A Conversation Edited By
Larry G. Benedict and Nancy C. Stoll

Organizational
Change

The Student Affairs Staff
as Change Masters

Introduction

Colleges and universities, like the national economy,
have been in a recession of their own in recent years.
Increased costs, reductions in revenues from state
and federal governments, budgetary shortfalls, and
downsizing or “rightsizing” have placed enormous
pressures on institutions of higher education. Often
budget cuts seem to falldisproportionately onstudent
affairs. Student affairs staff find themselves working
not only smarter but harder as well, trying to cope
with fewer resources. The old core of student
development theory and language hasbeen replaced
with the language of strategic planning, program
reduction and elimination, increased marketing,
competition, and fiscal accountability.

At the same time, student affairs staff face
increasing demands from both internal and external
forces: diversity and multicultural issues, sexual
harassment issues, tensions about political
correctness, an increasing number of federal and
stateregulations, and increased scrutiny from parents,
alumni, legislators, and community neighbors.

It is against this backdrop that the following
conversation took place among members of the New
England Student Affairs Think Tank at Suffolk
University in Boston during the summer of 1992. The
New England Student Affairs Think Tank was
founded in 1988 as a program of the New England
Resource Center for Higher Education at the
University of Massachusetts at Boston. Under the
leadership of Dr. Zelda Gamson, director of the center,
the think tank brings together five times a year a
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number of chief student affairs administrators from the six New Englang '
states. The purpose of the think tank is to build support and expertis,
among the participants. The group has focused on a range of issueg,

including community standards and diversity, relations with faculty
external and legal demands that affect policies and practices, standargs
for leadership,and management theories. The discussions are designed t,
raise the understanding of policy implications. Most recently the think
tank has focused its attention on organizational structure, ways t,
reconfigure student affairs, and issues around organizational change. A
number of conference presentations and articles have resulted fron
these discussions.

The following dialogue with six of the group’s participants i
representative of the conversations of the think tank. The six participants |
are: Joan Apple Lemoine, dean of student affairs, Western Connecticyt
State University; Larry G. Benedict, dean of Homewood Student Services,
Johns Hopkins University (formerly vice president of student affairs
University of Southern Maine); Bobbie Knable, dean of students, Tufts
University; SheilaMurphy, vice president and dean of students, Bradford
College; Nancy Stoll, dean of students, Suffolk University; and Jack
Warner, dean of student services, Bristol Community College.

The Conversation

Larry: The think tank has spent a lot of time this year talking about
the whole issue of organizational change both within student affairs and
also within the individual institution. Today we would like to have a
discussion that focuses on the level of interest for organizational change
which exists among student affairs professionals. What nature should
that change take and what kinds of roles do, or should, student affairs
officers play in the whole issue of organizational change? I would like to
start with the question, “What is the status of interest of organizational
change among our student affairs practitioners?”

The Need for Organizational Change

Jack: There is a tremendous need for organizational change because
old structures don’t seem to work particularly well in a lot of our
institutions, just as they don’t seem to work in our national economy
anymore....Countries that are emphasizing collaboration,
interdependence, and cooperationare tending to produce superior quality
and tending to do better economically within the modern world. Yet our
classrooms are set up based on individuals learning alone, researching
alone, and working competitively against other students in our grading
structure. Our whole notion of instruction in the classroom consists of
instructors telling these individuals how and what to learn. Student
affairsis probably the onearea...providing structures for students in their
educational process tolearn collaboratively and to learn the kinds of skills
it will take to thrive in the coming decade. So I think there is probably more
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interest among student affairs professionals than other educators for
rviving structures to reflect...collaboration and interdependence, more
inclusiveness...and more interestinshowing leadership to provide avenues
for students to really learn some of the skills that they are not learning in
the traditional classroom environments and under other more traditional
structures.

Joan: I think responding to continued calls for public accountability
isalso going to influence our organizational structures, whether it is from
outcomes assessment, or students” right-to-know legislation, where we
have to give potential students and certainly allemployees a picture of our
safe campus and a picture of graduation rates, or responding to the ADA
legislation....Also we hear a lot lately about the TQM [Total Quality
Management] movement, with its language of collaborative team work,
continuous improvement, and customers as the basis for our work. How
will that transfer to higher education and how will that impact us?

