Advice for Future Department Chairs

"A chair cannot fix every problem or advance everyinitiative. Those who try either
scatter their energies too widely or make the depament nervous that everything is
going to change. (New chairs will learn that no degrtment is ever ready for as much
change as they claim to be.) It is more productivior chairs to focus their attention on a
few important improvements than to try to do too mwch. After your term as chair is
over your legacy is likely to be only one or two ghificant achievements any-way. Do
those well and you will have made the best contriltion possible."
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Advice for Future Department Chairs

People become department chairs for any numberagbns, but regardless of the avenues that bring
them to the position, there are bound to be questidout how to prepare, what qualities to develop,
and what knowledge to gain. No one can be completrelpared for the challenges of the chair position
because it is impossible to perfectly predict tiweesions that will arise. Nevertheless, the foliogy
suggestions provide some general advice to keeprid whether you are actively seeking the position
or you are appointed to it.

Learn the Technical Operation of Your Institution

You probably have a good understanding of how culuim proposals are approved, budgets are set,
disputes are negotiated, and searches are appnotrea your department. (If you don't, stop reading
and go find out now. This knowledge is essentBili) how do these processes work outside your
department? For example, which office-in fact, viahgpecific person in which office-is contacted when
the roof is leaking? Aside from recording studesttiedules and grades, what are the responsibihitie



the registrar's office? Who ensures that commencernas smoothly? If an alumnus needs to have a
diploma replaced, how do you handle this requédst@u wish to change the number of credits required
for a major in your discipline, which bodies muppeove your proposal and when does it become
official? As chair, you will daily be asked questsabout the way your department functions and the
operational processes of your institution as a ehikhowing this information will make you more
effective.

Develop Conflict Management and Resolution Skills

No matter how collegial your department may be,ateasional dispute will arise. If your institution
offers training in dispute mediation, register itoif this type of training is not available atwyo
institution, local community colleges or continuieducation programs frequently offer it. If neitlodér
these options is available, read a book devotédisdopic. Learn in advance what approaches ag mo
likely to lead to a satisfactory resolution of tanflict. Once an issue flairs up at a departmesgting

or is dropped in your lap, it's usually too latestart developing the skills you need to address it

Balance Your Administrative Duties With Your Remam Workload

Some faculty view the chair position as a "carekgrk: The job takes time away from the researod a
course improvement needed for promotion, and iddalhigh probably of alienating other faculty
members when tough decisions are made, yet promiges low probability of "making friends and
influencing people." These concerns should be allyefonsidered, but their reality is less frighitem

For every example of a career suffering even mbdbstause of service as chair, there are dozens of
examples of people who are able to successfulprigal administration, teaching, and research and
whose willingness to make difficult decisions gainieem the respect of their peers. Be reasonable
about your workload and plan accordingly. Talk taydean to see if you can gain a better sense of
how the demands of the position might affect yalresiule. Perhaps you can negotiate an additional
course release in order to keep an important sdiiqgieoject on track, make arrangements to tearoktea
a course, or receive additional graduate supportdar research project. Most senior administrators
have confronted the same question of balancingipei®, and you will discover that there is far mor
understanding and support than you may realizeaBédid with your dean about your fears. You will
likely receive advice on how to handle difficultugtions, and you will gain a clearer sense of aahN
you'll be sup- ported by upper administration.

Become Familiar With Parliamentary Procedure

Parliamentary procedure will help you negotiatedbmplexities of the committee structure on your
campus, allow you to be more effective in amendingabling motions when necessary, and place you
in a position where your issues are more likeliiefp shape your institution's agenda. In the heat o
particularly intense debate, claims are often nihdeparliamentary procedure requires this or that.
Since most faculty have only a general sense ofiven¢he claim may be true, decisions can be made
that could have been more effectively challengedetrated. Use available resources to acquire
expertise in the basics of conducting meetingsthagriority of various types of motions.

Pick Your Battles
A chair cannot fix every problem or advance evaeriative. Those who try either scatter their emnesg

too widely or make the department nervous thatydligrg is going to change. (New chairs will learn
that no department is ever ready for as much chasdleey claim to be.) It is more productive foaich



to focus their attention on a few important impnmants than to try to do too much. After your tesn a
chair is over your legacy is likely to be only ametwo significant achievements any-way. Do those
well and you will have made the best contributiassble.

