student sup-
port programs, including student affairs, became better coordinated and developed
a triage method to work as a team to support individual students. We carefully stud-
ied students who left to determine what we could have done better and to try to draw
them back to campus if that was what they desired. We also started a new School of
Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics, with a particular focus on
opening these fields to women and students of color and breaking down traditional
barriers to their success.

The third challenge was recruiting and retaining exceptional faculty. Faculty
responsibilities have grown over the last decades. Part of these pressures on faculty
come from the severe budget reductions imposed on public universities. This has
resulted in the reduction of full-time tenure-track faculty in favor of full-time and
part-time adjunct/contingent faculty. At UWB, we faced several dilemmas. We were
growing student enrollment rapidly and developing new academic programs and
degrees. We could not hire full-time tenure-track faculty quickly enough to meet the
student demand. Further, we needed sufficient student enrollment to fund new fac-
ulty positions, but we also required new faculty to open new classes and degree
programs to build enrollment. How could we accomplish this in a time of recession
and state budget cuts! Yet, we still had students who needed classes and wanted to
graduate. Adjunct faculty are wonderfully skilled and dedicated scholars/teachers.
From a university budget perspective, however, they are often seen as simply cheap
labor. Universities can hire three or four part-time faculty to “cover” the basic
courses taught by a department, pay each a very low fee per course, and provide no
benefits/retirements. However, a short-term solution of hiring more part-time and
full-time adjunct/contingent faculty and underpaying them was not consistent with
our social justice values.

Applying a social justice perspective required the campus to find a way to com-
pensate our adjuncts adequately and provide them with a supportive working envi-
ronment. Although we were committed to hiring full-time tenure-track faculty who
would carry the responsibilities of research, teaching, and service, the appointment

?Shaun R. Harper & Isaiah Simmons, Black Students at Public Colleges and Universities: A 50
State Report Card. Los Angeles, University of Southern California, Race and Equity Center, 2019.
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of full-time long-term lecturers focused on teaching also fits our campus well. Being
a more teaching-/student-oriented small research university, we could combine
many part-time positions into full-time lectureships with long-term contract com-
mitments, reasonable teaching loads, full benefits/retirement, promotion possibili-
ties, sabbatical rights, and voting rights within their departments. Within the
constraints of the University of Washington’s overall faculty policies, these lectur-
ers can devote their careers to teaching and mentoring while maintaining their
scholarship but at less intensity than tenure-track faculty. It isn’t perfect. While
greatly reducing the number of part-time faculty, it provided for more full-time,
long-term positions with greater benefits. '

A fourth challenge that was superimposed over all other challenges was the
decline in public support and state funding of public universities and community
colleges across the nation. This was accelerated by the historic economic recession
that began in 2008. The de-funding of public higher education continues as of this
writing. In 2007, Washington funded 77 cents of every academic dollar; by 2015,
that was reduced to 23 cents shifting the cost of attendance to the students and fami-
lies. The state of Washington, like many states, spends more on prisons than higher
education.!!

Higher education was once considered a public good and hence publicly funded.
However, public opinion, as reflected in state legislatures, now believes that funding
public universities and community colleges should be the responsibility of students
and their families, not the public through tax dollars. For many low-income, first-
generation, nontraditional age, and underrepresented students, publicly supported
higher education is often their only option. Reducing the public commitment to
funding public higher education locks out the very students who need it most to
advance themselves and their families. A social justice leader must provide a voice
to ensure that higher education is not just for the elite or a mechanism for students
to secure a lifetime of debt. As described before, I spent considerable time meeting
with state and local legislators, business groups, and opinion leaders to argue for the
necessary investment by the public in higher education.

Most importantly, to meet these four challenges and other issues during my term
as chancellor, I did not operate alone. Effective leaders, including those who hold
strong social justice values, must gather together a strong team of senior administra-
tors, faculty, students, and staff to be successful. Progress at UWB was largely
accomplished by keeping a laser focus on social justice and equity issues with an
extraordinary group of vice chancellors, deans, staff, faculty, students, and commu-
nity leaders.

This strong commitment to social justice leadership continues to be a central
focus of the campus today. In 2022, UWB served over 6000 students and ranks

"Some part-time faculty will always be essential to teach specialty or professional/practice
courses.

11 Sullich, S. Morgan, I, and Schak, O. State and Local Expenditures on Corrections and Education.
Policy and Program Studies Services, U.S. Department of Education, Office of Planning,
Evaluation, and Policy Development, 2016.
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number 1 in the nation for public colleges that provide the greatest return on invest-
ment.'? It ranks second among public universities in Washington state in highest
wages earned by UWB alumni and continues its mission of being one of the most
economically and ethnically diverse universities in the northwest.!

5 Conclusion

Not all universities are receptive to enhancing equity, diversity, and inclusion, but
leaders can make a difference in even the most conservative institutions. To lead a
university from a social justice perspective does not take any special talent or skill.
It does not require more time or energy. It does require clear goals, values, collabo-
ration, and allies at many levels. It compels a commitment to equity, diversity, and
inclusion. It involves leadership in the service of others. And it demands a commit-
ment to do battle against established institutional biases and privileged
positionality.

Dr. Kenyon S. Chan is Chancellor Emeritus at the University of
Washington Bothell where he more than doubled the student
enrollment, developed science and technology degree programs,
and added significantly to the campus infrastructure. Earlier, he
was vice president and dean at Occidental College and served as
interim president as well. He also served as Dean of the Bellarmine
College of Liberal Arts at Loyola Marymount University. He is an
expert in university strategic planning, innovation, diversity, fun-
draising, and educational reform. He is well versed in student
advising, support services, and residential life issues. He has
served as a Trustee of the Board of the Lingnan Foundation. Dr.
Chan is an educational psychologist focusing his scholarly
research on the impact of culture on student learning. He has also
written about Asian Americans in higher education.

2CNBC Make It (2020); Educational Resource & Data Center (2021).

SUWB Fast Facts 2021-2022; Best Value Colleges 2018 College ROI Report (2018) Payscale.
com, www.payscale.com/college-roi
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Diversity and Chinese American
Leadership: A Contextual and Experiential
Approach to Theories with Reality Checks

Check for
updates

Sheying Chen

1 Introduction

The rise of minority leaders in US higher education may be viewed and understood
through the lens of diversity and related social mechanisms such as affirmative
action (AA). Yet, the fundamental concepts, underlying ideas, and policy practice/
programs including diversity, minority, affirmative action, etc. cry for a critical
review and reexamination in changed and changing sociopolitical contexts. Of par-
ticular interest is the case of Asian (especially Chinese) Americans in relation to
visibly increasing racial happenings and social sentiments in recent years.

As a former leader or partner in diversity undertaking at several educational
institutions, it took me many years of learning, observation, and reflection to arrive
at a deep understanding of related societal efforts and the meaning of individual and
group successes including those of Chinese Americans. The roadmap for my jour-
ney spans institutional and national borders in terms of an experiential approach to
relevant theories with certain reality checks.

2 Personal and Professional Background

My early dream, if any, was somehow a scholarly one. As one of the too-young
“sent-down youths” in China, I was deprived of the right to schooling in barely
reaching teenage during a historical period of politicalization culminating in the
infamous, brutal Cultural Revolution (Chen, 2018). After my laboring in the
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countryside for 4 years (while a minor) and then in an urban factory for 5 years
along with a persistent struggle for self-learning and formal education (still missing
a Bachelor’s degree for life), China opened up and began economic reform by end-
ing extreme politicization of the society and desperate plight of individuals like my
family (Chen, 2002). As one of the first, bold, and strategic changes made, a national
exam for college admissions was reinstituted, and I got into a junior college by tak-
ing the equal opportunity granted without regard to political status and family back-
ground. After graduation, I worked as a technical manager for 4 years before gaining
entry into a graduate school by passing another tough national exam for graduate
school admissions. Whether in school or at work, I devoted myself to learning with
a scholarly ambition (no matter how remote it was) in mind. And I benefited from
invaluable real-life experiences in addition to all kinds of reading materials I could
hardly find at the time.

My scholarly career was eventually launched when I was picked from a large
class of high-achieving graduate students to become an instructor and graduate
studies coordinator at Sun Yat-sen University (SYSU) in Guangzhou. A charge I
took was to pioneer the rebuilding of the social work profession since it was can-
celed over three decades ago shortly after the founding of the People’s Republic of
China (PRC) (Chen, 2021). My public lecture series helped to launch a national
community service movement when few Chinese people even heard about the term
community. I also led the study and planning of a new social security system (the
umbrella term for an overall safety net) for Guangdong, the most adventurous and
advanced province in China at the time. From policy exploration to practice research
and from top design to grassroots implementation, such hands-on experiences and
insights laid a solid foundation for my scholarly development afterward.

I was fortunate to be able to cross the borders first to the University of Hong
Kong (HKU) and then to the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA) for
my pursuit of advanced studies (accepted also by Ivy League and some other
top universities, I made my choice based on a need for and conviction in the
resources of public institutions as an international student). I obtained my PhD
along with an MSW (my second master’s, ever missed at HKU) degree from UCLA
School of Public Policy and Social Research in 1996, as the first-ever recipient of
such credentials from mainland China. That year my academic career started all
over again as an assistant professor of social work (and sociology) at the City
University of New York (CUNY). An exceptional case at CUNY, I became a full
professor and chair of a multidisciplinary department (while program director) in
2001, then I continued advancing to administrative leadership roles at another insti-
tution in 2004.

My personal and professional growth in terms of both formal schooling and self-
learning was a journey I took wildly with no set or rigid boundaries. Traversing
through the kingdoms of natural and social sciences and humanities, I even joined
fierce competitions for graduate studies in such specialized fields as engineering
mechanics, technology and history and philosophy of science, sociology, social
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work/welfare, and public policy. Besides my father (a graduate of Whampoa
Military Academy in the Anti-Japanese War and then self-taught engineer turned
chief engineering craftsman in a large PRC factory) and my eldest brother (one of
the first admitted into graduate studies after the Cultural Revolution) who influ-
enced me in personal and informal ways, some of the academic mentors I had the
fortune to actually follow in advanced studies include: Dr. James Lubben, a promi-
nent social health scientist/gerontologist and my doctoral advisor at UCLA, who
also exerted a subtle influence on me with administrative insights as Associate Dean
and Chair at the top-ranked public university; Dr. Rosina Becerra, Dean of UCLA
School of Social Welfare, who personally retained me from doctoral graduation to
help launch the unprecedented California welfare reform research project in col-
laboration with multiple schools on UCLA and Berkeley campuses and later col-
laborated with me on diversity management writings as Associate Vice Chancellor
of Faculty Diversity at UCLA; Dr. Fernando M. Torres-Gil, first-ever US Assistant
Secretary on Aging, then White House—appointed Vice Chair of the National
Council on Disability, who taught me policy analysis and later, as Associate Dean
and Acting Dean at UCLA School of Public Affairs, collaborated with me on
research writings on aging and social policy; Dr. Harry H.L. Kitano, an internation-
ally renowned expert on race relations and the firstincumbent of the national Endowed
Chair in Japanese American Studies, who was also my mentor and doctoral commit-
tee member at UCLA; and Dr. Stanley Sue, Professor of Psychology and Director
of the National Research Center on Asian American Mental Health at UCLA, who
served on my doctoral committee and provided invaluable feedback as well. Dr.
Mitchell Maki also served on my doctoral committee at UCLA before assuming
deanship at California State University (CSU), first at Los Angeles, then on the
Dominguez Hills campus, and eventually became Acting/Vice Provost there. I also
worked for Dr. Ailee Moon, who later became the PhD Program Director (to suc-
ceed Dr. Yeheskel “Zeke” Hasenfeld, an influential figure “of our time in the social
work field”); Dr. Stuart Kirk, former Dean of the School of Social Welfare at SUNY-
Albany and Professor at Columbia University School of Social Work before joining
UCLA (as the Crump Endowed Chair and then PhD Program Director/Department
Chair), who challenged DSM (diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disor-
ders), the foundational document of the psychiatric enterprise (or “psychiatric
bible”), from a social work perspective; Dr. A.F. Singleton, Assistant Dean for the
Drew/UCLA Medical Education Program; and other faculty in Schools of Public
Affairs, Public Health, Nursing, etc. Many of my fellow doctoral students (includ-
ing true friends like Herb Shon) also provided me with invaluable support at the
most challenging, exciting, and rewarding time in my personal and academic life
(academic wise, within 5 years of studentship and research assistantship, also gain-
ing experiences as a research scientist, adjunct professor, data manager, and com-
puter lab assistant at once while a doctoral candidate, producing two books in
English before filing paperwork for two degrees at UCLA). Earlier during my
research study at HKU, I received kind collegial support from Drs. Cecilia Chan,
Iris Chi, and K.W. Boey, among other academics, in addition to the guidance of my
advisor Professor Richard Nann (Dept. Chair) with the help of Dr. Joe Leung.
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Numerous people in my native land assisted with my early development, including
Professor QIU Shijie (Dept. Vice Chair), my MA thesis advisor turned senior col-
league at SYSU, and Mr. ZHOU Lanchu who encouraged me to stay on the path of
learning during a rough stint of my post-primary schooling in the Cultural
Revolution. In addition, the elders and peers in my support networks whose care and
high expectation held me up all along (in professional encounters such as formal job
interviews, people sometimes privately asked me about my religious belief out of
curiosity; I had to honestly say none and they’re surprised in wondering about my
perseverance and resilience).

3 Taking Academic Leadership as an Ethnic Chinese
in the United States

Looking “foreign” and preoccupied with scholarly work, I never imagined that I
would step into administration in the United States someday. After completing my
studies at UCLA, I landed my first formal job in the States, a tenure-track position
at CUNY, by chance. Having turned down an offer to teach doctoral courses at a
university in Washington, DC, [ was attending the Council on Social Work Education
(CSWE)’s Annual Program Meeting (APM) in 1996; passing by a posting board in
the conference hotel lobby, I stopped to take a look out of curiosity and found a
handwritten note for me. A bit of surprise, it was left by Dr. Tom Bucaro, Director
of the Social Work Program at the College of Staten Island (CSI), after checking out
my CV deposited with the APM career services. He invited me to apply for an assis-
tant professor opening they had. At that time, New York City (NYC) was most
attractive to me, so I applied without giving it a second thought. I was offered the
position after going through a full recruitment cycle (I didn’t know how competitive
it was until I led a search committee after becoming the department chair, when over
100 applicants jumped in the pool including even an associate professor from
Harvard, for an assistant professor opening we advertised). One of CUNY’s senior
colleges, CSI is the largest university campus in NYC. Its landscaped Willowbrook
site is formerly the largest psychiatric institution in the United States, which shocked
the nation into changing its laws toward deinstitutionalization (from the 1970s until
the mental hospital’s overdue closing in 1987), with a related story of NYU’s Dr.
Saul Krugman using patients as human experiments for the treatment of hepatitis
for about 20 years (which also became one of the most remembered American cases
of bioethics).

In my first couple of years on the tenure track, I was given major college- and
university-wide awards, named one of the first three recipients of the Feliks Gross
Award for Scholarly Achievement, and approved by the US immigration authorities
for Outstanding Professor permanent residency almost immediately (while still on
student visa). In 2002, shortly after attaining tenure in September 2001, I was pro-
moted to full professor without spending time on the associate rank, which was rare
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among CUNY’s 6000+ faculty (with a number of them preparing to retire as associ-
ate or even assistant professors) at the time. Administration-wise, there were issues
within our outsized department (which housed multiple disciplines including a usu-
ally large program in psychology), with tensions running so high that the chairper-
son (a very capable sociologist) eventually had to resign from the chair’s position
(tragically, she died of cancer later with still high stress from work). The election of
a new chairperson was highly contested. I originally had no intention to run for it
but was finally convinced by the majority of my colleagues who voted for me. My
election sent waves across campus; apparently, such a large and troubled unit to be
headed by a person of my look and background was something quite unusual.
Provost Mirella Affron took me, along with Dean David Podell, to lunch with a copy
of Robert’s Rules of Order as a gift, in celebration of my election as the chairperson,
and later collaborated with me on institutional and community research including
the Staten Island Project (SIP).

Looking back, the main motivations in my decision to assume the departmental
leadership roles were the trust that my colleagues placed in me and my confidence
in the new leadership required to bring the large academic unit to new heights. As
predicted, things changed dramatically within the department, showing many desir-
able and productive outcomes of a new consensual approach. Thanks to a wonderful
team of great colleagues (including Dr. Sondra Brandler in social work, colleagues
in sociology and anthropology for which I also functioned as the program director,
and others in the behavioral and social science disciplines), they were also amazed
by the positive changes, with some joking to me “you’re an administrative genius.”
There were, of course, many issues to deal with and hard decisions to make; how-
ever, I’ve cherished to this day the team support that would make one forget that
I was the only ethnic Chinese (not even an American citizen yet) in the department.
Outside the department, Dr. Ming Xia of Political Science shared academic interests
in hosting Chinese visiting scholars, etc., while Dr. David X. Cheng of Institutional
Research collaborated with me on publications on heated issues in higher education
and later became an assistant dean at Columbia University and then an associate
vice president at the City University of Hong Kong. I learned a lot from my teams,
particularly the multidisciplinary faculty of our department, many of whom were
senior academics in the “mainstream” but provided me with almost unconditional
support. Some colleagues further believed that I could make a good dean and urged
me to go for it if there was an opening somewhere (CSI didn’t have such a vacancy
at the time).

Consequently, I was named the dean of a major college, which was an amalga-
mation of three professional schools (formerly colleges), in 2004 at the University
of Guam (UOG), a US land grant institution. A flagship university in the western
Pacific, the campus context was somewhat similar to my CUNY experience. The
“super deanship” was faced with different units and disciplines pulling toward dif-
ferent, sometimes conflicting, directions. Also similar to the dramatic changes after
I took the departmental leadership at CUNY-CSI, this new, multischool college
quickly moved out of chaos thanks to the support of the faculty and staff as well as
a capable, collaborative team of school directors. Not distracted by Guam’s military
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significance, I learned a great deal about the Asian Pacific Island cultures, which
had not been very familiar to me as an ethnic Chinese, originally from mainland
China and then from mainland United States. On the other hand, the extensive self-
learning in my early years had prepared me with a broad and solid foundation for
bringing the different schools to new heights, including specialized accreditation
(e.g., NCATE).

Two years later, I was offered a tenured professor and associate vice chancellor
position at Indiana University Southeast (IUS). I took charge to lead faculty devel-
opment, student success, and diversity efforts, among other duties as a member of
the campus leadership team. As a part of the university-wide undertaking, diversity
was highly valued and became an overarching theme for our campus mission
encompassing teaching, research, and service. This was quite remarkable given that
the campus had relatively small percentages of minority populations compared with
many institutions in Louisville just across the Ohio River. The ethnic group of
Chinese and Chinese Americans was especially small-sized in contrast to some
institutions on the West and East Coasts. However, [ was able to accomplish several
important initiatives with my colleagues before moving back to NYC 4 years later
to become a tenured professor and the associate provost for academic affairs at Pace
University. A note to my continued lifelong learning, this experience in America’s
heartland opened my eyes wider not only with deeper insights into “American cul-
ture” but also with the unique (somewhat centralized) organizational and manage-
ment operations model of Indiana University. [ benefited from the strategic vision of
IUS Chancellor Sandra Patterson-Randles’ cabinet (particularly my immediate
“boss” and partner Dr. Gilbert W. Atnip, who allowed me valuable professional
development opportunities including leadership training at Harvard and showed me
how to balance work and life as a mature academic administrator), as well as my
dear colleagues of deans, directors, faculty, and staff who made the workplace truly
unforgettable (believe it or not, similar to Guam as a strategic place in geopolitical
matters, the small but beautiful campus adjoining the Border South is a must-stop
campaign site for the US presidential candidates, including George H.W. Bush,
Barack Obama, and Hillary Clinton who was represented by her daughter Chelsea
Clinton on the campus while I was there).

4 Focusing on Diversity: A Sample of Accomplishments

Progressing through the ranks of a department chair, college dean, and campus
associate vice chancellor/university associate provost for academic affairs, I had a
full range of administrative responsibilities to support institutional missions in
teaching, research, and service. Sometimes explicitly cut out for me as a part of my
job responsibility and other times inherent in the work I performed, diversity was
essential to the official activities and programs I helped to configure, organize, and
implement. It also became more and more a marked scholarly interest that could be
traced back to my years as a faculty member and then a department chair. Later as a
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dean, I had much more formal responsibilities in handling diversity-related issues,
with also professional development opportunities to learn about the managerial and
legal implications of the matters I had to deal with as an executive. With responsi-
bilities similar to a chief diversity officer (CDO) on the academic side, my position
as the associate vice chancellor for academic affairs at IUS was all the more notable
in promoting diversity.

It was a long way to truly appreciate diversity and take action to implement the
fundamental ideas to respect differences and ensure equal opportunity for all. Some
of my progressive efforts and accomplishments included:

— Participating in early professional development and obtaining a diversity man-
agement certificate at CUNY while chairing a department at CSI

— Continuing professional development in legal training in diversity-related sub-
jects as a college/campus/university executive

— Assuming affirmative action roles as a faculty member or training search com-
mittees as an administrator

— Securing internal funding and acquiring external grants to support diversity
initiatives

— Creating a diversity academy and supervising postdoctoral diversity fellows

— Leading international and interdisciplinary teams of academics and academic
administrators to collaborate on publications on academic administration and
diversity management

5 Understanding Diversity: Conceptual and Realistic Notes

With a national origin from China, diversity represented a major step in my learning
as opposed to uniform national identity as a major context for shaping the world-
view of Chinese people under Communist rule. In my crossing from collectivism
and nationalism to individualism and group disparities, diversity opened a new way
of thinking in understanding social relations and governance with different sorts of
dynamics.

Diversity as a theoretical breakthrough and a public policy undertaking is also
relatively new in the United States. Against the worst possible cases of genocide and
slavery and other worse types of race relations (such as population transfer/removal
and involuntary segregation) in world history, America was then hailed as an ideal
“melting pot,” with the study of assimilation, acculturation, etc., ever flourishing.
Later, the notion was challenged with the dismissal of a dominating group belief/
characteristic, that is, the “mainstream,” as a universal yardstick for others. The so-
called salad plate became the alternative, which has replaced “melting pot™ as the
metaphor for a new, more desirable race relations paradigm, that is, diversity, or
pluralism (Chen & Brackett, 2011). Instead of looking for commonality/similarity
as the sole or main interest, diversity recognizes and respects differences as a better
way of achieving individual and group benefits. It is also believed to result in com-
plementary and, thus, enhanced common strength for the larger or entire society.
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Under the novel idea, different groups differentiated on any individual and social
characteristics (e.g., race, ethnicity, national origin, gender, sexual orientation, and
age) would be considered as created equal and should be treated as such in terms of
equal opportunity for all. The reality, however, kept showing prejudice and dis-
crimination against disadvantaged people in every aspect of social life. In addition,
it was most notable concerning resource allocations, etc. To counter and rectify the
negative/regressive impact of racism, sexism, ageism, etc., various social programs
have been instituted including a highly consequential (and increasingly controver-
sial) affirmative action (AA) program.

6 Managing Diversity: Theoretical and Practical Topics

I was fortunate to be part of a diversity leadership with a scholarly interest while
being an executive team member on several campuses. To meet the need for guiding
administrative practice with a better theoretical understanding, I initiated a research/
reflective writing project by convening and collaborating with an international team
of contributing authors. It resulted in a valuable collection that provides insights
into several important topics in diversity management for the pursuit of excellence
(see book that contains Chen & Brackett, 2011).

The first part of the work provides a theoretical foundation that comprises bio-
logical, psychological, economic, legal, and other social dimensions of diversity
and pluralism. Racial and gender issues are highlighted as examples to gain a deeper
theoretical understanding of applied studies. Specifically, there are chapters entitled
“Physical and Environmental: Human Biology and Diversity,” “Mental and
Behavioral Health: An East-West Perspective,” “Social Psychology of Stereotyping
and Human Difference Appreciation,” “The Economics of Diversity: The Efficiency
vs. Equity Trade-Off,” “Protection and Legal Compliance,” “Understanding Race
and Ethnicity,” and “Violence Against Women: Implications for the Workplace.”

The second part of the work tackles practical issues and explores approaches to
promoting diversity. Some of the chapter titles/topics are: “Academic Leadership
and Diversity,” “Why So Few? Faculty of Color in Higher Education,” “Diversifying
the Curriculum: Leadership to Overcome Inertia,” “International Education in the
Context of Multiculturalism,” “Unpacking the Personal and the Social: The Process
of Developing Transformative Leaders,” and “Trust, Community Care, and
Managing Diversity: Britain as a Case Study.”

As a collaborative effort, academic leaders on the author team took the opportu-
nity to share multidisciplinary knowledge and varied experience relevant to diver-
sity and pluralism. The topics they chose demonstrate that diversity has many
different but equally important aspects that require a combination of theoretical and
practical considerations. As the book editor, I also contributed a chapter on race and
racial issues; some of the major points and observations are recapped below (Chen
& Brackett, 2011).
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7 Racial Diversity

Racial diversity recognizes, appreciates, and celebrates differences among racial
groups to achieve racial equity and justice. This aspect/dimension of diversity is
extremely important since race is one of the defining (and often polarizing) features
of the American society (Donohue, III & Levitt, 2001). Racial issues permeate poli-
tics, business, education, and other aspects of our social life. The main theme of this
book, that is, Chinese American leadership in higher education, is also best under-
stood in this large context.

My earlier publication dealt with the subject from both social and humanistic
viewpoints, including fundamental conceptual issues (Donohue, III & Levitt, 2001).
It reviews historical patterns of race relations leading to diversity and pluralism as
the prevailing approach since the late twentieth century. Common racial/ethnic cat-
egories are examined along with various special issues facing each minority group;
implications to diversity management and related tasks are also discussed. As indi-
cated in that systematic review, the United States had been proud of itself as a “melt-
ing pot,” a metaphor to describe the process of assimilation of immigrants in seeking
their American dreams. The melting-together metaphor symbolizes a heterogeneous
society becoming more homogeneous in the hope of a harmonious whole with a
common culture. Yet, there are real issues with such an ideal, particularly about the
rights of minority groups.

During the 1970s, the “melting pot” model was challenged with the dismissal of
a dominating (or “mainstream’) group belief/characteristic as a universal yardstick
for others. Critics asserted that cultural differences within society are valuable and
should be preserved. An alternative metaphor of the “salad bowl” (or “salad plate”)
was introduced to represent the mix of different cultures that would remain distinct.
Such an approach is called pluralism, cultural pluralism, or multiculturalism. The
ideal of pluralism is for different ethnic and racial groups to coexist with equal sta-
tus and tolerance, maintaining unique cultures and lifestyles without developing
positions of subordination.

Note diversity means plurality, which does not add up to pluralism (Eck, 1997).
Pluralism is the engagement that creates a common society from all that plurality
(Donohue, III & Levitt, 2001). A pluralist society is characterized by recognition
and tolerance of cultural and ethnic diversity. After the world experienced a full
spectrum of models of race relations, pluralism has emerged as a leading approach
to diversity since the late twentieth century, even though assimilation still carried its
weight in immigration studies including an argument about segmented assimilation
(Healey, 2009).
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8 Minority

A minority means being smaller in number or being a part of a population differing
from others in some characteristics and often subject to differential treatment. In the
latter sense, a minority is a category of people who lack power and privilege, subject
to prejudice and discrimination. Therefore, women are often considered a minority
in the American society. New immigrants, in general, could also be viewed as in a
minority status, especially before they are granted citizenship and the rights associ-
ated with it.

Minority also means nonmajority. So far, whites, particularly those born in the
United States or of WASP (White, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant) origin, have been
deemed the majority of the American society, both in number and in status, who are
different from new white immigrants or original non-English “White Ethnic
Americans” (Donohue, III & Levitt, 2001). Many in the latter group suffered from
prejudice and discrimination such as anti-Catholicism and anti-Semitism (Healey,
2009). Note that while Hispanic or Latino Americans (recognized as the largest
ethnic minority in the United States, with African Americans being the second most
numerous racial group) are also predominantly white, they have also faced issues
against their identity. It is predicted that with a steady pattern of fertility and immi-
gration rates, white European (non-Hispanic) Americans will be outnumbered by
other racial/ethnic groups by the mid-twenty-first century, while many of them are
unprepared to become a future minority (Keen, 1995).

One of the greatest achievements of the novel race relations paradigm, that is,
diversity and pluralism, is the protection of the rights of minority groups against
prejudice and decimation as a major social undertaking for equity, justice, and equal
opportunity. The nation has invested enormous amounts of effort and resources in
institutionalizing such a social ideal. It has become a new tradition that may be
traced back to the point Martin Luther King, Jr., made that injustice anywhere is a
threat to justice everywhere. Since the late 1960s, minority-focused thinking has
greatly reshaped political dialogs in the United States, stemming from and going far
beyond the field of race relations. It has become an American core value that “injus-
tice to one person is injustice/threat to all.” The policy attention and socioeconomic
resources paid to the undertaking of minority protection have become a distinguish-
ing feature of contemporary American society, in sharp contrast to not only its his-
tory but also the reality of such other countries as China where majority interests
may still prevail at the cost of minority welfare in many people’s (including some
helping professionals’) favored but oversimplified pattern of thinking.

To address/redress historical inequity and injustice and to ensure equal opportu-
nity for all US citizens, affirmative action programs are also set up to provide vari-
ous types of benefits to victimized minority groups. Of no doubt, such program
benefits have achieved certain goals by playing a positive, important role in com-
pensating for the disadvantages and vulnerabilities of protected categories in the US
population. On the other hand, however, they have caused controversies and
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conflicts as to who should receive the benefits and whether the benefits would jeop-
ardize the opportunities of others (nonrecipients). Consequently, the so-called
reverse discrimination” (particularly that against white males) has become a serious
concern, resulting in outcries in public policy space with many lawsuits filed in the
court (and eventually a ban on AA provisions in school admissions etc.).

9 Asian Americans

Are Asian Americans a minority group? The answer may appear very straightfor-
ward, though their situation could be rather complicated when it comes to various
diversity program benefits. We may discuss the issue by focusing on Chinese
Americans as a subgroup later. Here let’s gain a bigger picture of Asian
Americans first.

Asian Americans comprise the third largest minority group in the United States.
Data from the 2020 US Census Bureau show that there are approximately 20.7 mil-
lion Asian and Pacific Islanders in the United States—comprising 6.2% of the US
population (Lim, 2022). The Asian American population is also the fastest-growing
racial/ethnic group in the United States, growing by 81% from 2000 to 2019 (Pew
Research Center, 2021).

It is important to note that Asian Americans are a diverse category with distinct
ethnicities and immigration histories despite their sharing of some physical attri-
butes and cultural traditions (USA Facts, 2021). People of East Asian, South Asian,
and Southeast Asian descent are considered part of the Asian race, while people
from Siberia, Central Asia, Western Asia, and any Caucasians from East Asia are
typically classified as white. There is another category of Pacific Islanders (also
known as Pacific Islander Americans or Oceanian Americans) including Native
Hawaiians; the 1980 census first combined several individual ancestry groups into
“Asian or Pacific Islanders” (or API) (Chen & Brackett, 2011).

Except for native Pacific Islanders, Asian Americans share the story of immigra-
tion in modern times with other racial/ethnic groups. The Chinese were among the
first Asians to immigrate to the United States, with Chinese sailors first arriving in
Hawaii around the time when British Captain James Cook came upon the island
(which marked the discovery of Hawaii by the Western world in 1778). Larger num-
bers of Chinese and Japanese began immigrating to the United States in the mid-
nineteenth century to work as laborers on the transcontinental railroad. Chinese,
Japanese, Korean, and Filipino immigrants also came to Hawaii to work on sugar
plantations. Their labor was crucial to those vital elements of the economy at the
time (Chen & Brackett, 2011).

Being descendants of Asians (or “Orientals” in a derogatory sense), Asian
Americans might be treated as aliens in insensitive or hostile ways (e.g., Kim, 2022;
Hutchinson, 2021). Historically, their increase in numbers, while relatively small
compared to those from other parts of the world, and concentration in the West
caused mainstream America to fear the so-called yellow peril. To restrict Asian



34 S. Chen

immigration, a federal law called the Chinese Exclusion Act was first passed in
1882, succeeded by an Asian Exclusion Act as part of the Immigration Act of 1924
(Andrew, 1998). It was not until 1965 that a new Immigration and Nationality Act
(the Hart-Celler Act) was passed to abolish quotas for immigrants based on national
origin, and Asian America was no longer subject to legal exclusions (Lee, 2007). It
was not until the 1970s that immigration from Asia increased significantly, accom-
panied by urban poverty, ethnic enclaves, and assimilation. The widespread dis-
crimination faced by Asian Americans until the mid-twentieth century is an
important part of American history, which may continue to impact race relations in
the country, in increasingly significant ways.

10 Chinese American Leadership in Context

Asian Americans have been referred to as a “model minority” since their educa-
tional attainment and household income on the whole appear to be the highest of all
major racial/ethnic groups (Jin, 2021). However, they are often discriminated
against for their “alien-like” look. On the other hand, being labeled as a high-
achieving “model minority,” they may be excluded from such programs as affirma-
tive action, which are meant to benefit only vulnerable, disadvantaged,
“underrepresented,” or “protected” categories of minority people. For Chinese
Americans, they no doubt are of a minority group but whether they are considered
vulnerable or disadvantaged and, thus, belong to formally protected categories
could become a real question. In college admissions, for instance, the usual criterion
used for affirmative action is the so-called over- or underrepresentation, judged by
their share/percentage in the general population as a weight for a potential quota
system regardless of their academic achievements. The result is ironic in that as a
minority group Chinese Americans may be treated along with whites in a similar
way of “reverse discrimination,” which has been the reason for several lawsuits
brought against some top universities in the United States. In general, when such
great ideas as diversity and pluralism become political correctness and are deemed
as over-pushed in benefits programs, there may come grave consequences in split-
ting rather than uniting the society which is what we see in today’s reality (including
arguments surrounding critical race theory, or CRT; see Delgado & Stefancic, 2000).

In terms of Chinese American Leadership in higher education, despite their
accomplishments, data show that Asian Americans face the lowest “glass ceiling”
compared with other racial/ethnic groups in the sense that they have by far the worst
chance to rise to managerial levels in private industries, universities, and federal
government  (see  http://www.80-20initiative.net/action/equalopp_glassceiling.
asp#l, retrieved December 1, 2022). Therefore, it seems that the theory of diversity
and pluralism is great, but the reality of affirmative action may not be that rosy for
Chinese Americans. It is particularly true about some potential and subtle factors
affecting their chance for leadership opportunities in higher education (and
elsewhere).


http://www.80-20initiative.net/action/equalopp_glassceiling.asp#1
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Competing for a leadership position may be tougher than many could imagine
without the insights and not always be a pleasant experience (especially for Chinese
males according to some informal assessments). Nonetheless, I have made some
really good/understanding friends/colleagues just by going through some of the
interview processes. Chinese Americans as a whole have continued to make impres-
sive achievements and demonstrate leadership as exemplified by the stories shared
by the contributors to this book. This is due to their efforts and struggle and also the
contemporary American core value of diversity and pluralism as well as a full set of
social mechanisms with tremendous resources invested against racial injustice or
inequity.

My personal experience attests to the above observation. For example, the culmi-
nation of my administrative career was an offer from Norwich University for its
second-ranked vice president position, with potential professional development into
a presidency within a few years. Although I finally turned down that offer for per-
sonal reasons, I held the institution, and American institutions for equal opportunity
as a whole, in the highest regard in addition to my indebtedness to President Richard
W. Schneider, RADM, USCGR (RET.). In terms of any regrettable moments in my
career advancement, I would have taken up the job offer at that military university
if my father, an anti-Japanese war veteran, were still alive. Instead, I chose to accept
an offer from Dr. Geoffrey L. Brackett, then provost and executive vice president
(EVP) for Academic Affairs at Pace University, with shared excitement. We hoped
to bring the academic excellence of the institution to new heights by working closely
together (including coauthoring a chapter for the Diversity Management book).
Unfortunately, Geoff soon left to become executive vice president at another institu-
tion closer to his family. I had to shoulder a major responsibility to keep pace in the
Doctoral/Research Universities class by dealing with the Carnegie Foundation and
mobilizing academic units internally, among other urgent tasks and important initia-
tives on multiple fronts. Two years later when a new provost was hired, I returned to
faculty devoting myself to teaching, research, and service on our NYC campus,
located in the heart of the world’s financial capital in Downtown Manhattan.

11 Conclusion

The rise of Chinese American leaders in US higher education needs to be under-
stood in a large social context, with diversity and pluralism being the most relevant
and helpful background. A historical perspective on race relations leading to the rise
of diversity and pluralism in recent decades is therefore very important.

An international perspective will also help to engage in thinking about diversity
versus unity/uniformity. Different nations have different stories of treating differ-
ences, particularly those between majority and minority groups. The contemporary
American story is one pushing hard toward minority protection, to the extent that
some affirmative action program measures may appear to be reaching the extreme
of “reverse discrimination” against members of historically majority or
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“advantaged” groups. Asian Americans, particularly Chinese Americans, have ben-
efited from institutional arrangements for diversity and pluralism and are protected
by equal opportunity laws and regulations. On the other hand, they have distin-
guished themselves from other minority groups to appear “advantaged” in certain
aspects and thus suffered from “reverse discrimination” as if they were in the major-
ity/mainstream in certain ways. In a broader view embracing the adverse impact of
rapidly deteriorating and increasingly confrontational relations between the United
States and China, Chinese American academics have suffered even more than their
usual “alien-like” experience. They have become the subject of potential or obvious
scapegoating as exemplified by the so-called “China initiative,” which has upended
hundreds of lives and destroyed scores of academic careers (Mervis, 2023).

In general, racial equity is the condition that would be achieved if one’s racial
identity no longer predicted, in a statistical sense, how one fares. How to achieve
racial equity, however, will require more thoughtful and evidence-based policy
design and debate rather than simply sticking to some age-old programming with
far-reaching consequences threatening the integration of the American society. In a
sense, Chinese Americans today still face the issue of exclusion, even if it is poten-
tial or subtle, which has been manifested by visibly increasing happenings and sen-
timents against them in recent years. When it comes to Chinese American leaders in
US higher education, the issue of glass ceiling may have been felt by many. Fighting
racist prejudice and discrimination is a call of duty, particularly for Chinese
American leaders.

With such a determination and joint effort, America is still a land of opportunity
for all including Chinese Americans as a minority, despite the persistence of such
issues as “Asian (particularly China) hate” (Hutchinson, 2021). The author’s per-
sonal story and roadmap of professional advancement attest to this statement that
joining forces against prejudice and discrimination is the only way to safeguard
racial justice/equity and equal opportunity for all. This requires a full display of
leadership and a deep understanding of societal efforts and the meaning of individ-
ual and group successes. Chinese American leaders are elites with extraordinary
skills, hard work, and a sense of commitment. Theoretical and experiential learning
in this regard will certainly help with the continuing professional development of
current and future leaders.
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Ancient Wisdom for Modern Leadership )

Ding-Jo Hsia Currie

1 First Chinese, Then Chinese American

At age 16, I was ignorant of the impact those 16 years had on me as a Chinese per-
son whose parents were exiles from mainland China. It is incomprehensive to be
told that my birthplace Taiwan was not my real home but simply an island where my
parents had been stranded by circumstances beyond their control. Outside of the
home, there was also a noticeable difference between an outsider Mainland Chinese
versus a native Taiwanese. It was a psychic jolt because everything about the island
gave me a sense of home—I should belong there because I had grown up there.
After this revelation, there developed a perpetual incongruence between how I felt
and the message I received. You do not belong here.

With my relocation to the United States at 16, the identity of an outsider was
instantaneous from day one. This time it was quite different, an internal and external
reality. There were no hints or subtleties needed to convey that I did not belong here.
The message could be passed on with a simple look. Immigrants, of course, have
always been more keenly aware of differences in how we behave, think, believe, and
perceive. That is our lens and barometer, also a weapon of defense. Learning the
language was the first bridge for me to fluidly connect, communicate, and code-
switch across the two worlds in which I now lived. I needed to feel whole in both
worlds. Yet, I am unsure if I ever achieved it even after having lived here for more
than half a century.
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President, Lingnan Foundation, Former Chancellor, Costa Mesa, CA, USA
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Since the first day we arrived in Ohio, the Chinese in me became more pro-
nounced as I encountered differences in traveling between my concurrent American
and Chinese lives. What was a normal and automatic mode of operation became a
conscious and constant awareness that my Chinese self was neither functional nor
accepted. I was very lonely in my Chinese life.

My first visit to Chinatown, New York was filled with anticipation and excite-
ment. I looked forward to connecting with fellow Chinese people but was disap-
pointed to find that language remained a barrier. In 1969, Cantonese was spoken in
Chinatown, while I spoke Mandarin, so we had to rely on English to communicate
as ethnic Chinese.

Additionally, I found it perplexing that the Chinese Americans in Chinatown
seemed to maintain a very traditional way of life, reminiscent of nineteenth-century
China. Their dress, mannerism, communication styles, and cultural habits were
strikingly similar to those depicted in older Chinese dramas.

Little did I know that, more than five decades later, to newly arrived Chinese
immigrants, I too may seem like a relic of the past, holding tightly to my cultural
identity that defines who I am as a Chinese person. I recognized the importance of
embracing my cultural heritage and did not want to let it go, despite the passage
of time.

This is not everyone’s experience I have discovered. Many immigrants, to erode
the feeling of being an outsider or to evade prejudice and racism, meticulously strip
themselves of any cultural identifiers of being anything other than an “American.”
Somehow, I did not even believe that was even a choice, but I could have never
reconciled such a choice with my soul, regardless. I did the exact opposite in refus-
ing to give up that which is precious to me and more. For example, instead of adopt-
ing a Western name, I persisted in using Ding-Jo despite much ridicule and
micro-aggressions regarding my name over the years.

I understand the generational trauma depicted by Lee (2015), which Asian
Americans have endured as both the despised and the model minority in the United
States. Unfortunately, as Takaki (1989) described in Strangers from Different
Shores, regardless of one being a first-, second-, or third-generation Asian American,
the stereotype that you must be from somewhere else other than here persists. 1
understand, in a small part, the internal and external identity conflict from my
Taiwan—China paradox—you are born here, but you do not belong here.

What I brought with me to this land—besides one suitcase and the two large bills
packed inside my head and tucked away in my soul—were the teachings of my
cultural and family values. I held on to them as the family heirloom that needed
protection, just like the Chinese immigrants in Chinatown. They were the last trea-
sures that could not be traded for who I am. I witnessed the bartering of many like
me that in the end never resulted in the acceptance of their identity as an “American.”
Still, even if I was accepted as an American, Asian American, or Chinese American,
I have yet to reconcile my Chinese identity, which will always be a prominent and
permanent part of me and who I am.
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2 Aspiring and Rising to Leadership

Navigating the whitewater currents of higher education has been like swimming
upstream in the muddy roiling River. American higher education is a mirror reflec-
tion of the American society. In many ways, the system produces future generations
that in turn perpetuate the system. The dominant culture of White, Anglo-Saxon,
Protestants manifests itself in every aspect of the system, from faculty, leadership
profiles, curriculum, policies, and practices, to program designs and institutional
culture (Thelin, 2011).

It is not difficult then to understand why, in so many instances, I felt as if [ were
submerged in the depths of that muddy river, not knowing which way the current
was flowing or where its surface and bottom were, and I felt radically powerless.
While Asian Americans constitute a significant percentage of faculty in higher edu-
cation, they are the least aspiring in regard to the most senior leadership position of
a college or university president (American Council on Education [ACE], 2017).
The vaunted academe has not been a welcoming system to people of color or women
like me (Gangone, 2013).

My own experiences reflect ACE’s (2017) statistics; being a president was not a
position I could ever see myself assuming to ascend. The profile of a leader I had in
mind then did not match my self-perception. I failed to identify with the White male
or female model leadership mindsets, philosophical frameworks, styles, behaviors,
and values. The possibility of being a leader was just not on my radar, not in such
systems. I knew no leader who looked like me, and certainly, I thought, no one
resembled my inner characteristics and values. Asian Americans were not perceived
to fit the leadership profile, and this reality engenders vicious cycles of such void in
both aspirations and appointments in senior leadership roles. Like many Asian
American women, race and gender have become two main origins of hardship con-
fronted on the journey toward leadership roles (Darity & Mason, 1998; Mella,
2012). There are a lot of barriers to break through before you even get to that bam-
boo ceiling.

It was hard to test and express my leadership style until I was in my initial leader-
ship role. The more leadership opportunities I took, the more I experienced the
effect and impact of my developing leadership. It was invigorating to uncover my
unique way of leading, as I felt a sense of freedom, validation, and inner joy.
However, those feelings did not come easily, smoothly, or without constant doubts
and challenges. I am grateful for those who gave me leadership roles including Dr.
Jim Martois, then director of the Refugee Assistance Program at Long Beach City
College (LBCC); Dr. Constance Carroll, then president of Saddleback College; Dr.
Ned Doffoney, then president at Saddleback College; Dr. Jess Carreon, then super-
intendent president at Rio Hondo College; and Dr. Bill Vega, then chancellor at
Coast Community College District and on the board of trustees of 2009 for the
Coast Community College District. I want to acknowledge their confidence in me
by hiring and supporting me.
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When serving at the vice president level, I began to see the uniqueness of my
leadership style differentiated by distinct philosophical frameworks, cultural values,
and intentional practices that were not many parts of the Western ideas of leader-
ship. For example, when others suggested that I light some “fire and bomb” to the
interim president to protest his decisions, I chose to maintain harmony and use the
consultation process. When others want to impose strict rules, I chose to first con-
duct empathy interviews then followed by equity-centered decisions. One valida-
tion came after I was chosen as the final candidate for my next job as college
president. A presidential search committee had come to my campus and interviewed
groups from various constituencies. After the committee had chosen me as the suc-
cessful candidate for my next job as college president, one trustee on that site visit
shared that his decision was solidified when he asked my colleagues who wanted to
follow me to the new college—the entire room of faculty, classified professionals,
student leaders, and administrators unanimously raised their hands without hesita-
tion. I felt vindicated from the wounds incurred when I stood up to injustices, ineq-
uities, and the bullying of a White dominant system. I felt validated for applying
principles and values from that immigrant teenage girl who would not let her
ancestors go.

I felt completely free to be me.

Being a college president soon became the ultimate test of my leadership. I was
responsible and accountable for my own decisions and behaviors. I was able to truly
put the theories, culture, beliefs, and values to the test. Our leadership practices are
anchored in our values, philosophy, and beliefs, all of which are in turn reflected and
refracted by our gender identity, race, ethnicity, and culture (ASHE, 2014). I could
see, feel, and understand with evidence in concrete results, how I led absolutely
reflected all the above. Don’t misinterpret this to mean that I perfected the leader-
ship act. The difference back then was that I knew my principles worked, and I
found alignment with whom I was, what I stood for, and how I led.

Living and working in a “foreign” country as an immigrant resident gave me the
benefit of gaining clarity of my self-identity and my social identity. Each encounter,
challenge, internal or external conflict, and moment of feeling alone became perfect
prompts for self-discerning reflections. From the East to the West, I came so far
away from my home. Yet, I was closer to discovering myself in a new way (Adam
et al., 2018).

