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Change needs to occur for a reason. Change can be driven by internal or external forces.

External forces may drive change by threatening budget cuts, loss of accreditation, state driven changes in curriculum (e.g., mandated reduction in total number of credit hours, closure of department if enrollment falls below a particular level), or the need to justify new faculty lines in the department.

Internal forces for change may be as simple as a desire for continual improvement or the desire to be ‘ahead of the curve’ rather than to just react to external forces.

To make change it is necessary to identify the problem or issue that the changes are intended to address. If possible concrete quantitative data should be used to document the situation. People need to agree on goals before they can identify concrete actions or determine who will do what when. Sometimes it is helpful to work with others who are receptive to change to build a coalition before going to the department as a whole. For people who are resistant, it is helpful to be able to show how changes can result in more time, money, or some other thing that increases job satisfaction. Listen to complaints, try to find creative ways to address the complaints and move forward to the satisfaction of all. This will increase buy-in and support among some. Recognize and play to faculty members’ strengths/egos. Some people will never be supportive of change and the effort needed to convince them to change anything is not worth anyone’s time. When people do make positive changes, be sure to give them credit and rewards for what they have done. 

If large-scale changes are needed, it may be helpful to engage a facilitator to assist the department in moving forward.

When goals are agreed upon it is necessary to then being identifying specific actions and ways that the results of those actions will be gauged. If it is possible to get agreement on an abstract concept, it may be easier to then implement change by assigning specific tasks to individuals. If an effort will have a high impact or is easy to accomplish, people are more likely to be supportive. 

Faculty become frustrated when nothing happens despite repeated meetings/discussions/retreats. At the start break things into manageable pieces and assign homework so that things begin to happen. Start small, show positive change so that the benefits of doing the work are clear to all. If changes are broken into small pieces that can be addressed in stages, it will be easier to implement the changes because their effects can be identified.

Faculty members need to view themselves as a team that will work together to promote their department to the higher administration. Give the higher administration information that they can use (don’t just complain about lack of resources). Promote the department’s successes. Departments that can make progress when resources are scarce are in a better position to request additional resources when they become available. Departments that are perceived as being filled with malcontents may be closed by frustrated administrators. 

Departments should always have 3-5 year plans and some specific goals that they can use as needed to guide decisions or justify actions to external entities. Leadership at the department chair level is extremely important. Most chairs have no training as leaders and this is detrimental to the whole department. Good books about leadership: Good to Great (Jim Collins), Bad Leadership (Barbara Kellerman).