The Need for Organizational Change: Internal Drives

Bobbie: I think that one of the things that we are noticing is the fact
that there was tremendous growth instudent affairs during the time when
funds were available for colleges, even though institutions may not have
necessarily felt a total commitment to student affairs and its importance
to the whole educational enterprise. Now that there is competition for
resources, I think there is a new questioning of the role that student
services plays, and student affairs people who were unwilling in the past
to think about institutional structure and their place in it now feel that
structure is important to how they do their jobs. [ know I used to believe
that you didn’t talk about hierarchical structures and your place in them
any more than you talked about money and sex. It was not quite well bred
todo that. Now as it becomes more competitive to get the resources to do
my job adequately and as the accountability for all managers becomes
greater, I realize there is a real need to care about structure. The place of
student affairs professionals in our institutional structure is crucial to our
being able to do what people expect of us.

Nancy: I wonder if anyone could take that point just a little bit
further, in terms of what sorts of things you might see as structural
changes for the future?

Bobbie: I think one is the increasing trend for vice presidents for
studentaffairs tobe more closely involved in the decision-making structure
of the university, and toward a recognition that those areas in student
affairs have a very important effect on the overall educational experience
of students. Institutional decisions cannot be made well without the
participation of student affairs people.

Sheila: The position Bobbie describes is ultimately the position that
allows some element of parity among various enterprises of the colleges.
ltsquarely places the students as at least as important to the enterprise as
the buildings and the grounds and the other segments of the university
that are described through the corporate structure of it. I think the danger
of being in the change business right now is that the overriding agenda is
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the fiscal agenda. Decisions are clearly being made based on their ability
to save money or point in the direction of some new kind of efficiency,
As we examine the kind of thinking that we do to formulate ney
structures, itisimportanttobe intentional about identifying the educationg)
gains or losses, the fiscal gains or losses, and the hierarchical gains o
losses when we think about doing things in new ways. You can do lots of
things to save money, which may or may not align with your origina|
vision of what a well-structured student affairs program looks like.

Jack: Let me give you a specific example at a different level. In terms
of the health service...for instance, instead of the medical model structure
of a stand-alone operation that treats disease, it could be viewed as ,
health education operation that is carefully integrated with physica]
education programs, fitness centers, counseling centers, women’s centers,
and other structures that exist. There is an opportunity there to evep
organize the structures so that all of those components are identified asan
organizational cluster, where the interdependence and the kind of shareq
authority for producing broad-based educational programs in the health
area would be shared by a group of people who view it similarly.

Organizational Change and Institutional Values

Sheila: Thereisaparadox of what we are talking about here....Student
affairs officers as change agents, or change masters, is fundamentally a
proactive notion. It is a visionary notion. You are out there ahead of the
pack. You see something in rap music and you think through the
implications of it. Could we have anticipated the self-help movement in
psychology twenty years ago as leading to wellness centers and leading
to what Jack did on his campus, that is, the change around health care and
health education? You need to be thinking all the time about what you
observe around you, and what are the student affairs implications in the
institutional structure, which have built into it the opportunity to
occasionally be the venture capitalist idea. You have to have some
freedom to try something. If the only agenda is “what is the absolute least
we can do,” the absolute least amount of money we can invest [and still
have a meaningful co-curricular experience for students, then] I am
without useful advice about how you get out there in front
of it.