3 Confucian Influence

For many Asians, the Confucian philosophy has become a cultural DNA with no
label or identification. After nearly 3000 years, for the Chinese in particular,
Confucian philosophy has become the embodiment of culture, indistinguishable
from the essence of our being. A government may attempt to abolish the ideology
and teachings of Confucius, such as the case during the decade-long Chinese



Ancient Wisdom for Modern Leadership 43

Cultural Revolution, but the deep-rooted philosophy resists; it cannot be wiped out
so easily. Confucian thought has infiltrated the fundamental consciousness, auto-
mated behavioral patterns, and ingrained in the moral compass of the Chinese soci-
ety and people. It is an integral psychocultural construct of modern Chinese ethos
(Tu, 1998).

I was socialized into this mindset long before I realized who Confucius was. It
was not typical for students to study the Analects, the collection of Confucius’s
teachings, until high school and college. Thus, I should have missed the opportunity
to study Confucius before relocating to the United States. However, the middle
school principal, Ms. Shao Meng Lan, an ardent enthusiast and exemplar of
Confucian education philosophy, taught us the Analects weekly. She was the only
one in Taiwan to include this curriculum at the middle school level and to teach the
subject herself.

For this class, students made folding canvas chairs in a craft class and carried the
chairs to the auditorium each week to sit through this Analects course. No one
looked forward to this weekly torture because Principal Shao randomly selected
students to stand up and recite the rest of the paragraph after she prompted them
with the first phrase. She interpreted the Analects phrase by phrase, but to the mind
of a 13-year-old, none of them made any sense despite her translations. I endured
3 years of middle school with this weekly torment. The reciting and regurgitation
were merely routine, and the digestion of what I recited did not take place till much
later in life. The meaning of Confucius’s words came to me like the waves returning
to shores. They enveloped me every time I encountered the incongruencies of con-
fronting the American way of being and, later, the American way of leading. I feel
compelled to share my reflections here, focusing on the impact of Confucius in the
context of leadership.

4 Who Is the Betrayer?

I spent the first 10 years of my higher education career at Long Beach City College
(LBCC). My job as the coordinator of the Refugee Assistance Program and the
entire department was funded by annual renewable grants to support the refugee
students. Coming upon the tenth year there, I received a pink slip, which arrived as
certified mail at home. It informed me the grant might not be renewed and my job
would be terminated should that occur—I would be laid off due to a lack of funds
without any warning or extended explanation. A feeling of hurt and betrayal can still
feel like a fresh wound whenever recalling that moment of reading the certified pink
slip notice. The human resources department explained that they discovered they
were supposed to send earlier notices out for the scenario, just in case the funding
was cut. I could not reconcile 10 years of devotion, hard work, and loyalty to my job
and the cavalier treatment from the institution following the cold, impersonal, and
callous notice in the certified mail. Was this the recompense for my hard work and
loyalty?
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I immediately started looking for a new job elsewhere, disregarding colleagues’
assurances that my role would continue. I received two job offers from two different
colleges that veered my career in a new direction. To my surprise, when my father
learned I accepted a new and better job elsewhere, instead of praise, he critiqued my
departure as a disloyal act, as LBCC had provided me with such a good job for
10 years. I felt a sense of guilt with his reminder; yet, I could not help but wonder
where the reciprocity in loyalty was.

Central to Confucius’s teachings is the virtue of loyalty, Zhong (:£.). One’s loy-
alty to family and country is revered and considered a basic foundation of character.
However, Confucius contextualized this when his disciple asked whether the son
was considered loyal when he reported to the authority his father’s stealing to feed
his family. To my surprise, Confucius said “no,” because the son’s loyalty resided
with his father. Nothing is set in stone. The essence of loyalty in a Confucian school
of thought is complex and not simplistic regarding the modern interpretation of
loyalty (Sung, 2022).

If I were to use the modern interpretation of loyalty in the context of the potential
severance notice and my father’s expectations, I deeply felt the breach of reciprocity
in such loyalty. This experience was a poignant, profound lesson for me: Loyalty is
sacred and shall not be breached. AR A, CAKIATTIAA. (If you want to
establish yourself, establish others first; if you want to reach achievement for your-
self, then help others achieve first.) This simple rule of being loyal to others first has
remained a guiding principle with me—other-centered leadership. Yet, in many
ways, this concept operates contrary to the individualistic North American cultural
values of what is important for the leader to develop and achieve. Coincidentally,
Confucius paired another word, Shu (#!consideration for others), with Zhong (loy-
alty). When asked about the cardinal and consistent teaching of Confucius, his dis-
ciple replied Zhong Shu was the all-encompassing rule of conduct. Linking to the
concept of Shu, Confucius’s words resonate with me. C.HTAEK, Z0HET A
described the essence of Shu as the familiar golden rule: That which we do not wish
upon ourselves, do not do unto others.

My personal pink slip story influenced my future leadership action. Several times
in my career, we discussed budget cuts in the context of cutting class sections or
hourly workers instead of laying off full-time staff. I consistently pointed out that to
those part-time faculty and hourly staff, it is effectively the same as being laid off,
their livelihoods were taken away from them. Our inclusive language applied equi-
tably to understanding the conditions, feelings, and needs of the group and guiding
our actions accordingly. Furthermore, when we had to reduce staffing, we should
not deliver the notice coldly by certified mail. Instead, we communicated in person
with compassion, empathy, and whatever support was required. I have found Shu to
be an inclusive and compassion-based leadership concept central to the virtue of
empathy through consistent practice (Lippiello, 2010).
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S Internal Loyalty Versus Blind Loyalty

Navigating the vast and complex roadmaps of higher education can be quite intimi-
dating and lonely. As an immigrant, I did not possess the dominant cultural codes
and I had purposefully not sought to “assimilate” or behave like a native-born per-
son. As a woman of color, I also faced the double jeopardy of being not male or
White. I felt even a triple jeopardy because not identifying with Latinx or Black
rendered me a different positionality and intersectionality. My experiences partici-
pating in and later hosting the Kaleidoscope Leadership Institute for women of
color helped me contrast my leadership journey as an Asian or rather a Chinese
American woman. I found myself at the crossroads more frequently than not having
to choose and switch between the two worlds and often felt conflicted about being
true to my cultural roots and philosophical frameworks in how I conducted myself
as a leader.

I could not help but reflect on this word loyalty at those crossroads, asking myself
if I was to remain loyal to how I was raised, cultured, and becoming. The Zhong
referred to here is loyalty to one’s authentic self. To Confucius, when a cultured
person remains genuine and pure, it leads to trustworthiness (Xin /%) and justice (i
X). My choice to remain culturally authentic—though at times carried hard conse-
quences—proved to be the route that led me to feel relaxed, free, and confident and
brought in dividends in return. The deep-rooted Confucian frameworks of loyalty,
internal to self and external to the team, institution, and principles, have provided
me with rewarding and rich leadership experiences. Every supervisor I had has
given me feedback that my authentic self has helped them gain respect and appre-
ciation for who I am while my loyalty to them, not blind loyalty, garnered high
levels of respect and trust in me. One previous supervisor shared what he had said
during a reference call regarding the question of loyalty: “Ding-Jo’s unwavering
loyalty is unquestionable to me, to her team, to the institution, and the students. She
will take a bullet for me, and that is how much I trust her.”

However, I do not seek blind loyalty to me. When I was the president, I asked one
of my vice presidents why he transferred from a sister college in the district. He told
me his previous supervisor asked him to do something he felt was illegal or immoral,
and he felt he could not work for that person or the institution that endorsed such a
request. I told him I was glad he was a man of integrity and not blind loyalty. More
importantly, I wanted a vice president anchored by a clear moral compass, with the
courage and honesty to stand up to me when they did not agree with my actions or
requests. The trust in their own external and internal loyalty is equally important to
my loyalty to be authentically me. This authenticity has been easier in principle than
practice, especially when I found myself at crossroads because I was at odds with
dominant cultural practices and policies and my moral compass and values of Zhong

(loyalty).
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6 Leadership Starts with Self-Cultivation

As a leadership practitioner, I find scholarship without practice deficient and with-
out much merit. There are many theories and models of leadership. Yet, for those
who practice the art of leadership, the Chinese call such abstractions merely 4% I 1%
It (discussing battles of the war on paper and not understanding the boots-on-the-
ground reality of actual battlefields). I have witnessed educational leadership schol-
ars failing at modeling the leadership theories they can cite book-and-verse and
lecture on so well. I did not major in leadership or earn any advanced degree in
leadership. Yet serving in various leadership roles was on-the-job training for lead-
ership from the School of Hard Knocks.

The more challenges I had to face, overcome, and work through, the more I grew
and developed as a leader, by sharpening my skills and mastering the essence of
leading people. For this reason, I have always respected Confucius. Not only did he
start from humble beginnings in poverty, raised by his widowed mother, but also
worked his way up as a public servant leader in the government with prominent
executive-level positions. His teachings are the culmination of wisdom gained by
his intellect and his long tenure as a leader.

In my younger days, I thought the Confucian teachings I received were about
cultivating one’s behavior, morals, and virtuous life. I memorized the passage
passed down from Confucius’s disciple, Zheng Zi, that exemplified Confucius’s
teaching: & H =& E &, N NEMA 251 &S M AME F- 2% 45 2] F-2 This
passage is about developing the habit of self-discipline, self-reflections, and self-
correction. He asks one to conduct daily self-reflection. First, examine one’s loyalty
in conducting business with others; second, whether one has been trustworthy with
friends; and third, if one has practiced what they learned. It was not until many years
later that I discovered I was using Confucian teachings in my leadership practice.
This was followed by an epiphany in understanding that so much of Confucian
wisdom and principles were profoundly important guidance for leaders. Confucius
was not only advising and coaching the heads of state on how to govern but also
cultivating the development of future leaders to serve the heads of state. Leading is
modeling, as Confucius said, LS55 (when you witness the virtuous, one fol-
lows to think and act virtuously).

As a leader, especially for a team, department, division, or entire organization, I
have found that every word a leader utters matters, and every action will be scruti-
nized under the microscope. The first time I experienced the Freedom of Information
Act—when all my emails, memorandums, and text message communications had to
be handed over for careful review—I realized everything I do must be with total
transparency to stand in the public’s eyes and the courts’ scrutiny.

I have conducted my affairs as if I reside in a glass ball, with the intention of
justifying integrity in all my affairs. It is often the advice I offer other rising leaders
to model the behaviors and words they wish others to conduct themselves. As
Confucius pointed out—and I later understood from witnessing other leaders at
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work—whether for a team or two, a small division or as president of a country,
modeling is one of the most powerful ways a leader creates the institutional culture
and impacts the followers’ behaviors. It makes self-cultivation clear as the first step
in a leader’s mindset and development.

7 Other-Centered Leadership

“MBE. FxK. BE. R (Confucius & Lionshare Media, 2010) (Self-
cultivation, family harmony, governing a national state, and a peaceful world come
in that order).

The emphasis on self-cultivation, self-reflection, and self-improvement as a
foundation in the lessons by my middle school principal made at least partial sense.
However, messages on family harmony, governance of the state, and world peace
did not surface in my consciousness until years later. It was not until I married a
Midwestern American, living the life of two cultures integrated into one and raising
two bicultural and bilingual daughters that I realized the challenges of creating har-
mony in a family unit. If I am unable to bring about unity in a family of loved ones,
how can I speak of the abilities to govern an organization or a nation-state without
turmoil or aspire to a world without conflicts?

At the beginning of my career, I did not comprehend why it was important to sit
in each of the escalating levels of leadership positions to climb up to the top as a
senior higher education leader. After I ascended to the office of the president with
retrospection upon the positions held and their value in my leadership preparation,
I became a firm believer in the merit and magnitude of each leadership role’s influ-
ence and impact. Furthermore, the longevity of tenure in each position also made a
difference. Each position tested my skills, shifted my positionality, and sharpened
my focus on myself as a human and a leader. I can recount the challenges I had to
confront, mistakes I made, and perspectives of that position level. With each step of
the ladder, I gained leadership muscle built from strenuous exercising my values
and principles. I observed that when a leader does not stay in one position long
before stone skipping to the next promotion, one does not understand the impact of
their leadership mistakes nor do they have time to learn or develop their teams.

When coaching college presidents a few years ago, I came across a president
who ascended to his presidency in less than 2 years as provost with a pattern of short
tenure in his leadership history. I commented that he achieved the presidency in a
brief time, and he responded that his colleague reached the presidency in less time
than he did. Not to my surprise, this president barely finished 1 year of presidency
before the chancellor and the board asked him to leave. The cultivation of self while
being a leader requires the progressive growth that comes from an expanded horizon
of more panoramic perspectives and a deepening of the anchors from one’s upward
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rise. What I experienced and observed reinforced and magnified Confucian princi-
ples of LM, BCZAN, B FEE, requiring an intentional self-
cultivated leader as a prerequisite of modeling as a force of calm, trust, and joy for
others and being able to provide the comfort and safety for the people.

8 Ren (Love/Compassion)-Based Leadership

Higher education has operated as institutions with a lot of structures but void of
emotions or compassion (Tong, 2017). Indeed these organizations are hierarchical
with a power-based model that leans toward male-dominant orientation. As a
woman, that orientation was part of the incongruence I experienced. I felt the
absence of 1 (Ren), which, to me, is the cross between love and compassion. Ren is
a central concept of Confucius’s teachings. I have come to understand Ren in a spiri-
tual context as an action that carries no conditions or prerequisites for the followers.
As a leader, I must ask myself whether I can unconditionally love my team, stu-
dents, and institution even though I see their flaws and witness their weakest
moments. I honestly did not reach that level of love until I became president.

This concept of Ren also does not mean I did not hold people accountable or
could not let go of people who crossed the ultimate boundary in their actions. Even
if I had to dismiss a person after supportive measures, I could do so with the love
and compassion of Ren to maintain that person’s dignity and humanity. Ren was my
guide when I thought about serving those in the military studying from the foxholes
and submarines or students who had been incarcerated with education delivered to
their prison cells. My enlightenment on Ren came at the moment I internalized the
process of reciprocity when unconditional love, instead of power, is applied. To
have received immense love and compassion in return from those with whom I pro-
vided leadership was a transformative and triumphant moment as a leader. Tong
(2017) claimed higher education could use a lot more Confucian Ren in practice,
and I agree. In my analysis, Confucius understood the formula: 1= (Ren) = % (love)
+ A1 (compassion) + fL (respect). Although I have been preaching love-based lead-
ership for a while, I need to start to credit Confucius for his Ren-based model.

9 Unity in Diversity

As a woman of color and a Chinese immigrant, I was keenly aware of the positional-
ity differences among people. However, from early childhood education, I was
guided to conform and avoid being different, let alone recognize or appreciate my
difference. Therefore, with a monocultural and collective cultural background,
being different has not been something of which I have developed a critical con-
sciousness. I have not relied on the conflicts inherent in divergent ideologies and
positionalities to address crises or believe that inconsistent intersectionality is a
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healthy condition for leadership. I was socialized by my Chinese background,
infused with Confucius’s demand for harmony as a condition for achieving success
in any context. For this reason, some perceived me as someone who may not
embrace or be able to manage conflicts. I was taught to avoid unnecessary conflicts
and design conditions for harmonious energy. For Confucius, £ (he) (harmony and
harmonization) is the ultimate ideal context for leaders to achieve despite primary
differences. In other words, the goal is not to eliminate the differences or conflicts
by submission and force but through the additive effect of the combined strengths
(Li, 2006). I recalled the memorized words # T FITfi A A, /N N [F] 1 AF, (the
learned derive unity amid differences, the unlearned have disunity even with like-
nesses) after I experienced sparks in work environments and around board tables
and the increased tension in our diverse societies today. I bowed down to the wis-
dom of Confucius, who grasped the conceptual framework of unity in diversity with
sage leadership and the dichotomy of disunity with uniformity by poor leadership.
To think this profound leadership principle existed nearly 3000 years ago is some-
thing for which I am most grateful. Confucius knew that the ultimate leader strives
to seek diversity in all perspectives and positionalities and to achieve unity in diver-
sity with harmonious energy as the outcome. I would like to think that many Chinese
American higher education leaders have this principle in mind, striving for harmony
derived from unity amid what diverse people bring in the richness and challenges of
their divergent lived experiences. Aren’t we still trying to uncover how to lead in the
new local and global diversity of our modern twenty-first century? I felt privileged
to have been inculcated with early indoctrinations of the unity in diversity principles
and concepts.

10 Leadership Development

Ever since I participated in my first leadership development program for women in
1985, I have become an advocate of leadership development programs, hosting
many years of the Kaleidoscope Leadership Program designed for women of color,
founded by Carolyn Desjardins. As a White woman, Desjardins understood wom-
en’s unique and urgent needs, women who were often excluded in the mainstream
leadership programs and left with unmet needs through traditional content with
which they cannot identify. I have endeavored to continue Desjardins’s vision of
providing leadership development programs targeting and designed specifically for
those who find themselves on islands in the vast sea of higher education without a
compass or a lighthouse to guide their career pathways and leadership journeys.
Confucius made it his lifelong mission to cultivate future leaders of states and
nations. His disciples have become his successors, the exemplars, and leaders; his
teachings espoused to model. Indeed, many of his disciples and their students have
become prominent leaders. I can feel the sense of duty, responsibility, and pride in
Confucius’s tireless teachings to accomplish these goals. Since retiring from my
chancellor role, I have devoted my work full-time to leadership development. Like
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many chief executive officers, we are confronting a vacuum when it comes to qual-
ity leaders with the positionality, capacity, and passion for leading in the diversity
context and accomplishing the equity agenda through today’s turbulent landscape in
higher education.

With a modest grant from the Henry Luce Foundation, I started the Leadership
Institute for Tomorrow (LIFT), an endeavor to serve first-generation, diverse, and
emergent leaders. Like Confucius, who believed integrating music and the arts were
important in leadership practice, I designed a program that helps leaders experience
and use the arts as a leadership power tool. Confucius was right: We need the arts as
a universal language to connect, inspire, and elicit transformative changes and
action. I have found the outcomes thus far exhilarating, extremely empowering, and
encouraging.

I am so glad colleagues such as Yolanda Moses, Jerry Hunter, Bill Vega, and Pam
Walker, whom I respect and admire, wanted to join our LIFT team. On the topic of
leadership, Confucius emphasized, A LAE, b=, & HET, MiAE L 2. He
used the metaphor of the North Star Polaris as the center of the universe for all stars.
Leaders must also stand out by their virtues as models, influence, and guide in the
way they govern. LIFT programs have emphasized character development by first
recognizing the strengths and unique dispositions of family, culture, and spiritual
backgrounds, so participants are anchored in and are led by their convictions to
virtues (Hackett & Wang, 2012).

I find the work of leadership development urgent and meaningful. There are
many leadership gurus in modern history; somehow, the Confucian model has not
been widely recognized.

11 Equity and Justice Mindedness

Coming from a Chinese collective and authoritarian culture with distinctive pres-
sures to conform, obey, and be mindful of the perceptions of others, I have under-
stood there is almost no room for individualistic thinking or appreciation for being
unique. Standing out is strongly discouraged; that was the mindset with which I was
inculcated. Not until the recent decade when I was teaching in the higher education
leadership doctoral program, examining and reflecting on various philosophical
frameworks, have I realized why I was drawn to community colleges where a 100%
of applicants are accepted, indifferent to at what level or how a student arrives at the
entrance door. What I recited back in middle school, A #7525 (education without
discrimination) suddenly became crystal clear—being an equity-minded educator
with an open access value was seeded in the passages I memorized by heart. Except
for this time, the regurgitation of those passages hit me like a lightning bolt with an
exhilarating epiphany. Not only does the phrase mirror the community colleges’
open-access practices, regardless of students’ innate capacities or disabilities, but
more importantly, it reminded me of the way Confucius practiced equity-minded
pedagogy when he used an example of how one should respond differently to two
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students based on their unique needs derived from their backgrounds, dispositions,
and temperaments.

As educators and leaders, we are tasked with uncovering the uniqueness of indi-
viduals and developing them accordingly. This Confucian concept of K44 i
(teach in accordance with student’s background and aptitude) is foundational in the
way I have been taught about designing equity-minded pedagogy and programs, but
it took me a while to realize it has always been a deep-rooted conceptual framework
for me. Caring about equity and not equality is a unique way of achieving justice. I
loved the way Confucius taught us about equitable distribution. Without it, justice
cannot be achieved; without justice, people will not feel safe and secure or be at
peace. For example, the following quote was not something I could have compre-
hended, A~ B EM AT, B EAZ, in which Confucius said that instead
of worrying about scarcity, one should be concerned about inequity; instead of pov-
erty, be concerned about peace and security of people. He spoke of equity not as the
average, which we interpret as equality, but within a completely different concep-
tual framework with which to govern. In the United States, are we not just beginning
to grapple with the complexity of achieving equity as a means to the ultimate fair-
ness and justice?

I recall the plaques on the auditorium door in my middle school and hung in
many great halls were & K N, which originated with Confucius’s K182 17,
KT N2 (Confucius—4LiZ K[FF Liyun—The Conveyance of Rites), meaning
in the great ways to lead, the world belongs to the people. Many leaders have used
it as their slogan to demonstrate that their mission and cause are to pursue the com-
mon good for all. It is a selfless and egoless mindset to protect the interest of the
whole. When I first learned about Abraham Lincoln’s “Democracy is a government
of the people, by the people, and for the people,” I thought that was what Confucius
espoused more than 2500 years ago with K T N2,

12 Concluding Reflections

I have shared one of the most central and pivotal influences in my personal and
professional life because so many of the ancient Eastern philosophies and teachings
have not been recognized or acknowledged as valuable leadership schools of thought
or models. As a Chinese American leader in higher education for the past four
decades, I have witnessed the undervalued and misperceptions of leadership quality,
styles, and models of many Asian Americans. The stereotypical archetypes became
an artificial veil to see through the true leader identity and values of many Asian
Americans who have been influenced by quite different, yet profoundly effective
principles. Some principles, such as Confucian leadership—which I unconsciously
subscribed to and now consciously do so—served me, and I like to think they also
served many other Chinese American leaders.
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Reflecting on the multitudes of challenges confronting the world today, the
ancient wisdom of Confucius can be relevant, extremely valuable, and constructive
toward a new world civilization, a unified nation, and harmonious families. I have
merely scratched the surface of the Confucian leadership model and dream of a day
when it can become a mainstream model to be studied and followed, as I have been
a loyal follower and benefactor.

When we can celebrate and enjoy the freedom to lean into our authentic selves
with a total alignment of their cultural, experiential, ethnic, and spiritual values, we
find the best of ourselves at that intersection. For me, that path started long ago
when I sat in a canvas chair reciting Confucius.
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At the 2019 Higher Learning Congress Conference, I gave a presentation called
“Creating a Coherent Organizational Structure for Teaching and Learning Support.”
It ended with a round of applause and a group of attendees huddling around me with
their own stories of organizational structure frustration. Some asked if I could go
and talk to their presidents because the structure I had changed was their reality.

However, organizational change doesn’t happen overnight. It took me 20 years to
break, collect, and connect these Lego pieces to form an organizational castle that
works. I did this while trying to build and upgrade my “operating system” as a
leader—from gaining the fundamental competencies to manage a team to develop
the ability to see above and beyond my team and to seek ways to reform, innovate,
and optimize institutional operation or what the training industry called—the lead-
ership capacity (Rothaizer & Hill, 2021).

Scott Peck says in his book The Road Less Traveled, “It is only because of prob-
lems that we grow mentally and spiritually” (Peck, 1978). In this chapter, I am writ-
ing about the problems I have encountered as a university administrator, the effort I
have put into seeking resolutions for problems, the help I have received from my
mentors, and the growth I gained in this journey of problem-solving.

1 Flying into a World of Problems

On August 16, 1992, T got on an airplane in Harbin, China, for the first time in my
life. Thirty hours later after five flight transitions (Harbin—-Beijing—Tokyo—Dallas—
Chicago-Indianapolis) and a one hour car ride to Terre Haute, Indiana, I arrived on
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the campus of Indiana State University (ISU). I had my parents’ life savings sewed
inmy underwear and a letter of conditional admission to the Master’s Communication
program in my pocket stating that if I couldn’t keep my grade average above B, I
would be expelled. A month later, I got an F on my first exam. I got an F because I
heard the Mass Communication professor say he was giving an “essay exam.” An
essay, in my understanding, meant a composition. An essay exam in China means
you sit in a classroom to write an article on a given title. And that’s exactly what I
did—I wrote a short article for every given question on the exam. Had I known that
an “essay exam” in America was equivalent to the “question and answer” exam in
China, I would have answered the questions showing I had read the textbook and
understood the subject. But how could I know? I didn’t have the courage to explain
this to my professor. I was too embarrassed to tell him that I didn’t even know what
“essay exam” meant. Now, I know it takes some sense of security to admit one’s
insecurity, but at that time, I just didn’t have it. Instead, I chose to work extremely
hard to ace every other class assignment and exam to get a B+ for the course.

Speaking of embarrassment, there soon followed another incident, but I didn’t
know to be embarrassed! In my sociology class, we were assigned to write an essay
about campus life, and the title I used for mine was “How to Make Out on College
Campus.” My sociology professor walked to my desk and asked me quietly, “Is this
the title you want to use?”” I nodded confidently. To me, the expression “make out”
carried the same meaning as “work out” or “develop,” but “make out” seemed stron-
ger than the last two because you actually “make” something from your work. I
don’t remember what grade I received for that essay where the “make out” title was
so skewed from the content, but I am still grateful to my confused sociology profes-
sor for accepting what I wrote.

These blunders, big as they seemed at the time, soon became more bearable as I
started to encounter more disturbing incidents, such as a hand-scribbled insult “f__
king Chink” on the Chinese New Year Poster I had posted on a bulletin board or my
supervisor’s question—"“Don’t you have universities in China?”” when I asked for
time off to pick up Chinese students from the airport.

Twenty-plus years later when I was stressed by Covid-19 and the workload, I
asked my supervisor Dr. Caryn Chaden how DePaul’s provost Dr. Salma Ghanem
remained so calm and peaceful during the Covid-19 crisis. Caryn replied, “Salma’s
from Egypt. She has been through two wars. This is nothing compared to what she
had been through.” Hearing this, I felt my trifling stories of embarrassment or insults
were very minuscule. I understood that Dr. Ghanem bore such a heavy load of
responsibilities with grace because what she had been through had given her the
ability, endurance, and wisdom to do so. I came to realize the power of “having been
through”: The more we have been through, the more we would be able to handle;
the harder the things we have been through, the easier it is for us to battle the diffi-
culties. “Having been through” means not just suffering the hardships and misery
that were dropped upon us but rather what we were able to learn from them and
integrate the experience into our lives.
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2 Getting an Offer for a Failure

In his book, Developing the Leader Within You 2.0, John Maxwell gives problems a
very high value, treating them as a way to introduce us to ourselves. Facing prob-
lems allows us to meet ourselves, and solving the problems defines who we are.
Problems also introduce us to others, and problems introduce us to opportunities
(Maxwell, 2018).

My first problem-induced opportunity arrived in November 2001 when I was
interviewed for the position of Director of Instructional Technology Development
(ITD) at DePaul University. It was a telephonic interview, and the last question was
“Tell us about a project that you’ve put a lot of effort into but failed.” ““You mean the
one I just did?” I chuckled. I then shared with them the Learning Management
System (LMS) selection project at Indiana State University. We had a system that
two instructional designers and I had trained ISU faculty to use, but the IT depart-
ment wanted to replace it with the one that they thought was better. I reviewed the
system suggested by IT; it was a bit better, but not better enough to warrant a switch.
The IT people just didn’t seem to understand or accept the stress and difficulty for
faculty to unlearn and relearn the systems. Unfortunately, faculty were not involved
in any part of the discussion, and my voice alone was not strong enough to overturn
the IT decision. ISU’s final decision was to switch to the “better” system, and I was
put in charge of announcing and implementing the change.

When I realized there was no way to reverse the decision and that it would make
things worse if I shared my disappointment and frustration with the faculty, I
decided to focus my energy on creating a successful rollout of the new system. I
crafted an article about the extra features the new system offered and inserted it in
the announcement to the faculty. The funny thing was I later found out that my
article was linked by the new system’s vendor to their website as a marketing
endorsement.

I told the DePaul search committee that I was in the middle of training ISU fac-
ulty on the new system as we spoke. Since this was before every phone had a cam-
era, I couldn’t see faces, but I could sense the appreciation and empathy from the
search committee. A couple of weeks later, I was invited to Chicago for an on-site
interview. After that, a job offer came from DePaul University in Chicago!

3 Proceeding to an On-the-Job Training

In January 2002, I moved to Chicago. The night before my first day at DePaul, 1
tossed and turned in bed. It was such a big leap from an assistant director in a small
school in a small town to a director in a big university in a big city. Besides, I had
been in that assistant director’s role at Indiana State University for just a year. I did
have two instructional designers and a few students reporting to me, but I never felt
like I had to manage them. We just worked together. To me, the move from Terre
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Haute to Chicago seemed bigger and scarier than the one from Beijing to Terre
Haute. It felt like I was given a major role in a play without a script. I was about to
get on the stage; the lights were on; curtains were up; I stood there in a panic not
knowing what my lines were. “Maybe the search committee was ‘fooled” by my
PowerPoint,” I cried to my husband. “Maybe my presentation made them think I
could do the job! But I really can’t.” ““You see, this is a manager position.” My engi-
neer husband offered his view of management: “Management is not like engineer-
ing. Like if you can’t write code, people will know right away. The thing is anyone
can manage. It’s not a matter of can or can’t. It’s whether management is good or
bad.” I took a deep breath and replied, “They’ll soon find out how bad I am, and I
wonder how long it would take to move me from ‘so bad’ to ‘not too bad’.” Twenty
years later, I still remember vividly the lessons I learned on my first day at DePaul
and the days after that.

3.1 Lesson One: “I Want Them to Hate Me, Not You”

The next morning, I hopped on the “L” train to DePaul’s Lincoln Park campus.
When I walked into the office suite, I was shocked by the layout in front of me: The
hallway was gone, and the rooms disappeared; this place no longer looked like the
one I saw during the interview; it changed from the “office” suite to a “cubicle”
farm. Later in the day, I met with my new boss, Doris Brown, the Associate Vice
President of DePaul who hired me for the position. After a big welcome hug, Doris
told me that she had ordered to tear down the walls so that staff could collaborate
more easily with one another. “I wanted to get this done before you got here,” she
said. “I knew some people wouldn’t like it. I want them to hate me, not you.” This
became the first and most powerful lesson I learned in my management career. It
taught me a core value of leadership: You don’t throw problems up; you don’t throw
problems down; when a decision is hard and unpopular, you take ownership of it!

Albert Schweitzer said, “Example is not the main thing influencing others. It is
the only thing.” Many years later when my title changed to assistant vice president,
a staff of mine walked into my office looking very upset. “I don’t like the way so and
so handled the case,” she said. “He threw you under the bus by saying ‘this is all
Sharon’s idea’.” I smiled and told her that although the good idea might not come
from me, I was the one who asked the person to announce it this way—because 1
knew staff might not like it and “T want them to hate me, not him.”

3.2 Lesson Two: “Take That (Flag Pin) Off”

Also on the first day at work, Doris caught me wearing a pin on the collar of my
jacket. It was an American flag; I had been wearing it for 3 months since the 9/11
event. It was pinned to my jacket by a colleague in Indiana where most people wore
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it as a sign of patriotism. “Take it off.” Doris shook her head and sighed—*People
in this country have no clue what the other nations had suffered. This country hasn’t
had any real sufferings compared with the others.” Standing in front of this woman,
who was born and raised on a farm in Iowa and who knew so well the unnoticed
sorrow suffered by the countries outside of her own, I knew I was at a bigger, better,
and more inclusive place than where I had been in Indiana. It gave me a sense of
comfort to know that I would be working for a person who stood in a higher place
to view the world beyond her own country. A decade after my pin talk with Doris, I
received a farewell card from a departing staff who wrote: “You are a boss with a
big heart, which is rare to find in this world.” I attributed that statement to the heart
that I had encountered on my first day at DePaul.

3.3 Lesson Three: “You Can’t Do the Job if You Can’t
Handle Loneliness”

A few weeks into the job, while I was searching the calendar for a department meet-
ing, I found a slot blocked for everyone; I then opened my staff’s shared calendar
that showed a department outing—A DEPARTMENT OUTING WITHOUT THE
HEAD OF THE DEPARTMENT! I shared this finding with Doris in our one-on-
one meeting. “Yes, that will happen,” Doris said, “There will be times you will be
left out. You will feel lonely. That’s what management is. If you can’t handle loneli-
ness, you can’t do this job.” Elizabeth Elliot said, “Loneliness is a required course
for leadership.” I had been blessed to have a chance to encounter that course and
learn from it at the beginning of my management career.

3.4 Lesson Four: “You Should Read English”

As a new manager, I found myself getting more and more comfortable with business
meetings while dreading any gatherings that involved ‘“small talk.” Sitting at the
lunch table, watching people guffaw over a scene of a TV show, or gushing about a
video game was not my cup of tea. “I feel like an outsider,” I told Doris. The next
day, she put a book on my desk and said, “Read it. You will have something to talk
about with them at the lunch table.” It was Harry Potter. Somehow I found this
third-grade-level novel hard to read. Since I couldn’t keep up with the characters
and those magical terms, I went back to my comfort reading genre—Chinese books
until 1 day I ran into Doris on the train. She took a glance at the book in my hand
and said, “You should read English.” She didn’t elaborate on why, but I knew then
and I know more now the importance of reading English. It is beyond mastering the
language; it is a cultural acclamation. As an immigrant joining a new culture as an
adult, T have seen immigrants maneuvering between the American cultural
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environment and the one they came from with great ease and comfort, but many
were like me at the time who chose to divide life into a world of two: an English
world at work and a Chinese world at home. However, if I want to be an effective
and respected leader, I must become fluent in American culture.

Without sufficient cultural understanding, I would not be able to connect with
staff; without this connection, I would not able to lead beyond my defined authority,
not to mention any influence on them. This is a long way to say “reading English”
is a key to success for immigrant leaders. Nowadays, whenever I hear my son say I
am more American than the other Asian moms or my aqua-aerobic classmates mis-
takenly describe me as “Chinese-descent,” I take those comments as compliments.
It is a result of starting to read English books like Harry Potter some 20 years ago.

3.5 Lesson Five: Great Leaders Empower Others

In his road map of leadership, John Maxwell divided leadership into five levels:
position (rights), permission (relationship), production (result), people development
(reproduction), and pinnacle (respect). While those who do well in the first three
levels can be considered good leaders, it is people development that separates the
good from the great. Great leaders do more than just get things done; they empower
others (Maxwell, 2018).

When it comes to my development, the great bosses I have had did more than just
empower me; they taught me word by word and mentored me action by action.
Before I met Doris, I thought my English was pretty good because that’s what I
heard from others. I trusted them without questioning whether they would make the
same comment to a native speaker. But Doris never said that to me. Instead, she
would catch the errors I made: the wrong tense, the misuse of the “to,” “at,” “in,” or
“with,” or the missing “s” in the nouns; all the things that I ignored because they
didn’t exist in Chinese. I used to think if I just mumbled the words that I couldn’t
pronounce, I could fake them as accents. But not with Doris, who would catch them,
correct them, and ask me to repeat them until I got them perfectly. However, my
English lessons stopped in 2006 when Doris retired. For the next 12 years, my
English became “unnoticeably” good again; people either were not paying attention
to my errors or didn’t bother to tell me. Just when I thought English was serving me
well as a communication tool, Dr. Caryn Chaden, the associate provost with a PhD
in English, entered my life.

Caryn became my supervisor—and writing mentor—in 2018. Every report I
wrote turned into a writing essay I prepared for Dr. Chaden. The marked-up Google
doc showed not only what she called “the English-as-Second-Language (ESL)
issues” but also the convoluted writing patterns I used. If it weren’t for Caryn, I
would have never learned how powerful it was to communicate in a simple and
direct way. Doris and Caryn didn’t just teach me English; they taught me leadership.
Instead of excusing me for being a non-native speaker, they set a bar or two higher
for me than they did for others. What they did sent a strong message to me: They
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care about me; they want to develop me into a better speaker, writer, and leader.
Their care cultivated a sense of loyalty in me; they made me want to stay with them
in this working environment.

When I brought this kind of care back to my team, I found the same kind of loy-
alty developed among my staff. A very talented staff member who planned to be in
our group for no more than 5 years ended up with a 16-year tenure. He told me
1 day that when he first joined our team, he was shocked by how we cheered and
celebrated for a departing staff. He learned that this was the place that cared about
the person more than what the person could do for the place.

4 Building a Coherent Organizational Structure
Through Reorganizations

My discipline is instructional design; it is about designing a course with the right
structure to make learning flow. The process is similar to that of an organization;
when the structure is flawed, the work just will not flow. This was the case for
instructional technology services at DePaul when I joined the office of Instructional
Technology Development (ITD) in 2002: ITD was on the academic side, and there
was a separate IT function on the administrative side. As a result, we had server
admins doing the IT work without backup and redundancy; we had programmers
building software applications even though they were widely available on the mar-
ket, and we had trainers and instructional designers trying to figure out what they
should do as the university’s “pioneer’” distance learning colleges already had their
own systems and support staff in place. The question was: How to start making the
change since there were funding and budget issues interlaced with university
growth, college/school independence, and administrative responsibility?

4.1 Implementing Change, the Right and the Wrong

Then a top-down reorganization order came to ITD in 2006. Half of the moves made
sense: The server and programming parts did belong in IT for cost-effective and
secure services. The other half of the moves didn’t make sense since moving tech
training to administrative IT forced my area to separate technology from course
design. After the move, we had to tell the faculty “if you want to know how to click
a button, go to IT; if you want to know why to click that button, come to us.” The
more we explained it, the more confused the faculty felt, and frankly, the more
ridiculous the move sounded. The video production services that I had developed
also got moved to IT, which meant that course material production was separated
from course design. ITD was renamed Instructional Design and Development
(IDD), but the name change did not make the situation clearer. In addition, the
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University’s “pioneer” distance learning colleges mentioned above with their own
systems and support staff kept their situation intact. It took 4 years of hard bargain-
ing from my end to rectify these mistakes. By 2010, training and video production
got moved back; we changed the name of our unit from Instructional Design and
Development (IDD) to Faculty Instructional Technology Services (FITS).

Around this time, I started to work on consolidating instructional tech resources
scattered in various schools and colleges at DePaul. This happened 16 years after I
wrote my master’s thesis on the pros and cons of media center centralization. I
wanted to create a model that could keep the pros and avoid the cons; it should be a
hybrid model where the instructional designers belonged to a centralized office but
lived in the schools and colleges that they support. I decided to start with what I had
on hand by assigning instructional designers as liaisons to schools and colleges. I
approached the deans with an offer of instructional tech support tailored to their
needs and a request for an office in their space for the FITS instructional designers.
I told the deans to treat these FITS designers as theirs; I wanted faculty to see these
FITS designers as staff in their own colleges. I didn’t care if the faculty didn’t know
what office the designers were from or to whom they reported. In fact, I was thrilled
to hear our designers using “my college” or “my dean” at our staff meetings.

To the schools and colleges, there really wasn’t any difference in having the
instructional designers report to me or to them; yet, this centralized structure boosted
efficiency and effectiveness tremendously with the collaborative creation of
resources, consistent use of materials, coordinated training events, and a community
of instructional designers for cross-functional training. Best of all was that FITS
instructional designers could serve as backups for one another when needed, and
they could flow between colleges and schools when and where they were needed.

This was the easy part of the change because these designers were already part
of the FITS team. What about the designers reporting to the “pioneer” distance
learning deans? What about the local instructional support offices owned by the
“pioneer” distance learning colleges?

These questions explain why this was a decade-long process. I had to convince
the provost of my model to get his support in the implementation, meaning that
when a “pioneer” distance learning college designer left and that dean asked the
provost’s permission to fill the position, they would get the provost’s OK under the
condition that the report line and funds moved to FITS. I had prepared proposals in
advance for each of these “pioneer” situations, rationalizing the benefit of central-
ization and promising a service that would surpass the one they used to have. I
remember one dean, reluctant to lose a direct report, who emailed the other deans
asking if the services they got with FITS were really as good as I had promised.

In 2018, after incorporating the Ed Tech Center of the College of Education and
the Instructional Design Unit of the School for New Learning, our office became the
service hub for all ten DePaul schools and colleges. Later in 2018, we merged with
the Office of Teaching, Learning, and Assessment to form a new unit called the
Center for Teaching and Learning (CTL). From then on, there was no more confu-
sion or tap dancing as to who covered what part of teaching support.
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4.2 Putting the Structure to Test During Covid-19

In some ways, it felt like establishing DePaul’s Center for Teaching and Learning
was like building a shelter right before a tornado. Just as we set up the five CTL
pillars for faculty development, instructional design, tech support, assessment, and
supplemental instruction, Covid-19 struck us with its devastating power. In March
2020, CTL became the first responders to DePaul’s call for online teaching when
Covid-19 forced us to close the campus. Within 48 hours, CTL identified “what
must be done” to prepare faculty for online teaching: Six webinars were developed
to cover the essential technologies and techniques, D2L usage data were generated
to help the deans gauge their online readiness, online tutorials were created to guide
self-learning, and an information portal (go.depau.edu/remote-teaching) was
launched for the DePaul community. On March 4, the night before the provost
advised faculty to prepare for DePaul’s closure, I emailed CTL staff warning them
of the upcoming work. I asked everyone to prioritize tasks, communicate workload,
and seek help if needed. What I didn’t tell them was how nervous I was thinking
about helping some 2000 faculty members move courses online in a matter of
2 weeks! Then a message from a staff member popped up on my screen: Thank you
for this excellent “rally the troops” email, Sharon! We’ve got this.

“We’ve got this” because we had a united troop. Having the entire instructional
tech support force under a single supervisor allowed staff to face the challenge in a
collaborative and creative way, such as color-coding everyone’s capacity in our vir-
tual team space to seek or offer help to one another; building a checklist to guide
faculty on course development; preloading a module to each course in the Learning
Management System to offer help and resources for students; or implementing a
LiveChat tool on the remote teaching page for instantaneous responses. In that
1 month, our team of 26 staff put in 820 extra hours, offered over a thousand group
and individual support sessions, and responded to over 900 tech support tickets. If
these support sources had still been scattered in separate schools and colleges or if
the troop members were not under one centralized supervisor, these would not have
happened. The coherent structure we built as a result of the reorganizations created
organizational agility that enabled a quick mobilization in the Covid-19 crisis.

4.3 Becoming the Glue of an Invisible Force

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi described the loss of consciousness of the self as a stage
when one is engaged solely in the doing that she forgets who she is (Csikszentmihalyi,
1990). Looking back at my 20 years at DePaul, I see myself moving from question-
ing my ability to doing the job, trying to demonstrate that I could do the job, and
focusing on the job instead of myself. I don’t see myself as a brand builder of a
service empire, or a guidon bearer of a troop; I am more like the glue that binds the
team together in a time of need. This comfortable state of leadership is the result of
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my internal “operating system” upgrade from leadership competencies that aims at
outstanding personal performance to leadership capacity, which is “the ability to
think and then act in ways that are more effective during times of increasing VUCA
(volatility, uncertainty, complexity, ambiguity) and rapid change” (Rothaizer &
Hill, 2021).

Today if you visit the Teaching Commons, DePaul’s hub for teaching and learn-
ing resources, you will not find offices or service units. Instead, the information is
organized around “what the users want to know,” which is usually not the name of
an office but the service it provides. It has been a great culture change from compet-
ing for user attention with office logos to feeding the needs of faculty and students
as part of an invisible force.

5 Leading by Learning

My job title is Assistant Vice President of the Center for Teaching and Learning.
This makes “learning” a part of my signature. Learning is what I do. Learning is
what defines me. I am very grateful to have this opportunity to share the stumbles I
had as a student, an immigrant, and a university administrator. Scott Peck said, “If
we know exactly where we’re going, exactly how to get there, and exactly what
we’ll see along the way, we won’t learn anything” (Peck, 1978). All of the uncer-
tainties, insecurities, and frustrations I have experienced during my 30-year journey
in America have served me well as learning opportunities. I told my staff, “We are
in the business of teaching and learning, or we could call it human development in
the setting of higher education. If we were to lose interest in developing ourselves
and stop learning, we would no longer be qualified to do this job.”

As James Clear pointed out in Afomic Habit, one can form a habit more effec-
tively when it is driven more by the identity than the goals. The self-acknowledgment
of being a runner makes a person more likely to finish the strenuous training for a
marathon than the goal itself could (Clear, 2018). Being a leader, either of a team or
a family or oneself, is the identity that drives a person to learn and to grow. And
people who grow are effective at growing others (Maxwell, 2018). After 20 years of
working in the same institution serving the same areas, I still feel the fire lit by my
first supervisor burning within me; I am still working on improving my English; and
I am still seeing the need to strengthen the organizational structure that we built. The
identity of a leader, either by title or by mindset, offers the most powerful motiva-
tion for us to learn. It motivated me to learn; it allows me to apply what I learned;
and it gives me a chance to share it by writing a chapter like this.
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I was born in Beijing and grew up in China during the Cultural Revolution. At a
young age, I was sent to the countryside after elementary school with my parents to
be reeducated by the peasants. Working in the fields of corn, millet, and cotton, I
never dreamed of becoming a university president. I had dreams, of course, but they
were more of your typical teenage fantasies, like becoming a professional athlete or
a musician. However, I always knew deep down that those dreams were unrealistic
because I simply didn’t have the right talent.

I had other ideas, of course. But going to America, a country of “enemies,” was
never really in my wildest dreams, despite the fact that I had extended family mem-
bers who had left China and emigrated to the United States in the late 1940s. Yet as
luck would have it and more out of general curiosity and boredom, I began learning
English, working very briefly with an uncle who had studied in the United States
and then using secondhand math and physics textbooks in English to teach myself
the basics of the language.

Iloved to read as a young child; my favorite books are, as you might expect, The
Water Margin and The Romance of the Three Kingdoms. When I was able to acquire
English-language books as a teenager, such as Pinocchio, Gulliver’s Travels, The
Godfather, and Gone with the Wind, 1 used my English-to-Chinese dictionary to
read them, translating them word by word and phrase by phrase. It was painstaking,
but I had a lot of time on my hands as I had been sent to the countryside for a second
time after high school to be re-reeducated by the villagers there.

I have always believed that things and events happen for a reason, which is a
cornerstone of my faith. Moments in my life have proven that time and time again.
After being “reeducated” by the peasants a second time for 2 years, I had limited
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options, just like most Chinese youths. Fortunately, I still had the opportunity to
attend the Hebei Institute of Hydraulic Engineering (not your ideal school for a
nerd) as a “worker—peasant—soldier” student.!

Two years into my studies there, the Chinese government reinstituted the college
entrance exam, something Chairman Mao had abolished back in 1966. Millions sat
for the exam in 1977, but much to my disappointment, I was not allowed to sit in
that exam because I was already a “college student” at Hebei. Fortunately, 6 months
later, the government allowed universities to admit graduate students again for the
first time in 12 years. With only 2 years of college study, I performed well enough
and at a level high enough in the competitive examinations to gain entrance to
Tsinghua University (the alma mater of my parents) as a member of the first class
(1978) of graduate students after the Cultural Revolution. There, I continued my
studies in engineering. After earning my diploma, I traveled to the United States in
November 1980 as one of the first “self-supported” students from Tsinghua, arriv-
ing in Atlanta, Georgia, where my aunt and her family lived. I enrolled at Georgia
Tech and eventually earned my master’s and PhD in aerospace engineering.

