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The current competitive, cost-conscious era in higher education is compelling an
accelerated pace of change, while simultaneous‘ly demanding increased efficiency and
accountability. Ironically, change itself often threatens efficiency. Expansion of systems, increased
staffing, and adoption of new computer systems, although intepded to increase prqductivity, can
actually compromise departmental effectiveness if mismanaged. As a result, academic department
chairs play a critical role, because their management of both staffing and technology changes can

help to assure that innovations are more of a blessing than a curse

change is a considerable challenge. This paper will explore the e€xperiences of several faculty
members and administrators at Ursinus, a small libera] arts college located near Philadelphia,

where a highly participatory process was used to engage as many faculty members as possible in



indoctrination. The second initiative involved adoption of a campus laptop program with universal
software packages for students and faculty, and the gradual phasing out of non-laptop resources.

For several years, this institution has explicitly recognized the importance of various
initiatives aimed at improving the freshman experience for i incoming students (Chambliss & F ago,
1987, Chambllss 1990; Chambliss, 1991), enhancing visible student achievement such as research
participation and study abroad (Chambliss 1997; Chambliss 1998), and enhancing visible faculty
achlevement (Chambliss, 1999; Chambliss 1994; Chambliss, 1993). This history of support for
innovation has helped to create an organizational climate that encourages both experienced and
novice faculty and staff alike to think creatively about ways to increase the college’s ability to
transform its students and prepare them effectively for their futures.

Details associated with some of the processes used to augment faculty strateglcally and to
incorporate universal computer technology on a small libera] arts campus have been previously
described (Chambliss, 2001; Chambliss 1999). Collaborative processes were used to develop
consensual criteria that proved helpful in making these departmental and college-wide transitions.
Strategies for more general application of these initiatives to other types of campuses are
encouraged, given the positive outcomes experienced (Chambliss, 1997; Chambliss, 1994).

Staffing Changes: Hiring and Retiring F aculty

The department chair’s approach to hiring new faculty and facilitating the newcomer’s

assimilation into the functioning department can shape the faculty member’s experience for

decades to come. Easing transitions for retiring faculty are equally important to department



centered climate_ jt 1s often chaHenging for new faculty to develop
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appreciative for their proportionally. reduced burden. Rather thap selfishly protect their
disproportionately large number of interested research students, the profegsors in more popular
subdisciplines have an incentive (reduced workload) to work with fellow faculty to help them
develop more compellingly attractive research options.

Framing liberal arts college faculty scholarship as something we primarily do for our
students, seems to diffuse destructive ego-involvement, and build a sense of common purpose. It
allows faculty to work together more optimally, and provides 2 more ideal role model experience
for students. (Contrast the above description of collaboration with what occurs in many
departments with competitive climates, where students repeatedly observe the fine arts of peer
back-stabbing and sabétaging). One indicator of the impact of this desirable observational learning
is the success our students have had in creating high quality team projects. They generously give
their time and energy, and comfortably share credit and a sense of victory. There have been
surprisingly few complaints of inequities, despite the wide range of ability levels among students
within the department and how this inevitably contributes to disparities in contributions across

students,
appears to have increased individual productivity, student productivity, and support for the efforts
of others. Team spirit is often enhanced when participants have the opportunity to articulate how

to develop better ways of learning from one another's experiences with various solutions to the

shared problem of increasing student outcomes while holding resources constant,



Technology Innovation: Trick or Treat?

market forces favoring rapid obsolescence, New software requires new hardware to rup. New
hardware requires new training to maintain and repair. All users must flexibly adapt to new

Systems. If this is not to exhaust us, if this is not to absorh an ever-expanding percentage of our




computing funds has damaged goodwill among many academic departments. Most departments
have been plagued by unreliable operation of equipment, maintenance nightmares, incompatible
languages creating co@umcation barriers, and rapid obsolescence of learning resources (e.g.,
data entry mechanisms, lab exercises) producing mass frustration and inability to revise texts
tthereby discouraging scholarly persistence among faculty).

However, in addition to driving us crazy, technology can also help to address some of the
perénnial sources of tension on college campuses (e.g., debates about the relative value of
Innovation versus Tradition, arguments over the superiority of the ways of knowing of the
Sciences versus the Humanities, etc.). It can facilitate communication among previously warring
factions, and thereby build greater empathy and mutual respect. It can reduce destructive
defensiveness, by providing common tools across disciplines. Increasingly, software shapes how
we work and think. It can influence how we learn, explore, write, and analyze data. It guides the
way we ask and answer questions. Sharing soﬁware can therefore build greater interdisciplinary
"common ground". The stage is set as well for "common groan" (say when the main campus
server goes down and all share in the universal frustration). Furthermore, shared technology can
encourage cross-fertilization of ideas, enriching disparate fields with fresh perspectives. The easy,
informal sharing permitted by sfnoothly functioning email systems creates a climate of greater
openness and willingness to take intellectual risks.

Done right, programs for incorporating new educational technologies yield in-class
enhancement and invigoration. They allow valuable experiential learning involving data
manipulation, problem solving techniques, collaborative writing. Faculty members can be

stimulated to look at old questions in new ways, which can sometimes improve their
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provided an open forum for discussion of touchy issues, because of the sense of psychological
protection many experience when communicating electronically. It has enabled members of the

Campus community to participate simultaneously in multiple communities. Ag potential group

presenter struggles to get a complex PowerPoint presentation underway). Using technology for

technology’s sake is a bad idea.
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continuously.
Netiquette should be observed conscientiously. It is often useful to ask colleagues to

acknowledge simple receipt of messages via the subject line conventions, which obviate the need

To progress most expediently, faculty must embrace a common understanding of thejr

purpose and how it can be measured, creative consideration of innovative methods to maximize
both student and faculty productivity, and collabérative sharing of lessons learned during
experimentation. Enhancing departments through the addition of talented new blbod and horizon-
shatterihg technology requires a focus on long-term objectives, sensitivity to the psychological

challenges posed by change itself, and optimism about the system’s ability to adjust over time.
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