Allldois figure outhow to save money. [ do nothing visionary. I find
fifty thousand dollars every Friday afternoon, that’s what I do. [Laughter|
Finally, everyone comes forward with their fifty thousand dollars, moaning
and groaning. Forty percent of the school year is spent on balancing the
budget. It seems to me you have to be in front of it before you can really
impact it because otherwise, you are sitting around the senior table,
you've pushed the structure that far, you're there, you're present, and
you're talking another language of student growth and development, the
importance of the co-curricular experience and collaborative learning
skills outside the classroom that Jack referred to earlier, to a group of
people who are basically saying, “Find me fifty thousand dollars this
afternoon.” That’s the bottom line.
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Bobbie: During this period it is much more essential that we build
our programs and decisions on shared values and that we understand
what the values of the institution are, what the goals are, and what we
hope to accomplish for our students in the time that we have them. I don’t
think that this discussion of values and goalsis necessarily adiscussion we
are used to having with one another in our institutions. One of the
difficulties for us in student affairs is to be sure that what we see as
desirable outcomes for our students are in fact what other people in the
institution see as desirable. Whatever the structure, it should provide an
opportunity for some discussions and agreement about what the values
and priorities are for student outcomes.

Joan: Let me give you an example outside the student affairs area.
A friend of mine in the social work department said, “Well, Bush is
recognizing a family structure [that] has a father and a stay-at-home
mother taking care of the children.” He hasn’t said that, but that is the
structure he is advocating as opposed to the family values. We can all see
Murphy Brown, who certainly does not fit in with Bush’s structure of
family, but if you look at values that we advocate in the family—love,
sharing, responsibility, and adults bringing up a child whether they are
married, or whether male or female—that’s the difference: structure
versus values. He is advocating the structure. We all know what the
structure is, but let’s talk about what the values are, because we really
haven’t talked about them.

Larry: Are you suggesting that perhaps we should be talking more
about making sure that student affairs people have a say in the values
clarification process on campus, rather then necessarily the structure?

Jack:Ithink the reason we advocated for vice president-level positions
for student affairs in the first place was that there would be direction to
those values and the kinds of things we like to see institutions stand for.
Then, from that position of influence in the structure, other structuresmay
wellemerge. If we value, for instance, interdependence, and collaborative
learning, and building campus community, then we need to be in a
position to influence the institution to move in those directions.

If we have anew direction, a new value, anew principle that we want
to see somehow imbedded within the institutional culture, we also need
to be prepared to say what we are going to give up in order to achieve the
new value, and this is very difficult. I found that we couldn’t support an
intercollegiate athletic program if we wanted to have the new value of a
fitness center in a much broader-based health promotion program. So the
athletic center program went—not without some pain, but it had to go
because there were no new resources for what we needed to do in the new
area. However, the existing resources are more than adequate to handle
the new emphasis. In fact, where fifty people were benefiting from the
same resource, over one thousand benefited from the reallocation. Aslong
as everyone understands what’s being given up, and agrees to it, we can
implement new structures which reflect our most important values. But
this is a change process which is not easy to affect, because there are more
sacred cows in higher education than in any pasture. Some of our sacred
cows have to be slain before some new order is going to emerge.
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The Role of the Chief Student Affairs Officer

Larry: How do you make sure that the discussion [about values] i
occurring on campuses?

Bobbie: You have to make sure that you are present at policy ang
decision-making meetings so that it is possible to have some influence g
these decisions...so you can try to shape [them] to include the issues tha
you think are important. There was a point when neither I nor the dean of
undergraduate education was included in one of our decision-makin
structures, a Council of Deans. We found it very isolating and debilitating
in terms of trying to do our jobs. We were unaware of what was going op
in ways that were detrimental to our students and to ourselves in trying
to be effective. Now, being part of the deans council discussions gives
us the chance to raise the issues of values and priorities from the point of
view of student affairs as part of the process of arriving at institutiona|
decisions. So I think the first thing is to be present to raise the issues. It’s
not just that the issues will not necessarily be discussed the same way
without you. The likelihood is, inmany cases, that issues will not be raised
at all.

Nancy: Are there other examples of the ways in which you think yoy
can bring about discussions of values in different kinds of conversation?
I'm still interested in the perception that you may all have about what i
really happening inmost institutionswhen financial issues are so pressing,
and where even if one has a seat at the table and can raise different
concerns, the ultimate decisions are not necessarily drawn from the frame
of reference of those who are working directly with students. It is a
different kind of language, almost, and so helping to bring along a shared
vision or a sense of understanding of the values we are deriving from
decisions becomes an exercise you cannot accomplish around a table in
a meeting.