I entered industry afterward, working as a research engineer and supervisor in
the Computational Physics Section for Sverdrup Technology (an onsite contractor
of NASA) and later as a staff scientist for Rolls-Royce North America, the aircraft
engine company. Like many scientists with doctoral degrees, I began teaching as an
adjunct faculty member in the evenings, and it was at that moment that I found my
true calling. After one of my classes, a few students came up to me and shared that
they now wanted to pursue a career in the engineering subject I taught. It was a life-
changing episode. Knowing that I had inspired a student’s passion in a subject I was
teaching was an incredible—and new—feeling of gratification. I knew right then
and there that I wanted to enter academia more formally. Here, in the classroom, is
where I could make a difference, so much more so than in the industrial laboratory.
I left the corporate world in 1997 and joined the faculty at the University of Miami
as an associate professor and a director of their new aerospace engineering program.
From there, my career in higher education took off like a rocket (pun intended!). I
quickly moved up in responsibility and ranks in terms of teaching, research, and
administrative duties.

One lesson I learned early on is that if you are willing to take on the challenge of
moving to different institutions, there are many opportunities available. My willing-
ness to live in places across the country, such as Miami, Indianapolis, Dayton, San
Jose, and Toledo, allowed me to serve in a variety of roles: associate dean, associate
vice president for research, dean, and provost. The moves were certainly difficult
for the family, especially for my wife, who was pursuing a career as a professor and

'The designation “worker—peasant—soldier” (T.f¢ %% 1) represented Chinese students who
attended college between 1970 and 1976. During this part of the Cultural Revolution, Chairman
Mao Zedong’s intention was to open up higher education to more classes of citizens by eliminating
academic qualifications. While my parents were college graduates (and therefore not the preferred
“class background” for Chairman Mao’s initiative), because I had been “reeducated” in the coun-
tryside, I was designated a “peasant” and was eligible to attend college.
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was a successful researcher in her own right and even more so for our four children.
But those moves certainly were of great benefit to my career.

To be honest, in addition to my wish to make a bigger impact in the world, my
ambition to move up in administration was driven mostly by my desire to resolve
problems and issues I saw. I had more than one colleague tell me, as we were com-
plaining about this or that issue related to an academic program or administrative
hurdle, that I should do something about it and fix it. Simple advice, indeed, is “be
a part of the solution.” Therefore, my entry into leadership was due to a combination
of timing, professional qualifications, and a desire to do things better than they had
been done before. My inclination, from my training as an engineer, is always to
improve a product or process to benefit people.

In that same vein as an engineer, I know how important the right kind of training
is for finding success. Because higher education is a “people” business, it is impera-
tive to have “training,” so to speak, on how best to navigate student, faculty, staff,
and alumni issues and a thousand other concerns that are inherent in creating and
maintaining relationships in a university ecosystem. Mentors are key facilitators for
that kind of training and knowledge base. Throughout my career, I have been fortu-
nate to have remarkable mentors at each institution that I served—people who took
the time to help me develop leadership skills, better understand a problem, ask bet-
ter questions, and work toward better solutions. I had the chance to participate in an
American Council of Education (ACE) Fellowship, a higher education leadership
development program. My ACE mentor was Dr. E. Gordon Gee, then president of
the Ohio State University (OSU) and one of the country’s most influential higher
education leaders in the past 30 years. I tried to be a sponge for the year I spent
around him and learned so many important lessons. Walking across the OSU cam-
pus one day, going from one meeting to the next, President Gee shared with me his
three guiding principles as a university leader: (1) develop and articulate a clear
vision; (2) build a strong leadership team; and (3) be visible and serve as a symbol.
These principles stayed with me for the rest of my career, and when I became presi-
dent of the College of Charleston in 2019, I used those lessons as a blueprint. I have
found that those three guiding principles produce trust: the campus’s trust in you as
a leader, trust that the institution is moving in a positive direction, and trust from the
faculty and staff that the organization is a sound and positive workplace.

Of course, the COVID-19 pandemic threw all of higher education—and every-
one around the world, for that matter—for a loop. But I am proud of how our cam-
pus community responded to the crisis. While other institutions and industries may
have ground to a halt, we kept moving forward at the College of Charleston and
even approved our new strategic plan in May 2020, in the early stages of the lock-
down, and continued with its implementation throughout the pandemic. In much of
my communication (in writing, online videos, social media, and virtual town hall
meetings), I messaged about the need for resilience among our students, our faculty,
and our staff. That grit, I have found, is critical to everything—to the individual, to
the departmental team, to the entire organization—regardless of the situation. A
crisis can be, in a way, a state of mind. Some people find focus in it, while others
may be overwhelmed and paralyzed by it.
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My leadership team and I did our best to be focused: to work through the hard
moments without stopping our progress in implementing our new strategic plan. I
feel that we were mostly successful. Winston Churchill is credited with the line:
“never let a good crisis go to waste,” which has been used by many leaders and
pundits since then to motivate others to change. We tried that same attitude in order
to begin implementing different aspects of our 10-year strategic plan. As a leader of
a centuries-old institution, I knew that inertia might be our biggest challenge. As a
student of Newton’s laws, I know that a body at rest will stay at rest unless acted
upon by an outside force. But for an object—say, a university, in this case—to be
moved, that force must be inwardly felt by the community. With everyone suddenly
going remote and rethinking work processes and reimagining job duties, the pan-
demic put change front and center, so our campus community was suddenly in a
frame of mind to look at things differently. The crisis helped to accelerate the
changes we were seeking.

Our strategic plan focuses on student success, academic distinction, and employee
success, with cross-cutting themes of innovation; strategic partnerships; and diver-
sity, equity, and inclusion. These pillars of the plan connect to the strategic vision to
propel the College of Charleston, currently a regional player according to the
U.S. News & World Report rankings, to become a national university, something
more worthy of its reputation and pedigree as the 13th-oldest university in the coun-
try. And being a national university would also be a better reflection of the extraor-
dinary quality of the College of Charleston’s faculty, who are top-notch scholars in
a wide range of disciplines. We began making the necessary incremental changes,
some big and some small. The results were almost immediate. The College of
Charleston saw record numbers of applications (more than doubling in under
4 years) and welcomed three of its largest first-year classes in school history.
Fundraising numbers, especially among alumni, continued to break records, year
over year. Simply put, the changes we, the leadership team, were making were and
are working.

Let me detail some of those changes. Regarding prospective students, we stream-
lined our application process to make it simpler and more user-friendly, especially
for first-generation students. We also joined the Common Application (known sim-
ply as the Common App). Legacy thinking had shaped our belief that a College of
Charleston application needed to be different, somehow special. However, looking
at our process through the eyes of the average student, who is most likely competi-
tive shopping, allowed our team to greatly expand the pool of candidates to con-
sider. In just a matter of 4 years, we grew from an average of 12,000 annual
applications to more than 26,000, which translates to larger, more selective incom-
ing classes of new students.

In order to achieve our goal of becoming a national university, we need to estab-
lish doctoral programs. However, the first obstacle centered around previous state
rules and regulations. South Carolina’s legislature defined, decades ago, that there
would be three categories of universities: research universities that offer doctoral
degrees, comprehensive universities that offer up to master’s degrees, and 2-year
colleges. So, our first task was to work with the state legislature to redefine the State
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of South Carolina’s higher education system. To do that, I reached out to peer insti-
tutions that could also see the need to expand into doctoral education, and together
we worked with our state representatives to change the state law, which took 2 years.
In December 2022, the state approved our very first College of Charleston PhD
program.

From a curricular standpoint, our faculty had, for years, thought about introduc-
ing engineering to our academic portfolio of offerings, combining that discipline
with the College’s liberal arts approach (something very innovative and revolution-
ary in the static world of engineering pedagogy). In my first year, we were able to
get a program in systems engineering approved, followed by new programs in elec-
trical engineering and software engineering, with more on the horizon. Our faculty
are also working with a wide range of industry partners, bringing in their expertise
to shape a curriculum and program requirements that are not only relevant but make
our students more career ready on a global level. Our strategic plan emboldened our
science faculty to think differently, to expand their aperture for seeing what is pos-
sible. In addition, by having the support of leadership in their efforts, our faculty
have been able to launch programs that will attract new students to the College and
help sustain the institution for generations to come.

Along those same lines, in 2022, the College restructured one of its professional
schools and split out its public health major in order to create a standalone School
of Health Sciences. The COVID pandemic has taught us many lessons—first and
foremost, we need more people in health careers at all levels. In setting up this new
school, we partnered with the Medical University of South Carolina (located just a
few blocks from our downtown campus) so that our faculty and undergraduate stu-
dents would not only benefit from the medical university’s resources but also be part
of a pipeline into their graduate programs. Public health, which has been one of the
fastest growing majors on our campus for the past several years, is only the first of
many academic programs that will reside in this school.

Other changes and innovations may seem somewhat pedestrian, but for a school
our age, they will be truly transformative. I am speaking of more holistic advising,
teaching financial literacy, and being intentional in building a sense of belonging
among students and their families. In some cases, it’s ditching “paper” for better
technology. Automation and software solutions will allow us to better engage stu-
dents at risk of “stopping out” so that we keep them on track to earn their degrees.
No more students are “slipping through the cracks,” which has been a phrase I have
heard too many times at too many institutions. As a university community, we must
do everything we can to keep our students on a path toward whatever academic goal
they may have. In a selfish way, I know that if we don’t figure it out, our competition
surely will, and to our detriment. In addition, by rethinking our internal processes—
again, this is the engineer in me speaking—we improve on what we are doing. And
as a leader, I believe that instilling a desire for improvement in your work commu-
nity is central to any type of success.

A line from one of my favorite poets, Du Fu (712-777), in “Gazing at the Sacred
Peak,” seems appropriate when considering the right attitude for leadership:
“Straining out of the corner of my eyes, I see the incoming birds/And I'm
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determined to rise and approach the vanishing peak/And see below the numerous
arrays of tiny mountains.” For me, Du Fu outlines several different traits of a suc-
cessful leader: observation, analysis, perspective, thoughtful reflection, resilience,
and determination. In my mind, true resilience is the effort of an individual or larger
organization to ascend—to move forward and upward, no matter the obstacle, no
matter the challenge.

My advice to leaders, both current and future, is to inspire others to ascend both
on their own and with you. You, as the leader, must point people in the right direc-
tion and motivate them to move toward a shared destination, some height greater
than where they are now. This must be accomplished by example and through influ-
ence, not by decree. This type of ascension is much more than “climbing the corpo-
rate ladder”; this desire for improvement and progress is about personal and
professional growth.

In the end, for an organization, it is all about creating a culture of success, and,
as a leader, you must find and define different levels of success for your team or
organization so that, even in moments of failure or setbacks, lessons are learned and
momentum is being built or maintained. Success takes an investment of time,
energy, and resources—the three things that are not always adequately available to
you or your organization. However, even when those challenges are most difficult,
I have seen, time and time again, when the desire to ascend to “the vanishing peak”
is present, having that aspiration as part of your organization’s shared values and
culture makes all of the difference.

Dr. Andrew Toming Hsu, in May 2019, became the 23rd presi-
dent of the College of Charleston, the oldest university in South
Carolina and the 13th oldest in the United States. Before joining
the College of Charleston, Hsu was the provost and executive vice

president for academic affairs at the University of Toledo, a
public research university in Ohio. Before becoming provost and
executive vice president at Toledo, Hsu served as the dean of
engineering at San Jose State University and as the associate vice
president for research the dean of the Graduate School at Wright
State University. Throughout his career, Hsu has remained
actively engaged in the community. As of 2023, he serves on the
Tri-County Cradle to Career Collaborative Board of Directors,
Spoleto Festival USA Board of Directors, the Charleston
Symphony Board, Charleston Regional Development Alliance
Leadership Council, and the SC Commission for Minority
Affairs — Asian American and Pacific Islander Advisory
Committee. At the College of Charleston, he is the first ethnic
minority president in the institution’s more than 250-plus-year
history and also holds the distinction of being one of the first
recent Chinese immigrants from Mainland China—particularly
of the generation who came to the United States after the Cultural
Revolution—to become a university president in America.
Making that kind of history is not lost on him, and he has done
everything in his ability to ensure that his legacy will be one that
reflects his Chinese cultural heritage and traditional values of
humility, benevolence, courtesy, wisdom, and honor.
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Leading and Managing: My Experience
in Serving in Academic Leadership

S. Jack Hu

1 Introduction

On July 1, 2019, I began my service as senior vice president for academic affairs and
provost at the University of Georgia (UGA) (Hu named senior vice president for aca-
demic affairs and provost, n.d.). As the first public university chartered in the country,
UGA is Georgia’s flagship, land-grant, and sea-grant university. Its mission is “to
teach, to serve, and to inquire into the nature of things.” UGA has been ranked by US
News and World Report as one of the top 20 universities for 7 years in a row while
providing a significant economic impact to the state of Georgia. I was attracted to the
UGA provost role because of the university’s excellence in education, innovation, pub-
lic service, and outreach. UGA also has the foundation for preeminence. The university
has made significant investments in the learning environment for the last several years,
which has led to impressive student success, the rise of its academic reputation, and an
improvement in its rankings. UGA has reached a record 6-year undergraduate student
completion rate of 88.1% (UGA achieves record-breaking completion rates, n.d.). The
student life experience is also highly positive as evidenced by the number 2 ranking in
Niche’s list of colleges with the Best Student Life in America.

After serving in the provost’s role for 3 years, I wrote a short reflection on my
LinkedIn account on July 1, 2022, which summarizes the momentum of the
university.

Today marks the beginning of my fourth year as senior vice president for academic affairs

and provost at the University of Georgia. It has been an exciting but surely challenging three

years as 29 of the past 36 months were impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite the
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significant challenges, UGA has been able to continue advancing excellence in the class-
rooms, in the labs, and out in the fields and communities, thanks to the dedication and per-
severance of our excellent faculty, staff, and students. UGA undergraduate and graduate
enrollment is reaching an all-time high and the interest in a UGA degree continues to rise.
Our research enterprise continues to expand, in traditional disciplines and new emerging
fields. Several new academic initiatives will further advance UGA academic excellence,
including Active Learning, School of Computing, Institute for Integrative Precision
Agriculture, Johnny Isakson Center for Brain Science and Neurological Diseases, the
University of Georgia Research Institute, and our ongoing Presidential Faculty Hiring
Initiatives in Data Science and AI. UGA’s impact on the State and the nation continues to
grow through innovative partnerships with organizations and communities. Thanks to all of
you for working closely together.

2 Role of Provost: Leading Versus Managing

The provost is typically the chief academic officer in American universities. To bet-
ter understand the role of the provost, it may be necessary to examine its history as
the public may not fully understand the position and the responsibilities associated
with the office of the provost.

Benjamin Franklin recruited the first provost at the University of Pennsylvania in
1754, 14 years after the university’s founding. Many universities followed suit with
provost appointments in the subsequent years. The deliberation of Cornell University
trustees on the role of provost around 1931 was quite interesting, with intense dis-
cussions on the title and the role of the provost. The account of these deliberations
at Cornell reads as follows (History of Cornell’s Provosts, n.d.): “The post of pro-
vost was created, because the President, overburdened with the routine of adminis-
tration, needed an executive officer with the power to decide matters on secondary
importance....” However, in 1943, the Cornell Board of Trustees briefly considered
changing the title of the provost to vice president before ultimately decided against
the move. According to the Board of Trustees proceedings of October 15, 1943,
“The President and several other members of the Committee expressed themselves
as opposed to the title of vice president .... It was held that one of the great virtues
of the title of provost is its ambiguity. It is not a second-rate title; .... and this posi-
tion needs a title that will cover that conception of its status.” Supporting the presi-
dent in administration, but different from a typical vice president, were the two
salient aspects of the deliberations on the role of the provost.

Most US universities began using the title of provost in the mid-1930s. Today
many universities are using a combination of two titles: vice president for academic
affairs and provost, senior vice president for academic affairs and provost, or other
similar combinations.

In August 2007 Chronicle of Higher Education article, “Vice President vs.
Provost,” Ray Maghroori and Charles Powers (Maghroori & Powers, 2007) wrote
about the two roles. The authors argue that a provost was expected to carry out both
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sets of duties, as vice president and provost, but the two roles entail distinctly differ-
ent, sometimes conflicting responsibilities. Some of their writings are quoted below:
The traditional role of a vice president for academic affairs is to promote and maintain a

distinctive academic vision. That means leading the intellectual community on the campus,
playing the role of visionary, and, when necessary, defending lofty principles.

The vice president’s central responsibility is to make sure the institution clarifies and stays
true to its mission.

By contrast, the provost’s traditional role is to make sure that administrative and support
operations run as they need to on a daily basis. The provost monitors those processes,
resolves personnel matters, balances budgets, arbitrates demands for facilities, ... Success
requires that the provost operate more as a pragmatic manager than a prophetic visionary.

According to the authors, to be effective in the role “means developing the instinct
to know when to put on which hat.”

The vice president for academic affairs and provost has two sets of responsibili-
ties: leading the academic enterprise in pursuing academic excellence as guided by
a strategic vision and supporting the president in managing the university. While the
two roles may entail different responsibilities, my leadership experience at UGA
and the University of Michigan would illustrate the complementary and integrative
nature of leadership and management.

3 Role of Provost at the University of Georgia

UGA has a well-defined organizational structure with the provost also serving as the
senior vice president for academic affairs. It is the responsibility of the individual
holding the office to always maintain focus on the university’s mission by advanc-
ing excellence in teaching, research, and service while monitoring operations, man-
aging academic personnel, and continuously improving the academic enterprise.

The responsibilities of the provost at the University of Georgia are quite compre-
hensive. The provost oversees instruction, research, public service and outreach,
and information technology. The vice presidents of these four areas, the deans of
UGA’s 18 schools and colleges, and the campus dean of the UGA/Augusta
University Medical Partnership report to the provost. The vice provost for academic
affairs, the vice provost for diversity and inclusion and strategic university initia-
tives, and the vice provost for graduate education and dean of the Graduate School
also report to the provost, as do the associate provosts for faculty affairs, global
engagement, libraries, and academic fiscal affairs. The UGA Arts Council,
Performing Arts Center, and the Georgia Museum of Art report to the provost
through the vice provost for academic affairs.

An organization chart of the UGA Office of the Provost is provided below.
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1. Advancing Excellence with Strategic Initiatives

My first task as provost was to assemble a leadership team. Among the new hires, I
appointed a new vice provost for academic affairs and a new chief of staff from
within the institution. Being new to the university, I needed experienced and
respected leaders who could guide me in my journey, at least initially. I spent a sig-
nificant amount of time on campus engagement, learning about the aspirations of
the faculty and academic leadership and gaining a better understanding of the cul-
ture of scholarship. First, I joined the University’s New Faculty Tour at the begin-
ning of August, traveling through 43 counties to learn about Georgia communities
and industries, as well as UGA’s engagement with the citizens across the state.
Starting in September 2019, I attended faculty meetings across campus, toured aca-
demic buildings and research laboratories, held informal “Coffee and Connection”
networking opportunities for faculty and staff, hosted lunches with distinguished
professors, and offered office hours for undergraduate and graduate students. These
and other engagement activities reinforced what I had learned throughout the pro-
cess of my candidacy and interviews: UGA possesses an outstanding undergraduate
learning environment and administers an exemplary public service and outreach
program. The university enjoys strong support from the State of Georgia and its
citizens.

To identify new initiatives in education and research, I assembled a Provost’s
Task Force on Academic Excellence to help guide me in the identification of areas
for strategic investment. When I charged the Task Force, I asked for recommenda-
tions for strategic, focused investment in areas of strength while leveraging emerg-
ing opportunities and cultivating interdisciplinary collaborations. Based on metrics
that included UGA’s existing expertise, external grant funding, scholarly metrics,
and impact, the Task Force identified key research strengths such as precision agri-
culture, life/biomedical sciences, social and behavioral sciences, and environmental
sciences. The Task Force also identified potential future strategic opportunities that
aligned with anticipated global challenges and new or enhanced external funding
programs and UGA’s mission. These opportunities included security (including
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topics related to defense, cyber, food, and supply chain security challenges) and
addressing rural concerns.

The university has taken several steps to implement many of the recommenda-
tions. These include the establishment of the UGA Institute in Integrative Precision
Agriculture, the University of Georgia Research Institute and membership in the
Battelle Savannah River Alliance with the US Department of Energy, the Johnny
Isakson Center for Neurological Diseases, and an annual Rural Engagement
Workshop series and seed funding program to support teams of faculty in research
on topics relevant to rural Georgia.

Inaddition, the work of the Task Force has guided the Presidential Interdisciplinary
Faculty Hiring Initiative for 3 years. In 2021, UGA launched an ambitious initiative
to recruit 50 faculty members with expertise in data science and artificial intelli-
gence (Al) to address some of society’s most urgent challenges. This hiring initia-
tive builds on the expertise of our existing faculty and leverages our strength as a
comprehensive research institution with a land- and sea-grant mission of service.
Rather than being housed exclusively in a single department, the majority of UGA’s
newly recruited faculty will focus on the fusion of data science and Al in cross-
cutting areas such as infectious diseases, integrative precision agriculture, ethics,
cybersecurity, resilient communities, and the environment. The hiring initiative was
expanded in the fall of 2022 by adding 20 positions in data science and Al for teach-
ing and learning and computational social sciences. These hires are organized into
10 clusters, and several of these clusters have the potential to evolve into research
centers. Of the 70 positions, 35 are funded centrally and the other 35 are matching
positions provided by academic units.

This cluster hiring initiative is the most aggressive and collaborative in UGA
history. The hires are based on campus-wide competition, and faculty across differ-
ent units collaborated on the proposals. Deans of the schools and colleges provided
the matching positions to expand the scale and scope of the Presidential Faculty
Hiring Initiative. For example, in dynamics of infectious diseases, faculty from the
Odum School of Ecology, the College of Public Health, the College of Engineering,
and the Department of Statistics worked together to develop a cluster proposal for a
total of eight positions.

UGA was also successful in recruiting several Georgia Research Alliance (GRA)
Eminent Scholars whose research has been well funded and recognized nationally
and internationally. Once at UGA, these exceptional scholars have served as cata-
lysts in expanding research in their respective areas.

UGA research continues to grow at a significant pace, as evidenced by a 10%
increase in research expenditures from the fiscal year (FY) 2021 to 2022. For the
first time in FY22, the university’s research and development spending surpassed
half a billion dollars (US$545.6 million).

2. Enhancing Graduate Education

With a growing and vibrant research enterprise, the need for graduate students has
been increasing at UGA. In addition, many disciplines are seeing the master’s
degree as an entry-level degree for professional practice. With ever-changing
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technologies, there is also a growing need for graduates who entered the profes-
sional practice to return to college to update their knowledge through advanced
education with either a master’s degree or a professional certificate. Given these
dynamics, the Provost’s Task Force took on additional deliberations and developed
several recommendations for improving graduate education at the University of
Georgia.

The Task Force recommendations focused on four main themes: (1) elevate/pri-
oritize the graduate education enterprise; (2) enhance the national and international
reputation of UGA graduate programs; (3) increase the quantity and quality of grad-
uate students at UGA; and (4) enhance the integration of UGA’s graduate education
and research/scholarly activity enterprises to increase institutional productivity.

As a first step toward enhancing UGA’s graduate programs, I elevated the dean
of the Graduate School to a vice provost. The new vice provost for graduate educa-
tion and dean of the Graduate School serves as a thought leader on campus to
advance excellence in graduate education and to ensure that critical issues about
graduate education are represented at the highest levels of the university. This newly
elevated position provides leadership in every facet of graduate education and helps
execute other recommendations such as fostering a culture of excellence in graduate
mentoring, increasing external fellowships and awards received by graduate stu-
dents, increasing the quantity and quality of incoming graduate students, enhancing
UGA’s reputation for graduate education through external fellowships and more
prestigious placements, and assisting in fundraising support for graduate students.

Since the appointment of Dr. Ron Walcott as vice provost for graduate education
and dean of the Graduate School, UGA has experienced an increase in enrollment
of graduate students, launched GradFIRST as a first-year seminar for new graduate
students in research training, and increased financial support for graduate students
through innovative funding mechanisms.

3. Ensuring University Operations During the COVID-19 Pandemic

While my first several months as provost at the University of Georgia had been
smooth sailing, a massive storm soon arrived: The COVID-19 pandemic arrived in
the United States at the end of February 2020, interrupting every facet of the univer-
sity’s operations. UGA, in concert with all public institutions in the University
System of Georgia, moved instruction online and paused many other activities. The
decision was made during Spring Break, while many students were away from cam-
pus. Spring Break was extended by an additional week to allow students to return
home if desired and to allow faculty to adapt their courses for online instruction for
the remainder of the Spring 2020 semester.

In the late spring, President Jere Morehead appointed several working groups to
plan for a phased return to full operations at UGA in the fall of 2020. The working
groups included instruction, research, public service and outreach, student life,
enrollment management, budget and finance, athletics, and workplace safety.

The president also appointed a Medical Oversight Task Force that consisted of
the deans of three health science colleges and the executive director of the University
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Health Center. The Medical Oversight Task Force was directed to develop protocols
for COVID notification and isolation, to coordinate plans for contact tracing with
the Georgia Department of Public Health, and to explore options for COVID test-
ing. The president also appointed a Preventive Measures Advisory Board (PMAB),
consisting of faculty and staff who were experts in infectious diseases, health com-
munications, infrastructure, and maintenance. PMAB developed guidelines on pre-
ventive measures to ensure safety and reduce COVID transmissions.

Thanks to the foresight of the Medical Oversight Task Force, UGA quickly
sought approval for Clinical Laboratory Improvement Amendments (CLIA) certifi-
cation. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) soon granted an
emergency use authorization, allowing us to deploy the UGA Veterinary Diagnostic
Lab for COVID testing. Asked by the president to work with the Medical Oversight
Task Force to develop a budget for surveillance testing, I immediately realized that
the budget was the least of our concerns. The greater challenges in developing sur-
veillance testing included sourcing supplies for test kits, including swabs.

In searching for solutions to this dilemma, I learned that Augusta University had
used 3D printed swabs for testing on a small scale in its hospital. I asked the provost
at Augusta University to provide 200 3D printed swabs so that UGA could begin
experiments and pilot testing. We also mobilized labs with 3D printing machines
across the UGA campus to begin the fabrication of our own swabs. After several
rounds of test experiments, the executive director of the Veterinary Diagnostic Lab
and I were first in line to get tested on August 2, 2020, demonstrating the capability
of the UGA faculty and staff in mobilizing our knowledge and infrastructure to
address the challenge of the pandemic.

While initial pilot testing continued in the Veterinary Hospital, UGA’s Facilities
Management Division worked to set up a testing site on the central campus to sup-
port large-scale testing before the Fall 2020 semester began. Throughout the next
several semesters, I continued to work with the Medical Oversight Task Force to
ensure budget and supplies for surveillance testing, which proved to be an extremely
valuable safety measure for campus operations.

The Fall 2020 semester was carried out with social distancing and classes taught
in three different modalities: in-person for classes with small enrollments to allow
social distancing, hybrid classes to allow in-person and online rotation, and online
for classes with high enrollment where social distancing was not possible.

Despite initial challenges with these different instruction modalities and the dif-
ficulty of managing attendance due to COVID-19 infection notifications and isola-
tion, UGA continued its instruction throughout the Fall 2020 and Spring 2021
semesters and returned to full in-person instruction in Fall 2021.

Developing a surveillance testing system and supporting the university’s gradual
return to normal operations required systematic planning and project management.
There is no better example to illustrate the role of a provost in their management
responsibilities to support university operations. I was glad to be able to use my
systems engineering thinking in some aspects of project management.
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4 My Journey in Academic Leadership
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Comprehensive research universities such as the University of Georgia and the
University of Michigan are complex organizations. Leading such organizations
requires comprehensive knowledge and understanding with the support of leader-
ship teams to address the broad spectrum of responsibilities. This section provides
details of my leadership roles at the University of Michigan and how they have laid
the foundation for my progressively more important, expanding leadership
responsibilities.

1. Program Leadership

My journey in academic leadership began in the fall of 1999 when I was appointed
director of graduate programs in the Department of Mechanical Engineering at the
University of Michigan. I was recommended for this role because I had been serv-
ing on the graduate program committee in the department and was active in gradu-
ate student mentoring and recruiting. I helped organize graduate student visits to
campus and continued to engage with them after their visits with the hope of recruit-
ing these top students to join the department as graduate students. Even though I had
enlightened self-interest as [ was hoping to recruit some of the best students to my
own lab, my engagement activities were much broader as I was recruiting graduate
students for the entire department.

I'served in this role for 2 years and then took my one and only sabbatical leave in
Europe, spending time at Chalmers University in Sweden and the Technical
University of Berlin in Germany. My time at these universities provided an oppor-
tunity to learn about higher education in Europe and to establish friendships and
collaborations with faculty in these universities that continue today.

After I returned from the sabbatical, I was asked to serve as director of the
Program in Manufacturing (PIM), an interdisciplinary graduate program at the
College of Engineering at Michigan. PIM offers the Master of Engineering and
Doctoral of Engineering degrees in manufacturing. While serving in this role, PIM
developed distance education programs for graduate students who were employees
of various companies, including General Motors. Later, I was appointed executive
director of Interdisciplinary Engineering, the umbrella organization that supports
six interdisciplinary graduate programs in the College of Engineering, including
programs in manufacturing, automotive engineering, and financial engineering.

2. Associate Deans in the College of Engineering

On July 1, 2006, Dr. David Munson began his tenure as dean of the College of
Engineering at the University of Michigan. As in most new leadership tenures, Dean
Munson was assembling a new leadership team that included an associate dean for
undergraduate education, associate dean for research, and associate dean for gradu-
ate education. Based upon nomination from the faculty, I was invited to interview
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for the position of associate dean for research. I had a very active research program
with a balanced funding portfolio and had experience working with industry and
government agencies. I also served as a director or associate director for two
research centers. I assume these credentials served as the basis for my nomination.
During my interview with Dr. Munson, I indicated that I might not be the best can-
didate for either associate dean for research or associate dean for graduate educa-
tion, but that if he were to combine the two associate dean jobs into one, I would be
the best candidate for the combined position of associate dean for research and
graduate education. In addition to running an active research program, I explained
that I had broad experience in graduate education, having served as director of grad-
uate programs in the Department of Mechanical Engineering and executive director
of interdisciplinary graduate programs for the College. A few days later, I was
offered the position of associate dean for research and graduate education effective
from January 2007.

In the University of Michigan College of Engineering, the associate dean for
research and graduate education plays a key role in supporting research, including
research development, research infrastructure, cultivating large-scale team projects,
and partnerships with industry. In terms of graduate education, I worked with the
graduate program chairs across the college to expand the college graduate student
recruitment effort. I also organized the annual graduate research symposium that
served as a recruiting event for students from diverse backgrounds to visit Michigan
Engineering to observe the current research and meet with faculty and students. I
also partnered with the Rackham Graduate School to leverage graduate student sup-
port to incentivize large-scale research proposals that helped grow research in the
college.

In 2019, I was appointed associate dean for academic affairs (ADAA) in the
College of Engineering, the senior associate dean in the College. ADAA oversees
faculty affairs, works with department chairs in operations, and partners with the
dean on resource planning and allocation. In many ways, the ADAA has responsi-
bilities similar to that of a provost except that these responsibilities are at the college
level. Working with the department chairs and with the provost’s office on faculty
affairs was the most fulfilling aspect of the ADAA role.

Institutional excellence in research and education rests on the scholarly and cre-
ative contributions of its talented faculty and staff and the intellectual quality, vital-
ity, and passion of its students. During my service as ADAA, I had the pleasure of
working with department chairs and Dean Munson in recruiting more than 50 fac-
ulty members to the College. I interviewed every candidate. By the time I left
Michigan for UGA, many of the faculty members I helped recruit had become stars
in their disciplines.

Michigan Engineering features strong faculty governance through an elected fac-
ulty Executive Committee. My experience working with the Executive Committee
in all faculty hiring, promotion and tenure decisions, and budget discussions gave
me an appreciation of the role of faculty governance in enhancing institutional
excellence.
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As associate dean for academic affairs, I also had the opportunity to advance
diversity goals as chair of the Dean’s Advisory Committee on Faculty Diversity. The
committee developed recommendations designed to increase the number of women
on the Michigan Engineering faculty. The committee also created a new faculty
development program, “The Next Profs.” This annual workshop series invited senior
PhD students and post-doctoral research fellows from underrepresented back-
grounds to Michigan for 3 days of seminars and interactions. This program was very
valuable in identifying candidates for future faculty hires. I saw firsthand how diver-
sity enriches classroom instruction and experiential learning, where students learn
from each other and from diverse faculty members. Research teams were also
greatly strengthened with diverse team members who brought creativity and differ-
ent perspectives.

3. Vice President for Research at Michigan

In October 2013, I got a call from the Office of the President. President Mary Sue
Coleman was looking to appoint an interim vice president for research after the
incumbent had announced that he would be stepping down from the role. I was quite
honored to be considered.

While I had worked with the President’s office in various ways when I served in
the associate dean roles, it was the Advanced Manufacturing Partnership from 2011
through 2014 that gave me an opportunity to work closely with President Coleman.
The Advanced Manufacturing Partnership was a White House initiative under
President Obama, organized to develop recommendations on manufacturing tech-
nologies, shared infrastructure, education, and policies to strengthen advanced man-
ufacturing in the United States. While President Coleman served on the Executive
Committee of the Advanced Manufacturing Partnership, I served as a member of the
Operations Committee. I advised President Coleman on the University of Michigan
research and education programs in manufacturing, provided inputs on partnership
deliberations and recommendations, and traveled with her to the White House sev-
eral times. Hence, President Coleman had opportunities to observe me work in vari-
ous settings.

The vice president for research serves as the senior research officer and leads the
Office of Research with a mission to catalyze, support, and safeguard research and
scholarship across the University of Michigan. Advancing research, cultivating
interdisciplinary collaboration, and ensuring integrity and compliance are the key
priorities of the Vice President for Research.

3.1. Cultivating Interdisciplinary Research

The University of Michigan has an expansive research enterprise that spans the
campuses of Ann Arbor, Dearborn, and Flint. Annual research expenditures at the
time totaled more than US$1.5 billion. Faculty in all disciplines were active in
research and scholarship, but the major contributors to the volumes of research dur-
ing my service were the Medical School, College of Engineering, Institute for
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Social Research, College of Literature, Arts and Sciences, and School of
Public Health.

During my tenure as vice president, UM launched several large-scale interdisci-
plinary initiatives, including the Michigan Institute for Data Science, a US$100 mil-
lion investment over 5 years. The investment included faculty hires, seed grants
supporting data sciences in learning analytics, transportation, computational social
sciences, and precision medicine. UM also launched Mcity, a public—private part-
nership for connected and automated transportation. Mcity was supported by the
university, Michigan Department of Transportation, Michigan Economic
Development Corporation, and more than 40 companies. The partnership provided
faculty and students with not just financial resources but also societally relevant
problems for research, innovation, and testing.

3.2. Ensure Research Integrity and Compliance

As Vice President for Research, I provided management and oversight to ensure
research integrity and compliance, including responsible conduct of research and
scholarship, conflict of interest, human subject research, animal care and use pro-
gram, research security, international engagement, and export controls. One of the
major challenges I encountered was the animal care and use program. Due to the
decentralized nature of the university budget and management, animal research had
also become decentralized. This led to inconsistent messaging and staff training and
a lack of central resources to support the animal care and use program. In turn, this
led to some deficiencies in infrastructure and institutional animal care and use com-
mittee (IACUC) oversight challenges with accreditation review. With support from
the president and provost, I led a 2-year effort to restructure the campus-wide ani-
mal care and use program. These changes included the recruitment of an associate
vice president for research who also served as the university’s attending veterinarian
and an assistant vice president for animal resources, the centralization of all animal
resources staff across campus, and greatly enhanced communications. The restruc-
turing promoted a consistent set of policies and practices across the three campuses
and led to subsequent successful accreditation reviews.

These leadership roles at the University of Michigan provided me with an oppor-
tunity to gain experience in faculty affairs, graduate education, research, budget,
and resources. They helped me build a strong and broad foundation for my role as
provost at UGA, which has wide-ranging responsibilities in instruction, research,
public service and outreach, and information technologies.

5 Lessons Learned

Through my leadership experience serving in different administrative roles at two
large public research universities, I have gained insights into the complexity and
operations of higher education institutions.
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Leading versus Managing: While Maghroori and Powers (Maghroori & Powers,
2007) discussed the difference between the two roles of a vice president for aca-
demic affairs versus a provost, and the need to be able to wear the right hat at the
right time, my own experience would indicate the complementary and integra-
tive nature of leadership and management. Leadership means articulating a
compelling vision for the institution that galvanizes the support of the leadership
team and faculty and inspires them to pursue strategic goals. Effective manage-
ment means minimizing interventions so that the organization can focus on the
institutional mission and strategic vision. Both leadership and management are
critical to academic excellence and success in fulfilling a university’s mission.

. Relentless Focus: In each leadership role, one must focus on the mission of the

office. For example, the senior vice president for academic affairs and provost at
UGA have overall responsibility for the institution’s academic excellence includ-
ing instruction, research, and public service. Pursuing strategic goals in each
area is necessary for a successful leadership tenure. The academic mission
guides the strategic initiatives and investment and the day-to-day operations. For
a vice president of research or chief research officer, growing research, cultivat-
ing interdisciplinary collaborations, and ensuring integrity and compliance are
the essential missions. A new leader must define these objectives and create a
strategic vision through discussions with the faculty and other leaders. Ambitious,
yet achievable, goals for the office can then be set.

. Importance of Leadership Team: The institutional vision needs to be supported

with common goals. The provost cannot do everything alone and needs a strong
and diverse team of academic leaders who bring wide-ranging experiences and
perspectives to the table. I have been fortunate to collaborate with an outstanding
team of leaders, vice presidents, vice provosts, associate provosts, and deans
who work closely together to advance academic excellence at the University of
Georgia.

. Importance of People Skills and Emotional Intelligence: Serving the institution

and supporting faculty and students in their pursuit of excellence lies at the very
foundation of academic leadership. Emotional intelligence is vital when work-
ing with people. When the formal search for the vice president for research
began, the University of Michigan president articulated several desired personal
and professional characteristics for the new vice president, including:

* A high degree of intellectual curiosity, extending to disciplines beyond
one’s own

e Absolute integrity

* Sense of humor

e Energy

e Altruism—taking joy in bringing value to others’ work

* High respect for colleagues

e Charisma, the ability to sell ideas, and

* Being incisive and decisive
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Many of these characteristics are what I consider elements of emotional intelligence
that can serve one well when in leadership positions. Developing these characteris-
tics and practicing them regularly will support leadership and management.

As an institution of learning, our mission is all about people: creating the next
generation of leaders, innovators, and citizens. However, it is the faculty who carry
out the teaching and create the new knowledge, and it is the staff who will make the
university run efficiently. As a provost, hiring the best faculty and staff and support-
ing them with resources lies at the very center of advancing academic excellence in
a top institution.
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1 Motivations for Leadership

Born or made, leaders develop from individuals who have gained enough societal
experience, as well as greater insight into their personality traits and professional
ambitions. My leadership journey started as a class officer in elementary school dur-
ing the chaotic years of China’s Cultural Revolution, when learning as a core aca-
demic activity was severely undermined and happened inconsistently within a
loosely structured curriculum.

Leadership at any level of an organization comes with varying amounts of
responsibilities. For me, these additional responsibilities accompanied my educa-
tional journey from elementary, secondary, and tertiary schools through graduate
school in China. However, the concept of leadership, per se, was rarely used in those
settings, as being a class officer often meant handling chores in the classroom and
around the school and exercising more responsibilities than a peer student not play-
ing such a role. The only time in which I was not a student leader was the years of
my doctoral studies in Texas, starting in Fall 1989. During this period, the thought
of leadership went into dormancy as I was ensconced in a rigorous doctoral program
in English, which was, for me, a second language. Because of that choice of study,
I was repeatedly warned by fellow Chinese compatriots that with that particular
degree, I would not find a job teaching English (literature) in this country (and I
even acquiesced).

While the pursuit of a doctoral degree for international students in the United
States is by no measure a facile affair, it paves the way for a collegiate teaching
career, which involves years of quality, measurable work toward tenure and
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promotion. During this time, the mere thought of assuming a leadership role is as
far-flung as the imagination can reach. Hard work pays off with tenure and rank
promotion, an indication that one has finally gained a footing in their department
and the discipline practiced. However, in the early years of my academic journey,
the thought hardly occurred that I would embark on a leadership path. I believed
then that those things were not meant for immigrants who needed to overcome lin-
guistic and cultural barriers to make a decent living wage in their adopted country.
Achieving tenure thus afforded the first opportunity to think outside the position as
defined in the original job description. As I deliberated what to do to further my
career, thoughts beyond the parameters of teaching began to emerge, first as an
inkling that would eventually evolve into an initially tepid motivation. The question
was not the Shakespearean ““to be or not to be,” but rather a Frostian dilemma about
which road to take in a wood with divergence.

Forrest Gump, in the eponymous movie, says his mother told him, “Life is like a
box of chocolates, you never know what you’re going to get.” My life’s journey sort
of echoes that scenario, although I would frame it as a series of ironies, or unex-
pected twists and turns. Although my parents encouraged education, never had I
thought I would go to college; or attend my dream university; or come to America;
or as an immigrant teach English to native speakers; or become a college dean or
vice president, let alone a chancellor or president. Not a member of the Catholic
Church, never had I imagined I would serve as a dean for a Catholic-based univer-
sity. Having no military background, never had I thought I would be a senior vice
president at a senior military college, holding the honorific rank of brigadier gen-
eral, wearing stars on my epaulets, and receiving salutes from cadets. This all hap-
pened ... and more ... and I am grateful.

2 The First Leadership Role

The university where I landed my first tenure-track position as an assistant professor
of English was a 4-year, public, comprehensive state university that, like many simi-
lar institutions, has an Honors Program, which was led by a department colleague.
When she was stepping down, she encouraged me to apply. I was grateful for her
confidence in me, and I threw my hat in the ring for the Honors Director position.
On October 2, 2000, 3 months after achieving tenure and promotion to associate
professor, our first child, George, came into the world at 10:30 p.m., the day before
my interview for the position. During my interview with the search committee, I
mentioned that I had not slept a wink because I was taking care of my wife postpar-
tum and our new son. My ability to handle the interview despite a sleepless night
perhaps impressed the committee, and the next thing I knew, I was hired as the
Honors Program Director, which marked my initiation into the world of higher edu-
cation administration.

The Honors Program curriculum is interdisciplinary and requires coordination
across departments and colleges in course offerings, as well as collaboration with
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faculty and university leaders, which afforded opportunities to learn about other
programs and disciplines. Fifteen months after assuming the director role, my home
department was conducting a chair election, and I was recruited by some faculty
colleagues to run for election, partly because I had achieved additional administra-
tive experience and partly because I showed leadership potential. After being elected
through an anonymous vote, I wore two hats for nearly 3 years—serving as chair of
the English department and as the Honors Director. In these dual roles, I experi-
enced some notable successes, including increasing enrollments in both English and
Honors, while widening my professional network and honing my leadership skills.

When the news of my election as chair reached the university president, with
whom I had traveled abroad before, he called to congratulate me and then added,
“Stay there. I’ll drive by your office and take you to lunch.” During that lunch, in a
tiny Greek restaurant where for the first time I ate grape leaves, the president asked
me about my future plans. Before I could respond, he said something I'll never
forget, “If you can be an English department chair, you can be anything.” The same
president was the first person to express the observation about my sense of humor,
which is often recognized as a good trait in leadership.

3 Administrative Influences

The influences on my administrative journey started at home when my grandfather
and great uncle were involved in government activities. Because of my grandfa-
ther’s leadership and his political stance, he succumbed to violent political persecu-
tion in the heyday of the destructive decade of the Cultural Revolution. The lesson
learned from this experience was that serious, and heavy, consequences certainly
can come from the decisions one makes, among many other things, during tenure
in office.

A decade after his political persecution, I went to college. Prior to 1977, the year
China restored higher education, I had not dreamed of college. It became a reality
in 1979 when I went to a college that no one in my family or among my relatives
thought I should have gone Qufu Normal University, located in Confucius’s home-
town. Upon graduating, I was asked to stay on as an instructor, teaching English
(mostly grammar, reading, listening, and speaking skills), while also serving as a
political director, a job that essentially consisted of leading student affairs in the
department. This dual appointment provided opportunities to influence students,
both academically and extracurricularly. During the following 3 years, my depart-
ment head encouraged me to succeed, which was not the norm in the academic
environment then. One of the most affirming compliments I heard from him was
that I had “enthusiasm” for my job.

Attending graduate school at Beijing University in 1986, I was entrusted with
several significant responsibilities, including teaching English part-time to econom-
ics undergraduates and serving as the president of the English department’s gradu-
ate student association. Coupled with my graduate coursework, it often felt like I
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was working three full-time jobs. My busy graduate school schedule taught mean-
ingful lessons about time management and relationship building.

Even during my graduate studies in Beijing, hardly did it occur to me that some-
day, I would fly across the Pacific Ocean to obtain a doctorate in a country that was
not considered an ally of my home country. However, anyone can change your life
or your opinion if you are willing to listen with an open mind or with a growth
mindset as author Carol Dweck outlined. I had toyed with the idea of pursuing a
doctoral degree at my alma mater in Beijing, until the secretary of graduate studies
of my department 1 day said innocuously, “If you want to get a doctoral degree in
English, why don’t you do it in an English-speaking country”? Voila! This simple
question spoke to me and led me down to a path that I had not considered and that
would change my life and career dramatically. Ten months later, with the GRE and
TOEFL scores to support my journey, I landed in Brazos Valley, Texas, amid
extreme mid-August heat.

After obtaining my doctorate, I taught a variety of courses in English for many
years, first in Texas and then in Pennsylvania, while publishing books and articles in
North America, Asia, and Europe. Following a year-long stint directing an Honors
College at a public university in Michigan, I landed a position as a division dean and
then college dean at a Catholic-based university in South Florida. It was during this
time that I had the good fortune to participate in leadership institutes at Harvard
(Management & Leadership in Education and Institute for Educational Management).
I also received personal encouragement from sitting presidents, one of whom casu-
ally said, “You should be a president.” While a college presidency was not yet on my
radar, a deanship was a common precursor to a vice president or provost position.
At this juncture, my responsibilities had involved leading mainly undergraduate
programs until a restructuring occurred, and I was appointed the dean of a newly
formed college composed of programs in liberal arts and social sciences at both
graduate and undergraduate levels.

After some time, I was beginning to be approached by search firms for provost/
vice president for academic affairs positions, and I felt ready to take on these bigger
challenges. I was fortunate to have several options, and I ultimately accepted an
offer based upon my belief that the president of that institution would be a good
leader, partner, and mentor. Such a leader has to believe in and trust you enough to
take on a great responsibility to educate students. This individual, who had served
with the US Coast Guard and in Vietnam, selected me from four outstanding candi-
dates. During two separate on-campus interviews leading up to the hire, he took the
time to tell me that he had successfully mentored a couple of vice presidents who
went on to become university presidents. A man of integrity and honor, this presi-
dent allowed me to take charge of academic affairs, to travel with him to Washington,
DC and China, and to embark on fundraising trips. When he learned that I was a
candidate for a presidential position, he shared his knowledge of budget and fiscal
matters.
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4 Accomplishments and Achievements

Every professional has their shares of successes and failures. The former grants us
the pleasure of achievements and celebrations, while the latter offers sobering les-
sons on how to do better. One of the presidents mentioned earlier once counseled
me when I became a department chair that either you survive the problems or the
problems survive you. It takes no stretch of imagination to recognize the depth of
the wisdom implied: If one survived a problem, it means one either solved or
avoided it; if the former, one succeeded, and the latter, no difference was made.
Solving problems equates to removing obstacles or making progress toward
set goals.