Expand Your View

As chair, you will need to advocate for and viewtters from the entire purview of your disciplinet A
the very least, you will need to start thinkingyolurself as a psychologist rather than as a clinica
psychologist, a historian rather than as a U.Soha&n, a physicist rather than as a solid statesigist.
Consider issues from the perspective of your eobilege, institution, or university system. It can
sometimes be better to forgo a more immediate elésirthe benefit of a longer-term need. Every
department and institution is different, but in get you'll benefit most by making decisions based
what you believe is right than on what you beliessexpedient. Postponing the creation of a new
department line to increase staffing in admissmmthie development office could alter the financial
chemistry of your institution so that there are exoew lines in the future. Allowing a new positton
be added in another department may serve your sgiter than staffing a new position in your own
department. Like a chess player, an effective deypant chair must view the entire board to see how a
individual move affects every other. You will béaa better advocate for your discipline if you
understand how it fits into the overall needs aflsnts, faculty, and other university constituents.

It's Not Personal

If you've ever had the privilege of directing stantiein a play or taking them on an extended tripath,
you're well aware of the phenomenon of suddenlpimgeg the lightning rod for others' discontent. The
wise director or program leader knows this is gdmgappen and doesn't take it personally. Somehow,
this lesson, so easily learned in situations inmgj\students, is harder to recall when we're dgakith
faculty. The psychology that occurs during longense work with any group will occur when you're
serving as department chair. One or more facultmbers may sometimes treat you coldly, and you'll
be convinced that they're upset with somethingdidwor said. Only later will you discover that the
cause of their apparent rudeness had nothing &t db with you. On other days, faculty will blaryeu

for everything that is going wrong, even if you haxlcontrol over the situation. Don't let this coomm
occurrence distract you from what you need to dbwant to accomplish. As chair, you will
occasionally be the object of frustration and arsityossimply because these emotions require some
outlet. Remember that all that anger is reallyaled at the chair itself, not at you as a person.

Find a Mentor

Every new chair can benefit from occasional corat&mas with someone who has gone through the
same experiences and who knows how the system wbgkair institution does not provide you with a
formal mentor, take the initiative to find your ow@hoose a chair or former chair in a departmestt th
is similar to yours in size, mission, or focudslgenerally best that your mentor not be a foramair of
your department. Such an individual, while wantimgnost cases to be helpful, is likely still to be
involved (at least tangentially) in department podi and anything you say could be used against you
Former chairs of your department will inevitablywkan agenda and their own way of doing things;
your goal is to discover the way that works bestyfmi, not to adopt what worked well for someone
else. Your mentor will provide you with advice arwlinsel, but it is up to you to decide whether to
follow that advice.



Find a Confidante

Find someone you can talk to, even vent to, wheessary. Having a person to whom you can turn
when you need to voice your frustrations is notsae as having a mentor. Mentors provide advice;
confidantes lend an ear. A good confidante is soragou can talk to freely without worrying thas it'
going to get back to your faculty or upper admnaison. For this reason, the person you choos@ as a
outlet for your deepest concerns and annoyancegdhever be a member of your current institution.
The further away from your institution this pergsnthe better. Everyone needs someone to vergwo n
and then, but do so wisely and only when it is alisty necessary. No one likes to feel that evangt
they hear from someone it is about a new compldoteover, even the things you say in the greatest
confidence could be repeated to the wrong peoe.yadur confidante carefully, and cherish a good
one who comes your way.

Gain Experience From Every Opportunity

If there is time before you begin your term as d@pant chair, seek out opportunities to serve on as
many department committees as possible. Headiognandtee can help you hone your organizational
skills. Serving on a committee headed by somemeeatposes you to different models of leadership.
Each committee you work with will educate you ababther aspect of your department and how it
works. Serving on college- or institution-wide coittees can also expand your contact with the
individuals and offices that can help you do yalr petter when you're chair. Volunteering for skarc
committees outside your area can be particuladgyctive: You'll improve the skills needed to
implement searches yourself, and you'll have amppity to ask candidates about methods used to
solve particular problems at the institutions whikey're currently working or studying. All comnei&t
work, no matter how dreary or routine, will provigeu with at least some new insights or perspestive
Don't lose the chance to take full advantage cehmpportunities.