Bobbie: Institutions, even though they are financially strapped, are
notgoing tostop doing new things, whenall the time people are proposing
new academic ventures they feel are essential to keep them on track and
competitive. So, it’s really amatter in student affairs of trying to make sure
your new ventures are a part of the same effort to remain competitive. You
know this means, in part, learning a new language, like Sheila just said, a
language that I am not entirely comfortable with, that people who do the
finances are more comfortable with. I think we in student affairs have
difficulty demonstrating the connection between the things that we do
and the actual financial outcomes, such as increasing the retention of
students, or even attracting more students, or making students feel
connected to their institutions.

Nancy: [ am also struck, and I would be interested in your reaction
to the role of the CSAQO’s relationship with the president and the ability to
influence him or her—this relationship providing the basis for overcoming
some of the other stumbling blocks that we’ve identified, whether with the
financial people, or others.

Joan: My perspective is that you can’t do it without that person’s
support....Ithastobe mutual respect forideasand support. I'm speculating
that Jack’s relationship with his president is a very positive one, because
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he is taking a very risky strategy there of health promotion versus
intercollegiate athletics. Now maybe that can be done in his part of the
country, but you probably wouldn’t do that in Indiana.

Jack: If you don’t, you'll be affecting change only within your own
area, and youwon’t have the kind of impact that we’re discussing here on
the entire institution. If we are going to be the change masters, we have to
affect the entire institution.

Without a strong and positive relationship with the president, or the
ability to influence the president, we’ll just be making little changes in our
own structure that will not be noticed by anyone else.

Even if you can’t do it structurally, there are some other ways to do
it. We wanted more interest on the co-curriculum several years ago, and
when our student activities position became available, we hired a long-
standing, part-time faculty member who was highly regarded within the
academic community and someone who has always had credibility. That
wasa departure from the traditional requirements that we would normally
seek for that position. But that person stayed for four years and has now
gone back to faculty as a full-time faculty member. Over those four years,
we made more of an impact on the co-curriculum and the relationship
with classroom teachers in our programming than we ever could have
with someone from a more traditional background. I think that is an
example of making smallchanges if you can’tmake thebig ones structurally.

Sheila: Yesterday, when I was thinking about this, I thought, “the
best people I know in student affairs are opportunists.” They have always
gottheir antennae out institution-wide for any opening they can find, any
door they can get a toe into at the time. I think that’s a brilliant example of
hiring a part-time faculty member to be the director of student activities.
The people who say, “What does a director of student activities do
anyway?” will all of a sudden say, “Well, if Joe Schmoe now does it, then
it can’t be a complete airhead’s job.”

Larry: In spite of the fact that Sheila says she is spending all of her
time on budgets, my guess is that, much like Bobbie, Jack, Joan, Nancy,
and myself, we define the areas we are going to make changes in and
proceed intentionally. What [ am hearing from this part of the discussion
is, in effect, that to be a change agent, you always have to maintain that
visionary piece and be ready to strike when there’s an opportunity.

Change and the Student Affairs Staff

Nancy: How does the notion of needing to be opportunistic relate to
the rest of our staff? It’s one thing to be the chief person with a vision, but
we all supervise a variety of department people. How do you pull them
into thinking with a vision or being willing to see opportunities for
change?

Bobbie: You can’t work well without people who don’t have some
of the same feelings. I think in student affairs, almost more than in any
other area, you depend on people being exploitable, that they will be so
committed to an idea or a possibility that they will be willing to do it
without resources and probably out of their own hide. I think we benefit
from that.
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Jack: Everybody within student affairs has to be the visionary, notjuys
the leader, because our whole role is to transmit that kind of visio,
through all of our staff to our students.... We need to teach [our students]
how to be leaders, and that means that all of our staff, especially those of
us with direct interaction with students, need to understand how t,
translate vision into action. If that fire has gone out of us because of all the
fiscal problems we have faced, then all of us as individual practitioner
within the field have to reevaluate whether our usefulness has also ryy
out. We can’t be effective in this profession without the fire, without the
visions, without the larger view of things. It’s ourjob as the leaders withip
the profession to keep those fires burning as much as we can.