As a first-generation immigrant, the fact of having taught English as a foreign
language in China and then to native speakers in the United States alone was a ful-
filling accomplishment, and that I did it well boosted my confidence. Even more
importantly, when I could write a paper in English, have it accepted, and deliver it
at a scholarly conference, that was an uplifting experience. When, after some rejec-
tions, I was able to place articles for publication in journals and publish books with
publishers like Modern Language Association (MLA), Columbia University Press,
the University of Edinburgh Press, and Peking University Press, among others, I
was convinced that I could, and would, survive in the competitive world of aca-
demia in the United States.

Accomplishing as an administrator or academic leader is something else because
the scope of responsibilities is much broader and more affective of employees and
students than my bailiwick as a teaching faculty. The stint at my first private college
included two back-to-back deanships that involved a good deal of administrative
obligations that would not be a routine for a faculty member. For example, the tran-
sition from a division dean to a founding dean of a new college represented a signifi-
cant commitment as I was charged to produce a plan for faculty and program
alignments, departmental configurations, mission statement, and goals, all of which
required creative and thoughtful leadership. When the college was established and
the new structure was accepted and worked well, you know you did the right thing.

In my next role as a senior vice president, I implemented initiatives with a high
degree of autonomy. In an institution with a long history and many traditions,
change is necessary and possible, but it does not come by just talking about it. The
faculty complement of the university was highly dedicated to the institution’s mis-
sion and was engaged in teaching and research. However, no matter how one’s time
is divided or managed, it is not realistic to expect greater outcomes when more time
is not made available to enable higher productivity in research. Therefore, serious
concern was expressed by the faculty for extra time needed to conduct research,
travel to conferences, or engage in creative activities. After rounds of conversations
and consultations with the faculty senate, the upper administration, and the faculty,
I was able to restructure the teaching load (not the workload) to a more manageable
scheme, with the express intent to increase productivity in research and creative
domains.
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Of course, restructuring the teaching load entailed higher expectations for
research productivity but also had implications for the institution’s budget and fac-
ulty complement. Since the average load reduction was one course per year per
tenure-track faculty member only, the impact of academic personnel increase for
this private institution was modest; in fact, a cost increase was not a primary con-
cern for the teaching load redesign from the get-go, as the overarching goal was
about the expected enhancement of research and creative activities as a result of
reimagining the workload. This result boosted faculty morale, which was a positive
outcome from listening to and acting on their concerns.

Another major legacy achieved was the reorganization of the academic division.
This private university has two distinct student populations: cadet corps and civilian
students. Together, the enrollment at the time stood at 4200, grouped in eight
schools, reflecting a rather inefficient operational structure. Some faculty were
ready for a structural change, while others remained skeptical or nervous, as a new
organizational configuration would impact the leadership structure and trigger pro-
gram realignment. This reorganization was done with a great deal of sensitivity, as
it involved managing emotions and expectations, negotiating with individuals and
units, and communicating at all levels within academics as well as across the cam-
pus. The process to change to a new academic structure went on for more than a
year, and in the end, the rationale for stronger accountability and operational effi-
ciency won. This gave birth to a more agile, less bureaucratic, and more synergistic
structure composed of four academic colleges (instead of eight schools), along with
a distinct unit that I dubbed the military arm of the university. Due to fewer colleges
and deans, some overhead savings were realized though that was not the driver of
the structural change.

Chief academic officers (provosts or vice presidents for academic affairs VPAAs)
constitute the larger pipeline to the presidency than other senior leadership posi-
tions. Becoming the CEO of a university is an exciting validation of one’s prior
accomplishments and is testament to proven leadership skills. In my new role as a
chancellor, coming through the academic ranks, I took on numerous initiatives of
which three stand out. One was the establishment and implementation of student
retention plans on two levels: a university plan and a department plan. When the
plans were implemented, student retention rates increased 10%, which represented
laudable collective efforts made by faculty, staff, and the administration, and these
well thought-out and properly executed plans enhanced student success. Another
notable achievement was to increase pay for faculty and staff across the board, after
many years of stagnation. 40% of the employees received an additional increase as
a result of equity-based adjustments, and this was a morale booster. Finally, two
new academic departments were established as a result of enrollment growth in
programs that merited a larger, separate identity and recognition.

By the time I assumed a second presidency in a familiar state and system for
which I had worked previously as a faculty member, all things seemed well and
good until COVID-19 reared its ugly head and swept across the globe in March
2020. Needless to say, no other priority loomed larger than the health and safety of
all students, faculty, and staff. The urgency and frequency of meetings of the system
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presidents was an intense indication of how dire the situation was that needed to be
managed on a daily basis. The creation and implementation of COVID-related pro-
tocols, involving Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), state health
agencies, the county health department’s rules, and university policies, suddenly
converged to ensure institutional compliance with these protocols. As a result of our
swift action, with welcome relief, no student death occurred. While all this was tak-
ing place, we managed to award pay increases to university employees, and salary
increase notices were signed a few days before I left that nifty campus, to assume
my current presidency at Western Illinois University.

Continuing to be a COVID president, albeit at a new institution, I found myself
immediately engaged in discussions regarding work conditions and employee com-
pensation, while establishing priorities for Western. Just about 2 years after I took
over the reins of this great institution, we have achieved some successes to propel
the university forward. For example, numerous plans have been established and
implemented and are succeeding. These plans, aligned with the priorities I articu-
lated since my arrival, include a recruitment/an enrollment plan, a student retention
plan, a plan for our branch campus, a financial sustainability plan, a comprehensive
capital campaign plan, and an institutional distinctiveness plan to enhance the uni-
versity’s national profile and recruitment appeal. The recruitment plan, implemented
since the early summer of 2021, yielded significant enrollment growth for domestic,
first-year freshmen (16.7% increase) in Fall 2022; graduate school enrollment,
which exceeded 2300 students, was the largest since 2008; and international stu-
dents now total over 1100 (which is a record in the history of the university).

Since my arrival at Western, there have been in-depth discussions surrounding a
comprehensive campaign, and in September 2022, a US$100 million campaign was
formally launched. Just as exciting was the installation of fencing and construction
beginning to get underway of a much-anticipated Center for Performing Arts. The
seed for a new performing arts building was planted nearly half a century ago, and
it remained on the state’s priority list of capital projects for 16 years. During this
time, the university actually broke ground twice only to have the project cancelled
until Fall 2022. Many concerted efforts took place between the university, the gov-
ernor’s office, the state legislature, and the Illinois Capital Development Board, to
bring the project to fruition. The capital funds were released earlier in Fall 2022, and
a groundbreaking ceremony was held on our Macomb, Illinois campus, attended by
Gov. J. B. Pritzker, along with numerous state and local dignitaries. This center,
which is expected to be completed by Fall 2024, will be an enormous asset not only
to students at the university but also for the west-central Illinois region.

In addition, we were able to implement pay increases both for represented staff
and faculty and for nonnegotiated staff across campus, which helped to improve
employee morale. In addition, helpful to enhancing the campus culture was an in-
depth scan and multiple conversations with stakeholders concerning racism that
resulted in a courageous action to establish an Anti-Racism Task Force, something
the university never had in its 123 years of existence. To create and sustain a safe
learning space and an inclusive and just culture, I established a new Office of Justice,
Inclusion, Diversity, and Equity (JIDE), with approval by the Board of Trustees, as
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the go-to place for all students and employees on issues and matters related to diver-
sity and inclusion. These two notable events in the history of the institution are
already making differences in the life of university constituents and in building a
more inclusive culture.

5 Reflections and Lessons Learned

It is often said that people learn from their failures and mistakes but not necessarily
from successes and gains, which I think is generally true. Each organization has a
unique history, and humanity overall owns a collective history replete with glorious
successes and enormous failures. An organization’s leader is no different, except
that the successes or failures of a leader are often, if not always, intertwined with
those of the organization, though the blame generally tends to fall on the person
rather than the organization or its structure. The following offers brief reflections on
what is important to successful leadership.

Context for leadership: Cognizance of the context for a new leader—both his-
torical and current—is crucial. Institutional history and the university’s current cul-
ture are significant aspects worth learning. Depending on the position one takes
over—a unit director or a university president—it is necessary to gain insight into
one’s predecessor: Did they retire or were they forced to leave, or did they experi-
ence a vote of no confidence? Furthermore, why and how did it happen? What can
one learn from it?

Relationship building: Leadership is locked in a symbiotic relationship with fol-
lowership, and for an organization to be effective, the individuals within need to be
willing, ideally, to get on board and follow the leader. However, not all members of
an organization are ready to accept new leadership; therefore, it is critical to build
relationships at all levels. A clear vision, along with realistic priorities, is a start, but
must have buy-in.

Important constituents of a university typically include a board of trustees, the
student government association, the faculty senate, the staff council or its equiva-
lents, and, in a unionized environment, faculty and staff unions. Because the educa-
tional mission of the organization largely rests on the shoulders of the faculty—the
individuals who maintain and advance the mission—a strong rapport with the fac-
ulty is highly recommended. Because the board of trustees sets the general direction
for the university, exercises fiduciary responsibility, and selects the president, the
board is an important influencer on the president and the university.

Board relations: Public and private university boards are different in orientation
and behavior. For the former, trustees are typically gubernatorially appointed or
publicly elected; therefore, they are primarily governing boards that carry a public,
and sometimes political, agenda. Such boards tend to be small in size, though a
state-level system board can be quite large. Private university boards tend to be
larger, self-selecting, and self-perpetuating; often, they are both fundraising and
governing boards. One of the most important responsibilities of a board is the
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selection of the president, and as such, the president’s relationship with the board is
crucial for institutional success. Thus, managing board relations is an important
aspect of a president’s portfolio. In addition, a positive relationship among board
members serves the university, the board, and the president well, benefiting the
entire institution and its communities.

Town and gown: The location of an existing university was not a decision made
by the new leader, yet it is the latter’s business as to how the town/gown relationship
is managed and maintained. I have seen this relationship thrive when the CEOs of
both organizations share common visions for the future of both, and I have wit-
nessed dynamics that are not favorable to either when leaders hold differing views
on the future of both or either. In a small city where a university is located and
enrolls hundreds, or even thousands, of international and diverse students who have
varying and sometimes distinct needs, it serves both organizations well when they
work together creatively to make all students feel welcome and their needs met.

External relations: These include the governor’s office, the state legislature (both
hold an important say in state appropriations), congressional delegation, and alumni
throughout the world, and at the community level, mayors and city councils/boards,
the local chamber of commerce, school districts, and the economic development
board, among others.

Leadership team building: Every leader should strive to have a high-performing,
cohesive team; however, the leader has to build that team. It is possible to have the
good fortune of inheriting an effective leadership team that buys into the vision of
the new leader, but that is neither a guarantee nor a safe assumption, which means
one needs to build a new team that is supportive, communicative, and collaborative.
While collaboration is key, there is true value in contrarian thinkers serving on a
leadership team, as out-of-the-box thinking provides broader perspectives, and
opposing views allow one to gain the whole picture on the pros and cons of a deci-
sion or action. Building a high-achieving team takes time and sound judgment, par-
ticularly when politics and personalities are thrown into the mix. There has also
been a ubiquitous demand for diversity at the C level, to reflect the demographic of
the current US population.

Diversity is a good segue to discussions of racism, sexism, and the use of the
English language. Racism and sexism are age-old problems, which remain rampant
today, in every corner of the world, including higher education. Equity and justice
are among the motivators to eliminate racism and sexism, and higher education is in
a powerful position to make a difference in these domains. It is only self-evident
that C-level offices in industries, government, and higher education are held by low
numbers of individuals of African American, Latino, Native American, and Asian
American backgrounds, among others. Asian Americans comprise an even smaller
percentage compared to that of other underrepresented groups and that of the fac-
ulty of the same category on university campuses throughout the United States. The
history that led to the current state of Asian Americans aside, Asians today continue
to face not only racism and hate, but also marginalization and invisibility. In higher
education, there is a genuine need to develop and train next-generation leaders of
Asian descent (as the Committee of 100—a Chinese American leadership
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organization—has been doing across industries), to grow the pipeline of Asian
American leaders from the department chair’s level up to the presidency. The ste-
reotype of Asians being quiet and not rocking the boat must be toppled, and no one
can do that but Asians themselves. After all, if one does not get heard or seen, one
cannot expect to be noticed or promoted, despite the quality or quantity of the work
performed.

Sexism likewise holds its own sway on our industry, as evidenced in the lower
pay structure for female faculty, coaches, staff, and administrators. Some Asian
Americans who originated from Confucian countries like China continue to experi-
ence sexism in the adopted culture, and it is doubly hard, if not more so, for Asian
women to surge ahead when the docile, obedient stigma continues to be
perpetuated.

For Asian American leaders in higher education, or any industry for that matter,
racism and sexism are realities that must be fought and overcome. Just as impor-
tantly, they need to be effective in communications (both verbal and written) by
obviating racist and sexist languages. This is done to show respect and equality to
members of their communities. It is easy to know words of English by their diction-
ary definitions, but harder to discern their denotations, connotations, and political
and cultural nuances and utilize them properly in their respective context. Therefore,
it pays off when an immigrant or English as a second-language speaker spends time
to master the nuances of relevant concepts and expressions. One seemingly small
thing from which I benefited was a workshop conducted for teaching assistants of
freshman composition, where I received guidance on how to avoid sexist and racist
language for the simple sake of making writing, and ultimately communications,
effective to the audience. Something I did three decades ago still benefits my leader-
ship practices today.

6 Advice for Future Leaders

Leadership is about a multitude of things, and each leader has to focus on matters
important to the organization one leads. A leader can be a change agent in the right
context, but change is not always readily accepted unless it is channeled properly
and convincingly. A new leader needs to know for what they were hired so that they
can take necessary steps to accomplish the goals and meet expectations. In a time of
resource scarcity, the priorities for a leader will likely include resource generation.
Under different circumstances, the focus can be on faculty or program development,
innovation, capital projects, or partnership with industries. Areas in which academic-
based leaders may need to develop greater expertise could include athletics and
advancement. On the other hand, a nonacademic assuming a presidential role may
find it beneficial to learn the academic culture and the faculty’s role in teaching,
research, advising, creative activities, and university governance.
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Good leaders distinguish between leadership and management. Leadership is
about creating a vision and achieving it while setting the direction and tone for the
organization. However, a leader also needs to manage routine operations, as well as
a few aspects of life that cut across personal and professional domains, including
management of image (appearance and presentation), emotions (e.g., anger), time
(prioritization), health, relationships, expectations, and consequences. All these
require patience, diplomacy, discipline, emotional intelligence, and self-awareness.
Properly done, the leader will be successful.

Leadership, like everything else, is often accompanied by changes and uncertain-
ties, including upward or horizontal moves and departures from positions. When
one’s vision, values, qualifications, and experiences match an institution’s goals or
aspirations, it spells fit and forebodes well for both the leader and the institution. To
be successful often means achieving articulated goals. The decision to stay in or
depart from a position hinges upon several prominent factors—climate, location,
compensation, and fit, among other things. If not a good fit, none of these would
matter. How long one’s tenure should run at an organization depends on the amount
of time it takes to achieve the set goals and whether one will want to establish new,
more ambitious goals. If not, it is about time to throw in the towel and seek new
opportunities.

Advice is easier to give than practice and is useful only to those who want to
listen—it is critical that one understands the fundamental importance of listening—
listen to others and to yourself; and know yourself, as well as the organization you
lead or work for. Persistence, grit, and resilience keep good company of each
other—don’t give up easily. Be a good follower both before and while being a
leader. Patience is a virtue insofar as things get done. A bit of an ego doesn’t hurt,
but a dose of humility goes further. Courage is important. Aristotle in his Ethics
states, “for it is just in facing fearful issues that the brave man excels.” Socrates
equates courage with knowledge, while Francis Bacon calls knowledge power.
Knowledge, courage, and power—use them all and use them wisely. Walk as much
as, if not more than, you talk. Speak genuinely, communicate frequently, and act
thoughtfully. Always read—reading is one of the best habits to keep. Finally, I con-
clude with a quote from Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Action is the perfection and publi-
cation of thought.”
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Dr. Guiyou Huang serves as the 12th president of Western Illinois
University. Born in Aletai City, Xinjiang, in the early 1960s, Huang
grew up in Shandong province, eastern China. He attended Qufu
Normal University, located in the historical hometown of
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University, prior to becoming the dean of Undergraduate Studies
& Programs and then the dean of Biscayne College at St. Thomas
University. During 2010-2016, he served as vice president in
Norwich University for academic affairs and dean of the faculty
before he was promoted to senior vice president, followed by the
chancellorship of Louisiana State University (LSU) of Alexandria,
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and articles printed in the United States, Mexico, China, France,
and the Netherlands, Huang is a 2009 graduate of the Institute for
Management and Leadership in Education and a 2012 graduate of
the Institute for Educational Management, among other Harvard
institutes. He was a Visiting Global Scholar at Educational Testing
Service (ETS) in Princeton in 2007 and served on the College
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1 Humble Beginnings

I have known Professor Wei Zhao for over two decades. The first thing to be said
about him is that, in the community of Chinese scholars in the United States, he is
among a handful of those who have held high-level leadership positions both in
comprehensive universities and in the pivotal federal government. Nevertheless, it
was not until 2001, when I was working in Texas, did I meet Wei Zhao in person.
The moment I walked into his office at Texas A&M University, I felt the aura of a
scholar and a gentleman: modest, polite, considerate, and lucid in thought and
words. Despite his stature and fame, he was delightfully deferential, exuding gra-
ciousness and great-heartedness throughout our conversation.

Our conversation began with stories of his youth. Wei Zhao’s family hailed from
Suzhou, Jiangsu Province, China, a beautiful city steeped in culture near Shanghai.
He, however, was born in Xi’an, a city laden with history in northwest China, where
his parents relocated in the 1950s after being appointed to positions as part of the
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government’s drive to develop China’s northwest region. By a stroke of bad luck,
just as he was beginning his studies in the 1960s, China was turned upside down by
the catastrophic Cultural Revolution. Overnight, Zhao and his family became politi-
cal pariahs, tainted by having relatives in Taiwan.

It was a time of disaster and utter disorder. Wei Zhao had just finished elementary
school in 1966 when political madness engulfed China. All schools were closed. It
was not until 1969 when junior high schools were reopened in Xi’an so that he and
many other students could return to school. After just 1 year, his entire class gradu-
ated from junior high as the authority at that time decided to abbreviate the length
of secondary education. About his experiences in high school, Wei Zhao humor-
ously remarked, “When I started, we were learning rational numbers; when I gradu-
ated, we were still learning rational numbers.” Upon leaving high school, most of
his high school classmates were immediately assigned to help build a strategic rail-
way from Hubei Province to Sichuan Province. Wei Zhao, however, was denied this
“privilege” as he failed the background check, because of his family’s connection
with Taiwan. Nor could he qualify for any meaningful job in any enterprise. So,
young Wei Zhao found himself jobless in Xi’an. After much pleading, he was
grudgingly given a blue-collar job as an electroplater in a factory.

Given his family’s politically undesirable background, securing a position as a
worker in the city was considered a huge “step-up.” He treasured his hard-won
opportunity. Losing no time in mastering electroplating skills, he became a Model
Worker and earned respect from his peers and superiors. Universities eventually
reopened. Strangely, admissions were not based on academic merits, but on practi-
cal experience in factories or on farms. In 1974, after toiling away for 4 years in a
factory, Wei Zhao managed to wrangle an admission to the Department of Physics
at Shaanxi Normal University (SNU). At that time, scholars were rated socially
inferior to blue-collar workers. Receiving a university education was considered a
“bad option” as intellectuals were targeted for harsh treatment during the Cultural
Revolution. None of his friends or relatives thought it was wise to give up a paid job
to become a college student. Wei Zhao, however, thought otherwise. He told them,
“I would give up everything—I mean everything—to study at a university.”

College education at that time was only 3 years. Therefore, in 1977, Wei Zhao
graduated from the undergraduate program just when the Cultural Revolution was
fizzling out. This time, luck was on Wei Zhao’s side. His academic potential was
quickly recognized, and, incredibly, at the young age of 24, he was offered a junior
faculty position at the same university. This was quite remarkable, given that he
only had 10 years of formal education, that is, 6 years in elementary school, 1 year
in junior high school, and 3 years in college, compared with the standard 16 years
of education leading to university graduation.

As the Cultural Revolution sputtered out, Wei Zhao could now catch up on the
6 years of education he had lost. He used every possible minute to study, waking up
early and staying up late. While others were taking an after-lunch nap, he was in the
library with his nose in a book. Summers in Xi’an were sizzling, and air-conditioning
was nonexistent back then. To ensure that heat did not disrupt him from studying,
he would soak his feet in a basin of cold water and place a wet towel on his forehead
to cool himself off.
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2 Journey to the West

As the saying goes, “opportunity favors the prepared.” By the 1970s, relations
between China and the United States had thawed. In 1979, the two countries estab-
lished diplomatic ties and began educational exchanges, gifting life-changing
opportunities to many students. Wei Zhao was one of those fortunate few. In 1980,
he sailed through a selection examination and received a scholarship from the China
Education Commission. With this scholarship in hand, he wanted to apply for a
master’s program in the United States. However, hurdles remained as he was deemed
to have insufficient qualification to meet the admission standards in any reputable
comprehensive university in the United States (Fig. 1).

However, Wei Zhao could see opportunities when others could not. When a del-
egation from the University of Massachusetts (UMass) at Amherst visited Shaanxi
Normal University, Wei Zhao with the help of SNU’s leaders and colleagues coura-
geously approached the delegation to make a case for his academic potential.
Impressed by his persistence and passion, the delegation went back to UMass and
persuaded the university to grant him discretionary admission into its master’s
program.

Wei Zhao thus managed to pry open the door of opportunity. In 1982, he finally
took off from the Shanghai Hongqiao Airport and arrived in Amherst, a New
England town famous for hosting five higher educational institutions. Compared
with the privations of Chinese universities at the time, Wei Zhao was excited by both
the comfortable living conditions and the superior learning environment: air-
conditioned classrooms, modern computers in laboratories, books galore, and the
most recent journals of every discipline in the library.

i
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Fig. 1 Taking off to the United States in 1982
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However, there was one potentially embarrassing issue: At that time, Wei Zhao
was already 29 years old, 2 years older than his thesis advisor. Determined to catch
up on the time he had lost, he greedily took remedial courses and studied around the
clock. In only 1 year, he completed a total of 30 credit hours and received a master’s
degree in 1983. From September 1983 to January 1986, in two and a half years, he
finished his doctorate study. In total, he spent three and a half years receiving his
master’s and PhD degrees, an accomplishment that typically takes someone
5-7 years to achieve. This becomes more remarkable if we consider the fact that
Wei Zhao had an abridged high school and college education and was far from con-
fident in English proficiency.

3 Working in Texas

With the PhD degree in his back pocket, Wei Zhao began knocking on academic
doors. The first universities to answer his knock were Amherst College and the
University of Adelaide in Australia, both offering him faculty positions. From there,
his work in real-time computer and communication systems attracted much atten-
tion and appreciation. In 1990, six American universities came calling, enticing him
with offers of plum faculty positions, including Texas A&M University (TAMU), a
highly regarded institution boasting over 45,000 students and with over US$450 mil-
lion in annual research funding. Wei Zhao opted to join TAMU not only for its
excellent start-up package (including an early promotion to associate professorship)
but also because it presented him an opportunity to work with iconic NASA on its
space station Freedom project, in which real-time computers were critically impor-
tant. Wei Zhao performed admirably as a faculty member at TAMU and was pro-
moted to full professor in 1996. Normally, the path to full professorship would take
at least 12 years for a freshly minted PhD. Wei Zhao shortened it by 2 years. Once
more, he was winning his race against time.

In 1996, the department he worked in was enduring a bumpy ride. Internal “poli-
tics” began to encroach on teaching and research, resulting in external research
funding drying up, plunging by two-thirds within 1 year. To address that problem,
the University launched a nationwide search for a new department head. Through a
rigorous selection process, Wei Zhao was crowned the new department head of
Computer Science at Texas A&M University.

Facing the crisis, Wei Zhao sprang into action, painstakingly talking to faculty
members, listening to their concerns, and calling on its members to build a rejuve-
nated department together. In his own words, it was the Chinese Confucius philoso-
phy of “moderation” and his velvety touch that had gladdened the hearts of all,
uniting the department behind him. Within a year, the department’s external research
funding had jumped by 100%, in comparison with 1997. Subsequently, he managed
to lead his own team and motivated others to focus on “large” projects. By 2000,
external research funding had skyrocketed astronomically to 300% over 1997.
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Meanwhile, the department’s undergraduate program ranking had climbed to the
17th in the United States and saw enrollment in its graduate program doubled.

From 1997 to 2001, within a short span of 4 years, as a department head, Wei
Zhao with his spectacular leadership skills transformed the Department of Computer
Science into the pride of the university. It came as no surprise when, in September
2001, Wei Zhao was elevated to the position of Associate Vice President for
Research.

While excelling in his administrative positions, Wei Zhao’s own scholarship
efforts were also coming to fruition. He became an internationally recognized
scholar in real-time computer and communication systems, databases, and secured
and fault-tolerant computing systems. He and his research team won numerous hon-
ors and awards, including the IEEE International Conference on Distributed
Computing Systems Best Paper Award, the IEEE National Conference on Space
and Electronics Best Paper Award, and the Defense Advanced Research Projects
Agency (DARPA) Technology Transfer Award. Wei Zhao was also a much-loved
educator. His graduate students finished second in the Association for Computing
Machinery (ACM) international scientific competition. One of them triumphed over
a swarm of candidates to become a NASA astronaut. Wei Zhao himself held multi-
ple US patents and was inducted by IEEE as a fellow.

Enjoying a university-level leadership position with a tenured faculty status in a
highly respected university, Wei Zhao looked back from time to time. He was full of
gratitude for the support and help he received during his early years and the oppor-
tunities presented by his alma maters, Shaanxi Normal University and the University
of Massachusetts at Amherst. He appreciated the academic apprenticeship he
received and valued the close relationships with many colleges and universities in
China and the United States.

Through it all, Wei Zhao felt that he owed Texas A&M University a debt of grati-
tude, which he considered his second home. This is the place where his dream took
off and took shape. He repaid that gratitude by taking steps to connect his adopted
hometown with his native one. In November 2002, with Wei Zhao as the go-between,
Texas A&M University and Peking University jointly hosted the Sino-US
Relationship Conference whose guest of honor was none other than President
George H.W. Bush (Sr.) (Fig. 2) with a cluster of other VIPs.

On an even bigger stage, he was instrumental in coordinating and orchestrating
President Jiang Zemin’s visit to Texas A&M University and the George H.W. Bush
(Sr.) Presidential Library. His efforts obviously left such a deep impression on the
former US President that when Wei Zhao became the Rector of the University of
Macau (UMacau), he was able to invite President George H. W. Bush (Sr.) to accept
an honorary doctorate from UMacau.
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Fig. 2 Talking to
President George
H.W. Bush (Sr.) in the
Sino-US Relationship
Conference in 2002

4 In the Corridors of Government

Success in his career did not decelerate Wei Zhao’s race against time. One break-
through followed another. In 2005, the biggest arrived: He was offered and grate-
fully accepted a concurrent appointment as the Director for the Division of Computer
and Network Systems in the National Science Foundation (NSF) in Washington, DC.

This change from a faculty member (and leader) at a university to a senior execu-
tive in government was by no means a walk in the park. The first shock came during
a casual conversation with NSF Director Dr. Arden Bement, who was appointed as
the 12th Director of NSF by President George H.W. Bush (Jr.) in 2004 and stayed in
that position until 2010.

Dr. Bement asked Wei Zhao, “What is your job?”

Wei Zhao was all too aware that NSF had been a federal agency dedicated to the
development and advancement of American science by funding basic scientific
research. Naturally, he thought the answer to this question was a no-brainer. He
replied, “My job is to lead US scientists to advance computer science and engineer-
ing by doing research ...”.

“No, this is not your job!” Dr. Bement interrupted. He told Dr. Zhao point-blank,
“Your job is to destroy!”

This statement left him shell-shocked. “Destroy what?”” Wei Zhao asked.
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Dr. Bement then “taught” Wei Zhao an important lesson. He explained that in the
process of initiating a new scientific field (say, computer science or material sci-
ence), scientists from different areas would typically join efforts in developing it
and growing it. However, once a field was established, researchers may seek to form
alliances to maintain a stable hierarchy. This could include possibly corralling rep-
resentatives of government agencies, who may help to dominate funding resources
and consolidate the hierarchy for their own benefit. Once that happens, the growth
of that field might stall, adversely affecting young researchers. That is why the job
of the NSF is to “destroy” those hierarchies and to ensure equal opportunities for all
scientists in their multidisciplinary research.

Agreeing wholeheartedly with this philosophy, Wei Zhao followed it faithfully
during his tenure at NSF, as well as in other subsequent executive positions. One
example of his adherence to this strategy was the creation of a new research field
called “Cyber Physical Systems” (CPS). In surveying the US industry, he found that
there was a great need for research and development for using computer systems to
monitor and control physical devices and equipment (e.g., autonomous driving
vehicles would be a good example). However, in the research community, there
were several disconnected fields (real-time systems, embedded systems, control
theory, engineering, etc.) that were relevant to this subject but, individually, did not
meet the needs of the industry.

Following Dr. Bement’s “destroy” strategy, Wei Zhao led the research communi-
ties to discuss ways to change the status of these fields to satisfy industry demand.
He was instrumental in (eventually removing the hierarchies of these fields and)
merging them into a new field which he named Cyber Physical Systems (CPS). As
the Division Director, Wei Zhao strategically allocated financial resources and
started a new NSF research funding program for CPS, a memorable first in the
world. The new CPS program turned out to be critical for transforming research and
development in computer and network systems. Not only did the industry applaud
the creation of this much-needed new research program, but the US President’s
Council of Advisors on Science and Technology (PCAST) also listed CPS as the top
priority for technology development in 2007. Subsequently, many US government
agencies joined NSF in sponsoring CPS research projects. Other governments
across the globe also injected billions of dollars into this new emerging field.

In his relentless race against time, Wei Zhao did not forget to foster a robust
relationship with senior scientific leaders like Dr. Bement. In a meaningful footnote
to a pivotal relationship, after Wei Zhao became the Rector of the University Macau
(UMacau), Dr. Bement was awarded an honorary doctorate by UMacau in recogni-
tion of his leadership in science development (Fig. 3).

In 2007, Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute (RPI) recruited Wei Zhao as its Dean
of Science. RPI is one of the oldest technological universities and enjoys an excel-
lent reputation in the United States. Among many Chinese scholars who came to the
United States after 1980, Wei Zhao was one of the first few who was appointed
Dean of the top 50 US higher educational institutions. With this high honor, one
would think that his race against time had led to his triumphant crossing of the finish
line. But a bigger job fell into his lap. To everyone’s surprise, when 2008 arrived, the
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Fig. 3 Dr. Bement, the former Director of NSF, was awarded an honorary doctorate by
UMacau in 2012

auspicious year of the Beijing Olympic Games, a fateful opportunity presented
itself. After an exhaustive global search, the University of Macau picked Wei Zhao
as its eighth Rector. Another race was beckoning.

5 Transformation of the University of Macau

The University of Macau was established in 1981 by three Hong Kong residents. It
was a private university with the purpose of providing higher education primarily
for the youth of Hong Kong. Ten years later, it was acquired by the Macau govern-
ment and promptly converted into a public higher educational institution.

Macau was returned to Chinese sovereignty in 1999. The new government
decided, as one of its highest priorities, to elevate the status of the University of
Macau to meet the demand of the city’s social and economic development. The
government first assigned a new chairman for the University Council—the super-
vising body of the university and then passed a new law on the governance of the
university, thereby conferring more autonomy upon it. Most importantly, a global
search for a new rector was launched. Based on his outstanding scholarship and his
wealth of experience in university administration, Wei Zhao was officially appointed
as the eighth Rector of UMacau by the Chief Executive of Macau.
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For many, the rectorship is a prestigious position. But for the man who has
always raced against time, it meant another race to run: How to accelerate UMacau’s
development in order to keep pace with the growth of the Macau Special
Administrative Region. This now became his next monumental challenge. When he
first set foot on UMacau’s campus, he realized that this task would be mammoth.
The campus of the university was no bigger than two football fields. Students had to
make day trips to the campus every day as there were few residential accommoda-
tions for local students. In terms of research productivity, the entire faculty pub-
lished no more than 169 SCI papers in 2008. It was obvious that the university faced
a yawning gap when stacked up against modern first-class universities.

This time, his race against time would not be for himself but for the university he
led. Any race must have a goal: Upon his landing in Macau, Wei Zhao declared that
the University of Macau was to train and nurture leaders for the city up to and
including its future chief executives. In his installation speech, Wei Zhao cited
Harvard University, Tokyo University, and Peking University among others as
examples of the first-class universities, which produced top talents for their own
nations and regions. Macau had yet to achieve this mission in 2008 when he was
sworn in as the Rector for UMacau.

With his goal clearly defined, Wei Zhao took three decisive actions to jump-start
his project. First, within a month of his arrival, his proposal to establish an Honors
College (HC) was approved by the University Council. HC is a key instrument to
fulfill Zhao’s promise that UMacau will train and nurture local talents for governing
Macau. HC admits the top 5% of enrolled students and trains them in leadership and
organizational skills. What’s more, it provides them with an opportunity to attend
one of top 50 universities in the world for a semester. HC turned out to be as suc-
cessful as envisioned. The first class returned from spending a term at the top 50
universities (e.g., the University of Illinois at Urbana Champion and the University
of Michigan at Ann Arbor) after scoring an average GPA of 3.6 out of a maximum
of 4.0. This greatly bolstered the confidence of the university community: Our
UMacau students were as good as those in these top 50 universities. The success of
HC translated into twin benefits: helping to train students on campus while attract-
ing the cream of local students to the university. Previously, these tip-top students
would opt to attend overseas institutions with many staying and working overseas
thereafter.

Next, within 3 months of his arrival, he spearheaded the effort for the faculty
senate to agree to the establishment of a tenure system for faculty management. The
tenure system exists in most American and Canadian universities. It provides per-
manent employment for a faculty member after a certain period (normally 6 years)
in which she/he has demonstrated excellence (by a rigorous external peer review) in
both teaching and research. While the tenure system does have its drawbacks, it is
an indisputably effective way to protect academic freedom and elevate faculty qual-
ity. Back in 2008, the tenure system was still a new concept in the nearby regions.
Most universities in Hong Kong only adopted the tenure system in the 1990s, while
only a few universities in mainland China were considering it. Without a doubt, the
tenure system helped UMacau to significantly elevate the status of its faculty.
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The third action, perhaps Wei Zhao’s most visible and immortal contribution to
UMacau, was the development of the Hengqin campus from scratch. As a small city,
Macau had only 29 km? of land at the time, meaning that land was at a premium and
there was no room for a new campus. In May 2008, within 6 months of his arrival,
the University of Macau, at Wei Zhao’s insistence, submitted a proposal to the
Macau government and subsequently to the central government, arguing for the
need for a new campus for UMacau and proposing (1) to acquire a parcel of land
from adjacent Zhuhai for UMacau’s new campus and (2) to allow the Macau gov-
ernment to exercise judiciary power over that parcel of land.

There was much debate on and off campus and within and even outside of Macau
on this bold and aggressive proposal. Many believed that the proposal was asking
for the impossible. In May 2008, Science, the famous academic magazine, pub-
lished an article written by its journalist Mr. Richard Stone asserting that the pro-
posal presented “an unprecedented dilemma.” However, life again blessed those
who dared to dream.

In June 2009, to cheers from the university community, the People’s Congress of
China officially approved the proposal: The land granted covers 1.09 km?, which is
20 times bigger than the old campus. In fact, the physical size of Macau itself has
increased by 3% after this acquisition! UMacau subsequently managed to secure the
government’s investment of US$2 billion for campus construction and develop-
ment, which promptly started in December 2009 and was completed on schedule in
July 2013 (Fig. 4). The University of Macau now had a new campus to match its
new era, one that is worthy of this up-and-coming city.

Fig. 4 The new campus of the University of Macau
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With both hardware (i.e., a new campus with 60 new buildings) and software
(new governing law and faculty management policies) in place, Wei Zhao aggres-
sively launched a sequence of measures to elevate the University’s academic status.
He designed and implemented a new educational model that synthesized both in-
classroom teaching and extracurricular activities and emphasized both academic
excellence and competency development. The model has four distinct components:

* Disciplinary education includes coursework students should take in order to
complete a degree program in their chosen fields and prepare them well for the
job market.

* General education helps students to broaden their knowledge base for a founda-
tion of lifetime learning and advancement.

* Research and internship education provides students with opportunities to create
knowledge and to apply their learned/created knowledge in the real world.

* Peer and community education allows students to experience and learn, mostly
on their own, interactions with peers and communities to prepare them to eventu-
ally adapt to societal environments.

This four-in-one model was adopted gradually by UMacau with the establish-
ment of ten residential colleges, which were critical for peer and community educa-
tion. Data show that for students participating in this new four-in-one model, not
only did their academic performance (as measured by GPA) improve but their gen-
eral competency (e.g., leadership skills and cultural appreciation) was also enhanced
in parallel.

New academic programs such as life sciences, material sciences, history, and
philosophy were launched, and annual funding programs for faculty research and
development were established. Two state-key laboratories (one for Chinese medi-
cine and the other for microelectronics and VLSI) got the official nod from the
central government.

All these efforts helped UMacau to win its race against time. During Wei Zhao’s
tenure as Rector for UMacau, its academic reputation climbed rapidly, and its soci-
etal impact increased significantly. The numbers tell the story. In 2008, UMacau
published a total of only 169 SCI papers. By 2016, that is, 8 years later, the number
had shot up to 1276, inching close to an eightfold increase. For a proper perspective,
bear in mind the amount of time it normally took comparable universities to make
the same progress (from 169 to 1276 SCI papers): The Hong Kong University of
Science and Technology, which was ranked the 58th in Times Higher Education
World University Ranking in 2023, took 10 years to reach a similar academic out-
put. In the period leading up to 2008, UMacau seldom appeared in any university
ranking system. However, by 2015, UMacau had appeared on the academic leader-
board, leaping to the top 300 in the Times Higher Education World University
Ranking.

Wei Zhao’s lasting contribution to transforming UMacau was recognized as an
extraordinary feat celebrated both domestically and internationally. During his ten-
ure there, he earned 12 honorary doctorates from universities around the world and
was inducted as an Academician by the International Eurasian Academy of Sciences.
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In the words of the Chairman of the University Council, Dr. Peter Lam, during the
appreciation party held upon Wei Zhao’s departure from UMacau, “The university
had made a great leap forward under Rector Wei Zhao.” With Wei Zhao as its Rector,
UMacau had leapfrogged onto an unimaginable stage until he took office. Thanks to
him, the university had won its race against time.

6 From the Middle East Back to the Middle Kingdom

After completing his tenure in UMacau, Wei Zhao accepted an invitation from the
American University of Sharjah (AUS) in the United Arab Emirates to become the
first Chief Officer of Research (i.e., Vice President for Research) in the AUS history.
Speaking of his experiences in Sharjah, Wei Zhao jokingly said that it was a “recu-
perative” period of 3 years before a bigger challenge consumed his being.

He didn’t have long to wait. In 2019, Shenzhen, China’s high-tech darling city,
otherwise known as the Silicon Valley of the East and an upstart in the last 40 years,
announced that it had reached an agreement with the Chinese Academy of Sciences
to establish a new university to be called the Shenzhen Institute of Advanced
Technology. In truth, despite its remarkable economic development, Shenzhen’s
higher education has fallen far short of other parts of China. Shenzhen is keen to
play catch up. Once again, Wei Zhao was invited to run this race against time.

In July 2020, Wei Zhao was named vice chair of the university preparation com-
mittee and provost of the university to be established. In true Wei Zhao style, no
time is wasted, and the race is now in full swing. By November 2020, the main
campus of the new university held its groundbreaking ceremony. By June 2021, five
deans of academic colleges were recruited, and by September 2021, a temporary
campus of nine buildings became operational as did the University’s first residential
college. Clearly, our man is in yet another race.

7 Final Words

Forty years have passed in the blink of an eye since Wei Zhao took the flight from
Shanghai Honggiao Airport to the United States in 1982. From studying to teaching,
from university to government, from Texas to Washington, from the United States
to Macau, and then full circle back to mainland China where it all began. Every day,
Wei Zhao counts his many blessings, grateful for the decades of discoveries, joint
ventures, and new beginnings.

His life is the story of contemporary China and global transformation writ large.
He has crisscrossed cultures and continents. This unassuming man, too modest and
deferential even for a Chinese scholar, lets his actions do the talking, running race
after race, scaling height after height. In many noteworthy historical developments,
he was not only an eyewitness but also an active player. In my conversations with



The Man Who Races Against Time 111

him, I can see a satisfied smile playing across his lips, knowing that he has been
successful in “beating the clock.” He has outrun himself. For him, life is a race, and
the race is life. As long as one exists, the other never ends.
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From Leading Others to Leading Yourself @)

Monica Lam

1 Elements, Concepts, and Development of Self-Leadership

It is commonly accepted that leadership requires followers. Northouse (2021) defines
leadership as a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to
achieve a common goal. The term “a group of individuals” refers to the followers of
a leader. However, a broad and comprehensive definition of leadership does not nec-
essarily include followers or formal positions (Ferrazzi & Weyrich, 2020). In this
chapter, leadership is defined as the process of initiating, executing, and sustaining
activities to fulfill a nontrivial mission. The “nontrivial mission” can be for one sin-
gle individual including oneself, a group of followers, an organization, or multiple
organizations. Moreover, formal leadership positions are not a prerequisite to execut-
ing leadership. While a formal leadership position gives the hierarchical authority
and associated resources to a leader to accomplish goals, there are informal influ-
ences and networks that can be effective or more effective than the formal counter-
parts for achieving goals. As long as a person has the talent, motivation, opportunities,
and support to engage in the process of initiating, executing, and sustaining activities
to fulfill a nontrivial mission, it can be considered leadership. The “nontrivial” in the
mission of leadership is to emphasize the significant impact of the leadership out-
come. It is not some simple outcome that can be easily achieved but life-changing
and direction-changing endeavors for the well-being of those involved.

The concept of self-leadership in the literature of the past four decades has been
reviewed and summarized by three major papers: Neck and Houghton (2006),
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Stewart et al. (2011), and Goldsby et al. (2021). The operationalization of self-
leadership can be found in the abbreviated self-leadership questionnaire (ASLQ)
(Houghton et al., 2012). Self-leadership appeared in the literature in the mid-1980s
as an expansion of self-management and self-control (Manz, 1983). Self-leadership
is broadly defined as the process of influencing oneself through specific behavioral
and cognitive strategies (Neck et al., 2020). Those behavioral and cognitive strate-
gies support people to overcome reluctance and provide motivation to achieve per-
sonal and organizational goals (Neck & Houghton, 2006). There are three categories
of strategies: behavior-focused strategies, natural rewards, and constructive thought.

Behavior-focused strategies for self-leadership enhance self-awareness in order
to create desirable factors to support goal-oriented actions. The literature suggests
self-observation, self-set goals, self-rewards, self-punishment, self-correcting, and
self-cueing as strategies to move individuals toward desirable goals. The ASLQ
(Houghton et al., 2012) provides the following behavioral items for the behavior-
focused strategies:

e [ establish specific goals for my own performance.
* I make a point to keep track of how well I am doing at work.
* I work toward specific goals I have set for myself.

The loading for factor analysis of the above items into the factor of behavior,
awareness, and volition are all above 0.7. The physical objects and environment can
also be arranged to provide concrete cues to encourage constructive behaviors such
as job lists, notes, screensavers, posters, reminders, and alarms. Concurrently, nega-
tive cues that can lead to destructive behavior should be removed, such as cluttered
desktops or offices that may divide attention and objects that may lead to unpleasant
memories or failure experiences.

Natural reward strategies are to enhance the appealing or enjoyable features of
those activities that accomplish goals for a leader. Naturally rewarding activities
have the characteristic of making performers feel competent and self-determining
(Neck et al., 2020). The feelings of competence and self-determination generate
intrinsic motivation to accomplish tasks. One natural reward strategy involves build-
ing a pleasant by-product of a difficult task. Another strategy is to refocus attention
away from the annoying aspects of a task to the positive aspects. The overall psy-
chological effect is to maximize the cognitive association with the rewards and
minimize the perceptive negativity. Another characteristic of naturally rewarding
activities is the feeling of purpose (Neck et al., 2020). In Maslow’s hierarchy of
needs, the highest level is self-actualization, which is similar to the idea of a feeling
of purpose in self-leadership. A purpose-driven goal is an enlightening objective to
pursue regardless of the obstacles and challenges. The ASLQ (Houghton et al.,
2012) provides the following behavioral items for the natural reward strategies:

e [ visualize myself successfully performing a task before I do it.

* Sometimes I picture in my mind a successful performance before I actually
do a task.

*  When I have successfully completed a task, I often reward myself with some-
thing I like.
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The loadings for factor analysis of the above items into the factor of task motiva-
tion range from 0.6+ to 0.8+. Along the line of self-determination and feeling of
purpose, it is suggested that self-leadership can enhance psychological capital as a
key cognitive resource for shaping innovation (DiLiello & Houghton, 2006), health
protective behaviors (Maykrantz et al., 2021), and entrepreneurial activities (Eng &
Knotts, 2022). The psychological capital enables self-discipline, delay of gratifica-
tion, focusing on long-term, productive forgetting, and the use of heuristics for
exploring new cognitive pathways to overcome difficulties.

Constructive thought strategies identify dysfunctional beliefs and assumptions
and replace them with positive self-talk and mental imagery (Neck & Houghton,
2006). Self-talk is what we tell ourselves including self-evaluation and reaction to
stimuli in the environment. The first constructive thought strategy is to carefully
examine our self-talk whether it is fact-based or our imagination. If it is not fact-
based, we can choose to replace it with positive mental imagery, which can be a
cognitive creation of a successful task before its physical execution in reality.
Envisioning the success of a task enhances the likelihood of its successful perfor-
mance (Driskell et al., 1994). The ASLQ (Houghton et al., 2012) provides the fol-
lowing behavioral items for constructive thought strategies:

e Sometimes I talk to myself out loud or in my head to work through difficult
situations.

e I try to mentally evaluate the accuracy of my own beliefs about situations I am
having problems with.

[ think about my own beliefs and assumptions whenever I encounter a difficult
situation.

The loadings for factor analysis of the above items into the factor of constructive
cognition range from 0.7+ to 0.8+. Constructive cognition is a state-like efficacy
that relates to beliefs about our abilities to mobilize resources, identify viable action
paths, create positive proclamations for success, activate focused energy, and
recover from adversity and failure (Luthans et al., 2007). It is a process of optimism,
hope, initiation, action, and resilience.

The behavior-focused natural reward and constructive thought strategies in self-
leadership may be considered as overlapping with many classic theories of self-
motivation and regulation (Neck & Houghton, 2006). To defend self-leadership as a
distinct construct from other relevant theories, it was argued that self-leadership is a
normative theory, which is prescriptive in nature emphasizing the “how” aspect of
issues. Neck and Houghton (2006) provided an in-depth discussion regarding the
differences between self-leadership and self-regulation, social cognitive theory,
self-management, self-control, and self-motivation, which are summarized as fol-
lows. Comparing self-leadership with self-regulation, Neck and Houghton (2006)
suggested that self-leadership strategies operate in the broad theoretical context of
self-regulation. Self-regulation indicates that people can adjust their behavior to
reduce the gap between a standard and the status quo. While self-regulation assumes
that standards exist externally and cannot be changed, self-leadership advocates the
process of self-goal setting. While self-regulation accepts that self-regulation failure
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occurs and provides few remedies, self-leadership focuses on cognitive strategies
that effectively support and sustain self-regulation.

Comparing self-leadership and social cognitive theory, Neck and Houghton
(2006) pinpointed the mediating role of self-efficacy, a key concept in social cogni-
tive theory, between self-leadership and performance outcome. Self-efficacy is a
person’s self-assessment of his or her capabilities and resources to accomplish a
goal, which involves aspiration, effort, persistence, and thought patterns. Unsworth
and Mason (2012) found that self-leadership training significantly reduces work
stress via the increase of self-efficacy. While social cognitive theory proposes a
system of discrepancy production followed by discrepancy reduction, that is, creat-
ing goals and then actions to reduce the gap, it is the behavioral and cognitive strate-
gies of self-leadership that increase the self-efficacy leading to the final desirable
performance outcome. Self-reflection is discussed as an element in social cognitive
theory (Bandura, 1986). It is a process of inspecting and evaluating one’s thoughts,
feelings, and behavior to improve cognition change (Eng & Pai, 2015). As such,
self-reflection enables individuals’ intellectual flexibility, broadens perspectives,
and stimulates novel ideas (Hao et al., 2016). Wang et al. (2019) showed that indi-
vidual intellectual capital mediates the positive relationship between self-reflection
and creativity. The construct of self-reflection needs further exploration and may be
subsumed under the umbrella of self-leadership.

Self-management is based on the concepts of self-control in clinical psychology
(Neck & Houghton, 2006). Self-management describes the process of individuals
choosing a less attractive for the time being yet a more desirable action in the long
term. It is about rejecting a short-term pleasant behavior by mobilizing energy to
focus on the long term. However, the self-management theory does not involve the
assessment of the standards. While self-management addresses the process of pro-
ducing self-influence to achieve goals, it does not concern the appropriateness and
purposes of the goals. Self-leadership strategies appeal to the high-level purposes
and meaning of life, which can tap into substantially richer cognitive resources of
self-influence to achieve goals. Therefore, self-leadership can be considered as
expanding self-management and self-control to a comprehensive level.

Self-motivation can be classified into two categories of extrinsic and intrinsic
rewards. Extrinsic rewards originate from external sources such as pay raises,
praise, recognition, promotion, and awards. Intrinsic rewards drive self-motivation
through the need of feeling competent and self-determining. While extrinsic rewards
can change, intrinsic rewards are relatively stable and are more reliable and power-
ful motivations for performance. The need of feeling competent propels people to
acquire and extend their capabilities. The need for self-determination motivates
people to free themselves from pressures such as contingent rewards (Deci & Ryan,
1985). Both needs play a central role in the natural reward strategy of self-leadership.
Overall, in the literature, self-leadership is advocated as a distinct construct by its
prescriptive nature, determining purposeful and meaningful goals independently
from external influence and building self-efficacy and self-motivation through
intrinsic rewards.
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Many higher education institutions are nonprofit organizations. Neck et al. (1998)
suggested three propositions regarding the use of self-leadership to improve non-
profit organizations:

e The use of individual self-leadership strategies will have a positive impact on the
cognition (thought patterns) of workers.

e The use of individual self-leadership strategies will have a positive impact on the
behaviors (performance) of workers.

e The use of individual self-leadership strategies will have a positive impact on the
effectiveness of the nonprofit organization.

There are several factors that may make self-leadership especially suitable in
nonprofit or higher education institutions, which are discussed below.

First, many top-level administrators in higher education institutions have short
tenures. While there are presidents who serve long periods of time, presidents who
fail to last for a few years are not rare. During my 10+ years of academic career at a
state university, there were three presidents, four provosts, and five business deans.
When my former dean recruited me to be one of his associate deans, one of the
questions I asked was for how long he would continue to be the dean. One piece of
advice I treasured when I stepped into my first full-time administrator position is to
plan for your exit strategy from day one. After having served in higher education
administration for a while, I experienced the importance and wisdom of that advice.
The short tenure of many top leadership positions in higher education institutions
may be caused by the obfuscatory relationship between the board of trustees and the
president. Once a president steps down, the administrators in different areas hired
by the president usually leave voluntarily or are let go. Since changes in education
institutions tend to be slow and difficult, an administrator usually needs to be in a
position for about 5 years to generate impact and success. The frequent turnover of
key administrator positions leads to inconsistency in strategies, low morale, waste
of resources, progress interruption, confusion, resentment, or even sabotage from
those who are damaged in the turnover process. Human minds, enthusiasm, and
energy are precious resources to protect and utilize in a work environment. In the
volatile and treacherous higher education administration environment, self-
leadership can be a reflective platform at both the individual and organizational
levels. When leadership is not available or when the existing leadership is obscure
or detrimental, self-leadership can be exercised to fulfill personal and organizational
missions.

Second, similar to other nonprofit organizations, higher education institutions
often have missions that cannot be accurately measured and evaluated. Many higher
education institutions have student success, diversity, inclusivity, ethics, academic
excellence, societal impact, community service, etc. as elements in their missions.
If we randomly select two universities, it is likely that 70-80% of their missions are
similar. In terms of measurement, for example, how do we measure student success?
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Are the retention rates, graduation rates, placement rates, GPA, graduate salaries, or
assessment results for accreditation the significant predictors of long-term student
success? Some goals such as societal impact, diversity, and ethics are even more
difficult to operationalize in higher education. When a mission cannot be easily
translated into measurable objectives, we don’t have reliable performance indica-
tors to evaluate the effectiveness of an administrator. When it is difficult to evaluate
administrators, there can be many unfit or incompetent leaders in higher education.
Therefore, if formal leadership is not working or after we step down from leadership
positions, we can exercise self-leadership to advance ourselves and our organiza-
tions. After my mentor stepped down from her leadership position, she started to
focus her energy on bringing up the next generation of female administrators in
higher education. I am a product of her enthusiastic endeavors in organizing work-
shops and seminars through national and local professional networks. After I
stepped down from my leadership position, I shifted to focus on developing my
spiritual capital as a preparation for my life-long teaching and learning in seminar-
ies. I applied for the Doctoral Program of Education Ministry at Dallas Theological
Seminary, got accepted, and started my first course in the Summer of 2022.
Moreover, I contribute my leadership knowledge by participating in different activi-
ties of the Transformative Learning Institution on campus and in other venues.
Third, many higher education institutions are facing a funding crisis due to the
enrollment decline in the past 10 years. State universities gradually become more
and more reliant on private funding rather than public funding. Some state universi-
ties establish creative revenue streams from self-support programs that operate as a
private business arm in the state support environment. The share of the budget from
the private business arm can be as high as 40% in my administrative experience.
This hybrid operation mode of nonprofit and for-profit in higher education requires
considerably more sophisticated skills, tools, and cognitive resources from the lead-
ership to deal with different rules, cultures, and mindsets. Marvel and Patel (2017)
concluded that self-leadership is an important behavioral and motivational resource
for speeding product development in the entrepreneurial environment. As many
administrators nowadays wear the hat of entrepreneurs to increase enrollment by
creating innovative programs, novel education deliveries, and fundraising avenues,
self-leadership can play an important role in the process. When I was in the admin-
istrator’s role of managing self-support programs at a state university, I experienced
the motivational power of self-leadership. At that time, one institutional goal was to
increase international enrollment on campus. The first step in pursuing that goal was
to bring our brand name closer to the marketplace. Then I started to develop the plan
of launching a graduate degree program off-campus in a city overseas. What can be
more effective for recruiting students than the visual reminder of your program in
the marketplace! Since it was an entrepreneurial adventure, my self-leadership
kicked in to gather information, seek approval, evaluate risks and threats, convince
skeptics, and acquire support. The mental imagery of seeing our program in a for-
eign city and students taking classes in our partner’s facility was a natural reward to
me. I even imagined my thank-you speech after the successful launch of the pro-
gram. It was a long 2-year process, but I finally overcame all obstacles and launched
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the first cohort in a foreign city. I remember I was moved to tears when the first
student was admitted into the program. The local newspaper reported the ground-
breaking news on its front page with the headline Success from around the Globe. It
was a product of self-leadership. In hindsight, I think most people would give up on
that entrepreneurial endeavor. I can attest to the power of self-efficacy supported by
intrinsic motivation for a higher purpose than my immediate gratification as advo-
cated in the self-leadership theory. I eventually carried out the second step of pursu-
ing the goal of increasing international enrollment by launching the same degree
program on campus so as to attract international students to campus. That was also
a successful endeavor under self-leadership!

Fourth, decision-making and problem-solving in higher education institutions
are usually through a formal or informal governance system. A governance system
has a multilevel committee structure for checking, balancing, and approval.
Depending on issues, many administrators feel that they have no or limited author-
ity to make decisions. When we are in leadership positions without authority or are
not in a formal position, what can we rely on to generate desirable outcomes? Self-
leadership! Self-leadership does not require followers, formal authority, official
standards, or external goals. Self-leadership generates desirable goals independently
of external influence, creates possible pathways, enjoys intrinsic values, and initi-
ates actions to accomplish a mission. I experienced the above self-leadership pro-
cess when I took the initiative to achieve two unprecedented US News national
rankings for two programs on my watch. No one required me to achieve national
rankings for those programs. Actually, the general belief was that could not be done.
I am generally not confined by what people think or what the environment looks
like. I started the ranking pursuit by understanding what factors are evaluated in the
ranking system. Then I systematically created tools, surveys, processes, and net-
works to collect the required data. I patiently submitted those data to the ranking
system. Since I was not under pressure to achieve rankings, I was motivated only by
my intrinsic values to advance those programs. After 3 years of diligent work, our
first ranking appeared in US News & World Report and our second ranking for
another program appeared the year after. Those rankings secured second place for
our programs on campus among all similar programs in the state-wide university
system. My experience demonstrates that self-leadership works effectively in the
complex decision-making environment of higher education administration.

3 A Working Model for Self-Leadership in Collaboration

Based on the information and analysis of sections one and two above, this final sec-
tion proposes a working model for self-leadership in collaboration to guide the lead-
ership behavior of administrators in higher education. Figure 1 presents a working
model for self-leadership in collaboration, which consists of antecedents, input
forces cocreated with others, and input forces created by oneself, all feeding into the
process of self-leadership in collaboration, and generating the final outcomes of
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Input Forces Co-Created with Others
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Fig. 1 A working model for self-leadership in collaboration for higher education. (The figure is
created by the author herself)

self-satisfaction, self-well-being, team improvement, and organization improve-
ment. The different elements in the working model are explained in the rest of this
section.

Steward et al. (2019) suggested that there are antecedents including individual
and environment that facilitate self-leadership. One facilitator at the individual level
is personality. Williams (1997) proposed hypothetical relationships between self-
leadership and the five personality types of extraversion, neuroticism, conscien-
tiousness, openness to experience, and agreeableness. Extraversion refers to
individuals who are outgoing, gregarious, enthusiastic, and optimistic. Neuroticism
refers to distress, nervousness, insecurity, and tension. Conscientiousness refers to
individuals who are dependable, responsible, goal-oriented, efficient, and orga-
nized. Openness to experience refers to the traits of imagination, artistic sensitivity,
and intellectualism. Agreeableness refers to individuals who are trusting, coopera-
tive, and good-natured (Barrick & Mount, 1993). The proposed hypotheses are as
follows (Williams, 1997):

» Extraversion is positively associated with self-leadership meta-skills prior to and
after training.

» Extraversion moderates the effectiveness of self-leadership interventions so that
those low on extraversion will show the greatest gain in meta-skills.

* Neuroticism is negatively associated with self-leadership meta-skills prior to and
after training.
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* Neuroticism moderates the effectiveness of self-leadership intervention so that
those high on neuroticism will show the greatest gain in meta-skills.

» Conscientiousness is positively associated with self-leadership meta-skills prior
to and after training.

» Conscientiousness moderates the effectiveness of self-leadership interventions
so that those low on conscientiousness will show the greatest gain in meta-skills.

* Openness to experience is positively associated with self-leadership meta-skills
prior to and after training.

* Self-leadership meta-skills and the effectiveness of self-leadership training are
unrelated to agreeableness.

The above hypotheses show that personalities such as extraversion, conscien-
tiousness, and openness to experience may facilitate the practice of self-leadership.
If a certain personality type is not conducive to self-leadership, training activities
may remedy this to a certain extent. It has been shown that self-leadership training
is especially beneficial to employees who are low in conscientiousness (Steward
etal., 1996). The relationship between personality and self-leadership is still under-
explored in the literature. From my personal experience, personality has a bearing
on self-leadership. In my administrative endeavors, a positive outlook, inquisitive
mind, genuine interest in people and care for them, inclusivity, delayed gratification,
perseverance, faith, resilience, discernment, and explorative action support me well
through the years.

Another antecedent for self-leadership is workplace spirituality (Steward et al.,
2019). While there is a lack of a commonly accepted definition for workplace spiri-
tuality, the investigation focuses on the three dimensions of inner life, meaningful
work, and a sense of community for individual and organizational performance
(Ashmos & Duchon, 2000; Gupta et al., 2014; Petchsawang & Ducheon, 2009). The
existentialist view of workplace spirituality asks the following questions (Houghton
et al., 2016):

* Why am I doing this work?

e What is the meaning of the work I am doing?

e Where does this lead me to?

s there a reason for my existence and the organization?

Workplace spirituality is considered as a mental atmosphere that promotes intu-
ition and creativity beyond normal boundaries, honesty and trust, personal fulfill-
ment, personal commitment, and organizational performance. When there are
motivational answers to the questions listed above, we don’t just work for a pay-
check but for higher purposes that open up relationships, resources, and workspace.
Brown (2018) reported that trust in organizations is the primary defining character-
istic of the very best workplaces. Companies with high levels of trust create much
higher returns for their stakeholders than other companies. Since one characteristic
of self-leadership is a self-set goal independent of external influence, there is a natu-
ral linkage between workplace spirituality and self-leadership. When workplace
spirituality exists, it facilitates the execution of self-leadership. Even though
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spirituality does not exist in the workplace, the spirituality of intrinsic origin at the
personal level is still an instrumental antecedent for self-leadership.

Another antecedent for self-leadership is a mission consisting of a personal mis-
sion and an organizational mission. A personal mission addresses the question of
why I exist. An organizational mission describes why the organization exists. There
is the concept of person—organization fit (P—O fit) that provides a theoretical context
for measuring workplace spirituality in terms of the compatibility between indi-
vidual preferences and organizational supplies (Sheep, 2004). My professional
objectives in my administrative career are:

¢ Lead, influence, and innovate educational institutions to achieve their maximum
potentials.

e Build multidimensional relationships to allow collaboration for the greater good.

* Mentor the next generation to be responsible and competent leaders.

The mentor in my administrative career always reminds me of the importance of
the compatibility between an administrative position and a job applicant. A com-
mon question during administrative job interviews is: Why are you interested in this
position? I always look up the educational institution’s mission, vision, and goals
before an interview. My answer to that question is based on the commonality
between my personal mission and the organizational mission. During a campus visit
interview, the university president told me bluntly that people who want to work on
distance education should not come, and it is impossible for their programs to
receive national rankings. It is likely that the antecedent for self-leadership is very
weak in that environment.

Another antecedent for self-leadership is culture (Steward et al., 2019). It was
confirmed that certain national culture enables self-leadership. Neubert and Wu
(2006) confirmed that self-goal, visualizing success, self-talk, self-reward, and self-
punishment can be generalized effectively in a Chinese context. On the other hand,
self-observation, evaluating beliefs and assumptions, and self-cueing are more
applicable in the Western culture. In a team environment, Kirkman and Shapiro
(2001) found that teams in collectivist cultures such as Japan are less resistant to
team self-leadership. In addition, teams in high-involvement cultures and those in
less centralized companies are more effective for self-leadership (Manz et al., 2009).
Chu and Vu (2022) investigated the impact of self-regulation on moral actions in the
Confucian and Buddhist systems. Since self-regulation is an element of self-
leadership, their research results shed light on how cultural systems may drive self-
leadership. They found that both the concept of relational self in Confucianism and
the concept of nonself in Buddhism constrain the ego self and promote the social
person leading to moral action. There is some evidence that self-leadership may
lead to long-term and nonmaterial benefits to individuals and organizations.

Joshanloo (2014) investigated the concept of happiness in Confucianism,
Buddhism, and Taoism. In Buddhism, happiness cannot be found in material gain,
bodily pleasure, or interpersonal relationships. Instead, genuine and everlasting
happiness is from internal peace that outgrows the mind’s habit of reacting to exter-
nal stimuli. The highest level of happiness is the understanding of being one with
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others that brings peace and harmony into the lives of others (Ricard, 2011). In
Taoism, this world operates through the interaction of two opposite poles: yin and
yang. The two poles complement and support each other. For example, failure com-
plements and supports success and vice versa. People can achieve happiness when
they embrace both poles, accept the pattern of change, and face adversity with non-
action. In other words, accepting the positive and negative sides of life and personal-
ity leads to happiness and contentment (Peng et al., 2006; Lee et al., 2013). In
Confucianism, happiness is from social and interpersonal virtues toward internal
and social harmony. The interpersonal relationship is structured in circles starting
with one’s family in the innermost circle, then going outward to more remote rela-
tionships. Confucianism stresses the importance of self-cultivation first, then taking
care of family members, then the well-being of the nation, then finally the peace of
the whole world. A good life can be obtained by observing virtues, discipline, self-
governance, and maintaining a harmonious attachment with others and the world
(Lee et al., 2013). The above simple comparison among Confucianism, Buddhism,
and Taoism reveals that Confucianism can be a conducive culture to support self-
leadership because of its emphasis on self-discipline and self-governance. On the
other hand, Taoism’s nonaction strategy to deal with adversity may not lead to
behavior-focused responses. Buddhism can be somewhere between Confucianism
and Taoism in terms of supporting self-leadership.

There are two categories of input forces to the working model of self-leadership
in collaboration: input forces cocreated with others and input forces created by one-
self. The proposed working model is named “self-leadership in collaboration,”
which refers to the synthetic interaction between self-leadership and collaboration
in the higher education context to achieve desirable outcomes for individuals and
institutions. In higher educational institutions, collaboration is essential in the mis-
sion life cycle. Rarely can one administrator initiate, execute, and sustain all. While
self-leadership is beneficial in many aspects of an administrator’s endeavors, work-
ing through the complex and multilayered decision-making, authorization, and
implementation system still needs substantial collaboration between internal and
external stakeholders. Since the elements of self-leadership have been covered in
the first section, the following focuses on discussing the input forces cocreated
with others.

There are three major input forces cocreated with others: networking, coelevat-
ing, and praise and celebration. Ferrazzi and Raz (2001) and Ferrazzi and Weyrich
(2020) discussed their personal experience in creating connections and achieving
success in his two books: Never Eat Alone, and Leading without Authority. Ferrazzi
asked a great question, “Who are on your team?” Who are on our team are not just
those who report to us but all surrounding us who can do good or harm to our work.
When we take care of people in our work environment, we need to take care of those
who are on our team. Our attitude and thought logic can make a significant differ-
ence in whether we can achieve our mission. If we feel that people behave badly
toward us, per self-leadership, we need to take time to check our assumptions and
beliefs. It is important to allow time and opportunities for us to verify the assump-
tions and beliefs. I like the term “Never Eat Alone,” which refers to using all
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opportunities to connect with people. When I initiated the process of changing the
culture of graduate education to be more engaged at a university, my first task was
to establish the MBA Networking Association (MNA). MNA is truly about net-
working among students, faculty, alumni, employers, and community supporters.
Many community activities were launched through MNA: golf tournaments, lun-
cheons, panel discussions, summer picnics, retreats, and graduation parties. It is the
community sense that drives the brand name, commitment, and resource raising.
Another networking technique is rumbling with authenticity (Brown, 2018). Brown
did not advocate rumbling with authenticity as a self-leadership strategy, but I
believe it can be one. When we are reluctant to connect with people, it may be due
to the unwillingness of exposing our vulnerability to attack, rudeness, or ridicule.
But if we consider ourselves a learner rather than a knower, our attitude can have a
fundamental change. If we practice reaching out to others to share resources, empa-
thy, and compassion with the goal of creating value for them, our generosity will be
returned to us in the appointed future. The goal of collaboration with others is to
coelevate with them using mutual serving, sharing, and caring. The concept of coel-
evating is especially useful in fundraising. In a fundraising project, before asking
for money, I spent time in understanding what may be of great value to our potential
donors. I finally identified a wealthy alumnus who was very interested in developing
students’ leadership skills. I worked with the VP of advancement to develop a pro-
posal for the Academy of Honors Students, which was gladly accepted by the alum-
nus. The technique of praising and celebrating everything is powerful in most
situations. Helping others to help you is the similar logic in leading yourself to lead
others! While we celebrate success and achievement, we can lament failure and
mishaps in a positive manner. If we treat a failure as one step closer to success and
one experience we learned to avoid next time, we can turn it into positive motivation.

Finally, I would like to conclude this chapter by highlighting one special benefit
of self-leadership to improve individuals and organizations: reducing career and
social costs for women (Houghton et al., 2016). Being a woman administrator in a
field where the top level of leadership is dominated by men, I pay attention to lead-
ership models that advance women administrators. Hall et al. (2012) found that a
greater level of sanctification of work or workplace spirituality predicts lower inter-
role conflict, higher positive affect, and higher job satisfaction for working mothers.
As women tend to pay higher social and career costs than men, self-leadership in
collaboration provides a model for aspiring women in higher education to assess
their readiness, evaluate the cost, and strive for success!
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In American higher education, it is very common to have conflict, disagreement, or
crises between faculty members and administration (Blumenstyk, 2015; Cassutto,
2015; Labaree, 2017). While boards (e.g., boards of directors, trustees, governors,
or regents) and administration tend to control and make top-down decisions, fac-
ulty/staff members tend to push back, which leads to tensions between these groups,
including the resignation of administration members, departure or resignation of
faculty members, no-confidence vote from faculty or other constituencies, low
morale, and other negative impacts on campus (Lombardi, 2013). A recent example
of this includes the case reported at Michigan State University on the conflicts
among the board, administration, faculty/staff, and students (Stripling, 2022). While
higher education is a learning business, it is also a part of the very complex, public,
or common good. It is a place where, in theory, employees and students intention-
ally enjoy their work and learning (Friedman, 2014) although the reality might be
different. American higher education is not truly a business but is a very compli-
cated enterprise academically, politically, and culturally (Newfield, 2016;
Trachtenberg et al., 2018). Addressing key issues, like shared governance and col-
laborative leadership (i.e., water-like leadership), may help in institutional success
and harmony in a long run (Lee, 2019, 2021; King & Mitchell, 2022). Thus, this
paper aims to examine shared governance and water-like leadership style (i.e., posi-
tive, collaborative, and in service of others).
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1 Shared Governance

In Spring 2021, I was elected to serve as the Faculty Senate President, representing
1500 faculty members at my institution. On July 15, 2021, representing the faculty
members and the Faculty Senate (as one of the constituencies), I attended the Board
of Trustees meeting of Southern Illinois University. Below is part of what I pre-
sented to the SIU’s BOT about shared governance in American higher education
(Lee, 2021):

As a research university, it is very important for SIU Carbondale campus administration
to collaborate with faculty and to support shared governance. Our academic excellence
and research success greatly depend on our faculty members and shared governance.
Why? Here are two examples for you as SIU BOT to consider: Example 1) In 1948, for-
mer President Delyte Morris came here with two big strategic goals—to build a school of
excellence and to enhance economic and cultural vitality in Southern Illinois (Mitchell,
1988). He accomplished these two strategic goals by collaborating well with faculty
members and his Board. Example 2) American higher education (including The
Association of Governing Boards of Colleges and Universities) basically agrees that gov-
erning with knowledge and confidence can be achieved largely by collaboration with
faculty—also see the writings by previous President L. S. Bacow (2018) at Tufts and
retired President F. A Hrabrowski (2018) at the University of Maryland Baltimore County
in the book, Leading Colleges and Universities (Trachtenberg et al., 2018). According to
a recent article on the meaning and principles of shared governance (Eisenstein, 2021),
governance at universities includes a triad or three main groups: Board, administration,
and faculty, and it means shared responsibility, accountability, and promoting collabora-
tion via communication and respect.

More specifically, shared governance in higher education refers to the processes and
structures that governing boards, faculty, professional staff, and administration use
to develop policies and make decisions that affect the institution (Eisenstein, 2021).
It is also common for colleges and universities to invite input from their students. At
the BOT meeting on July 15, 2021, I concluded as follows:

In summary, while the Board is our legal authority in the process about all business matters,
faculty members and shared governance, via daily interaction with administrative col-
leagues, play a very important role in checks and balances in academic programs, policies,
and other processes that impact universities. We are all equal partners, united for one com-
mon purpose (i.e., to serve, to work, and to lead together for our students and other constitu-
encies/stakeholders in Southern Illinois). Thus, collaboration and mutual respect (not
unilateral top-down decisions) among the board, administration, and faculty will determine
SIUC’s success in the future (Lee, 2021).

Therefore, by definition, shared governance means shared responsibility, account-
ability, and promoting collaboration via communication and respect among all
stakeholders.
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2 What Is Water-Like Leadership in Daoist Psychology?

Before discussing water-like leadership, I would like to elaborate on why I am inter-
ested in Daoist ideas and discuss how I became interested in researching Daoist
psychology. What is water-like leadership in Daoist psychology about anyway? In
1986, I was admitted to the Graduate School at the State University of New York at
Stony Brook (also known as Stony Brook University) to pursue my doctorate in
psychology. On a weekend trip during Fall 1986, I went to a large bookstore in
New York City and, serendipitously, I saw and purchased an English version (which
included the original Chinese) of Dao De Jing by Laozi (Wing, 1986). Since then,
over the last 30 years, I have read and reread this text, trying to understand it, though
not easily or fully sometimes. Nearly every week, I read it and try my best to prac-
tice the ideas contained within. Thus, I really enjoy contemplating Daoist writing
and researching Daoist principles, like the water-like leadership style. An overall
message from Daoist psychology includes speaking simply, harmony with oneself
(internally), harmony among ourselves and other human beings, and harmony with
nature (Lee & Holt, 2019).

Since the 1990s, my colleagues, students, and I have been doing research on
Daoist psychology, specifically focusing on water-like leadership (Lee, 2003, 2004,
2016, 2019; Lee et al., 2008, 2009, 2013a, 2015). For more than three decades, our
group has conducted empirical research on this topic in the United States and
throughout the world (Lee & Holt, 2019). To summarize, there are four main ideas
from Daoist psychology (Lee, 2019; Lee & Holt, 2019), namely, (1) welfare for
others and the world, (2) moderation by avoidance of extremes, (3) practicing wu-
wei (non-interference), and (4) water-like personality style (i.e., Daoist Big Five
leadership style: altruism, modesty, flexibility, honesty, and gentleness with perse-
verance) (Lee et al., 2013a).

Why is “best like water?” In his writings, Laozi, the founder of Daoist philoso-
phy, used water many times as a metaphor to explain the personality or leadership
style of the Sage. More specifically, water is altruistic and always serves others and
is modest, flexible, clear, and transparent, demonstrating both power (or persever-
ance) and softness (Lee, 2003, 2019; Lee et al., 2008).

First, water is altruistic. All species and organisms depend on water. Without
water, none of them can survive. What does water get from us? Almost nothing. A
good Daoist leader or administrator should be as altruistic as water. For instance,
Laozi advocated a “water personality.” We, as human beings, including leaders,
should learn from water because it always remains in the lowest position and never
competes with other things (Lee, 2019). Instead, water is beneficial to all things.
Laozi’s Chapter 8 of the Dao De Jing (Wing, 1986

) states:The highest value (or the best) is like water,
The value of water benefits All Things

And yet it does not contend,

It stays in places that others despise,

And therefore is close to Dao.
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Second, water is very modest and humble. It always goes to the lowest place. As
the above quotation illustrates, although water benefits all things, it does not con-
tend and remains in the lowest places (which others despise). Being humble and
modest is necessary for good leaders to appreciate and understand the Dao of things,
always be ready to learn, and be cognizant of overconfidence in the self (Lee, 2019).
To Laozi (Chapter 66), modesty or humbleness (humility),

willingness to help and benefit others, and the ability to maintain a low profile (just like
water) are qualities essential to an individual who wants to influence others:The rivers and
seas lead the hundred streams

Because they are skillful at staying low.

Thus, they can lead the hundred streams (Wing, 1986).

Third, water is adaptable, resilient, and flexible. It can stay in a container of any
shape. This flexibility (or fluidity) lends a great deal of wisdom to us. Successful
leaders and administrators in higher education can adjust themselves to any envi-
ronment and situation just as water does in a container. Maintaining flexibility and
adapting to the dynamics of change, like water following its path, are likely the best
traits. There is no such thing as the best leadership style or governing method across
time and space in the world; therefore, the best principle is being flexible and fluid,
finding the appropriate approach for here and now (Lee, 2019).

Fourth, water is transparent and clear. To gain trust, one should be honest and
transparent to his or her followers. The most honorable individuals (not only lead-
ers) are usually transparent (i.e., honest), like water. Though Western Machiavellian
or other deceptive approaches might work temporarily, being honest and transparent
is one of the most ethical approaches in modern management (Lee, 2019). Water
itself, when not muddied, is clear and transparent.

Finally, and most importantly, as per Lee (2019), water is very soft and gentle,
but also very persistent and powerful. Over time, water can cut through the hardest
rock, forming valleys and canyons. If drops of water keep pounding at a rock for
years, even the hardest rock will yield to water. Similarly, leadership style should be
gentle and soft, but perseverant and powerful. The Dao De Jing

(Chapter 78) provides an example of what we could learn from water:Nothing in
the world

Is as yielding and receptive as water.

Yet in attacking the firm and inflexible,

Nothing triumphs so well (Wing, 1986).

To summarize what is discussed as the water-like leadership style (i.e., Daoist
Big Five personality), below is a chart to provide visuals and help make these ideas
clear (Lee, 2019) (Fig. 1).

More specifically, Daoist philosophy focuses on harmony with external world
(i.e., Dao) and with oneself and other human beings (i.e., De). This harmony helps
to generate the water-like leadership style and Daoist Big Five personality traits,
including altruism, modesty, flexibility, honesty/transparency, and gentleness with
perseverance (Lee, 2019; Lee et al., 2008; Lee et al., 2013a).
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Fig. 1 The Daoist/Taoist theory of water-like personality (i.e., the Daoist Big Five). (The figure
below is created by the author himself)

3 What Is the Relationship Between Water-Like Leadership
and Shared Governance?

As discussed above, water-like leadership in Daoist psychology is different from
shared governance in American higher education, although both are intimately
related to one another. First, about their differences, the former (i.e., water-like lead-
ership) is broader and more generic than the latter (i.e., shared governance). For
instance, the former can be applied to almost all aspects of human interactions and
relationships, including all human institutions and organizations, whereas the latter
is specific to American higher education. Second, although they are different, both
are closely interconnected. This is because water-like leadership and shared
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governance explicitly and implicitly share a common theme that focuses on ser-
vice, humility, collaboration, flexibility, transparency/honesty, and respect for all.
For instance, shared governance involves honesty and transparency to gain trust
from others which, in turn, cultivates a strong sense of shared responsibility and
accountability. Similarly, those with a Daoist water-like leadership style tend to be
helpful and altruistic, flexible and resilient, humble and modest, transparent (hon-
est) and clear, and soft (gentle) and perseverant. Put together, both the water-like
leadership style (or Daoist Big Five personality) and shared governance are highly
correlated (Lee, 2021).

Although further research is needed and more empirical data should be collected
to verify this relationship, recent work from our Applied Culture and Evolution
(ACE) laboratory demonstrated shared features among water-like leadership style
and workplace outcomes (Zhou et al., 2022). Findings indicated that, compared to
agentic or masculine leadership styles, Daoist water-like leadership enhanced the
favorability, empowerment, and democracy (FED) of the workplace. Our 2 x 2 x 2
factorial experiment (leader gender, males and females; leadership style, Daoist
water-like and agentic styles; perceivers’ masculinity values, high and low scores)
found that the Daoist water-like leadership was perceived as more favorable,
empowering, and democratic (FED) than agentic leadership. Moreover, Daoist
water-like male leadership was seen as the most FED, while the agentic male lead-
ership style was seen as the least FED. Finally, perceivers with low masculine val-
ues tended to view the Daoist water-like leadership as more FED than agentic
leadership (Zhou et al., 2022). Implications of the benefits afforded by Daoist water-
like leadership are clear, shedding light on effective leadership practices that may be
used by American higher educators. Given the shared commonalities between
water-like leadership style and shared governance, it is expected that these concepts
are interrelated via FED, though we have not directly examined this relationship and
future work is necessary.

4 Addressing the “Common Theme”’-Related Questions

Over approximately 20 years, after having served as a Departmental Chair, Director,
Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences, Associate Vice President, and Dean of the
Graduate School at various institutions, I had never thought of serving as the Faculty
Senate President at a research university like SIU to advocate for shared gover-
nance, shared collaboration, and shared responsibility/accountability. I feel very
honored and humbled to have been elected twice (in 2021 and 2022) to represent
1500 faculty members. I enjoy this servant leadership role to advocate for faculty
members and students by working with the administration and other constituencies.
As a constituency, based on its operating paper and by-laws/constitution (SIU
Faculty Senate, 2022), the SIU faculty senate has the following powers and
responsibilities:
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The Faculty Senate

(a) is the body empowered to act as an agent for the university faculty with dele-
gated power to formulate broad policies in regard to the educational functions
of the university

(b) is charged to initiate, promote, and ensure the enforcement of policies involving
academic and intellectual freedom and to concern itself in all matters of faculty
status and welfare

(c) is charged with the responsibility for encouraging and facilitating active and
effective faculty involvement in policy determination and decision-making,
particularly in all academic units at all levels within the university

(d) shall in no way be restricted with respect to the matters it may choose to discuss
and resolutions it may make, nor concerning the communications it may choose
to direct both within and outside the university

(e) is charged to establish and maintain a Judicial Review Board for the redress of
grievances

(f) consonant with the charges and responsibilities noted above shall reserve the
right to establish any standing or ad hoc committee necessary for the conduct of
its business

(g) shall formulate its own rules and procedures in a manner not inconsistent with
this operating paper and the Bylaws and Statutes of the Board of Trustees (SIU
Faculty Senate, 2022)

As the President of the Faculty Senate, I am the fiscal officer of the Senate and speak
for the Senate on all official matters. I also preside over the annual faculty meeting,
serving as chair of the Faculty Senate Executive Council. I call special meetings of
the Senate or Executive Council, as needed. My additional duties include but are not
limited to overseeing the office of the Faculty Senate; charging committees (as
needed); meeting with candidates for senior administrative positions; participating
in constituency meetings with Chancellor/President; attending SIU Board of
Trustees meetings; attending meetings of Executive Planning and Budget Advisory
Committee; representing faculty members at the University’s Commencement,
Honors Day, and other award ceremonies; and joining Chancellor leadership
forums. Working very closely with our Chancellor, Provost, and other offices and
constituencies has provided me with a 360-degree perspective into the university
and its various operations.

4.1 What Were My Motivations for Assuming
a Leadership Role?

It is very important to gain the trust and respect of faculty members. Serving in
leadership positions, such as Faculty Senate President, offers an effective way to
gain trust and respect by advocating for and serving students, staff, and faculty.



136 Y.-T. Lee

Importantly, this service does not directly help me gain anything (e.g., financial
incentive). There is no course release; I teach and oversee a research lab (the ACE
lab), just like other faculty members. The duties and responsibilities of my Faculty
Senate President position are above and beyond my expected services as a profes-
sor. So why do I assume this leadership role? The faculty senate as a constituency is
very important for the university. Therefore, I am motivated to serve because, via
shared governance and collaboration, these constituencies may have positive
impacts on campus climate both for faculty/staff and students.

5 How Did I Take on This Faculty Senate Leadership Role?
What Was the Campus Context?

For approximately two decades, I served as an administrator in various roles at dif-
ferent universities. However, before 2020, I had not served as a campuswide faculty
leader. After returning to a faculty member position, several fellow colleagues (i.e.,
faculty members) nominated me to run for the Faculty Senate. In 2020, [ was elected
to the Faculty Senate and became part of the Faculty Senate Executive Council.

Leading up to this time, the context of institutional policies and programs on
campus was uncertain. Over 3 years (2015-2018), when I was working as the
Graduate School Dean, SIU did not have a state budget. Furthermore, senior leader-
ship had little stability (e.g., chancellorship changed every 2 years). Due to these
leadership instabilities and financial uncertainties, the administration began to
merge all academic units unilaterally. Thus, our enrollment declined from 18,000
students to 12,000 students, resulting in a budget loss of approximately $60 million.
Similarly, we lost over 400 faculty members to “Tier 1” research universities (which
may be partially explained by a lack of salary raises in the 10 years before 2020).
During this period, campus morale was extremely low. Thus, to advocate for faculty
members, I decided to return to teaching and research (as a faculty member) to serve
my fellow colleagues in a different capacity.

6 What, and/or Who, Influenced You Over Your
Administrative Journey?

Two factors influenced my decision to serve faculty members and students. First, I
fundamentally believe in Daoist psychology and shared governance as a means to
practice water-like leadership. These psychological or philosophical perspectives
motivated me to run for the Faculty Senate President position. Next, during my past
30 years in the United States, I have gotten to know the Honorable Shien Biau Woo
(aka S. B. Woo0), the former lieutenant governor of Delaware, the former member of
the Board of Trustees, a professor emeritus of physics at the University of Delaware,
and currently the President of 80-20 organization and 80-20 Education Foundation.
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His tireless services to education and unwavering commitment to Asian American
communities inspired me. I have enjoyed working with him, and he teaches me a lot
about shared governance, collaboration, and servant leadership every week when I
work with him directly.

Several other leaders in American higher education who were my mentors
explicitly and implicitly influenced me as an academic and administrator, such as
the late Vice Provost, David Glass, at Stony Brook University; former Provost Susan
Coultra-McQuin, at State University New York Oswego; former President Roy H
Saigo at St. Cloud State University and Southern Oregon University; former senior
Vice President William Logie, at the University of Toledo; and our current
Chancellor, Austin Lane, at SIU Carbondale. In brief, all those colleagues men-
tioned above are role models for me and I respect them greatly as leaders in higher
education. I benefit from their styles, actions, and behaviors. They taught me how to
serve and work with faculty, staff, students, other individuals, constituencies, and
communities. I greatly appreciate their support and guidance for me in and outside
American higher education.

7 What Are Your Most Proud Accomplishments?

As the Faculty Senate President during the initial COVID-19 pandemic, I am most
proud of the collaborative efforts between the faculty and the different offices and
constituencies on campus. We worked together to support face-to-face teaching
with flexibility and to support the student letter grade policy (instead of implement-
ing pass or no-pass grades). Beyond regular business matters, the Faculty Senate
worked together, via shared governance and concerted efforts (collaboration and
innovation), to also initiate and implement several important initiatives, including
an Ad Hoc Committee on Institutional Ranking/Education Quality, advocacy for the
SIU faculty members through the reduction of racial profiling related to China ini-
tiative by the Faculty Status and Welfare Committee; implementation of parliamen-
tarian procedures by the Governance Committee; amendment of the FS operating
paper/by-laws; advocacy for undergraduate academic success and mental wellness
at the faculty-student town hall meetings by working with the Undergraduate
Student Government and Faculty Senate; and consistent advocacy for SIU’s shared
governance. I am also very proud of the monthly publication by our team, Faculty
Senate Updates/FYI.

8 What Are the Lessons You Have Learned? Regrettable
Moments? Ongoing Reflections?

With regard to lessons, on the positive side, before being elected to serve in this
position, it had never occurred to me that I was well respected by so many people
(faculty and staff members). This was a surprise to me. On the negative side, being
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Faculty Senate President has taken more time than what was required when I worked
as the Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences. Every week, I work almost 80 h in
FS business, teaching/advising, and research. While serving as the Faculty Senate
President requires more of my time than serving as Dean did, the nature of this work
is more rewarding to me.

Reflecting, I do not have any regrettable moments while serving the faculty and
students at SIU. However, if I could rewind the clock, I would like to serve as an
academic leader or faculty president first, as this would allow me to practice and
role-model shared governance and water-like leadership for my colleagues. Many
administrators in higher education started by serving in academic positions, like the
Faculty Senate President or the University Senate President, before beginning their
careers as professional administrators. My path has been somewhat different and
unique. When beginning 20 years ago, I wish I had had the opportunity to serve as
a faculty leader before becoming a Department Chair, CAS (College of Arts and
Sciences) Dean, Associate Vice President, and Dean of the Graduate School. The
ability to practice these approaches (shared governance and water-like leadership)
would have only aided my effectiveness as an administrator. Nonetheless, it is never
too late to serve the faculty, staff, and students. I feel fortunate that my current role
allows me to do just that.

9 What Advice Would You Like to Offer to Future Leaders?

Two pieces of advice are in order. First, shared governance (i.e., collaboration, com-
munication, transparency and trust, and shared responsibility/accountability) is
closely related to the water-like leadership style. Thus, the best academic leaders
should strive to embody the characteristics exemplified by these approaches.
Related, it is very important for leaders to be humble and modest, flexible and resil-
ient, honest and transparent, and gentle, yet persistent. That is to say, employing a
water-like leadership style (i.e., practices corresponding with the Daoist Big Five
personality traits) is beneficial for organizations because it allows for more effective
and successful functioning. Second, although we might believe that we can control
others or manipulate situations, it is just the opposite. Our ability to control and
manipulate is directly constrained by personal, familial, social, cultural, political,
environmental, or other factors. Thus, it is very important to respect reality and
appreciate both what we have and those around us.

To follow these recommendations is to be Daoistic or, more simply, be like water
(i.e., water follows its course, naturally). There is no doubt that financial incentives
and/or administrative ranking benefits (e.g., in higher education or in private busi-
nesses) can motivate and influence the actions of others, whereas being in service
(for communities, nonprofit organizations, and institutional constituencies) may not
be similarly incentivized (e.g., no monetary compensation) and require more time
and resources. However, these positions of service may produce a positive impact
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on others, which is in line with the principles of shared governance and Daoist psy-
chology (i.e., water-like leadership style). As stated by Laozi:

The more you serve others altruistically,

the more respect and trust you gain from them;
the more you give to others,

the more you get back! (Chapter 81, Wing, 1986).

10 Conclusion

Competition in higher education gets more intense every year. State budgets are
unpredictable (Crow & Dabars, 2015; Newfield, 2016). To survive and thrive, insti-
tutions (public or private) must compete with other institutions in terms of enroll-
ment, academic quality, accessibility, affordability, and service (Levine & Van Pelt,
2021). The institutional boards, administrators, faculty, staff, and other members
play a very important role in student outcomes, institutional accessibility and afford-
ability, and broader community engagement. To best aid these endeavors, we need
to share governance and collaborate with different constituencies via water-like ser-
vant leadership. Competitive institutions are community-connected, student-
centered, market-sensitive, and mission focused, engaging in innovative,
forward-thinking entrepreneurship across shared governance and vision.

To address unique challenges and leverage opportunities, dialectically (or
Daoistically), institutions need collaborative and innovative leaders (Chen & Lee,
2008; Lee & Holt, 2019; King & Mitchell, 2022). Important indicators to pay close
attention to include enrollment, academic quality, accessibility and affordability,
and diversity, equity, and inclusivity (DEI) initiatives, as these are associated with
regional vitality, increased scholarly reputation, higher program quality and market-
ability, and greater faculty-staff commitment (Davidson, 2017). Faculty and staff
members (e.g., administration) play a critical role in student success via their shared
governance, water-like leadership, and collaboration with other constituencies and
communities. While the future may be uncertain (Levine & Van Pelt, 2021), shared
governance and collaboration (via water-like leadership) surely make the future
brighter in American higher education.
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Joanne Li

1 The Beginning

It was a starry night when I landed in Florida on December 28, 1988. Determined to
get out of Hong Kong, I took a chance to join my friend, Agnes Au, in Orlando to
see what life had in store for me. As a first-generation college student with parents
who never even finished high school, I knew very little about higher education in the
United States. With Agnes’s encouragement, I registered for my first semester at
Valencia College. Agnes paid for my first semester’s tuition because she was proud
that T showed up. From the second semester onward, I was a full-ride scholar
because of my academic performance. Even with the scholarships, I had to find jobs
to pay for living expenses. Often, I worked late in a restaurant until around midnight
and then did my homework into the early morning. With the help of a mechanic, I
bought a used car at an auction for $2400. It was a Honda Civic hatchback that
always had problems on hot summer days and broke down frequently on the high-
ways. Yet, I loved every bit of my first car. It was a constant reminder of my new-
found freedom, a life filled with new people and different cultures. I finished my
undergraduate degree at Florida State University and graduated summa cum laude
in 3 and a half years. My plan at the time was to complete college and return home.
Then my journey took a detour when my professors started to send me to Ph.D. sem-
inars in my last year of college. I had no idea what a Ph.D. was but was recruited to
attend the graduate finance program with full scholarships and stipends at my alma
mater. After graduating from my Ph.D. program in finance, I had a total of 14
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interviews including three universities in Hong Kong. Life just picked me to start
my career in this country.

2 Early Leadership Development

After enjoying a relatively successful career as a finance professor and a researcher
at a private university in Maryland, I was recruited by a colleague from a local pub-
lic university to be the chair of a department of finance. I remember asking the ques-
tion of why they wanted someone so young and inexperienced to be their chairperson.
My now dear friend, Bharat Jain, told me at the time, “we have seen something in
you that you have yet to discover.” In my life, I have been exceptionally blessed to
meet friends and mentors like Bharat who gave so much and never expected any-
thing in return. His answer was the beginning of my leadership journey. I am forever
grateful to him because through the years I have discovered who I am and what I am
living for.

When I was a chair, I discovered what leadership could offer that otherwise
would not be available if I participated as a professor. I was serving a public univer-
sity with over 20,000 students. Routinely I would meet with students and parents.
Through those experiences, I was trained to be a good listener with empathy. I
worked with students who had physical and/or mental challenges, as well as emo-
tional disturbances. In the fall of 2006, I had a student who was diagnosed with
cancer. He had to go through chemotherapy, and yet some professors would not
excuse him from final exams. Overcome with compassion, I acted as the student’s
advocate to convince those professors that he had no intention to make excuses
other than health issues. He graduated with a 4.0 GPA and was one of the all-time
brilliant students that I ever had the pleasure to teach. The student taught me deter-
mination and hopefulness. Learning that he attended graduation and celebrated with
his family and doctors was one of the most rewarding moments in my career.

In subsequent years, many students passed through my life to leave unforgettable
memories in my teaching career. Among them was an orphan who lived on his own.
Another one had a mental breakdown and subsequently received psychiatric help. I
always remembered when one student told me she wanted to give up her business
career because she decided to be a teacher for inner city schools. And there was
another student who, not made to be an accountant, eventually walked away from
his business career and became a medical doctor. These students probably would
never find out how they had changed me to be a compassionate person through their
own stories. These encounters built my capacity to understand complicated relation-
ships and recognize the complexity of issues.