Bobbie: It's an opportunity that we sometimes provide to others op
our staff: to let them follow their vision compensates them for the fact that
we can’t give them other things—Ilike more resources, oradvancement, or
space. It’san opportunity for their own growth as well as the opportunity
to be an agent of change within the institution.

Larry: [Our focus] on organizational change has all of a sudden
turned to a different topic: working with staff on personal growth ang
developmentinordertomake organizational change work. Itis something
that in your capacity as chief student affairs officers haunts yoy
systematically on a daily and semesterly basis—to help establish the king
of vision, help deal with the personal development of individuals, help
put the values on the table, and promote individual personal growth ang
development.

Jack: It's the essence of what we need to do. We need opportunities
tosit downindividually with each of our staff people, whether they report
directly to us ornot, and that’s an example of getting outside of the forma|
structure of things, and not discuss the day-to-day business and the day-
to-day problems, but to discuss instead the values and principles which
we want them to have. We want them to analyze “What values and
principles are going to guide your work for the next year? How could
those be translated into new sets of programs? Given those values and
principles, what needs to be dropped? What needs to go in order to make
room for what we really want to accomplish and achieve in this area?”|
thinkit’simportant to have that discussion and that the best forum for that
is with the individual staff person.

Sheila: Ithink that the chief student affairs officer can create a climate
inwhich the leadership of change is part of everyone’s responsibilities and
isintegrated into the culture. To acknowledge that’s the way we are, that's
what we do, that we always plan and evaluate and review, and that we
value doing it anew way the second time around as opposed to we value
getting it right, knowing it was good and sticking with it....

I think it is possible in lots of ways to create the environment that
values innovation from people who don’t necessarily imagine themselves
to be in positions where what they are supposed to be doing is a lot of
innovating. [Weneed to] say, “This is great. This isa wonderful orientation
program; it really works in these ways. What would you like to do
differently next time?”

Larry: You know the old saying, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” Now
the saying is, “If it's not broke, improve it.” It seems to me that’s what
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ou’re talking about with staff, the assumption that things can always be
petter. Our role is to help the staff see this as the process of change, rather
than Sheila’s point that once you have the product, you're done. Is this a
changing role?

Jack: When something new is tried and it doesn’t work very well, in
structures that just punish that kind of outcome, you will never see
another innovation again. We need the attitude, “Well, we tried it, it's a
little bit broken. Let’s look at the broken parts, and let’s see if we can fix
it, and let’s not chuck the whole model yet, but look at the pieces we can

ut back together again.”

Joan: I think of the Coca-Cola model. When new Coke came out,
nobody liked it. I don’t know what happened to that person, but Coca-
Colajumped on the opportunity to bring back Classic Coke. Why not do
the same thing in student affairs? Here’s a New Orientation, Classic
Orientation.

Larry: Given this kind of discussion, what can we do, and who
should be doing it, to help student affairs professionals be better prepared
for change, better prepared for being change masters?

Jack: I've done some thinking about this when I've worked with

aduate students, student interns, and new professionals. One of the
things that seems to be lacking in their preparation is attention to the
ersonal aspects of preparation for the profession. Much of what we’ve
talked about here today relates back to a personal groundedness in how
individuals cope with sometimes very difficult changes. Student affairs
rofessionals have to help students face all of the difficult issues that
predominate in our day-to-day lives, such as dealing with homophobia
and assisting people who are in the minority in a larger culture feel
included, feel accepted, and feel a part of the larger community. How do
ou establish an ethic of care if you don’t have the internal strengths and
self-understanding to grasp the notion of caring?

I guess I'm proposing a more introspective look at the individual in
the course of preparation and early on the job itself, because that’s where
the values come from. People need to have a well-defined sense of values
and principles that they clearly articulate to themselves before they can
transmit those to students, to the institutional culture, or become change
agents in helping people work more interdependently.