Another insight I learned as a chair was through working across departments
within the university discussing ideas of collaboration and the revision of curricula.
The opportunity to influence and make changes in other people’s lives in a scalable
manner is exhilarating. I still remember one of my favorite students who defended
her thesis on mortgage-backed securities using the Black-Scholes option model to
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derive her mathematic equations. Her thesis was a brainchild birthed by a collabora-
tion between the finance department in the business school and the risk management
department from the school of mathematics. That was my first glimpse of the power
of collaboration and shared resources and how they impacted knowledge and peo-
ple. As a chair of a department, I was put in charge of managing faculty and staff in
addition to working in concert with the vision of the dean. It was an invaluable
experience because I was trained in how to take care of our stakeholders as well as
balance their goals with limited resources.

Shortly after I became a professor, I also pursued the Chartered Financial Analyst
(CFA) credential because I wanted to encourage my students to do so. With a CFA
charter, many firms outside of higher education attempted to recruit me. While a job
on Wall Street might provide a lucrative compensation package, something was
holding me back. There is not anything noble about me staying in higher education.
I am simply grateful for all the professors and mentors who took care of me and the
scholarships I received from people whom I never met. I am fortunate to have been
educated here in this country. I never dreamed of going to university let alone finish-
ing my Ph.D. The little girl who grew up in Hong Kong has been given so much in
life. Higher education is a catalyst to change lives, and my life was changed by
higher education. The gratitude I hold in my heart makes up the “why” for me to
stay in this country and continue to work at a university.

3 Embracing the Role of Leadership

In 2012, I became a dean of a business school at a public university in Ohio. During
the recruitment process, the then-president asked me to give him 5 years of my
career. While excited and humbled to accept the offer, I was curious about how my
skillset would expand with a higher level of responsibility. Most people would
describe me as having a strong work ethic and high energy. In truth, I just want to
learn everything and do everything. There is often an insatiable desire in me to iden-
tify problems and figure out solutions. I thrive in uncertainty and fancy myself a
multitasker. I enjoy my busy life and work every waking moment to tackle
challenges.

This attitude was brought to a halt when my president told me to look up in 2015.
He advised me that a good leader does not just look down and do busy work. He
nominated me to the American Association of State Colleges and Universities
(AASCU) Millennium Leadership Initiative (MLI). I was selected with a scholar-
ship as 1 of the 24 proteges of the 2016 cohort. In this professional development
program, we had over 20 university presidents and system chancellors as our teach-
ers. The MLI was founded in 1998 by a group of minority presidents and chancel-
lors with the hope of bringing diversity to higher education leadership. The program
was very real and pragmatic. As part of the preparation before attendance, we wrote
essays about ourselves, took a personality test, and provided statements regarding
ourselves and our career goals. Faculty of this program include a Harvard-graduate
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lawyer, media and marketing professionals, capitol hill politicians, financial strate-
gists, crisis management experts, and many more. The schedule was very intense
and required us to work from early morning until late at night.

The defining moment came when we gathered at dinner time to listen to stories
of presidents and chancellors in attendance. Often these presidents or chancellors
would share how difficult it was to be a president and how impossible the job truly
was. These are the presidents that have served through the most racially challenging
time in higher education, financial crises of institutions, and public relations disas-
ters. Yet halfway through their discussion, they changed course and said, “now I
want to tell you why you need to be a president.” Through their talks, I witnessed
pain, suffering, courage, and selflessness. Their stories and experiences will be
something I remember as long as I live. Maybe with intention, these presidents and
chancellors had forever changed my career aspirations. From that point onward, I
wake up with a purpose and have become intentional in the pursuit of greater goals
for the many who will come after me. As of today, half of the ten founding presi-
dents and chancellors are already deceased, but their legacy lives on. Their decision
to diversify leadership in that fateful year has created a ripple effect in higher educa-
tion. There are over 694 proteges who graduated from MLI, 149 of them went on to
become presidents or chancellors, and 189 presidencies and chancellorships are or
have been held by MLI proteges.!

My awakening came soon after graduating from MLI. I took the advice of look-
ing up and becoming more intentional to be a better leader. Since 2016, I have
sought out professional development opportunities annually to allow myself to
grow. In subsequent years, I have participated in many outstanding leadership and
professional development programs provided by institutions, such as Harvard
Graduate School of Education, Wharton School of Business, and the American
Council on Education. The quest to be a good leader brought me to understand
something very fundamental about leadership. In addition to courage and bravery,
we all need intentions and deliberations to become good leaders. Good leaders
exhibit not only natural abilities but also skills in tackling difficult situations. To
build leadership capacity, I look for opportunities to learn from people outside of
higher education. I want to learn about their challenges and study their solutions.
Often, their corporate culture and people impact the results. I recognized most of the
time leadership skills are forced and trained. Acknowledging our limitations opens
our minds to improvements so that we can better serve others. I don’t categorically
label myself as a servant leader because I believe being a good leader implicitly
assumes the responsibility of service. But whom we serve and what service we owe
should be important questions to reflect upon.

' American Association of State Colleges and Universities, August 18, 2022, https://www.aascu.
org/MLI/About/
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4 Scaling Up and Facing Adversity

I became a dean of a very substantial business school in Florida in the year of 2017.
The school is substantial not only by the size of the student body but also by the
potential to excel. The university serves over 58,000 students that have a rich diver-
sity in both ethnic backgrounds and economic resources. In recent years, it has
become a Carnegie classification R1 university and is perceived as a rising star
among its peers. The acceptance of this job put me on a journey to understand how
to manage a much larger-scale institution both in operation and finance. I was par-
ticularly excited to serve in a city with a population of over six million. Traveling
around the world and visiting many cities, I believe urbanization will continue to
define higher education. To give a better context, the state of Florida has nurtured a
rather competitive higher education environment with all the universities in its sys-
tem subject to annual performance evaluation. While performing universities are
rewarded with additional incentives, underperforming universities are subject to a
significant amount of resource reduction. I was excited to operate in a highly com-
petitive environment and ready to take on difficult tasks. However, the real chal-
lenge arose when I found myself truly a minority among the constituents.

There are about 6.5 million people in Miami-Dade County. Crowned as the
financial center of Latin America and with one of the busiest international airports
in the country, Miami is heavily influenced by Latino culture and driven by its entre-
preneurial spirit. Naturally, the university has many substantial Latino and Latina
leaders and employs many of Hispanic heritage. Asians represent a little over 2% of
the population in the metropolis. Naturally, having an Asian woman come in to run
the largest business school in Florida at the time might seem unimaginable to many.
Growing up in Hong Kong with a homogeneous population, I was rather naive
about the potential racial conflicts. Certainly, I have had my share of prejudice in the
country before moving to Miami, and thought I would be able to tackle any racial
challenges. Yet I was confronted with something completely foreign. Eager to
advance the business school in status and recognition, I began to launch significant
changes in operations and personnel. Nine months after assuming my position,
anonymous letters started to arrive in the mailboxes of the whole business school,
faculty and staff, and external stakeholders such as alumni and employers, attacking
my race, gender, and faith.

Whether because of technology, or the lack of, or the lack of real interest from
the administration to identify the culprit, I was never able to find out who sent these
hateful emails. In a short 6-month period, three letters were sent with defamatory
allegations and slanderous accusations with the obvious intention to discredit my
leadership because of my race and gender. As each additional letter arrived, more
people who worked closely with me were also dragged into the center of these alle-
gations. My close confidants started to see their characters being assassinated. In the
initial few days of these letters, I had a difficult time comprehending the situation
and began to doubt my ability to manage the crisis. Then my husband asked for my
patience because he believed the true signal would be revealed. He argued under
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most circumstances it would be difficult to decipher how others perceive the work
we do due to our positions. However, extraordinary events such as these defamatory
letters would provoke people to express their opinions openly about my perfor-
mance and the overall state of the affairs. Soon enough, supporting and encouraging
letters began to pour in. Faculty, staff, and alumni would apologize in person for the
unfair treatment I received. With each word of encouragement, I resumed my task
of leading the changes that started since the first day I joined the university. No
doubt my character was put to a test during those 6 months. And yet I never walked
away from what I committed to doing. I continued to change the operation of the
business school, initiate new programs, reform our financial strategy, create innova-
tive partnerships across the globe, and build up its reputation.

Sometimes I looked back and realized those letters stopped coming not because
I fought back. I never defended myself in public. I never even brought up those let-
ters in our faculty and staff meetings. These accusations were silenced because the
faculty and staff were happier than they had ever been before, and the business
school’s reputation continued to rise as we achieved unparalleled success in a short
4 years, garnishing national and international attention both in rankings and results.

In some quiet moments of my life, I often reflect on what I would have done dif-
ferently if I had to relive those 6 months. Undeniably, that crisis challenged me to
the core. It had shaken my confidence as a person and almost defeated my belief as
a leader. Despite the stress I had to live through, I did not walk away with regrets. I
became more determined to always do the right things. This experience reminds me
of some random Pinterest quote, “no matter how badly someone treats you, never
drop down to their level. Remain calm, stay strong, and walk away.” In fact, I fare-
welled my students, colleagues, and communities with gratitude and even bigger
aspirations. The business school was a wonderful chapter of my career. It was a
perfect partner to advance my purpose to serve a bigger mass of students and the
community. It taught me resilience and perseverance. It made me emotionally
strong. It provided me with the best laboratory to execute some of the most brilliant
strategies in the world of business schools. Along with our students, faculty, and
staff, we celebrated successes that many would call inconceivable. Among all, the
crisis allowed me to find out who I am and what I am made of. The lesson I learned
is that being truthful to who you are and focusing on the purpose you serve can
shelter you through some of the tumultuous storms in life.

Honoring all my mentors, I accepted the position to be the 16th chancellor of the
University of Nebraska at Omaha on July 1, 2021. I am the first Asian American to
ever serve in the executive role of the University of Nebraska System and the only
woman in the President Council. Fate has an interesting way of finding me. As I
began to research and write this chapter, I found out that one of the ten founding
members of the AASCU MLI was Dr. Gladys Styles Johnson. She was the chancel-
lor of the University of Nebraska Kearney, a sister institution in the University of
Nebraska System. In the MLI 20th Anniversary Monograph — Influence and Impact:
The Meaning and Legacy of the Millennium Leadership Initiative, Dr. Johnson was
remembered fondly as a dedicated leader, “...[i]n addition to serving many years on
the AASCU Board of Directors, Gladys also served as a member of AASCU’s
Committee for Women Presidents...” During the period between 1999 and 2018,
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only two Asian American women completed the MLI program, and I am one of
those two proteges. In many ways, Dr. Johnson found me without ever knowing
who I am. She passed away in 2018, 2 years after I completed the MLI program.
From one woman chancellor to another, I am humbled to live in the legacy she cre-
ated 24 years ago.

5 My Vision of Higher Education

Except for my first appointment, I have deliberately sought out public universities
to serve. It is particularly meaningful for me because I graduated from a public
university. University of Nebraska at Omaha (UNO) is the only 4-year public
research university in the city of Omaha. It serves a diverse student body, of which
many are first-generation college students and learners of color. Among our stu-
dents, I am home. Omaha is the largest city in Nebraska and the economic power-
house of the state. Yet, UNO has many challenges despite its prime location. As an
urban university, UNO faces a long-rooted perception of subpar quality. It has a
mission to serve underprivileged communities and students of color. Whether it is
prejudice or reality, learners with less economic means are often regarded as aca-
demically ill-prepared students. Many of our students have economic challenges
and come from difficult financial circumstances. In addition, UNO does not receive
the kind of financial support of a land-grant university or a medical center due to
research capacity and/or mission. This brings me to the question of the existence of
institutions such as UNO.

For years, the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education has
classified universities and colleges by their research productivity. Universities are
labeled as R1, R2, and others. Consequently, universities and schools became
focused on earning higher recognition. Strategies were identified to alter operations
and finances to make progress. These labels, while helping to delineate research
portfolios and productivity, created many unintended consequences. Unfortunately,
universities with severe financial constraints and a mission to serve underprivileged
populations seemingly became less important or irrelevant.

Arguably, universities have two constituencies — students and faculty. Faculty are
in place to educate students through teaching and/or engaging in research.
Regardless, the existence of higher education is to educate. Once the institution has
achieved a recognizable quality, shouldn’t we focus on our efforts in expanding our
reach so more students/learners can be educated? As such, shouldn’t our fiduciary
duty be to pursue those students who don’t believe they belong to the system? After
25 years of working in higher education, I have decided whom I want to serve and
to whom I owe my service. My mission is to bring social mobility to many of our
candidates and to ensure economic prosperity for the community. I argue if we
reach the threshold of quality, our goal as educators is to ask the question “who is
that student we missed and how can we reach them?” I believe research and discov-
ery have the power to influence public policies and change business practices. But
they also carry the most important intention — to improve human conditions. Higher
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education is an essential tool to change the world by educating the mass. I grew up
poor, but higher education opened doors of opportunities for me. I want to see those
learners who never thought they belonged will find a home at our university. I dream
of the day when students enter our space, they find comfort and encouragement. I
need them to know they are never outsiders.

6 Advice for Future Leaders

To those interested in taking on a leadership role in higher education, I would rec-
ommend finding your purpose first. Purpose serves as a roadmap for your career and
provides you with a reason to wake up every morning. Ask why you want to be a
leader. At one point in my career, someone asked this insightful question. “Do you
enjoy the work of a leader or the title of a leader?”” I hope your answer is the former
and not the latter. If you want to belong to something bigger than yourself, then your
answer becomes obvious. Be a leader in higher education for there is no better job
than serving learners from all walks of life. Yes, you will take on an insurmountable
volume of work and confront difficult tasks. Yes, you will be challenged to your
core and often find yourself in a sea of uncertainty. But you will also find your jour-
ney rewarding because you will be able to help students like me. By being a leader,
you become a multiplier of influence. By leading, you are in a position to change lives.

No great leader ever achieved success alone. There will be plenty of people in
your life who will lift you up as you climb. Most likely they are the reason why you
got here. In reflection on my leadership journey, I recognize I have been blessed
with many mentors who generously shared their wisdom. Be intentional to build a
network of mentors and a circle of advisors. Look for someone who will take a
genuine interest in your career and give different perspectives. While it is great to
have someone always agree with you, it is extremely valuable to gather opinions
that challenge your thinking. You should be honest and feel safe with these people
and know that they don’t have other motives but want you to be successful. Don’t be
shy to ask for advice because you will be delighted that many are eager to help. As
you advance in your career, you should start mentoring others. The future of human-
kind requires all of us to invest in others.

Getting to know yourself is also important. Leaders come in different styles,
temperaments, and personalities. Knowing who you are is crucial to find your com-
plementary team players. There are many personality tests available and take those
tests.? For instance, if you are an introvert, you want to add a team player to your
inner circle who is an extrovert. If you are known to always have big ideas, you
might need someone who can provide structure. The reasoning is simple. You will
need to create a team that can have different strengths to complement each other.

*Personality tests such as Emergenetics, Gallup Strengths, and Myers-Briggs tests are some
examples.



A Humble Beginning to Higher Education Leadership 151

Don’t be tempted to hire someone who thinks as you do. It is flattering to always
have people agree with you, but you will also stifle creativity and innovations if your
team thinks exactly alike.

Don’t forget to look up. By looking up, you will start to see the bigger picture.
All the different parts and units of your operations will begin to make sense. Study
your people and study with them intently. Listen and hear their concerns and ideas.
They are your opportunities for innovation and creativity. Ask a lot of questions
because all good leaders do. Their answers open many doors for you to envision the
future. Build your capacity for empathy for people and circumstances. Work on
your ability to persuade and your openness to being persuaded, for democracy relies
on our commitment to debate. A big vision requires many to come with you, so take
good care of your people. Remember every successful organization is made of car-
ing stakeholders. These days I look up often to discover the stars in the big picture.
I study these stars with the hope that I can connect with them one day. May you join
the leadership role and become part of this constellation. I shall leave you with a
quote from J.R.R. Tolkien, “all we have to decide is what to do with the time that is
given us.”

Dr. Joanne Li was named the 16th Chancellor of the University
of Nebraska at Omaha (UNO). Li is the first Asian American to be
appointed to an executive role in the Nebraska University System.

UNO is the only urban university within the Nebraska
University System and has an operating budget of around
$2B. UNO is proud to serve its diverse student body of over
15,000+ students. In 2014, UNO was awarded the Presidential
Award by President Obama, the highest national honor for creating
economic opportunity through community engagement efforts.

UNO is also home to the National Counterterrorism,
Innovation, Technology, and Education (NCITE) Center of
Excellence, a strategic partnership that connects 26 partnering
institutions and the Department of Homeland Security. NCITE
has gained international recognition as an important component
in national counterterrorism efforts.

Before joining UNO, Li was the Dean of Florida International
University’s College of Business (FIU Business), the largest busi-
ness school in the state of Florida and home to the #2 US News
ranked International Business program and #1 Real Estate
Research program in the world.

A native of Hong Kong, Li graduated summa cum laude from
Florida State University with a major in finance and a minor in
economics. She then earned her Ph.D. in Finance, with a support
area in Econometrics, from Florida State University. Li is a
Chartered Financial Analyst (CFA) Charterholder, as well as a
protege of the American Association of State Colleges and
Universities (AASCU) Millennium Leadership Initiative’s 2016
cohort. She has also completed executive programs from Wharton
Business School and Harvard Institute for Management &
Leadership in Education. Li is a 2022 graduate of the Harvard
Seminar for New Presidents through the Graduate School of
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Education. She is actively engaged with the community, currently
serving on multiple boards and international schools, such as the
European Foundation for Management Development (EFMD),
Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City and CNBC Financial
Wellness Council.

Li is proud to have also joined the Board of Trustees of the
Higher Learning Commission, as well as the Executive
Committee of the Coalition of Urban and Metropolitan
Universities (CUMU).
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Like most people, I did not set out to lead an institution of higher education. I have,
however, been blessed with two such opportunities. This resulted from an evolution
that occurred over many years and consisted of exposures to many, many life expe-
riences, lessons learned, and intense preparation of the mind and the heart that read-
ied me to become the president of the New Jersey Institute of Technology
(NJIT) — one of the top 100 national universities in the USA. Of all my life lessons,
the most significant and impactful ones have been the time I spent with my wife
raising three great children. At the time of this narrative, all three of my children are
young adults between the ages of 27 and 34.

Before I share my story further, let me briefly introduce you to NJIT and then
discuss how I got to this point. NJIT is a public polytechnic research university, a
Carnegie R1 research university, a top 50 public university with more than 12,000
very diverse students, and exceedingly innovative and entrepreneurial. It is ranked
in the top 2% in the USA for return on educational investment and is an engine for
social mobility. I am truly fortunate to be able to lead such an institution.

I was born in Malaysia, and my ancestry is Chinese. I came alone to the USA as
a teenager in 1983 after high school to pursue my higher education. I grew up with
limited means and supported myself through college, and I became the first member
of my family to earn a college degree. I was able to pursue my tertiary studies in the
USA because of a generous undergraduate scholarship from Michigan Tech.
Although my original intent was to obtain a bachelor’s degree and move back to
Southeast Asia, I went on to earn master’s and Ph.D. degrees because of the influ-
ence of several Taiwanese friends in college. I worked really hard during those years
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and was able to complete my degrees at three different schools in about 6 years.
While pursuing my Ph.D., I married my lovely wife, Gina, who also is from
Malaysia. We had our first son during that time, and Gina has been my best friend,
a trusted advisor, and a life partner.

I next spent about 7 years in the industry and then made a shift to working in
higher education because of my passion to teach and mentor students. It was God’s
blessing that my adopted country and the institutions I attended had given me so
much, and I wanted to repay those blessings by contributing to society through my
work in higher education.

My story isn’t very different from many Asian immigrants. I don’t see myself as
special, but I have been presented with extraordinary opportunities. Some of my
closest friends have said that I have been lucky in my career, but I believe you are
“lucky” when preparation intersects with opportunity. This has happened to me
many times.

In 2005, I was presented with the opportunity to lead a large engineering depart-
ment at the University of Cincinnati when both the department head and dean of the
college resigned. I was the youngest faculty member in the department and, within
the first few months, some senior faculty members tried to influence me to steer
resources to their pet projects. After a few months, I built up the courage to take a
stand. I needed to act in the best interests of the entire department and its 1000+
students. Since that time, I have always questioned how any investment of resources
or the initiation of a project may impact students. This has become a guiding prin-
ciple for me.

During my time as the department head of mechanical engineering, I knew I had
to work in the trenches with the faculty to earn their support and respect while also
supporting the students. Therefore, I decided to personally contribute toward
expanding our research portfolio in the department and began pitching the idea that
we needed to establish more research and learning centers. My strategy was to pur-
sue industry collaborations, which was born out of several things I knew or had
experienced:

» Cincinnati had a vibrant industrial base.

e The university had a 100-year-old mandatory co-op program with companies
around the world.

* My former experience as an engineering consultant gave me practical knowledge
of the industry.

* Most importantly, I saw a need for engineering education to become more holis-
tic and experiential-based, requiring participation from industry beyond the
€0-0p program.

I also rebranded our industrial advisory board into a more collaborative board. In
fact, I even told the board that I wanted their collaboration before I would take
their advice.

During that time, I noticed that there were very few collaborations beyond hiring
our graduates between the university and Procter & Gamble (P&G) — two major
anchor institutions in Cincinnati. Initially, I tried to convince P&G to support the
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college through endowed professorships and scholarships, but that was not success-
ful. I realized P&G is a for-profit entity and that my endowment idea was not a
priority for P&G because it wasn’t germane to their mission. That is when I learned
the lesson that for a collaboration to be successful and sustainable, it must be mutu-
ally beneficial. With the help of a member of the department collaborative board
who was a director within P&G, we were able to convince the chief technology
officer to test a concept of establishing a center focusing on digital simulation work
of interest to P&G. At that time, P&G was trying to move away from labor-intensive
and somewhat trial-and-error experimentation in laboratories to using computer
simulation to design and enhance their products. The center started with just a hand-
ful of students, gaining successes along the way and ultimately becoming one of the
most prominent industry-university collaboratories in Cincinnati, with nearly 100
students, faculty, staff, and P&G engineers engaging in the Simulation Center by the
time I departed Cincinnati in 2017.

In 2011, I was asked to lead the college’s graduate studies and research when the
associate dean who held this appointment stepped down. To this day, I believe one
of the reasons for my selection to this post, in addition to my success as a depart-
ment head in working with faculty and students to advance research and teaching in
our unit, was because of my collaborative nature. I worked respectfully with peers
and members of the upper administration, especially when we found ourselves hav-
ing diametrically opposing views.

The third time preparation and opportunity intersected for me happened a year
later when my dean left and I was appointed interim dean and later earned the per-
manent title after a national search. Again, I believe that my collaborative instinct
acquired over the years is what landed me the deanship back then. In fact, I have at
times stressed the importance of effective collaboration by stating, “In the past, it
was publish or perish in higher education. Today, it is collaborate or perish.” Later
in my narrative, I will come back to a form of collaboration, namely, micro-
collaboration, that I find to be a very effective tool for leading an academic
institution.

Once during my tenure as dean, my president visited the Ohio State University
to participate in an Asian student event. All my children attended and met President
Ono, who told them I was a very good dean. My children replied, “No, he is an even
better father.” I was touched because I was always concerned that I may not have
given my children enough attention due to being so busy with my work. Later, when
the position of provost at the University of Texas at Arlington (UTA) became vacant,
I again seized an opportunity. Almost 3 years into my tenure, I was called upon to
lead UTA as the COVID pandemic struck the USA in March 2020.

In my latest instance of being “lucky,” I was presented with another extraordi-
nary opportunity during the Fall of 2021 to become president of one of the finest
public polytechnic institutions in the country — NJIT. I will return to my presidential
experiences later in my narrative.

These opportunities that were presented to me also came with enormous chal-
lenges. I faced financial shortfalls, falling morale, student dissatisfaction, and sev-
eral other obstacles that sometimes seemed insurmountable. Even though there are
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many East Asian faculty in this country who have made spectacular contributions,
there are very few who have become top administrators at major academic institu-
tions. Some call this the bamboo ceiling, while others say it is the perception of
Asians lacking leadership qualities. So, why was I given these many leadership
opportunities? I have pondered that question each time I was asked to take on more
leadership responsibilities. I know it is not luck because my experience tells me
several key factors prepared me for these leadership opportunities.

First, I am a microcollaborator as opposed to a micromanager. I am very inter-
ested in understanding and learning about the details of the work people around me
are engaged in, and I stand ready to roll up my sleeves to work alongside them, but
I do not try to micromanage their responsibilities. I like to surround myself with
smart and dedicated people and let them make decisions.

Second, I work hard to listen and learn. That is not easy to do. The act of listening
and learning is a very humbling experience, and it also is an admission and reminder
of my shortcomings. Oftentimes, as leaders, we do not want to show or reveal our
weaknesses, but being open-minded and collaborative does not mean one is weak.
Understanding that we all have deficiencies and allowing others to help compensate
for our own is a wise thing to do, and that distinguishes great from average leaders.

Third, embrace diversity ubiquitously and involve everyone. No one should be
left behind, and valuable contributions can be made as a result of attacking a prob-
lem from a unique perspective. Diversity is an effective tool to advance our educa-
tional mission and is the hallmark of a successful institution. As an engineer, I know
from experience that a homogenous group of people cannot consider all the possible
applications and uses for a product. Nor can they optimize a system that will, ulti-
mately, be implemented by people of different backgrounds, skills, and experiences.
The value of having people with a broad array of opinions, talents, and experiences
is extraordinary. On a small but personal scale, the fact that my wife, Gina, and I are
very different people and approach problems very differently is extremely benefi-
cial. I am a quiet introvert, and Gina is a joyful extrovert. She and I are very different
and think very differently. The combination is what makes us a great pair especially
in caring for the family and raising our children.

Fourth, a leader needs to be transparent. To be transparent, you must have integ-
rity and be flexible. My first name, Teik, reminds me daily of integrity and flexibility
because Teik means bamboo in Chinese. Bamboo grows straight up, signifying
integrity, but it bends without breaking when a typhoon or hurricane comes and can
quickly spring back when the storm passes, signifying flexibility. When people have
all the accurate information given to them openly and honestly, they are more effec-
tive in their jobs. When I became dean of engineering and applied science in 2012,
I inherited a college with financial challenges and declining morale among the fac-
ulty. I knew I needed the cooperation of the faculty to solve these challenges, so I
decided to open the financial books to them and let them see how resources flowed.
Once the faculty understood the challenges, they were on board to help the college
revamp its curricula and attract more students and corporate support which resulted
in a significant surplus when I left in 2017. In addition, as part of the effort, I had to
convince our finance department to let us use the remaining of our savings to create
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more scholarships to recruit top students from the area to create momentum that had
a snowball effect leading to more students becoming interested in the college. That
was challenging because we were losing money, and our finance director felt (right-
fully so) that we needed to conserve resources to meet shortfalls. As a last resort, I
told my finance director that we need to spend money to make money, which must
have resonated with him because we did create scholarships, and the strategy
worked. As a result of the steps we took and the successes we had, the college had
millions of dollars to invest in research, hiring more faculty, providing more student
services, and embarking upon many other academic initiatives. This boosted faculty
morale, and faculty productivity grew significantly. This all was possible because of
honesty and transparency.

When you take on a leadership role, there is a tendency to be pulled in thousands
of different directions. If you are going to accomplish anything meaningful and
impactful, you have to focus. I learned this lesson from the numerous academic
administrative positions I held previously. As the executive in charge of UTA, I was
laser-focused on three goals:

e Successfully navigate UTA through the COVID-19 pandemic with students as
our central focus. That meant ensuring students would continue to learn and
attain their degrees without delay. Students are our business. Everything we do,
research, for example, should be for the sake of educating students.

* Emphasize the collective vision of a campus community that supports student
success and research excellence equally and is a welcoming place for students
from all demographics who can be successful at UTA.

* Enhance our external engagement to strengthen existing and new partnerships
with alumni, corporations, nonprofit organizations, and elected officials. This
was important because, as a public institution, we needed to be a value-added
entity of the State, the USA, and globally.

In the pursuit of these three goals, I found myself applying the same principles
of collaboration, listening and learning, championing diversity, and honesty and
transparency that I shared earlier. I knew that our ability to navigate through the
pandemic required sound health and safety protocols, so I mobilized an army of
faculty, staff, and students (over a hundred of them) and empowered them to develop
our campus reopening plan. This required collaboration, listening, diversity, and
transparency.

During my time leading UTA and now NIJIT, three things have resonated with me
in an especially strong way. First, I have seen many heroic acts, many sacrifices, and
a great deal of hard work by the faculty and staff. Their efforts resulted in record
degrees and certificates conferred at both institutions during the pandemic.
Leadership is not about position or title. Leaders can exist throughout an organiza-
tion at every level, and the leadership of our faculty and staff has shined brightly.
Second, I was humbled while leading UTA during the first 2+ years of a global
pandemic and through an unprecedented nationwide protest against racial injustice.
That experience taught me humility and empathy. I was continuously reminded of
how fortunate I am, how little I know, and how important it is to listen and learn. I
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believe this experience prepared me well for my transition from UTA to NIJIT,
despite them being two very dissimilar campuses located in two very different parts
of the country. Most importantly, I learned how to strike a balance between listening
and learning versus actions and empowerment as I began my presidency at NJIT. To
me, achieving the appropriate balance is critical because the community expects a
new president to lead but, at the same time, to be inclusive and value the experience
and knowledge of those who have served the university for many years. Too much
of one or the other can be detrimental. Third, the campus communities at both NJIT
and UTA are resilient, innovative, and very entrepreneurial. These two great institu-
tions are bigger than any one person because of the ever-prevalent spirit of com-
munity and teamwork. Despite the many challenges presented in recent years, |
believe the future of both institutions is bright and both are on a great trajectory.

Dr. Teik C. Lim is the 9th president of the New Jersey Institute
of Technology (NJIT) and also holds the title of distinguished
professor of mechanical engineering. Before joining NJIT on July
1, 2022, Dr. Lim led the University of Texas at Arlington (UTA)
as interim president from 2020 to 2022 and was provost and vice
president for academic affairs at UTA from 2017 to 2020.

Dr. Lim’s career has spanned from the private sector to univer-
sity administration. He worked as an engineer at Structural
Dynamics Research Corporation before joining the Ohio State
University Center for Automotive Research as a research scien-
tist. Dr. Lim taught at the University of Alabama beginning in
1998 as an associate professor before joining the University of
Cincinnati in 2002, where he advanced from associate professor
to professor to department head and to associate dean for graduate
studies and research before being named dean of the College of
Engineering and Applied Science.

Dr. Lim earned his bachelor of science in mechanical engi-
neering (ME) from Michigan Technological University, his mas-
ter of science in ME from the University of Missouri-Rolla, and
his Ph.D. in ME from the Ohio State University. Dr. Lim is inter-
nationally recognized as a leading scholar in the field of structural
vibrations and acoustics as well as modeling and simulation tech-
nology. He was named a fellow of the National Academy of
Inventors in 2018 and is a fellow of the American Society of
Mechanical Engineers as well as the Society of Automotive
Engineers, from which he received numerous research and teach-
ing awards, such as the Arch T. Colwell Merit Award in 2003 and
the Ralph R. Teetor Educational Award in 2002. Dr. Lim also was
recognized with the Thomas French Alumni Achievement Award
in 2010, the GearLab Distinguished Alumnus Award in 2017, and
the Distinguished Alumni Award for Academic Excellence in
2019 from his alma mater, the Ohio State University.
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1 Introduction

My career in the field of Institutional Research (IR) started in 2008 at McMaster
University in Canada. McMaster is a large public institution with high research
activities. It is 1 of the 13 research-intensive Canadian universities that exchange
data regularly. The data being exchanged includes who are in enrollment, retention,
graduation, research, etc. My main responsibility was to collect, submit, and use the
multi-institutional data for benchmarking. This experience enriched my thoughts
about and insights into how higher education institutions could utilize both internal
and peer data for measuring performance, identifying weaknesses, and making rea-
sonable aspirational goals.

After several years at McMaster as a senior analyst, I found that Institutional
Research is a great fit for my career interests and academic background. It involves
the exact skillset that I have: statistics, survey research, experimental design, and
computer programming. Furthermore, I deeply enjoyed supporting data-informed
decision-makings and ultimately promoting student success. I started to seek lead-
ership opportunities to further advance my career in IR.

In 2013, I moved to the United States to serve as the Director of Institutional
Research at the University of Toledo (UT) in Ohio. UT is a public 4-year institution
with 20,000 students enrolled in undergraduate, master, and doctoral programs. It
also has a medical school. As a large and complex institution, there was a constant
need for up-to-date data to support both operational and strategic decisions. One of
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the examples is to track student registrations several months before a term starts and
project how many students will enroll. Many of these data and analytic needs were
best served by using modern technology rather than emailing PDFs and spreadsheets.

Under my leadership, the IR office started implementing modern business intel-
ligence reporting tools with self-serving dashboards. There were two major steps
involved in building these tools. The first step was listening to Deans, Chairs, and
other end users on their specific needs on data, including the level of students, sepa-
rating first-time in college vs. transfer, etc. The second step was to develop a projec-
tion model that ran behind the scene to provide accurate projections based on the
yield rate of new students and the retention rate of continuing students. After devel-
oping initial draft tools, feedback was sought from the end users to further improve
the usability of these tools. Close collaboration with academic and administrative
units was the foundation of successful BI products.

After completion, these tools provide users with easy and quick access to enroll-
ment, retention, graduation, and other data. Many of the readers of this book may
have experienced using IR or IT dashboards. These dashboards provide self-service
functionalities such as filters and dimensions to allow users to slice and dice the data
in their own way. For instance, a dean of Engineering can focus on engineering
enrollment data by filtering on college or further select gender as the dimension to
compare female and male student counts at each Engineering program. Regardless
of the specific software tool, accurate data and smooth user experience are the key
factors for a successful product.

2 Data Sources

In the next two sections, I will discuss the process that I took as an IR leader to lead
the development of successful data products. There are two key steps: identifying
the data sources and defining data elements.

2.1 Internal Data

Higher education institutions utilize enterprise systems to manage course registers,
billing, degree audit, human resource, and other functions. Data in these systems are
normally live data. Although sometimes reporting from live data is needed, snap-
shots (extracted and stored historical data) often work better for reporting. The snap-
shots are taken at a fixed interval and capture the key data elements from a live
system. For instance, student-related snapshots are often student or course-level data
with information such as student name, ID, demographics, academic program, etc.
At Florida Atlantic University, the snapshots are taken twice per academic term:
4 weeks after the term starts and 4 weeks after the term ends. The first snapshot that
is taken 4 weeks after the term starts is called the preliminary snapshot, and the
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latter snapshot is called the end-of-term (EOT) snapshot. These two snapshots serve
as the basis for State University System reporting and capture similar data elements
but for different purposes. For instance, the preliminary snapshot includes all stu-
dents registered earlier in the term, whereas in the EOT snapshot students who can-
celed all courses due to allowed reasons and are not fee liable are excluded. The
preliminary snapshot often has a higher student count than EOF but lacks some
information that is not available at the time it is taken. One obvious piece of infor-
mation that is not available in the preliminary snapshot is course grade.

The preliminary snapshot is often used for federal reporting such as IPEDS (see
Sect. 2.2). Other reports such as bond ratings that adopted the IPEDS’ definitions
inevitably also rely on the preliminary snapshot. The EOT snapshot is the base for
many State University System of Florida reports and metrics including the
performance-based  funding  calculations  (https://www.flbog.edu/finance/
performance-based-funding/).

I suggest all institutional leaders work with your IR team to develop a strategy on
when to use live data versus when to use snapshot data. The live data is fluid, and it
may serve operational purposes. However, for strategic purposes and decision-
making, it is often better to utilize the official snapshot data that are more stable.
With the fast-growing number of self-serving dashboards, the IR team may not be
available to address users’ questions in real time. Frequent user training and a
clearly defined data dictionary are crucial to the success of IR dashboards.

2.2 External Data

Many data sources on higher education are available to the public or through some
kind of data consortium. They provide not only the data itself but also well-thought-
out data definitions that are very important for higher education professionals to be
familiar with. Here we introduce two main sources of publicly available data:
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) and Common Data
Set (CDS).

The IPEDS data is collected by the National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES), part of the Department of Education (https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/use-the-
data). All institutions receiving Title IV funds are required to submit data annually.
According to the NCES Handbook of Survey Methods (2019), in 2017-2018, a total
of 6642 Title IV institutions and 73 administrative offices (central or system offices)
in the United States and other US jurisdictions participated in data collection.

The IPEDS provides standard web-based templates for collecting data on admis-
sion, enrollment, degrees awarded, graduation rate, financial aid, library, finance,
and human resource. It is a great source for data definitions and peer data compari-
sons. At FAU, the IPEDS data is used as one of the major sources for developing
institutional peers for benchmarking. These benchmarks are very useful for setting
university strategic goals and allocating resources efficiently.
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Fig. 1 Retention rate of FAU vs. large public 4-year Carnegie R1 & R2 Institutions. (All the fig-
ures were created by the author himself)

For instance, retention is a key measure of student success. In the past several
years, FAU’s freshman fall-to-fall retention has been around 81%. Although we
know there is always room to improve, is 81% retention right sized for FAU? This
question can be addressed by examining the retention rate trend of peer institutions
from IPEDS (Fig. 1). From the figure, it can be seen clearly that FAU’s retention has
been growing over the past 10 years and outplaced the national growth. A slight
drop both nationally and at FAU can be seen in fall 2021 due to the COVID pan-
demic. FAU uses this IPEDS information to closely monitor the national trend and
set the retention goal for the next 5 years. My team utilized predictive models to
identify students who were less likely to continue and passed the list to frontline
units for retention initiatives. In Sect. 5 we will discuss a specific example of
these models.

3 Data Definitions and Data Dictionary

Data management and integrity are crucial to the success of an institutional research/
effectiveness effort. There are many constituents involved in the collection and dis-
semination of it. For instance, enrollment data is normally managed by the registrar.
Sometimes IR is responsible for the official reporting of enrolment counts and full-
time equivalence (FTE). These officially reported numbers are used by govern-
ments, organizations, accreditation agencies, and ranking agencies like US News
and World Report. The registrar, IR, and other involved departments work closely to
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ensure that the data reporting is based on an accurate understanding of the current
data definitions and student management system.

Working with multiple constituents on campus and referencing national data
sources such as IPEDS, and State of Florida definitions, my team developed the
initial draft of university data definitions, including applications, admissions, enroll-
ments, retention rate, graduation rate, etc. Then we went through these elements
with the Data Integrity Committee for broader input until finalized. Readers are
welcome to look at the complete list on my office’s website (https://www.fau.edu/
iea/documents/pdf/data-dictionary/data-dictionary-2021.pdf). It is not surprising
these definitions vary slightly from state to state or from institution to institution.
For instance, the State University System of Florida focuses on a 4-year full-time
FTIC graduation rate vs. the more widely adopted 6-year graduation rate. Florida
also has its unique 3-year transfer student graduation rate which includes both full-
time and part-time starters.

It is inevitable for university administrators to deal with data points, metrics, and
performance indicators. However, not everyone is familiar with the exact defini-
tions, and it can cause confusion, such as whether part-time students are included in
a specific metric. Frequent user awareness activities are often necessary to keep
administrators informed, especially at the college level. At FAU, a process called
“college KPIs” has been in place for several years to keep College Deans and
Department Chairs involved in key metrics by calculating data points at the college
level based on the official data definition. Colleges also set their annual goals utiliz-
ing these data points.

4 Office Goals

Institutional Research (IR) started as a professional field responsible for reporting
student numbers in higher education institutions. Since the Association of
Institutional Research was formed in 1966 as a profession, the scope of IR has been
greatly expanded. Data and information are valued more and more in
decision-making.

With the high demand for data and very often limited resources available at FAU,
it is important to set the scope and priorities of an office. I worked with the univer-
sity leadership and office colleagues to set the following duties and functions of
Institutional Effectiveness and Analysis. This is just one of the examples of what IR
offices do. While not all offices of IR/IE will necessarily have the same duties and
functions, some may be responsible for additional tasks, and effective institutional
research includes the majority of these aspects:

— Provide historical or current data about FAU’s students, programs, personnel,
and resources, in response to internal and external requests.

— Complete surveys and questionnaires as requested by external agencies.

— Publish an annual “Quick Facts” brochure.
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— Provide a website including a Fact Book, interactive reporting tools, departmen-
tal dashboard indicators, and other official statistical data and research reports.

— Build and maintain institutional databases to meet the ongoing data needs of the
university.

— Coordinate the reporting of official data to the Florida Department of Education,
Federal agencies, and other organizations.

— Coordinate the reporting of academic activity and workload productivity.

— Design and administer survey instruments, manage data collection, and analyze,
interpret, and disseminate results.

— Conduct special studies as requested by university committees or
administrators.

— Assist academic departments and academic support units in assessing, reporting,
and improving the effectiveness of their programs and activities.

— Support teaching improvement through sponsorship of faculty workshops.

— Regularly evaluate and document IEA’s effectiveness and use findings for
improvement.

— Contribute professionally by attending conferences, making presentations, pub-
lishing papers, and holding office.

5 Student Success

One of the ultimate goals of public institutions is student success. The State of
Florida University System strongly encourages student success and includes multi-
ple metrics in the performance funding metrics:

Metric 1 — Percent of Bachelor’s graduates employed and/or continuing their educa-
tion further 1 year after graduation

Metric 2 — Median average wages of undergraduates employed 1 year after
graduation

Metric 3 — Net tuition and fees per 120 credit hours

Metric 4 — 4-year graduation rates (full-time FTIC)

Metric 5 — Academic progress rate (second year retention with GPA above 2.0)

Metric 6—Bachelor’s degrees awarded in areas of strategic emphasis (includes STEM)

Metric 7 — University access rate (percent of undergraduates with a Pell Grant)

Metric 8 — Graduate degrees awarded in areas of strategic emphasis (includes STEM)

Metric 9a — 2-year graduation rate for FCS Associate in Arts transfer student

Metric 9b — 6-year graduation rate for students who are awarded a Pell Grant in their
first year

Metric 10 — Board of Trustees’ choice

It can be seen that five out of the ten metrics are student success related such as
retention, graduation, and employment. The FAU IEA office leads the utilization of
analytics to identify students who may not return or graduate on time. These analyt-
ics calculated scores representing term success, retention probability, and
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graduation probability. A combination of commercial software and IEA-developed
models is used. Here I would like to introduce a model predicting the probability of
students graduating. Two IEA colleagues and I developed this model. We presented
this research at the Association of Institutional Research Annual Conference (Liu
et al., 2019).

This research focused on transfer students who differ from traditional students in
many aspects, including student characteristics such as age and enrolment status,
plus other social, environmental, and psychological factors. As shown in a report
published by the National Student Clearinghouse (Shapiro et al., 2018), among the
fall 2011 cohort of 2.8 million first-time students, within their first 6 years, over one
million of them continued their studies at a different institution, resulting in an over-
all transfer rate of 38.0%. The transfer rate of students who started at 4-year institu-
tions was slightly higher than 2-year institutions at 38.5% vs. 37.1%. One of the
contributing factors to this phenomenon is a recent trend of universities enrolling
more community college students to meet their enrollment and degree comple-
tion goals.

However, transfer students face unique challenges in terms of degree attainment.
Jenkins and Fink (2016) suggested that lower-income students were less likely than
higher-income students to earn a bachelor’s degree after transfer. In a study con-
ducted within a large-size Ontario University, Bell (1998) showed that although
college transfer students performed academically as well as students who came
directly from high schools, the former were less likely to graduate. Bell suggested
that factors like culture, the goal of education, cost, and social economic back-
ground may be the cause of the above effect.

Unlike students directly from high school, transfer students are more likely to be
so-called nontraditional (older, part-time, and commuter). The factors affecting the
persistence of traditional vs. nontraditional students are different. Bean and Metzner
(1985) proposed a conceptual model for the persistence of nontraditional students.
They suggested that socialization or similar social processes are crucial for under-
standing attrition in traditional students, whereas these factors are lacking in nontra-
ditional students. Thus, outside environmental factors rather than social integration
played a more significant role in the persistence of nontraditional students.

Efforts have also been made by researchers to explore the factors impacting
transfer students’” degree attainment using statistical models. In a recent study using
logistic regression, Wang (2009) found that among 18 predictors measuring demo-
graphic background, pre-college characteristics, college experience, and environ-
mental factors, the probability of attaining a bachelor’s degree is significantly
associated with gender, SES, high school curriculum, educational expectation upon
entering college, GPA earned from community colleges, college involvement, and
math remediation.

Although logistic regression appears to be an effective method, challenges do
exist. Unlike FTIC students who normally graduate between 4 and 6 years, transfer
students could graduate as fast as within a year or as long as 8 or more years.
Logistic regression models require one binary (or multinomial) outcome. Very often
in studying degree attainment, a fixed length outcome is set for all students in the
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analysis. This approach eliminates cohorts that started within 3 years and at the
same time ignores graduations that happened after a fixed length of time.

An alternative approach to logistic regression is using proportional hazard model,
a specific survival analysis model to study student retention and graduation. Survival
analysis considers the time to event in a way that reflects the longitudinal nature of
the process. Menard et al. (2010) applied proportional hazard regression to fit stu-
dents and found several significant predictors for student dropout. This model is
especially suitable for studying transfer students because, unlike the mostly homog-
enous first-time student population, transfer students join at a different stage of their
study with varied completed hours, course load, family responsibilities, etc.

5.1 Method

A longitudinal dataset was collected from the student record system. The data cov-
ered students who transferred into a degree-seeking program between the fall of
2010 and the summer of 2018. Each student was tracked from their entering year
until the fall of 2018.

The variables in this dataset cover demographic, academic, and financial infor-
mation (Table 1).

Generally, the proportional hazard model involves the modeling of time-to-event
data. In the present study, graduation was defined as the event, and the number of
years from entering to graduation as the time to event. Right censoring was applied
to non-event records. The right censoring is a very important feature in survival
analysis which allows for the full utilization of data. For instance, a student entering
the institution in the fall of 2017 can still be a valid data point in the data with no
event as of the fall of 2018. This data point is right censored which means whether/
when this student will graduate in the future is unknown.

5.2 Results

In total, there were 34,773 students in this dataset which consists of transfer stu-
dents who started between the fall of 2000 and the summer of 2018. Among these
students, 15,778 graduated (with an event) and 65 were removed from the model
due to missing data points.

Table 1 Predictors used in Demographic | Academic Financial

the model Gender Obtained associate degree | Pell eligibility
Race ethnicity | Transfer GPA Live at home
Age First-term course load Has dependents

In-state Credit hours earned
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5.2.1 Descriptive Results

Table 2 shows the description of selected variables.

5.2.2 Proportional Hazard Model Results

167

Using graduation as the event and years to graduation as a time to event, we carried

out the model using R function COXPH which is part of the R survival package.

Table 3 shows the significant predictors with graduation as the event.
Here is a summary of findings based on Table 3:

* Female students are more likely to graduate than male students.

e Older students are more likely to graduate.

e Students living with parents are more likely to graduate.

e Students with dependents are less likely to graduate.

o Pell-eligible students are less likely to graduate.

e Students with higher GPAs are more likely to graduate.

e Students with higher course load in the first semester are more likely to graduate.

* Students who carried forward more credit hours from previous institutions are
more likely to graduate.

Table 2 Descriptive of selected variables

Gender (% Entering age Florida resident | Prior degree (% with Pell eligible
female) (Mean) (%) Associate degree) (%)
58.50% 24.7 93.10% 54.40% 47.40%
Table 3 Significant predictors in proportional hazard model
Predictor Comparison coef exp(coef) | se(coef) z Pr(>lzl) | Sig.
Gender Male vs. female | —0.1161654 | 0.890328 |0.0165971 | —6.999 | 2.58E-12 | ##*
Age Age atentering | —0.01391 | 0.9861863 | 0.0015428 | —9.016 | 2.00E-16 | ***
Live at home | Live with parents | 0.1087383 | 1.1148705 | 0.0202851 | 5.361 | 8.30E-08 | ***
vs. not
Has Has dependents | —0.0580517 | 0.9436011 | 0.0265621 | —2.186 | 0.028852 | *
dependents | vs. not
Pell Pell eligible vs. | —0.0637944 | 0.9381979 | 0.0179268 | —3.559 | 0.000373 | ##*
not
Transfer GPA | GPA from 0.5228215 | 1.6867803  0.0183411 |28.505 |2.00E-16 | ***
previous
institution
First-term Credit hour 0.0740313 | 1.0768405 | 0.0024763 | 29.896 | 2.00E-16 | ***
course load | entering
Credits Credit hours 0.0123412 | 1.0124176 | 0.0003724 | 33.143 | 2.00E-16 | ***
earned earned before
entering

Significance: 0 “***’,0.001 “**’,0.01 “*’
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5.3 Discussion

This study confirmed that many impact factors of transfer students are consistent
with findings based on first-time students, such as gender, age, and Pell eligibility.
As shown in Wang’s logistic model on transfer students (2009), GPA is one of the
most important factors that affect retention. The survival models in the present study
further confirmed that transfer GPA significantly impacts the probability of gradua-
tion. The exponential of its coefficient is 1.69, which suggests that an increase of
transfer GPA by 1, such as from 2.5 to 3.5, increases the graduation rate by 69% in
any given year.

Credit hours carried from previous institutions are also a good indicator of stu-
dent success. There is no question that more previous credit hours lead to graduation
sooner. However, in this proportional hazard model, we are looking at the gradua-
tion probability for each year, and this finding suggests that students with more
previous credit hours not only graduate faster but also are more likely to graduate
overall.

Another interesting finding is that students living with their parents are more
likely to graduate. This might be one of the environmental factors that affect stu-
dents’ achievement. Living with parents not only reduces financial burden but also
provides more social and environmental support to students.

The first semester is very important to new students, even if they already had
college experience. Our finding on first-term credit load suggests that taking more
courses is a good indicator of future graduation. Since there are variables like trans-
fer GPA and financial predictors in the model, this suggests that among two similar
students, the student taking more credit hours in his/her first semester would have a
higher chance to graduate. Although with an observational study, we cannot make
any causal inference; it seems a good idea to have a transfer student start with a rela-
tively high course load in the first semester.

This model not only provided a theoretical exploration of impact factors on stu-
dent graduation but also had a practical use as a prediction tool. At FAU our team
incorporated it into the individual student “graduation score” that not only consid-
ered the likelihood of graduation but also the time to graduation. Students who were
likely to graduate but with a prolonged time received low scores for administrators
and advisors to provide enhanced outreach and advising.

6 Final Comments

In the above sections, I reviewed my career growth in Institutional Research and
several major achievements I had. I believe the ultimate goal of higher education
institutions is to serve our students and community by conducting teaching and
research. With the current availability of data, very often the challenge is not lack of
data, but how to use them. Well-designed data and analytical products can make
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those questions that once took weeks to answer now be addressed in minutes.
Working together with both academic and administrative units, Institutional
Research is in a unique position to build the connection between questions and
answers.
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Leading Research and Enhancing
Scholarship: Fostering Interdisciplinary
Collaborations and Faculty Diversity

Zhanjiang (John) Liu

1 Background

I was born in an underdeveloped mountainous area and grew up in a time when food
security was a huge problem in China. Affected by the situation in my teenage
years, I was thinking one day when I grew up, I would want to enter an agricultural
university and learn the skills to grow crops and raise animals to secure food for all
people. This seemingly simple goal of going to college could not be achieved upon
my graduation from high school because all college admissions were stopped dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution. Finally, after the end of the Cultural Revolution, the
first college entrance examination was conducted at the end of 1977. As you can
imagine, the 11-year worth of high school graduates in 1966—-1977, an aggregate of
many millions of young people, all put our bet on this seemingly only opportunity
to get into a college. Across the country, more than 5,700,000 high school graduates
ranging from 18 to 31 years of age participated in the examination, competing for a
total of 273,000 college slots available; the success rate was 4.8% (China’s Class of
1977: 1 took an exam that changed China, 2017). That sounds very competitive but
was not too bad overall. However, education in my hometown area lagged far
behind, with most high school students being taught by former high school gradu-
ates. We did not have textbooks after primary school, and what was taught very
much depended on teachers, and in our case, our teachers did not have much to give,
making the already competitive process of college entrance examination almost
impossible for students from remote and rural areas like mine.
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Unbelievably for a long time back then, I was among the luckiest to get admitted
into a college. Even luckier was that I got into my choice school Northwest College
of Agriculture, now a key national university renamed Northwest A&F University
in early 2000. Getting into college was the very first step in achieving my ambition
in changing the world through increasing food production to provide food security,
but thinking back, I believe this first step was truly a game changer.

From day one of college, the new competition started. I am grateful to my profes-
sors at Northwest A&F University for their encouragement, support, and fostering
of my confidence—one of the keys for first-generation and disadvantaged students
to succeed. The competitive college life of 4 years passed quickly. Before I knew it,
it was time to take a graduate entrance examination. Compared to the college
entrance examination, one change this time around was that I felt well-prepared and
ready to take on the challenge. As I expected, I was successful in passing the exam
and was also selected as a study-abroad student going to the United States, an out-
come well beyond my expectations, and it became an opportunity that my family
could not comprehend and that the local people never knew existed.

In 1983, I went to the University of Minnesota to work on my Master’s and then
Ph.D. degrees. Although I was academically well-prepared, my English was terri-
ble. I am extremely grateful to my professors at the University of Minnesota, par-
ticularly to my graduate advisors Dr. William Bushnell for my Master’s degree and
Dr. Perry Hackett for my Ph.D. degree. Their encouragement and support helped me
establish confidence quickly. In 6 years, I obtained a Master of Science in Plant
Pathology and a Ph.D. in Cell and Developmental Biology.

When I obtained my Ph.D. in 1989, I felt that I was then prepared to realize the
dream I had back in China, but for various reasons, that dream never materialized.
Instead, I became a faculty member at Auburn University, a land grant university in
Alabama. There I spent 22 years, working through the ladder of assistant professor,
associate professor, full professor, and then distinguished Alumni Professor. As a
faculty member, I occasionally thought about better ways of doing research, better
ways to collaborate and support research, and involving faculty of various back-
grounds. It was probably because of such thoughts that I was noted by my depart-
ment head Dr. John Jensen, a great mentor, colleague, and friend. He encouraged
me to pursue leadership training. In 1999-2000, the College of Agriculture spon-
sored my participation in the USDA ESCOP/ACOP leadership training programs.

After the leadership training, I was unconsciously involved in leadership roles in
many activities, especially those leading the peaks of excellence program of Cell
and Molecular Biosciences (CMB) at Auburn University, an inter-college program
involving more than 80 faculty members. In 2007, I competed for the position of
Associate Dean for Research in the College of Agriculture at Auburn, and I was
selected to serve. After 6 years in this role, I was encouraged in 2013 to apply for
the position of Associate Provost and Associate Vice President at Auburn University.
Once again, I was selected and served in that role for 4 years until 2017 when I was
recruited to serve as Vice President for Research at Syracuse University. I served in
that capacity for 3 years before I was asked to step in as Interim Vice Chancellor and
Provost. I served in the latter role for 2 years before I started my current role as Vice
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President for International Strategy in 2022. As I reflect on my decades of service
and leadership at Auburn University and Syracuse University, I am deeply proud of
our institutions’ achievements and the impact Auburn and Syracuse students, fac-
ulty, staff, and alumni continue to make on our states, nation, and the world. I am
grateful to Auburn University for many years of opportunity to lead its research and
grateful for the support of the faculty at Syracuse University. I am particularly
indebted to Chancellor Syverud for his confidence in me in leading the Academic
Affairs and serving in the role of the Provost during the unprecedented, difficult
period of the COVID-19 pandemic. It has been an honor to serve Auburn University
and Syracuse University in so many capacities with shared successes in many areas
such as academic excellence and student success, research and creative work excel-
lence, outreach and public impact, internationalization, diversity, equity, inclusion
and accessibility (DEIA), and resource generation and management. This chapter
will focus on my leadership experience in leading research, enhancing scholarship,
fostering interdisciplinary collaboration, and faculty diversity through cluster hires.

2 Leading Research to Be Relevant to Global Challenges

Research can be interpreted in many ways. In general terms, research is a process of
generating knowledge, seeking truth, providing answers to questions, and finding
solutions to the world’s problems. As my mentor Dr. Hackett told us, “Science starts
with questions, and good science starts with good questions.” Universities were set
up to create and disseminate knowledge. In this regard, land grant universities
clearly define their mission of teaching, research, and outreach/extension. These
mission areas align so well with my passion for research and using research to
enhance the life qualities of people.

Despite many scientific and technological advances in the last 40 years, major
global challenges have been persistent. These remain to include food security and
safety, energy, the environment, global climate change, natural resource sustainabil-
ity, human health, poverty, and social justice, as well as global and local conflicts.
While the situation of food security has improved, it continues to be a major chal-
lenge for some parts of the world. The energy challenge continues because fossil
energy will be eventually used up, and with the increasing world population and
much greater numbers of automobiles, the consumption of oil and natural gas is at
an increasing pace. The world must find renewable sources of energy. Over the
decades, the increased usage of fossil energy has caused an increased accumulation
of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, which, along with other human and economic
activities, is believed to be the primary cause of global climate change. Although
there are different opinions about the trends and patterns of global climate change,
it is apparent that extreme weather conditions are becoming more extreme and more
frequent. Extreme temperatures, drought, flooding, and hurricanes are some forms
of extreme weather. The threats of global climate change could be paramount
because the extreme climate alone is capable of destroying all human achievements
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in a short moment. The environment overall has worsened over the decades, threat-
ening human health and economic sustainability.

Although most university research is addressing these global challenges, the
level of its alignment determines the relevance of university research. In a way,
research at universities must be well-aligned with the global and societal challenges
because active research programs require funding, and funding sources, for the most
part, have programs highly relevant to the abovementioned global challenges. For
instance, the largest research funding agencies in the USA are the National Institutes
of Health, which addresses human health-related challenges; the Department of
Defense, which addresses challenges related to national security; the National
Science Foundation (NSF), which supports all fields of fundamental science and
engineering except for medical sciences; Department of Energy, which addresses
challenges related to energy; and many other smaller funding agencies such as
USDA, which addresses challenges related to food and agriculture, environment,
and human sciences enterprises; Department of Commerce, which addresses chal-
lenges related to natural resources; and Environment Protection Agency (EPA),
which addresses issues related to the environment. Of course, there are overlapping
areas among funding agencies, and there are also inter-agency areas of research.

Because research requires resources, alignment of university research with
national research trends and funding trend is a critical matter. Reflecting on my
research leadership career, lots of activities I guided were related to aligning univer-
sity research with global challenges and national research and funding trends. For
instance, in the College of Agriculture at Auburn, we had excellent faculty. However,
over time, many faculty members became “old-fashioned” because of technological
advances. Many of us were doing highly relevant research related to crop and ani-
mal production but at the organismal levels. Since the 1980s, most funding agencies
shifted their support to more basic, fundamental research involving molecular bio-
logical research. We must align our new hires with the funding trend. Cluster hire is
one of the most effective approaches to make the such alignment.

3 Leading Research to Enhance Collaborations

Many of the global challenges, if not all, require collaborative research efforts to
solve the problems because none of the real-world challenges can be resolved by
single disciplinary research. Many such collaborations require not only multidisci-
plinary efforts but multi-institutional, national, and global collaborations. Taking
climate change as an example, breakthroughs and solutions can only be developed
by international collaborations. Global food security requires scientists to work
together across the world.

In most cases, university structures do not necessarily support collaborative
efforts effectively. Universities are composed of colleges and schools, which include
related departments and disciplines. In a typical university, there are a dozen, more
or less, colleges, and schools. For instance, a university may have colleges of arts
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and sciences, social sciences, engineering, business and management, communica-
tions, architecture, education, human ecology, pharmacy, nursing, medicine, law,
etc. Although such structures make good sense in organizing disciplinary teaching
and research activities, the structures themselves are barriers to collaboration.
Global challenges, on the other hand, are not present in the forms of colleges or
departments. This would mandate collaborations of scientists and engineers, human-
ists, artists, and social scientists beyond the borders of departments and colleges.
Research leaders and university leadership must find ways to enhance interdisci-
plinary and multidisciplinary collaborations.

Theoretically, most university faculty can agree that collaboration is important.
However, researchers are extremely busy people, and they tend to work indepen-
dently, leading to silos. Most faculty do not know what is being done in other col-
leges, or other departments of the same college. In the worst situation, some faculty
members do not even know what is being done by their colleagues in the same
department, posing serious barriers to the development of solutions for real-world
challenges.

To promote collaborations, universities often establish interdisciplinary pro-
grams, centers, and institutes that prove useful in promoting collaborations. For
instance, an institute of environmental research may include researchers from vari-
ous colleges. However, at times, such centers or institutes may be conflicting with
home colleges or departments, especially when financial conflicts are involved. The
challenge is how to reduce or resolve such conflicts. The key issue is transparency
and communication. A case needs to be made as to why collaboration is better.
Taking the inter-college CMB Program at Auburn as an example, the colleagues
from different colleges who work in genetics, molecular biology, and genomics
would have so much more in common with my research of aquaculture genomics
than those of my colleagues in my department working on other aspects of aquacul-
ture. Cluster hire is a great approach to hiring multiple faculty members into various
colleges with the expectation of collaboration.

4 Supporting Research Infrastructure and Core Facilities

Modern research is expensive because many research projects require the use of
very expensive equipment, supercomputing facilities, and core facilities.
Traditionally, research equipment is supported by startup packages during faculty
hiring. The faculty member usually provides a list of needed equipment, and the
university offers a lump sum of funds to meet such needs through the startup pack-
age. This model works well when the research equipment is not too expensive, and
when research equipment needs are relatively stable, stable enough for most of the
faculty’s career. Such a model worked well back in the past century but is increas-
ingly challenging for most universities. First, the list becomes longer and longer and
more and more expensive; second, many pieces of the requested equipment are
duplicates in the university and often even in the department; and third, the waste of
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expensive equipment without equipment sharing because such equipment is
regarded as “my laboratory equipment.” Finally, and perhaps most importantly, it is
not possible to provide individual faculty startup funds sufficient enough to buy
very expensive pieces of modern equipment such as DNA sequencers, cell sorters,
bifocal microscopes, gas chromatography, mass spectrometry, electron micro-
scopes, and supercomputer clusters, among many other pieces of equipment
required for modern research, nor do they need such equipment in their laboratory
because they may use such equipment just a few times a year.

I started to learn about these problems in 2007 when I became associate dean for
research. In 2013, I started to serve as Associate Provost and Associate Vice
President for research at Auburn University. My responsibility included approval of
startup packages for new hires. Very quickly, I realized how significant these prob-
lems were. For instance, there existed over 40 HPLC (high-performance liquid
chromatography) units on the Auburn campus already, but several new hires
requested HPLC in their lists of equipment needs. Such situations required us to
have innovative solutions so that we no longer need to buy more HPLCs at Auburn
while the new hires are assured availability of the equipment for their research. This
is where core facilities came in. Rather than each faculty member possessing indi-
vidual units of expensive equipment and using such equipment only a few times a
year, we supported the core facilities to provide capabilities, capacities, and
shared usage.

Through this simple example, I hope the readers are convinced that we need to
reduce redundancy, increase equipment sharing, and as a university, offer greater
capabilities and capacities to purchase, upgrade, and replace expensive pieces of
equipment. While in theory this is so simple, putting it to practice requires lots of
details as to how to cost share between the colleges and the university or how to
charge individual users user fees to promote the equipment usage but generate funds
for maintenance, upgrade, and replacement. Thanks to my great colleague Dr. Carl
Pinkert, who also contributed much to solving this problem. Our efforts streamlined
the university’s core facilities. Just the savings on startup funds alone were signifi-
cant enough to allow the university to provide millions of dollars in supporting the
core facilities. In 2014, research needs at the university required the acquisition of
next-generation sequencers and supercomputer clusters. We worked with the fac-
ulty on various ideas. Thanks to my colleague Dr. Nick Giordano, who had worked
at Purdue University, for introducing the “Purdue model” for supercomputing.
Purdue University had so large computing needs that they had to purchase one
supercomputer every year. By the seventh year, they would have seven supercom-
puters. Starting in year eight, they would allow the retirement of the first supercom-
puter. This way, they were able to have the capacity of seven supercomputer clusters
simultaneously running. Auburn’s computing needs were smaller, but we adopted
the modified Purdue model, purchasing one supercomputer cluster every 3 years,
and in the seventh year, the first supercomputer cluster was allowed to retire. This
way, we always provided a capacity of two supercomputer clusters in service. The
funding model was particularly interesting. Those who had the largest computing
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needs provided half of the funds to purchase the nodes, while the university pro-
vided the other half of the funds. When these faculty members were not using the
supercomputers, their nodes became available for other faculty members to use.

In 2010, through a competitive grant, I led a team and won a large construction
grant from the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST), which
allowed the construction of the CASIC (Center for Advanced Science, Innovation
and Commerce) building. This was the first interdisciplinary building on campus.
This building hosts the most active researchers in five cluster areas: food safety,
water quality, bioenergy, climate change, and genomics. Since its construction in
2013, the building has been a hub of interdisciplinary research. The building, along
with the core facilities and supercomputer clusters it hosts, serves as a capstone of
the success of interdisciplinary research at Auburn University.

5 Cluster Hires

Cluster hire means hiring multiple lines of faculty of related fields in different col-
leges and schools. For instance, in a cluster of environmental research, multiple
faculty lines can be allocated to cover air quality research (could be a faculty for the
College of Forestry or College of Sciences), water research (could be a faculty line
for the College of Natural Resources), mathematical modeling (could be a faculty
line in the mathematics department in the College of Science), environmental engi-
neering (could be a faculty line in the College of Engineering), natural resources
(could be a faculty line in the College of Agriculture), economics (could be a faculty
line in the College of Social Sciences or College of Business), and communications
(could be a faculty line in the College of Communications or College of Liberal
Arts), among other disciplines.

One of the major objectives of cluster hires is to enhance interdisciplinary and
multidisciplinary collaborations. As reflected in the program, faculty members
recruited through cluster hires are expected to collaborate with existing and newly
hired faculty in the cluster. In addition to the expectations, the accountability also
lands on the promotion and tenure decisions where collaborations are evaluated by
both the home department and the involved cluster. Many clusters also have regu-
larly organized platforms and activities, such as equipment core facilities and regu-
lar seminar programs, through which faculty learn, interact, and initiate
collaborations. Most importantly, each cluster is established to address a major sci-
entific area, societal challenge, or technology development. As such, their collabo-
rations are not only mandated by the intention but also necessitated by the research
and instructional needs.

A second major benefit of cluster hires is to align the university with societal
challenges and hence with funding trends. In most cases of cluster hires, the cluster
area must be fundable which is usually an evaluation criterion. Such alignment most
often leads to increases in extramural funding at the university. In addition to the
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alignment of the cluster with the funding trend, various expertise available in the
cluster offer golden opportunities for collaboration, which also increases the chances
of projects getting funded.

The third major benefit of cluster hires is to enhance faculty quality and competi-
tiveness. In the current competitive research environment, it is the competitiveness
of the faculty that defines the level of success of university research. Cluster hires
attract top talents to apply for the positions and therefore allow hiring of the most
competitive faculty.

In addition to aligning faculty hires with societal challenges, enhancing faculty
competitiveness and success, and enhancing collaborations, cluster hires have been
found to help increase faculty diversity (Report of the Provost’s Ad Hoc Advisory
Committee to Evaluate the Cluster Hiring Initiative University of Wisconsin-
Madison, 2003; Flaherty, n.d.; Faculty Cluster Hiring for Diversity and Institutional
Climate, n.d.). Some major research universities such as the University of Wisconsin
at Madison started cluster hires as early as the late 1990s and used the mechanism
repeatedly to boost the competitiveness of its faculty, enforce collaborations, and
enhance  faculty  diversity  (https://facstaff.provost.wisc.edu/cluster-hiring-
initiative/). Their many years of work indicated a great level of success, with many
rounds of cluster hires (Report of the Provost’s Ad Hoc Advisory Committee to
Evaluate the Cluster Hiring Initiative University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2003;
Report of the Cluster/Interdisciplinary Advisory Committee to Evaluate the Cluster
Hiring Initiative, 2008). Similarly, cluster hires are used by many other research
universities such as UC-Davis, University of Virginia, Vanderbilt University, and of
course, as I will further describe as examples of my work, Auburn University and
Syracuse University.

Cluster hires can be in various forms to achieve the goals and priorities of the
university. One of the benefits of cluster hires is its positive effect on enhancing
faculty diversity. This is because when multiple lines of faculty are considered
robustly, underrepresented minority applicants are likely to be included in the pool,
and they are competitive to be hired in one or more slots of the cluster. In addition,
all candidates, including underrepresented minority applicants, are more attracted
to clusters because they have a cohort of colleagues to work with, which enhances
success. Cluster hires can be used directly to enhance faculty diversity by establish-
ing diversity-focused clusters (Oldach, 2022). At Auburn University, we established
a cluster of Health disparities, and at Syracuse University, we established a cluster
of social difference and social justice, which allowed us to increase the hiring of
underrepresented minority faculty, in both universities. In addition to the selection
of clusters, which may directly enhance diversity, financial incentives can be pro-
vided to further enhance faculty diversity. For instance, at Syracuse University, I
guided a policy to incentivize hiring faculty from underrepresented minority groups;
central university funds cover 60% of the total costs when an underrepresented fac-
ulty member is hired, as compared to 50% for the cluster hires program.
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6 Making Cluster Hires Work for Our Universities

Cluster hires are beneficial in many ways, but such efforts can fail due to many
reasons. Education Advisory Board (EAB) published “A Playbook for Effective
Cluster Hiring” (n.d.) which provided many of the processes and cautionary steps.
However, even if you follow the playbook, guiding successful cluster hires is by no
means an easy task. In many cases, great efforts for cluster hires may be perceived
as choosing winners and losers. The key is to figure out what works for the univer-
sity. Among many factors, we must understand in what areas we are doing well in
the nation and around the world and in what areas we could be doing well in the
nation and around the world. Once the university’s strengths and niche areas are
determined and communicated to the university community, it is time to start dis-
cussions of what clusters the university should have to play to strengths and avoid
weaknesses. Leaders help set a strong vision, inspire the community to achieve the
vision, and work with the community to find effective strategies to achieve the
vision. While cluster hires provide a good venue for such discussions, they do not
automatically offer any benefits.

In 2013, I became Associate Provost and Associate Vice President for research at
Auburn University. In light of the rapidly changing environment in national and
global research priorities and extramural funding for research, I led the inaugural
Associate Deans for Research (ADR) retreat. While it was called the ADR retreat,
the retreat involved all the deans, several vice presidents, the Provost, and the
President. Through serious preparation of 5 months of work, we concluded the ADR
retreat with a consensus report. This report included eight recommendations: (1)
increase the proportion of research-active faculty; (2) expand research funding port-
folio, making it well-aligned with extramural funding opportunities; (3) hire com-
petitive faculty and increase tenure standards to ensure an excellent faculty; (4) set
clear research expectations; (5) install policies that provide incentives for continued
productive services throughout their entire careers; (6) provide competitive startup
packages to attract top talents; (7) prioritize equipment needs and make strategic
and coordinated investment on research equipment and research infrastructure; and
(8) transform the culture, foster a culture of research importance and support. All
these recommendations were adopted by the university. This ADR retreat sets a
vision of achieving Carnegie Research 1 classification. I guided the efforts and
established task forces working on specific recommendations for achieving the R1
status. The entire university worked relentlessly in the years following that retreat.
In 2018, Auburn University achieved its R1 status.

One of Auburn’s efforts was cluster hires. Because of the ADR retreat and related
work, cluster hires to align the university research with the funding trend were a
relatively easy sell. Sitting where I was in the lead roles, I must make sure cluster
hire proposals were generated by faculty, supported by departments, and colleges
and supported by the Provost and the President. Our rationales for these cluster hires
included (1) government funding agencies shifting their efforts toward more basic
research; (2) mission-driven agencies focused more on future problems such as
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climate change, human health, and energy; and (3) funding agencies funded more
interdisciplinary research involving team collaborations. Cluster hires could address
these changes. Through a series of faculty forums, and vetting processes among
departments and colleges, in 2015, we established 5 research clusters with 41 fac-
ulty positions. These clusters spanned Climate, Human and Earth System Sciences
(CHESS), Institute for Scalable Energy Conversion Science & Technology (ISEC-
S&T), Health Disparities, Omics and Informatics, and Pharmaceutical Engineering.
Each of these clusters involved at least four colleges or schools.

Syracuse University is a private research university. There is no state funding
available for research. In addition, a large proportion of the colleges and schools at
Syracuse University are professional schools. These professional schools conduct
excellent research but, for the most part, are not in the STEM areas. Making a case
that cluster hires will generate great results requires lots of work. The first thing is
to be inclusive of all schools and colleges.

The success of cluster hire programs requires the determination of proper cluster
areas, the hiring of competitive faculty, and concerted efforts in fostering collabora-
tions. Selected cluster areas must represent university strengths, align with national
research trends and funding opportunities, and have high relevance to the advance-
ment of science and technology, economic development, environmental enhance-
ment, social progress, and intellectual and creative growth in the humanities. Over
a period of 18 months, we engaged in ideation processes that led to the approval of
seven clusters in the first round of cluster hiring, funding 56 positions. We provided
strong guidelines to assist in the hiring of competitive faculty who can contribute to
cluster activities and enhance the diversity of our faculty. We also provided guide-
lines for faculty evaluation, including advertising the positions, the interview pro-
cess, the expectations specified in offering letters, annual reviews, pre-tenure
reviews, and tenure and promotion.

The seven clusters represented strengths and niche areas at Syracuse University.
These included (1) aging, behavioral health, and neuroscience; (2) artificial intelli-
gence, deep learning, autonomous systems, and policy; (3) Big Data and data ana-
lytics; (4) bio-inspired; (5) energy and environment; (6) innovation and
entrepreneurship; and (7) social differences and social justice. The first round of
cluster hires at Syracuse University was regarded as a great success. Using one fac-
ulty’s original words: “We have not seen such excitement in research at Syracuse
University for a long time.” Because of the success, we conducted a second round
of cluster hires in 2018 that added three additional clusters: (1) quantum computing
and cryptography; (2) citizenship and democratic institutions; and (3) digital and
immersive interactions.

Reflecting on the processes, it was never easy to obtain a consensus on what the
clusters should be. It took many rounds of ideation and many rounds of vetting. The
final approval process was most democratic but with very strong guidelines. It was
most democratic because the ideas of clusters were all generated by the faculty; all
college deans, associate deans for research, and faculty senate research committee
members were involved in ranking, using cluster hire criteria as guidance. We
wanted to be sure the position will generate significant scholarship, will have a



Leading Research and Enhancing Scholarship: Fostering Interdisciplinary... 181

substantial impact on research and education, and were relevant to the strategic
positioning of the school/college for long-term success. With two rounds of cluster
hires, we have approved a total of 122 clusters hire faculty positions, which is more
than 10% of all tenured and tenure-track faculty. We have already started to see the
results, with significantly increased extramural funding. In 2022, the new cohort of
faculty from cluster hires succeeded with 10 NSF Career Awards, indicating the
competitiveness of these cluster hires. As you may imagine, the impact is huge in
the years to come.
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To Lead, to Serve, and to Transform:
From Law School Dean to University
President

Wallace D. Loh

I began my faculty career in 1974 as an assistant professor at the University of
Washington (UW) Law School with an adjunct appointment in the Department of
Psychology. My proudest moment as a faculty member was when UW Law students
selected me as the “Outstanding Professor of the Year” (1990).

In 1990, I was asked to serve on the dean search committee of the UW Law
School. One day, the committee requested that I excuse myself, and, when I returned,
the committee informed me that it had decided to nominate me for the deanship. Of
course, if I agreed to it, I would have to resign from the committee. I had not sought
the position, but after reflection, I consented to be a candidate. A couple of top exter-
nal candidates withdrew from the dean search process, so the UW president
appointed me. In 1990, I became the first Chinese American dean of a US law
school. When news reporters asked the UW president about my appointment, he
stated that he selected me because of my academic leadership potential and not for
any historical or ethnic reasons.

During my years as dean, the number of highly qualified Asian American student
applicants to the UW Law School soared, even though there were no changes in the
admissions criteria or process. The UW Law School rose to the top 10 ranked US
public law schools, established clinical legal education and public service programs,
achieved a new record in fundraising, and secured state appropriations as well as
private funds for a new law school building.

In 1993, the National Asian Pacific Bar Association presented me with the
“Trailblazer Award” and the Hispanic Bar Association gave me its “Diversity
Award.” To this day, I still consider myself an “accidental dean.” In 1996, I was
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elected President of the Association of American Law Schools, the scholarly and
professional society of the academic legal profession. My experiences as a law dean
and later as the Director of the Executive Policy Office of Governor Gary Locke of
the State of WA were invaluable in preparing me for the presidency of UMCP.

Among the approximately 4000 colleges and universities in the USA, there were
as of 2020 about 400 sitting presidents who are lawyers, or 10% of the total. But
from 1900 to 1990, i.e., during most of the twentieth century, there were only about
40 sitting presidents who were lawyers, or only 1% of the total number of presi-
dents. Thus, the increase in the number of lawyers as university presidents is a rela-
tively recent and growing trend.

The sitting presidents with law backgrounds are mainly academic lawyers, not
practicing lawyers. Academic lawyers have the teaching and scholarly credentials
that give them credibility with their peers in other academic disciplines on campus,
such as the arts and sciences faculty. They also have administrative experience, if
they served as law school deans. In contrast, most successful legal practitioners are
unlikely to have this academic background and experience. This is why I believe
that a successful law dean is likely to be a successful university president. The ques-
tion, then, is what constitutes “success” in a law school deanship and a university
presidency? In my view, a successful law school dean is:

(1) A transformative dean, one who does not simply maintain the status quo of the
institution.

(2) A university statesman or stateswoman, one who seeks to improve not only his
or her school but also to improve the larger university of which that school
is a part.

(3) A prophetic pioneer, one who seeks to anticipate future trends and acts accord-
ingly. When Wayne Gretzky, one of the greatest professional hockey players
ever, was asked what made him such a great player, he said: “I don’t skate to
where the puck is, I skate to where the puck is going to be.”

After I served as the UW Law School dean for 5 years (1990-1995), the UW
announced the search for a new Provost. I asked the UW president, who appointed
me to the law deanship if I would be a viable candidate for this position. He said he
would strongly recommend me for the provostship at any university in the country,
but he would not hire me at the UW. The reason was that I had spent my entire
administrative career at the UW and, therefore, I would not bring a new or fresh
perspective to the position of the chief academic officer. I then applied for and
accepted the position of Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs and Dean of Faculties
(since retitled Provost), and Professor of Law, at the University of Colorado at
Boulder, starting in 1995.

At that time, the CU-Boulder campus had about 25,000 students and 2300 fac-
ulty and staff in nine colleges and several major interdisciplinary research institutes.
My office oversaw 11 deans, 9 associate vice chancellors, and several academic
directors across the campus. I mobilized 60 faculty and staff members to help craft
a 4-year strategic plan to strengthen undergraduate education and the research
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enterprise and also to expand continuing education and outreach to better serve the
citizens of the State of Colorado.

My family remained in Seattle because I had elderly parents and a daughter who
was still in elementary school. I commuted weekly between Boulder and Seattle.
After 2 years (1995-1997), I stepped down from my position at CU-Boulder for
family reasons and returned permanently to my home in Seattle.

Governor Gary Locke of the State of Washington — a lawyer and the first Asian
American governor in the continental USA — then asked me to join his administra-
tion and serve as his policy director. In this capacity, I oversaw some 20 policy
advisers and staff in the Governor’s office who worked on a range of policy issues,
such as welfare reform and saving the Pacific Northwest salmon. I helped launch
and staff Governor Locke’s “2020 Commission on the Future of Higher Education
in the State of Washington,” comprised of business, community, and academic lead-
ers from around the state. One result of this commission was the creation of the
“Washington Promise Scholarship,” a 2-year grant to expand access to public higher
education in the state and funded by state appropriations.

After 3 years in the Governor’s office, I accepted the deanship of the College of
Arts and Sciences at Seattle University, drawn by its Jesuit mission of “the service
of faith and the promotion of justice.” I served in this role from 2000 to 2008.
During this period, the College of Arts and Sciences grew in student enrollment,
faculty size, new academic programs, tuition revenues, and philanthropic support.

I then applied for and was offered the position of Executive Vice President and
Provost at the University of lowa. The new president of the University of Iowa, who
appointed me to this position, became an invaluable mentor. I started amid the Great
Flood of 2008, the worst in the history of the state of Iowa. It damaged numerous
campus buildings, and the cost of recovery and rebuilding was enormous. Then, the
Great Recession of 2009 led to historic reductions in state funding to public institu-
tions, including the University of Iowa. I was deeply moved when many faculty
members on campus volunteered to accept deeper cuts to their paychecks to protect
lower-paid staff members as a result of the state funding reductions.

After I served for 2 years at the University of Iowa (2008-2010), UMCP offered
me the position of president starting in 2010. At the time, UMCP had about 40,000
students; some 10,000 faculty and staff, distributed among 13 schools and colleges;
and an annual operating budget of about $2 billion.

From my years of working in state government, I knew that the presidency of a
public research university can be the most political, nonpolitical (i.e., non-elected)
position in a state. Thus, shortly after I took office, UMCP’s state government rela-
tions staff urged me to meet soon and develop a relationship with the longest-serving
and powerful president of the Maryland State Senate, Mike Miller, a UMCP alum-
nus. I met President Miller at the scheduled appointment and I introduced myself,
but he just looked at me for a while. Then, he said somewhat dismissively, “So,
you’re the new UMCP president? I would have thought that UMCP would have
appointed someone like “X” [the provost at a California university who became the
US Secretary of State], or someone like “Y” [the president at a Texas university who
became the US Secretary of Defense].” I have known many politicians in the State
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of Washington during my years in Governor Locke’s administration. I realized that
I was being tested, so I ignored President Miller’s comment. Instead, I thanked him
for his years of service as Senate President and for his loyalty to his Alma Mater. I
expressed my interest in seeking his support and guidance as we work together to
raise UMCP to the next level of academic excellence and service to the people of
Maryland. I passed the test.

A few months after I met Senate President Miller, I went to a fundraising event
for him, attended by hundreds of his supporters and contributors. He saw me in the
crowd, announced my presence, and asked me to join him, his wife, and two daugh-
ters on the platform. He then invited reporters to take photos of the platform group.
The photos appeared in newspapers the next day. The message that I think President
Miller sought to convey to state legislators and the voters of Maryland through the
publication of the photos of the platform group was that he considered the new
UMCEP president to be like a member of his own family. He became my strongest
supporter and my most valued adviser in the Maryland legislature during my decade
as UMCP president (2010-2020).

Soon after I started as president, the UMCP Director of Athletics informed me that
the intercollegiate athletics department had a substantial financial deficit. Therefore,
several varsity teams had to be cut to balance the budget. By state law, no state funds
can be used to support intercollegiate athletics. Athletics is the “front porch” of a
university. It is not the most important part of the academic house, but it is the most
visible part. With the Athletics Director, we had heartbreaking talks with the student-
athletes. I informed them that their lifelong dream of playing for, and representing,
UMCP in various sports could be over due to financial reasons. However, I assured
them that UMCP would continue to honor their athletic scholarships, so they could
complete their college degrees. After meeting confidentially with, and securing the
support of, top elected and higher education officials in Maryland, I approached the
Big Ten Commissioner. The purpose was to negotiate secretly and sign a confidential
agreement that UMCP would join this conference and, in return, the Big Ten confer-
ence would provide substantial new revenues to UMCP’s intercollegiate athletics pro-
gram. This would ensure the program’s long-term financial viability.

Members of the public and the media, unaware of the large budget deficits or of
the anticipated large revenues to the intercollegiate athletics department, were
incensed when UMCP announced that it was ending its decades-long membership
in a southern-based athletic conference to join a northern-based conference. (During
the Civil War, some Marylanders fought for the North and some for the South.) The
campus police provided me with a security detail. My seasoned UMCP staff antici-
pated public pushback on this change of conferences, but even they were taken
aback by the intensity of the opposition. As it turned out, when the amount of new
revenue from the Big Ten Conference was leaked and published in a national sports
magazine, people were relieved that the intercollegiate athletics program would be
saved and its future assured. (UMCP was not the source of the leak.) The faculty
was pleased that UMCP would join the Big Ten Academic Alliance, a consortium of
peer universities with extensive and shared educational and research activities in
addition to competing in sports. Thus, joining this conference resulted in substantial
academic benefits as well as unprecedented athletic revenues.
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In 2011, the American Immigration Council bestowed on me its “Immigrant
Achievement Award” and in 2012, and the Huffington Post included me among the
“Ten Most Popular College Presidents.” In 2015, I was elected a Fellow of the
American Academy of Arts and Sciences for “iconoclastic leadership” of UMCP,
and the Governor of Maryland awarded me the “Presentation for Excellence.” In
2017, the WA Business Journal included me among the “Power 100 Leaders” in the
Washington, D.C. area. In 2018, the Daily Record listed me as an “Influential
Marylander,” and the Steamboat Institute in Colorado presented me with the
“Courage in Education Award” for advancing freedom of expression on campuses.
In 2020, the Maryland State Senate enacted Resolution 202 for my role in “guiding
UMCEP to transformational advances in academic, community, and economic devel-
opment,” and the Maryland House of Delegates enacted Resolution 93 for my
“visionary leadership in guiding UMCP to new heights of academic excellence.”

In 2022, the College Park City Council unveiled a plaque in City Hall in appre-
ciation for my role in helping make the city “a better place to live and work with
collaborative programs in education, development, transportation, and public safety
2010-2020.” My strategy of “place-making” in College Park was to create an eco-
system that blends education, research, innovation, and entrepreneurship and is
built around the state’s flagship university as the anchor institution.

My volunteer community service activities, while in office as UMCP president
and/or thereafter, include the “Scholars’ Advisory Committee” to the Museum of
Chinese Americans in NYC (2021-2022); the Washington D.C.-based Bipartisan
Policy Center’s “Academic Leaders’ Task Force on Free Expression on Campuses”
(2020-2021), which produced a report with recommendations that have been
adopted by many college and universities; the advisory board of the US Comptroller
General, Government Accountability Office (since 2013); the board of directors of
the American Council on Education and mentor to ACE Fellows (2014-2018); and
the Greater Washington Board of Trade (2017-2020).

I held a top FBI security clearance and served as chair of the academic advisory
council to the US Secretary of Homeland Security (2011-2013). I served as board
chair and founding member of a public charter school, College Park Academy
(2014-2020). As UW Law School dean and UMCP president, I initiated and com-
pleted major fundraising campaigns supporting financial aid, education, research,
new facilities, and community development.

As for my background, I am a “Latasian” or Latino-Asian. I was born in China,
and at the age of 2, I moved with my parents to Peru. My native languages are
Spanish and Chinese. They opened a small mom-and-pop grocery store that was
open 365 days a year. I worked at the store when not attending school. We lived in
four rooms behind the grocery store. After graduating from high school, my parents
gave me their life savings ($400) and a one-way airline ticket to the USA. At the age
of 16, I came to a field of dreams called Iowa. I had a partial tuition scholarship and
worked my way through college with part-time campus jobs, first at lowa Wesleyan
College and then at Grinnell College. Each of them subsequently awarded me an
honorary doctoral degree in 2010 and 1994, respectively.

I was sustained — as generations of immigrants before and after me have been sus-
tained — by an unwavering faith in this land of freedom and opportunity, and that with
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hard work, scrappy determination, perseverance, and education, I could realize my
dreams. I am grateful to the trailblazers of earlier generations whose struggles paved the
way for me and many others. My personal story is of no consequence other than as a
story of the importance of education and the promise of America. After I became a natu-
ralized US citizen, I helped sponsor my parents’ immigration, and we were reunited.

Serving as a university administrator and helping educate the next generation of
citizens and residents is a way of giving back to a country that has given me so many
opportunities.

Dr. Wallace Loh was born in China; moved with his parents to
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Grinnell College (BA), Cornell University (MA), University of
Louvain (Belgium), University of Michigan (Ph.D., in psychol-
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the University of Washington Law School (1990-1995); the first
Chinese American dean in US legal education); a visiting profes-
sor at the University of Texas, the University of Houston, Emory,
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Comptroller General; the Greater WA Board of Trade; the
American Council on Education; the Academic Advisory Council
to the US Secretary of Homeland Security; Big Ten Conference
representative to the NCAA D-1 presidential forum; and President
of the Association of American Law Schools (1996). He received
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Award” (2018); MD House of Delegates’ Resolution 93 for
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“Achievement Award 2011”; National Asian-Pacific American Bar
Association “Trailblazer Award” (1993); Hispanic Bar Association
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by Russell Sage Foundation Press.
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When You Were a Student at Harvard, Did
You Dream of Becoming a Dean?

Xiao-Li Meng

The question in the title was posed by a reporter from a Chinese media in Boston
shortly after I was appointed the Dean of the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences
(GSAS) at Harvard. My immediate thought was, “What kind of question is that?”
Students’ minds are filled with dreams of all forms and shapes, but I doubt becoming
a dean is one with any detectable signal. As a Chinese student coming to the USA in
1986, struggling to comprehend why no one understood my slowly and correctly
pronounced English, I would be delusional if I were hallucinating then about becom-
ing a dean. Indeed, that thought never registered even after I was appointed the chair
of Harvard’s statistics department in 2004. Only after I was asked to become the
GSAS dean, did I sit down and ask myself, “Wait, what have I done?”

However, after my knee-jerk reaction, it dawned on me that the reporter’s ques-
tion had a far deeper undertone than reflected by its apparent naivety. If I never had
dreamed of becoming a dean, how did I end up being one? My honest answer is that
I do not know. It just happened. Yes, from a student to a dean is a long journey for
those who had such a dream during their students’ days. But for the rest of us, it is
merely many life meanderings, with one thing leading to another.

To start, I managed to complete my Ph.D. thesis with 12 chapters, of which 8
articles were eventually published. That apparently qualified me to be appointed an
assistant professor of statistics at the University of Chicago in 1991, hence complet-
ing my transition from student to faculty. That is a step many have taken success-
fully before me, with me, and after me. There is nothing special about it for those
who choose to stay in academia.
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Similarly, during my Chicago years, I went through the usual steps going from
assistant professor to associate professor and then promoted to full professor. Many
have done that before me and many after. I was then recruited by Harvard, which
again was not anything special since most academics have had positions in at least
two institutions in their careers.

When I joined Harvard’s statistics department in 2001, it was a very small one
with only six full professors (including me). For a small department, it is not unusual
for senior faculty members to take turns being the department chair. (Whether that
is a good idea or not is the subject of a different article.) Unlike almighty department
chairs in some countries, being a department chair in US institutions is mostly con-
sidered a thankless job, worrying about lack of resources and how to staff courses;
dealing with complaints from faculty, staff, and students; reading and writing many
administrative documents; etc. Since I was the newest senior faculty and had not
had my share of doing the “thankless” job, I became the department chair in 2004.

Appointing a dean from department chairs is another common practice at US
academic institutions. Of course, most of the department chairs do not become
deans, nor do they want to be deans even when asked. So how could any chair say
that it just happened? Well, I felt this way because my deanship was primarily the
result of responsibilities I took on as a department chair and the scholarly activities
I engaged in as a statistician. These responsibilities and activities naturally shape
my professional life, which I would experience one day at a time, much like living
our biological life. We hope for the best, prepare for the worst, and reality goes on
somewhere in between until it does not.

As an example of my chair’s responsibility, during my first year as the chair, the
department faced a mini-crisis: the enrollment in an introductory course went from
under 100 to over 150 because of the popularity of a new instructor. Since Harvard
did not have pre-registration then, we needed to hire three additional teaching assis-
tants (TAs) after the course already started (in general, we require an additional TA
for every 17-20 students).

Whereas we found three warm bodies, they were not given any warmup exercise
or even warmup time. Complaints followed almost instantly. The students in the
class complained that the TAs were unhelpful, the instructor reported that she had to
spend more time helping the TAs than they helped her, and those three TAs felt
frustrated because they were put into this position without any training. I agonized
over what could be done to at least avoid such a situation in the future until some
graduate student representatives came to my office.

“Xiao-Li, you guys teach us everything except for how to teach,” one student
started the conversation. “How true — nobody taught me that!” was my response.
With a bit of laughing together, the same student made the suggestion that ulti-
mately led to my deanship: “Xiao-Li, the department should create a course on how
to teach.” That of course was a great idea, but to maximize its benefits, I realized that
I needed to teach it myself as the department chair, which would send a strong mes-
sage to both faculty and students. It is no secret that in research universities, passion
for and commitment to teaching vary considerably more than for research. But, of
course, managing my teaching does not qualify me to teach others how to teach.
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Hence my immediate second thought was that I must seek professional help, which
was available through Harvard’s Derek Bok Center for Teaching and Learning.
(Derek Bok was Harvard’s 25th President, known for his strong commitment to
undergraduate education.)

The director of Bok Center was delighted that a department chair reached out to
him for help in creating a course on pedagogy and immediately arranged for an
associate director to work with me to create “Stat 303: The Art and Practice of
Teaching Statistics.” The development of Stat 303 deserves a separate article since
it has evolved from training TAs to teaching how to teach, communicating how to
communicate, and learning how to learn. But its benefits are easy to enumerate. It
started a new chapter in the department (teaching) culture, gradually changing its
image from a pedagogically struggling and culturally isolated department to a hub
for statistical education in addition to statistical research. The results were that the
deans of the college were happy that the statistics department provided significantly
better learning experiences for undergraduate students; the deans of GSAS were
delighted that we provided professional development opportunities for graduate stu-
dents; and the deans of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS) were pleased because
other department chairs praised statistics as providing better teaching service to
their students. (I used “deans” because Harvard had 128 deans, as I was told by a
former dean when I was considering if I should take on the GSAS deanship; whether
he was joking or not, the serious message was to “not take yourself too seriously,”
which proved to be sage advice.)

Besides the credit I received for (accidentally) fostering the change in the depart-
ment, I later learned that my broad research activities were another factor to me
becoming a dean. Because GSAS hosts all Ph.D. programs at Harvard, not
merely those from FAS (the complex organizational structure at Harvard would take
a yet another chapter to explain), it is ideal to have a dean who can appreciate the
values of as many disciplines—and in as substantive terms—as possible. As a stat-
istician, I have collaborated with astrophysicists, engineers, epidemiologists, physi-
cians, psychiatrists, political scientists, sociologists, etc., and hence I have had the
opportunities to directly appreciate these disciplines. But of course, the list is only
a fraction of what GSAS covers. I still recall the sweat dripping down on my spine
as I was walking with my team to an admission meeting at the Department of
Romance Languages when I suddenly realized that I had little idea what constitutes
Romance languages or even how many of them there are!