Bobbie: One of the things that’s happening, too, is that we talk about
the ways we serve a diverse student body. We deal with societal issues,
and the discussion of those topics involves much greater risks on the part
of our staff. Our staff doesn’t have a level of trust with one another that
makes it possible for them to have truly effective, candid discussions
around their own issues in those matters. One of the things we have to do
is spend time developing a sense of trust and knowledge among our staff,
alevel that will help them to be able to address sensitive issues. They have
to develop a respect for difference and a tolerance for mistakes while
people learn.

I don’t think that we can make use of our differences appropriately
toimprove how we do ourjobs unless we can establish some kind of basic
cooperative learning arrangement and give colleagues the freedom to
make mistakes. We recently hired a consultant to talk about diversity



18 Metropolitan Universities/Fall 1993

issues with our staff. It was a very useful time for us and made it seep,
strange that we had never done this before. Prior to this, many staf
members had not shared their experiences, and it gave us enough commgp
understanding to allow room for people to take risks with one anothe;
and to increase their learning.

Joan: That’s a great example of modeling behavior that you woulq
hope students would exhibit in the community as well. We often talk
about modeling behaviors in individuals, but not often do we as a staf
think of modeling the behavior as a staff having the opportunity t,
discuss things that are risky with one another. I often hear from students
they don’t feel comfortable talking to other students and what you said ig
your staff didn’t feel comfortable either. So you provided an environment
where they felt comfortable and then students can say, “Well, if the
student affairs staff can do it, we can do it.”

Advice for Implementing Change

Larry: If one were going to give advice to colleagues and peers about
systematically looking at institutional change and organizational change,
what advice would you give them?

Joan: One is to involve people. Let them know the time frame. Let
them know that there will or won’t be any changes that will affect theirjob
status, because whenever anybody starts talking about organizationa|
change, people start to think: “Oh God, there goes my job,” or “My job is
going to be changed so much, they are going to put me inadmissions when
I've been in the registrar’s office for years!” Let people know what’s on the
table, and what is not.

Sheila: One of the most important aspects of change is the question
of timing. In the biggest sense, you have relatively little control over the
timing. Change sort of has its own little calendar, has it’s own pace. You
can emphasize certain things and de-emphasize other things. You can
have the greatest idea in the world but if you are out of sync with the rest
of the institution, it is going nowhere. To actively figure out when your
notion fits into a bigger picture in the smoothest possible way is probably
the most important part of preplanning change. It seems to me that you
can steer, more than you can control, the pace of the change in an
organization.

Jack: I guess a primary piece of advice I would give is to just start
doing things, not necessarily with great fanfare, or emphasizing huge
projects, but work in small ways with individuals who can get some
changes done. We can quietly start doing things and encourage
everyone around us to do things a little differently, establish a mind-set
that things can be done differently and encourage that sort of thing on
a day-to-day basis.

Finally, be flexible as aleader. Five years from now we may be called
uponto lead and to manage in ways that we can’t conceive of today....[We
need to] have the flexibility to say, “Look, I'm not only a directive kind of
a leader, but I can be a participative leader.” While I may not prefer that,
it is within my repertoire of responses to be able to lead that way.
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Larry: One last question, how does any of this, or all of this, speak to
the concerns of educational reformers who are interested in enhancing
through reform?

Bobbie: I think that we do have something to offer to the institution
as a whole, and to institutional reform as a whole. Its partly because we
come from a tradition of thinking about our students both as individuals,
and as members of diverse groups, and as having different needs. We
pelieve it is appropriate to serve those needs in different ways. I think to
some extent that runs counter to a lot of the educational philosophy,
which assumes we teach material one way, and if the student doesn’t get
it, then the fault lies within the student and not with the message or the
messenger. There is a lot of research that shows this is not so. Our
institutions need to be able to respond in a variety of ways in order to be
effective for all of the students that we have invited, recruited, and
desperately want to be there. We have a responsibility to help make
success possible for the students who have accepted this invitation.
Student services has a greater sensitivity to the need to see students as
coming to us with different developmental needs, different backgrounds
and preparations, the need to teach in different ways, and the need to
evaluate the success of our efforts. We are likely to believe that the role of
the institution is to try to fill in the gap between where students are when
they arrive and where we hope they will end up.