As the GSAS dean, I needed to deliver an orientation speech and a commence-
ment speech each year. Reflecting on my accidental journey from a GSAS student
to a GSAS dean, I thought the most useful advice I could provide was those lessons
I learned along the way. It would be too naive to hope that sharing my stories would
reduce the hard lessons waiting for students as they embark on new journeys, be
they at Harvard and beyond. Rather, the hope was that having seen how naive I
was and yet ending up as their dean, the students could be better prepared psycho-
logically for the hard lessons awaiting them. Besides, having to look up the dean
who delivered the commencement speech when I graduated (and of course, I recall
zero phrases from that dean’s speech), sharing personal stories—and some
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academic humor if there is such a thing—was the only noncontroversial strategy
that I could think of to increase the probability that the students would still remem-
ber who their dean was three decades later. Below are four such speeches, and they
are chosen because they cover stories from four different stages of my accidental
“dream” journey: being a student, being a faculty member, being a chair, and being a
dean. They are reproduced here for students beyond my deanship, beyond Harvard,
and indeed of all ages, with a simple message: dream on!

1 2014 Orientation Speech

Twenty-eight years ago, I sat in your seat, excited, overwhelmed, full of energy, full
of curiosity, but completely clueless about what would lie ahead of me. I am sure
you all have a lot more clues than I did, but I suspect that some surprises will still
come your way. Therefore, as your dean, I feel obligated to help you by sharing
three stories from which I learned hard lessons. Please listen carefully because I will
randomly quiz some of you during lunch today about the common theme underly-
ing these three seemingly unrelated stories. (Yes, you still need to take quizzes in
graduate school.)

1.1 Story One

One of the first things you need to do here is to establish a computer account. This
was the same during my time, except that I had never heard of the concept of a
computer account before I arrived at Harvard; indeed, I didn’t even know what a
bank account was. So, I was literally clueless when a fellow student reminded me
that I needed to open a computer account. What’s that? Fortunately, she was patient
enough to take me to the basement of the Science Center and helped me to get an ID
and a password. Then she brought me to a terminal and said, “Now you need to log
in.” Noticing that I looked puzzled, she wrote on a piece of paper the phrase “log
in.” She must have been thinking that I was having trouble understanding her
English. Seeing me nodding hesitantly, she moved on to another terminal to catch
up on her work.

I did understand the meaning of “in”—that’s why I nodded somehow—but I was
really unsure about the meaning of “log.” I, therefore, took out an English-Chinese
dictionary, my lifesaver then. It said: “Log: a piece of dead wood floating in a river.”
Well, that was very enlightening, because I was feeling exactly like a piece of float-
ing dead wood!

The moral of the story is that if you do not understand a phrase, don’t look it up,
because what you find may depress you! (Pause) Seriously, the real moral of the
story is that no matter how well you think that you are prepared and how smart you
are, chances are that Harvard will provide occasions where you will find yourself
completely dumbfounded. Don’t be surprised or depressed when it happens, as you
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have been warned. Rather, embrace such occasions because that is when profound
learning takes place.

1.2 Story Two

Another thing you need to do very soon is to decide which courses to take, just as I
did back then. Again, being clueless, I called a friend who had come to the USA a
year earlier and who was also studying statistics, but at a different institution. He
gave me a constructive piece of advice: take something easy and something hard, so
I’d learn something useful without overwhelming myself. This was all good, except
that he did not tell me which courses were easy and which ones were hard! But I was
confident in my judgment. I read through the course listings and saw “Probability
Theory.” Well, anything labeled theory must be hard, right? Then I saw “Linear
Regression,” which is just a fancier phrase for drawing a line—how hard could that
be? I had drawn many lines in my life even by then.

So, you see I did follow my friend’s advice, choosing something easy and some-
thing hard, except I got everything upside down! The Probability course turned out
to be completely within my command, so much so that the professor distributed my
solutions to the homework instead of the TA’s. In contrast, drawing a regression line
turned out to be much harder than I had imagined because to make sure a line is
statistically meaningful, I had to check all sorts of so-called goodness-of-fit or resid-
ual plots. And no real data follow a straight line, so one has to consider making all
sorts of transformations and adjustments. But the real trouble was that whenever a
lack of fit seemed to be fixed for one segment, a new problem arose in another. I had
absolutely no idea how to end the process because I was mechanically following the
procedures given in the textbook without any understanding whatsoever of the big
picture of regression. The result was that I handed in a huge deck of computer out-
put as my homework. The professor called me in and asked me to explain. Well, I
really had no idea what to say. Fortunately, my English was so poor then that the
professor eventually gave up trying to understand what I was mumbling!

The moral of the story is that whenever you cannot answer your professor’s ques-
tion, try to speak in Chinglish. (Pause) Of course, the real moral of the story is that
our judgment is heavily shaped by our past experiences. You see, I was a pure math
major, and hence I judged the difficulty of a course by how theoretical it was, not by
what problems it tried to solve. Simply being aware of this “experience bias” could
go a long way in preventing yourself from making wrong choices.

1.3 Story Three

I'learned enough hard and good lessons to survive my first year, but they did not stop
coming! After I passed my qualifying exam, I needed to write a post-qualifying
paper and make a post-qualifying presentation. Both were very new experiences for
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me. I somehow managed to complete a 30-page, rather technical paper that made
my advisor happy. With my confidence boosted, I went on to prepare my post-
qualifying presentation, which was to be 30 minutes long. Perfect, I thought,
30 minutes for 30 pages. I xeroxed the entire 30 pages onto 30 slides and practiced
reading one slide per minute.

Half a minute into my presentation, something disastrous happened. A professor
asked a question. There was absolutely no time budgeted for questions. And how
dare the professor interrupt me? I had never interrupted him when he was talking!
So, I muttered some mumbo-jumbo and tried to move on. The professor stopped me
immediately: “Xiao-Li, you are not answering my question.” I was dumbfounded
again because I absolutely did not know how to handle this situation. To this day, I
still don’t know how I walked out of that room alive.

The moral of the story is that when you prepare for a presentation, please prac-
tice reading two slides per minute, not one. (Pause) OK, the serious moral of the
story is that communication skills are absolutely crucial. I know you are all very
creative (unless your department made an admissions mistake) but I am less sure
that all of you are very good communicators. Being creative keeps you excited
about what you do, but being a good communicator keeps everyone else excited
about what you do. Understanding that communication skills are not necessarily
among students’ strongest suits, we at GSAS are doing more and more to help. We
launched the Harvard Horizons program 2 years ago, enabling our Ph.D. students to
present their most advanced research projects to general audiences, but in 5 min-
utes, like a super TED talk. We are also in the midst of establishing a writing center
at GSAS, focusing on disciplinary-specific writing skills, which require nuances
beyond the writing skills you have learned in college. And all these are a part of our
overall program for professional development, which will start today with the ori-
entation program “Becoming a New Professional in Your Field” beginning in the
next hour or so.

And it is indeed the time for you to switch your mindset from merely being a
student to being both a student and a professional. It is always a good idea to main-
tain the attitude of a student throughout life because learning is truly a life-long
process. But it is also important to prepare yourself to take on professional respon-
sibilities and accountabilities, and to be mindful of the impact and consequences of
what you do or say to others, especially those who look up to you. Yes, I know that
could sound rather heavy or even scary while your mind is occupied by thoughts of
surviving your first year. But soon you will be trusted with the task of being a teach-
ing assistant, a lab mentor to undergraduate students, or a residential tutor in our
undergraduate houses. These are all professional responsibilities. But absolutely do
not treat them as a burden necessary for your financial support. Rather, these are
incredible opportunities for your own professional and career development. I do not
think I would offend any of my fellow deans elsewhere by saying that any other
school would be thrilled to have undergraduate students like ours working with their
graduate students. This is truly a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to work with so
many talented students, with such rich diversity, all in one place. Believe me, they
will inspire you and challenge you in every possible way you can imagine.
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In short, Harvard is a wonderful place. But don’t stay for too long, especially if
you want to hear my stories of the hard lessons I learned after graduating from
GSAS, stories that I will tell during the commencement. I won’t be Dean forever!
Until then, let Harvard make you proud, and may you make Harvard proud.
Congratulations and welcome!

2 2013 Commencement Speech

At the very beginning of this academic year, I had the great pleasure of welcoming
our new students. I told them three stories from the days when I was a student here
to prepare them for some possibly tough times ahead. To be fair to you, I am now
going to tell you three stories from the days after I graduated here to prepare you for
some possibly tough times ahead.

2.1 Storyl

Let me begin by posing the following question. How many of you are sitting there,
just realizing, “Oh my God, this is it. I'll never have another chance to take exams,
and I’ll miss it so much!” Judging from the laughter, I gather many of you are think-
ing “What kind of dumb question is that? Who is going to miss taking exams?”
Well, that’s what I thought, some 20 years ago, sitting in your seat.

I then went on to teach at the University of Chicago, and I took my job very seri-
ously, spending essentially the entire first quarter teaching an introductory statistics
course. I carefully prepared my lectures and homework assignments, and then the
time came to give the midterm. After years of taking exams, I was super excited
about giving my first exam! But as the day of the exam approached, I found some-
thing strange. I found myself becoming increasingly anxious. Indeed, the night
before the exam, I lost sleep.

So, I got up, and asked myself, “Xiao-Li, this makes no sense. Why am I so anx-
ious? I am not taking the exam; I am giving it!” Then it dawned on me. It actually
makes perfect sense. You see, when I was taking an exam, if I did not prepare it well,
I would screw up one person—that is, me. But when I am giving an exam, if I do not
prepare it well, then I will screw up everybody, including me. My body was just
reminding me of that simple fact.

So, what’s the moral of the story? “Never graduate, and never stop taking exams!”
(Pause). Of course, that won’t work, would it? The serious moral of the story is a
very trite one, but one worth repeating every generation. That is, authorities and
responsibilities always come together. If you think just because you are graduating,
you will never experience exam-taking stress and anxiety; well, it is not too late for
you to come here to withdraw your degree application.
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Just to add a bit more stress to you, it turns out that having a good sense of
responsibility is a good start, but it is far from being enough. So here comes my
second story.

2.2 Story Il

Earlier in the same course, I needed to give a homework assignment that involved
using statistical software. Knowing many of my students had never used statistical
software, I was very careful to give command-by-command instructions. Also
knowing students tend to do homework at the very last minute, I told my students
that I would be in my office until midnight the night before the homework was due,
and they can stop by or call if they run into any problems. (You see, I took my
responsibility very seriously.)

And indeed, students were stopping by, and there were phone calls, but I was
able to answer all the questions. Just as I was about to pat myself on the back and
call it a night, the phone rang again. It was 11:45, and it was a panic voice: “Professor
Meng, I cannot download the data.” You know, to a statistics professor, that state-
ment sounds as dreadful as a father hearing his daughter or son calling, “Dad, I
cannot find the credit card you gave me.”

But I knew my responsibility. So, I responded: “Don’t worry. We will work out
this together.” I asked her to double-check the Internet connection, triple-check her
spelling, and whether she got into the right directory, etc. But nothing worked. She
was getting really frustrated, and so was I. Then it was midnight. Out of desperation,
I told her, “All right. Let’s start all over again. Erase everything. Retype the com-
mand exactly as given in the instruction. Hit return, and let’s see what happens then.”

Then there was this silence, complete silence. (Just like now.) For a few seconds,
I thought the phone was disconnected. So, I asked, “Are you still there?”

“Yes, yes, I am here,” came her unsettling voice, “But what is a return?”’

“Oh boy,” I was telling myself. I wish I could see what she was doing—then we
would have solved the problem in one second!

So, what’s the moral of the story? Yes, you have guessed it: “Never try to solve a
problem over the phone!” (Pause) Seriously, the moral of the story is that one of the
hardest things to do in life is to be able to truly put ourselves in other people’s shoes.

“Come on,” you may be thinking, “Xiao-Li, you are being unreasonable here.
How could anyone anticipate that a person who uses a computer does not know the
return key? How did she log in?” You might be right, as to this date I am still won-
dering how it could have happened. But then your dean had conveniently forgotten
at that moment that when he came to Harvard, he had no clue whatsoever about how
to log in. I still recall that the first time I was told that I needed to “log in,” I had to
check my English-Chinese dictionary to find out the meaning of the word “log.” (I
did know what “in” meant!) My dictionary said it means a piece of dead wood,
which was a good description of how I felt then. I hope none of you is thinking,
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“How did Harvard admit someone that ignorant?” because otherwise you are just
being preached to by the most ignorant dean Harvard has ever appointed!

“All right, all right, we get your point.” Some of you may be thinking. “We need
to work harder to put ourselves in other people’s shoes. But we are still waiting for
your third story. So please drop the other shoe, so we can all graduate!” Fair enough,
we need to move on, so here comes the third story.

2.3 StoryIIl

Perhaps I was working too hard, during my first few years in Chicago, for I suffered
some mysterious symptoms, having pains here and there, feeling fatigued all the
time to the point that I would completely black out during lectures, literally not
knowing what I was talking about while talking. (Of course, I did not know then
how essential that skill would be for being a dean.) My doctors did a lot of tests on
me, but they couldn’t find anything physical, so they sent me to see a psychologist,
who in turn sent me to see a psychiatrist. After many hospital visits, I was told that
I have CFS.

Does anyone know what CES is? To my psychiatrist, it was chronic fatigue syn-
drome, which means feeling fatigued all the time. To my psychologist, CFS
meant Chicago Faculty Syndrome because she thought I was under too much pres-
sure trying to get my tenure at Chicago. Feeling unsettled and still suffering, I con-
sulted a senior colleague of mine, Paul Meier. Paul was an extremely famous
statistician both in statistics and in medical sciences because of his groundbreaking
work on randomized clinical trials in medicine and on estimating patient survival
time. Paul was also an extremely good-hearted person. Indeed, he not only sat down
with me to listen carefully to all the symptoms I had and what I was told by my
many doctors but also searched the medical literature (in those days without Google)
on what was known then about CFS. Based on his study, he convinced me that CFS
was a code name for “Cannot Find, Sorry” because the literature provided no expla-
nation nor any treatment of CFS, and therefore I should not have an added fear that
there was something seriously wrong with me.

Regardless of whether I had a serious mental health issue then or whether Paul
was right about CFS, the care and comfort provided by Paul helped me get through
the hardest period of both my professional life and personal life, for which I am
eternally grateful to him.

So, what’s the moral of the story? “Whenever you have a serious medical prob-
lem, don’t forget to consult a statistician for a third opinion!” (Pulse) Seriously, the
moral of the story is that: As you start your career, it will be very beneficial to seek
a mentor who cares about you, and more importantly, as you advance your career,
try to serve as a caring and compassionate mentor to those who are in need. The
Harvard degree you are about to receive will open many doors for you, as it should.
But without enough compassion for your fellow citizens, especially those who are
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not as fortunate as you are, a few of these doors could lead to career paths that none
of us will be proud of.

Therefore, your faculty will be extremely proud and pleased if every one of you
will be known to your future colleagues, friends, or students as someone who has
not only the most beautiful mind but also the most beautiful heart. That is what a
Harvard degree truly means—or, at least, should mean.

On that note, let me conclude by making you a virtual toast, as I know many of
you are eagerly awaiting the free champagne that you have worked for over all these
years. So here comes my “3D” toast: drink now, dream tonight, and do something
beautiful tomorrow! Cheers and congratulations!

3 2016 Commencement Speech

A couple of months ago, I had the privilege of attending an event in honor of the late
Reverend Professor Peter Gomes. During the event, former Governor Deval Patrick
reminded everyone of a message Rev. Gomes used to deliver to Harvard graduates.
“Harvard graduates never die,” he declared, “They just turn into buildings.”

Of course, I don’t have Rev. Gomes’s divine power to ensure your immortality.
But I did design and teach a Gen Ed course on Real-Life Statistics: Your Chance for
Happiness (or Misery). (You see I am a very responsible professor, so I make sure
that all my students will get at least one thing out of my course.) I, therefore, hope
that I have some credentials to hold your attention, especially as I am still holding
your diplomas, for the next 10 minutes or so, to hear a couple of my personal stories
that could potentially help to increase your chance of happiness before you turn into
a building. And the theme of my stories is becoming a builder, to follow Professor
Gomes’ theme.

Many of you are on your way to becoming a builder of our global society, from
building a local school to a global brand, from building a personal device to a mul-
tidisciplinary field, and from building a cultural icon to a social norm. After all, you
are not only among those with a higher education; you are among those with the
highest education. Therefore, your faculty and peers expect no less of you. So please
go full speed ahead and make your Harvard proud. My only advice is that whatever
you intend to build, please keep future generations in mind, so that there will be a
good chance that the building you will turn into will stand in perpetuity.

However, the builder I want to emphasize here is one that I suspect most of you
are not considering at this moment, but is urgently needed in our increasingly glo-
balized society. And the best part of this kind of building job is that it offers “equal
opportunity” to each of you, regardless of who you are or what you study. If you
have never tried this kind of building, you can start practicing tonight, especially if
you get into a heated discussion after too many glasses of champagne.

Yes, I am talking about consensus builders, by which I don’t mean those “nice
people” with whom everyone just finds it easier to agree or those who always com-
promise. Rather, I mean those individuals who can bring out the best in everyone, or
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at least prevent the worst from coming out, when conducting a difficult conversation
or facing a challenging choice, so that collectively we can move forward with a
positive step, however small or large we individually may judge that step to be.

Now unless you happen to be a nerd of the highest order, you undoubtedly have
seen plenty of evidence as to why we need more consensus builders, from campus
debates to election drama and global conflict. Of course, some of you may think,
“Well, I am not a nerd, but I really have no interest in politics—I am just going to
mind my own business and have a quiet, little, happy life, and I have absolutely no
interest in becoming a building.”

That’s all fair and fine. But whether it interests you or not, sooner or later you
will find yourself in a situation, either professionally or personally, where you will
discover that life would just be a bit easier if you have practiced how to build a con-
sensus. So here comes my first story, which starts with a question.

I was appointed as department chair in 2004. What was the first decision I was
asked to make as a department chair? (You will get a special handshake today if you
guess it correctly.) Well, we could be here the whole day playing this guessing game
because it was truly unexpected. On my second day, a staff member petitioned that
I allow another staff member to regularly bring her dog to the office. Yes, my first
decision was about a dog—how exciting! The staff member who had been bringing
her dog to her office had intended to keep the dog under her desk. But as you must
have guessed, that is not easier than trying not to doze off while a dean is preaching.
So, the dog would often run into a nearby classroom during class. While many stu-
dents did not mind at all such an entertaining interlude, the instructors were not
amused. And one colleague was particularly annoyed because the dog seemed to
enjoy his teaching and attended his class more than once. Some of my faculty col-
leagues, therefore, demanded that we ban the dog, which seemed to be a common-
sense solution. However, the staff member who petitioned me reported that her
colleague with the dog was dealing with some personal hardships and needed the
dog for companionship, and the rest of the staff also found that having the dog
around the office had made their work life somewhat less stressful.

However trivial this issue was, it was about conflicting interests between two
groups of people who need to interact with each other routinely. So, what did I do?
My department was, and still is, in the Science Center, so my first thought was
“Well, the Science Center must have some policy about pets,” right? I, therefore,
asked our department administrator to find out what policies were in place. To my
amazement, she reported back that not only were there no policies but also that the
then director of the Science Center brought his dog into the office routinely—so
much for my clever strategy! Therefore, I had to build a consensus among faculty
and staff about what to do. Eventually, the agreement was that the staff member
could keep her dog if she could demonstrate that it would stay in her office for 2
weeks without ever running out of it.

It was my first consensus-building experience that actually had an impact, how-
ever trivial. (Of course, there was a tiny problem: I forgot to build a consensus with
the dog—but you need to forgive an inexperienced new chair.) You might say
“Xiao-Li, you had way too much time on your hands to worry about building
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consensus for such a mundane matter.” And indeed, you would be right—being a
new chair, I guess I was just eager to test my ability to build consensus. But it was a
great warmup exercise, one that reminds me to this day that there are just so many
things in life, however insignificant and mundane to bystanders, that can cause con-
flicts between two groups of very reasonable people.

It is with this understanding that I want to encourage each of you to practice
consensus-building, for all the small or large issues that surround you. It does not
matter if you will ever become a good consensus builder—few can claim that they
are always able to build a consensus. What matters is that the more of us who prac-
tice it and the more often we practice it, the happier we all become, both individu-
ally and as a society.

And you do not need to be in a position of authority (of any kind) to have an
opportunity to practice. Any time you are sitting in a meeting and getting bored—
which as a statistician I can guarantee that the probability of this happening will
reach 99% very quickly—instead of checking emails or daydreaming about the love
of your virtual life, you can try to observe how people argue and debate. Who is
convincing and who is not, and why? Why do some issues seem to be commonsense
to some people but would drive others up the wall? Which arguments drive you up
the wall, and how would you avoid building a wall for others (especially if you are
not going to pay for it)? And if you were running the meeting, how would you build
a consensus that would lead to a bit of action, not counting the scheduling of the
next meeting?

As you probably can tell, much of what I suggest you practice is the art of listen-
ing, because listening—not just hearing—is truly a necessary step in building an
inclusive community. To put it concretely, inclusion starts with exclusion: you need
to exclude your own voice and your sense of entitlement in order to genuinely
appreciate the voices and perspectives of others. I learned this the hard way, as you
will tell from my second story.

When I was appointed GSAS dean, I gather I was eager to prove that I was wor-
thy of the title. I conducted several meetings with the GSAS staff, and I was running
these just as I conducted research meetings with my students and younger col-
leagues. I was talking most of the time, throwing out half-baked ideas, pushing
arguments, and cutting off others’ sentences with “Yah yah yah, I thought about that
too, but here is the tricky part.” These meetings seemed to go efficiently as everyone
was nodding and agreeing with me. Being a dean seemed to be not as difficult as I
had thought, until one day I noticed a staff member was working on something that
I was not aware of. Naturally, I questioned her: “Who told you to implement that?”
She looked at me, quite puzzled: “Well, you.” “What? When did I tell you that?”
Then she reminded me of the time and location of the meeting. Oh my god—I told
myself—my staff did not understand that I was brainstorming. I didn’t really mean
it! And why didn’t they just double-check with me?

But how could they? I was their new boss. I had a stronger voice. I was cutting
them off. I was eager to show off that I had thought far ahead of whatever was on
their minds. They had neither the opportunity nor the incentive to make their voices
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heard. They were too busy trying to figure out what I meant and what I wanted. Yes,
everyone nodded all the time, but that was not consensus. That was fear.

Don’t get me wrong. Much of your academic training is about brainstorming,
provoking, challenging, pushing arguments to their extremes, and telling uncom-
fortable truths. Your professors and I would be profoundly sad if you lost any of
these abilities as you advance your career—the advancement of our society depends
on your critical thinking and your ability to push boundaries. But you need to know
your audience and know when it is effective to argue about an idea just for the sake
of it, and when for the sake of being effective, the idea is better argued by others,
even if the idea was yours originally. In general, it is much easier to advance an idea
agreed upon through consensus, rather than advance an idea that demands consensus.

I have a feeling that I have preached long enough that there is a consensus being
built right now among you, “Enough, just give me that damn diploma!” So, it is time
to let you go, however much Harvard loves you. Speaking of love, I have many more
stories to tell about how skillful consensus builders tend to have better and longer
marriages or love lives. But too bad that I won’t have time to share these with you
now, as I gather that you are much more eager to receive that piece of parchment
now rather than a marriage license or a prenuptial agreement.

So, let me conclude by congratulating each of you for forever bringing that big
Harvard H with you, and I hope my preaching today can help you to increase two
more Hs: heart and happiness. Congratulations and cheers to all three Hs!

4 2017 Commencement Speech

How many of you heard my welcoming speech when you joined GSAS, in this very
theater? OK, I gather the rest of you either skipped your new student orientation or
didn’t feel the urge to complete your degree within 5 years. Thanks to President
Faust and Dean Smith’s trust and many colleagues’ strong support, I have had the
privilege to serve as GSAS Dean for the past 5 years, and this commencement
marks the completion of my first term as GSAS Dean. Naturally, I reflect on what I
have learned, starting from day one. I surmise that how I felt 5 years ago is not very
different from how many of you are feeling right now: excited, anxious, and bedev-
iled by self-doubt: am I really ready to navigate a new world?

Well, if you are seeking reassurance from me, my response will be a very short
one: NO! I was not ready, nor are you ready for whatever your new world will bring,
even if it’s just another degree program. A curveball is easy to handle because at
least you know it is a ball, and the curve is eventually coming in your direction. But
you just don’t know what you don’t know.

I am not trying to scare you off so you can take the dropout option—it’s too late
for that anyway, and indeed there is no way to drop out of life, only to drop dead.
But I would like to share with you a key lesson that I learned in navigating a new
world: the insights generated from whatever disciplines you studied can help you in
ways that you may not expect. And God forbid, should your field not generate any
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useful insights (I"'m sure Dean Smith will want to know which field that is, so he can
stop funding it), you are always welcome to borrow mine, that is, statistics.

So let me give you an example. Fundraising is a good part of my job, for which
I received no training. But I was intrigued by it. Why would anyone give me money
just because I asked for it? Can I be that persuasive and charming?

I doubt that most of you have had fundraising experience. But I surmise that the
following scenario may sound familiar to many of you. You were introduced to
someone at a party, and you hit it off. The evening was too short. You made an
arrangement to have dinner, and it went as beautifully as you had hoped. You started
to communicate with each other more frequently. The feeling was getting stronger,
and it seemed mutual. Your heart started to beat faster: OMG, this might be the one!

Then suddenly it’s all silence. Your invitation for the next dinner was never
answered, no text, no email, no nothing. You were completely puzzled. What did I
do wrong? Did I move too fast? Did I misinterpret the whole thing from the very
beginning? Am I just not that charming?

The chances are that you will never find out the real reason, no matter how much
time you spend driving yourself crazy with replay, speculation, regret, or even guilt.
In fundraising, that person could be someone who indeed had intended to give, but
then their business went south; or someone who was flirting with multiple institu-
tions and then decided to commit to another one; or someone who was treating
philanthropy as an investment and then realized that was a mistake.

Indeed, my initial mistake was to expect a positive return from every one of my
investments, that is, the time and energy I put into building each fundraising rela-
tionship. But such expectations only bring disappointment, frustration, and even
self-doubt—am I perhaps just not good for this job? Fortunately, my statistical
training soon stopped me from consuming myself with these not-very-helpful
thoughts.

You see that there are simply too many factors that are beyond my control or
even outside of my awareness that would determine the ultimate outcome of each
fundraising effort. It is just unwise and unproductive for me to worry too much
about each case and overthink its reasons. What I can predict reasonably well is the
total amount of funds raised annually, which reflects the overall fundraising effort.
That’s the essence of the law of large numbers: while individual outcomes can vary
tremendously for reasons hard to decipher, with enough trial and error, we can
expect a rather stable average, capturing a central characteristic of our overall effort.
That statistical insight redirected my energy from working unproductively on trying
to save every fundraising relationship to building and communicating the clear mes-
sage of how additional funding can establish, sustain, and enhance GSAS’s global
leadership in supporting students’ well-being, scholarly training, and professional
development.

I also started to enjoy those fundraising conversations much more because I no
longer needed to worry about where any particular conversation would lead. All 1
cared about was knowing that as long as we communicated our message loudly and
clearly, to as many people as possible, we would do better and better. Indeed, one
day I received the largest check in my life from a GSAS alum, with a simple note,
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“Dean Meng, here is my number. Give me a call.” I called, and the alum told me that
he very much liked the effort we were making and wanted to support it in ways he
could. That’s how we were able to fund the new Center for Writing and
Communicating Ideas, located in Dudley House, a center that celebrates writing and
communication as a critical part of graduate education; it might already have helped
a few of you to arrive here today.

So, the law of large numbers helped me to be more productive and happier. And
I hope it can help you too as you navigate your new world both professionally and
personally. You of course should have high aspirations and you should work hard to
achieve your goals. But you should not expect a positive return from every effort
you make. That would make you miserable and, worse, make everyone around you
miserable. I have seen some very unhappy colleagues, unfortunately in every gen-
eration, trying to receive recognition for everything they do, to compete and expect
to win every grant or award, and to advance their careers at every possible opportu-
nity. Perhaps the saddest thing is that many of them would have achieved what they
wanted if only they hadn’t tried so hard, thereby making themselves less respected
and less liked by their peers.

I certainly hope you won’t become one of them. With 95% confidence, I can also
guarantee that your love life won’t last too long if you expect an ounce-for-ounce
return every time you do something nice for your love interest. Keeping the law of
large numbers in mind can help to remind yourself that the payoff for your effort
comes in aggregation and on average. That should be your aim, not to expect unre-
alistically positive returns in every effort you make.

To practice what I just preached, having given each of you some profound advice
on how to have a happy—at least a happier life—I am not expecting a positive
return from each of you. But I expect someday to receive a few checks from some
of you with a note “Dean Meng. Here is my number. Call me.” In fact, I am willing
to expect even less. No need to write a note; just put your number on your check. I
will call. Until then, may the law of large numbers always be with you, and may
your life be happier than those who don’t appreciate it. Congratulations!

Dr. Xiao-Li Meng is the Founding Editor-in-Chief of Harvard
Data Science Review and the Whipple V. N. Jones Professor of
Statistics. Meng was named the best statistician under the age of
40 by the Committee of Presidents of Statistical Societies
(COPSS) in 2001, and in 2020, he was elected to the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences. Meng received his BS in mathe-
matics from Fudan University in 1982 and his Ph.D. in statistics

(S from Harvard in 1990. He was on the faculty of the University of
Chicago from 1991 to 2001 before returning to Harvard, where he
served as the Chair of the Department of Statistics (2004-2012)
and the Dean of the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences
(2012-2017).
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In 1983, when Chia-Wei Woo was chosen over 175 other candidates to become
President of San Francisco State University, one of the first people to congratulate
him was his old friend S. B. Woo, who would soon achieve national fame as lieuten-
ant governor of Delaware.

“We actually grew up together,” said Woo, the only Chinese American to ever
head a major US university. “We were born in the same year (1937), in the same
city. We both went to grade school in Shanghai and high school in Hong Kong. We
went to the same college in Kentucky for a year. We were graduate students together
in the physics department of Washington University in St. Louis. Until the
middle-1960s we had the same resume, you might say.

“But we’re very different,” he quickly added. “I would never go into politics,
because I just don’t know how to make deals. S.B. doesn’t either, but he knows how
to reach solutions. We’re different in that I know how to deal with faculty, but I don’t
know how to deal with politicians.”

An informal, disarmingly friendly man who has worked 7-day weeks his entire
career, Woo attributes much of his success to his “Asianness,” a word he uses repeat-
edly when describing his method of resolving conflicts.

“A typical American way is that when a controversial issue is raised, you put it
on the table. Then some people would look at things this way, some would look at
it the other way, and you would debate and then take a vote,” he explained. “But on
many major issues, going along is not sufficient. You have to put your heart into it.
The Asian way is: ‘Let’s sit around the table and talk it out.””

“I do that with my colleagues here, no matter how long it takes.”

“The Asian mentality is almost the opposite of Ramboism. I am a little saddened
to see Ramboism taking over. People lose their patience and say, ‘Well if we can’t
solve the problem, let’s just proclaim that a solution has been given, and actoniit. ...
But the world is not binary. Not everything has just two solutions. One should be
able to find a third way. When I say, ‘If we just sit, talk, and think clearly, and not be
rushed by your digital watches,” that would be Asianness.”

His workload in managing a campus of more than 26,000 students and over 4500
faculty and staff—the largest single organization in San Francisco—would be stag-
gering enough in normal times. But today, with Asians comprising 22% of the stu-
dent body, all minorities forming about 44%, and women 58%, he faces special
pressures in trying to bring the faculty and staff to the same level of
representation.

His pursuit of affirmative action at San Francisco State has been the most aggres-
sive in the campus’s 87-year history. Last year, of the top five administrative posi-
tions filled, three went to minorities or women. Of the nine dean positions, six are
held by minorities or women.

“Administration-wise, I think our balance is fine,” he said, in his barely detect-
able accent. “In terms of the faculty, we’re still only about 25 or 26 percent women,
15 or 16 percent minority. But the incoming stream is very good. Of this year’s
incoming faculty, 49% are women and 30 percent are minorities. We have really
gone out to do affirmative action, but we have not picked anybody other than
the best.”
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Surprisingly, Woo never intended to be anything but a college professor. Arriving
in the USA in 1955, barely able to communicate in English, he earned a Ph.D. degree
in physics and in 1968 got an assistant professorship at Northwestern University in
Chicago. (He eventually published more than 100 scientific papers.)

The Department of Physics and Astronomy was split by several contending
groups, and when the chairman resigned, Woo was named to replace him. “T always
gave my opinion in faculty meetings and never worried about offending any one
group,” said Woo.

In 1979, he was named provost and professor of physics at Revelle College, the
oldest and most prestigious of four colleges at the University of California at San
Diego. During most of his time at Northwestern and San Diego, he volunteered
about 20 hours a week of his own time to further academic exchanges with the
People’s Republic of China.

“I’ve been involved [with US-China relations] for at least 15 years now,” he said.
“I consider myself very lucky that I was born a Chinese and am now an American,
because they are two of the most influential countries in the world. And I always
enjoy playing the role of a bridge.”

He became an important advisor to the Chinese Education Ministry and the
Chinese Academy of Sciences, as well as serving on several nationally based com-
mittees in the USA, including the National Science Foundation. In 1978, during a
4-month sabbatical in China with his family, he delivered a 3-hour speech, in
Chinese, 47 times from Shanghai to the far western outpost of Urumchi.

He is now the only American on a planning committee for the new Hong Kong
University of Science and Technology, projected to open in 1991 on 100 acres near
Clear Water Bay. According to publicly released figures, almost $300 million (US)
has been set aside for capital construction and development, and the campus will
eventually accommodate 10,000 students.

“It’s going to be emphasizing science, engineering, business, and management,”
he said. “Hong Kong’s technological infrastructure has fallen way behind. It is still
labor-oriented. This university’s major mission is to help Hong Kong tune up its
technology and industry and move to the next stage.”

While discussing the American educational system, Woo revealed two views of
bilingual education. “First, I'm strongly supportive of it—but only as a condition
during a transition period,” he said. “We don’t want a student to slow down just
because he or she is new here. So, we want to phase the student in. On the other
hand, outside of those classes where you don’t want the students to lose pace, I do
believe that immersion in the remaining classes and in the community is crucial for
learning a new language. ... From my own experience with immigrant kids, I can see
that both methods can be done.”

“My second view,” he continued, “is that I think the country worries too much
about bilingualism where it should be thinking about trilingualism or multilingual-
ism. We’re such an immigrant land and a world influence, and we have not done so
well in international trade or diplomacy, or cultural exchanges. Who says a person
can only learn two languages?”



208 M. Millard

On the question of “unofficial” quotas against Asian Americans in higher educa-
tion, he said, “I have no doubt that, intentionally or unintentionally, maybe even
subconsciously, such quotas have been set at a number of leading universities. More
so in private universities...because they have less emphasis on factors other than
what is quantifiable. They can have very subjective processes such as interviews and
preferences for alumni children.”

“I think such quotas are totally un-American,” he went on. “Certain people
have said, ‘Gee, aren’t Asians overrepresented?” And I need to know what over-
representation means. Because with affirmative action, we have always talked
about underrepresentation. But overrepresentation is a new word. Do we ask how
many are Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, Buddhist? Do we ask how many are of
Italian or Irish origin? Or do we only go by the color of the skin and the height of
the cheekbones?”

However, he expressed confidence that the recent publicizing of the “unofficial”
quota system, in both the San Francisco Bay Area and national media, is changing
the situation. “The public is waking up that something un-American is going on,”
said Woo. “It takes time, but it already has some effects in the public universities.”

Last March, he was a co-recipient of the annual Eleanor Roosevelt Humanitarian
Award for his contribution to the elimination of racism. Four hundred people—
mostly Caucasian business leaders—sat attentively while Woo used the opportunity
to speak out.

“I asked them when was the last time they met an Asian American on their cor-
porate board. Other than Japanese banks and Chinese real estate firms, if you look
at the major boards, you don’t find a single Asian name—especially in San
Francisco,” he said. “People here do live together and cooperate, but there are very
clear boundaries.”

He took aim at the boards of California utility companies for excluding Asians.
“There are blacks, Hispanics, and increasingly more women. The Asians don’t even
rate as a token yet,” said Woo. “Maybe their (Asians’) management style is differ-
ent; people are not used to it. But even that is not a good excuse when it comes to
utility companies, because they are so regulated that many of the decision-making
processes are pretty routine. And throughout the country, utility companies are often
at the forefront when it comes to putting ‘token” members on. But not in California.”

Supermarket chains, in which no stockholder owns more than a small percentage
of the stock, are also notorious for excluding Asians from their boards, he pointed
out. “In San Francisco, Asians have 40 percent or more of the buying power. Yet you
don’t find an Asian director. Now how are you going to understand that market if
you don’t have an Asian on the board?”

He smiled as he recalled the speech. “I meant to—if I had to—offend a few,” he
said with satisfaction. “But I got a standing ovation.”

Woo’s wife Yvonne, who attended medical school for 3 years, gave up plans for
her own career when Woo’s rapid promotions prevented him from spending much
time at home, even for meals. They have three children in their early 20s and a
6-year-old.
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“I do feel sorry, looking back, for my children,” he confided, his voice dropping.
“I don’t remember much about the three older kids when they were little. And I miss
that. ... I would like to believe that kind of sacrifice is not necessary. But my wife is
an incredibly good woman.”

Woo is listed in “Who’s Who in the World.” Among his many other achieve-
ments, Woo is a trustee or honorary professor at five universities in China and a
member of the board of directors of San Francisco’s World Affairs Council and
Mount Zion Hospital. In 1984, he was the national president of the National
Association of Chinese-Americans and the official attaché to the Chinese Olympic
Committee.

Downplaying his own accomplishments, Woo attributed much of his success to
the time and place—that, had he been born 20 years earlier, he never could have
become a university president and that 20 years from now, Chinese American uni-
versity presidents will probably be common. But he cautioned Asian Americans
against sacrificing their ethnic identity to conform to American standards.

“To me, the most important thing is to keep the pride and faith in one’s own cul-
ture and background. People should bring that, as a treasure, to the main street of
America. If that means that it takes a little longer to get through—it’s easier to be a
Rambo, yes?—then my feeling is, let it be a little longer... To go after a 100% all-
American, Superman image is a sentiment that I can understand. Yet if in that pro-
cess we lose the best trait in the Asian culture, then what have we got to give to this
country that others haven’t given already?”

Max Millard was on the staff of ten newspapers in San Francisco,
California, from 1980 to 2002, including Asian Week and East-
West News. He also freelanced for many publications. With the
decline of print journalism, he switched careers to become a
schoolteacher and retired in 2019. He is the author of /00
New Yorkers of the 1970s and coauthor of In the Black World with
Thomas C. Fleming. He lives in San Francisco with his wife
Salve. Website: www.maxmillard.com.
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Community Colleges and 4-Year
Universities: My Experience Creating
a Community Impact

Rose Y. Tseng and Priyanka Verma Chugh

My journey in higher education was not planned. It developed organically from my
passion for community building, interest in creating a communal vision, and drive
to help individuals and organizations tap into their unmet potential. This is my expe-
rience creating an impact on communities through higher education.

1 Early Life

It all began with my upbringing. I was born in Shantung, China, to two physician
parents. I was the third of four children, which gave me a unique spot in our family
dynamic. I did not have the pressure of being the oldest and did not have to always
be the first or the best. The spirit engrained in me by my parents was simply to do
my best and to contribute to society, as they did in their jobs as physicians. I did not
have to strive for perfection, which gave me the space to learn how to think cre-
atively and to push beyond the expectations laid out for me.

When I was 5, my family moved to Taiwan due to unstable political conditions
in mainland China. We left a more comfortable life where we were living with our
extended family, got on a plane without luggage or money, went to Shanghai, and
soon after took a crowded boat to Taiwan. We had few resources, but I watched my
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parents rebuild our lives there. My father found a job in a hospital, and with four
children at home, my mother decided to open a clinic in our house. We had to learn
to be flexible in this situation, and we learned to have compassion for others. Many
people in the community did not have the means to pay for their healthcare, and my
parents took care of them in their clinic for free. We were by no means affluent
either, and we helped make ends meet by helping with the clinic and by sewing our
clothes. Despite our hardships, I saw the happiness that giving back to a community
gave my parents and the way that they used their education to fulfill a need. They
taught me to have a simple overall goal, like simply making things “better” and
being flexible in how that goal is fulfilled. Those are lessons that I've returned to
continually over my life and career.

My interest in education was also born here in Taiwan. I started in public schools
and earned admission into a competitive all-girls public high school in Taipei. The
principal at my school was a woman who had devoted her entire life to education.
As such, this school had a very demanding curriculum and many teachers who
pushed me to exceed the expectations I had of myself. They would ensure that I was
excelling in such courses as math and science and not let me become complacent.
They encouraged me to focus on areas where [ was weak, even in subjects such as
physical education. The school song was even one of encouragement, with a mes-
sage of how women carry both society and family on our shoulders and they can
make a real difference in the world. I felt that I could do anything and be anything.
To me, that was the impact that a strong, encouraging education could have on
students.

After high school, I went on to Cheng Kung University in southern Taiwan and
majored in architectural engineering and chemistry. In my sophomore year, my par-
ents joined the World Health Organization and went to work in Ethiopia. I decided
to join them, and this trip proved to be pivotal in shaping my future education and
career. | was struck by the widespread malnutrition and suffering that I saw there.
We were living among people who were experiencing abject poverty, people who
had very few resources and were hardly able to feed themselves. What they did have
often had to be sold to make ends meet. They were suffering major health conse-
quences from malnutrition and lack of access to basic health services. I again saw
how the compassionate care my parents were providing could make a difference and
that a life of service and commitment to a community could be so rewarding. I
became, honestly, emboldened by what I saw. I thought all the people of the world
should be treated equally and fairly. I thought there had to be a solution to this world
hunger. With that passion, I decided to go to the United States to continue my educa-
tion. I applied to three universities and decided to attend Kansas State University.

At Kansas State University, I earned a Bachelor of Science in Chemistry. I
learned persistence from my experiences there. I had only become comfortable with
the English language while I was in Ethiopia. Classes such as science and math
were more comfortable, but I again pushed myself out of my comfort zone and took
speech communication, American history, and social science. I even took courses in
German and radioactive technology, a relatively cutting-edge course at the time. It
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was tough to get through these classes, but I felt it essential to have a well-rounded
education.

From there, I went on to receive a scholarship to attend the University of
California at Berkeley, where I earned master’s and doctoral degrees in Nutritional
Sciences with minors in Biochemistry and Physiology. I also stayed on to do post-
doctoral research in biochemistry and nutrition. I felt that this focus on nutrition,
rooted in science, would help me achieve my goal of finding a career that could truly
help people.

2 San Jose State University

San Jose, California, is the biggest city in Silicon Valley, which is a region in
Northern California that is known as a hub of technology in the United States. There
are numerous major tech corporations with their headquarters in this region such as
Apple, Google, Intel, IBM, and Hewlett Packard, as well as many small startup
companies. The energy around the area is very entrepreneurial and fast-paced. In
1973, I began my career at San Jose State University, a public 4-year university in
San Jose. San Jose State University had a population of about 28,000 students. It is
the oldest public university on the West Coast and is the founding campus of the
California State University (CSU) system.

This area also attracts a lot of immigrants. Many of my students were from
Mexico and Vietnam and had come to San Jose and Silicon Valley to find a better
life. They were often poor and without access to many resources. I noticed that once
they were able to access education, they went on to become very successful in their
chosen professions. They were such hard-working people that their contributions
would help the local economy flourish. Here I saw what education could bring not
only to an individual but to an entire community.

Not long into my time at San Jose State, we came to realize that California was
undergoing some budget cuts. I was hired to teach nutrition, which at the time was
housed in the department of Home Economics. We feared that our department
would be closed due to the perceived “old-fashioned” nature of Home Economics.
We had a good number of students who would have been impacted by this closure.
I took this opportunity to create the new Department of Nutrition and Food
Science with a new curriculum. As a result, I became the founding chair of this
department. This allowed us to have a greater focus on science, which would give
our students more skills and make us more marketable for funding and
collaboration.

I then began to look inward at the needs of our students and at ways in which we
could improve their experience. In nutrition and dietetics, students need internships,
and previously internship opportunities were far away or challenging to find. I
reached out to our local community to find a solution. Stanford University was
nearby, as were other major hospitals like Valley Medical Center. They welcomed
our students into their internship positions, and our students were wonderful! Their
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work ethics, pragmatism, and quality work helped them stand out from their coun-
terparts from other nearby institutions.

Intending to create even greater opportunities for the students interested in nutri-
tion, we expanded our general education, creating courses such as the very popular
“Introduction to Science through Nutrition”. This class was so well received that we
even gave the curriculum to local community colleges to expand interest and oppor-
tunities to study nutrition in the region. Encouraged by our success, we decided to
start a master’s program to help our students gain even more skills. As part of this
effort, we developed an innovative masters’ practicum whereby our students could
conduct activities that would shorten their required internship time to 6 months. We
got this approved by the American Dietetic Association and became a leader in the
field with our unique curriculum. We attracted faculty with this pool of students
interested in research and were able to recruit from UC Berkley and other top-notch
universities to become an even stronger department.

I eventually became Dean of the largest college at San Jose State University, the
College of Applied Science and Arts, with approximately 200 faculty and 4000
students. It was not common back then that someone from within the university to
ascend to the dean’s position, but I was unique in my commitment to the community
and our students, and I had the trust of our faculty to lead them. Becoming the first
Asian American Dean, I also had a unique opportunity to mentor and sponsor other
diverse faculty members. I broke from tradition with the appointment of Associate
Dean. I didn’t just choose from senior faculty but instead did a comprehensive open
search. As a result, I found Dr. Michael Ego, a Japanese American professor from
California State Northridge in Southern California, who was a wonderful fit to be
the Associate Dean. We worked very well together and built a lot for the university.
When I eventually moved on from San Jose State University, Dr. Ego was elected
the next Dean of our college. Together we mentored many diverse faculty members.

In addition to mentorship, I thought it was important to facilitate our faculty con-
nection to the community. A lot of faculty and leadership at 4-year universities do
not have much connection to their surrounding community. The focus at many of
these institutions is on research as a way to advance. While that is important, I knew
to make San Jose State a stronger university; we had to push to be a core part of our
community. That is what our students wanted and, honestly, what they needed. With
that in mind, I successfully advocated for senior leadership to make community
involvement a core tenet in faculty promotion.

A stronger faculty connection to the community benefitted our students in even
more ways. Our college spanned multiple professional disciplines such as technol-
ogy, aviation, criminal justice, health science, nutrition, food science, nursing, occu-
pational therapy, journalism and mass communications, and recreation and leisure
studies. We found ways to connect our faculty and students to local companies and
opportunities. For criminal justice, we worked with the police department. For tech-
nology and aviation, we found connections within Silicon Valley. We created inter-
disciplinary programs in gerontology and hospitality management to better meet the
needs of our students and the community. As many of these were “applied” profes-
sional programs, rather than purely theoretical, we had to be sure these experiences
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and connections were valuable t