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Until quite recently, I thought of myself as an “accidental administrator.”   I assumed that 

when the time came, I’d do my duty, take my turn as department chair, then return to the 

faculty. As to full time “career” administration, like too many faculty, I did not think it was wholly 

honorable. Indeed, during my early years more than a few of my colleagues would have 

described me as a hothead. I had an intrinsic distrust of authority, disdain for bureaucracy, and 

distaste for process, not exactly the trifecta of traits suitable for academic leadership.  Yet, as I 

review my academic career, I can’t help but note that I have been involved in some level of 

administration for virtually all of it. 

  

I began doing administrative work when I became Director of Clinical Training (DCT) 

within the Psychology department, a position I took immediately after achieving tenure. The 

University of Washington clinical graduate program is a relatively large one, encompassing both 

research and professional training.  Hence, the job involved directing a PhD program (apx.14 

faculty members, 60+ graduate students) with a clinic serving about 100 community clients a 

week. The program also requires outside accreditation, by the American Psychological 

Association, and so is somewhat more separate and independent from the overall department 

than most other sub-specialties within the field. I guided the program through an accreditation 

visit and through major curricular and programmatic changes, while learning about the virtues 

of compromise, patience, and impulse-control. 

 

But, despite the many administrative aspects of my job as DCT, I did not think of myself 

as an administrator, nor as headed toward an administrative career. I continued to teach all 

along (with a reduced load) and my research was thrived. I was heading up two NIH projects 

focusing on at-risk youth, one on normative development of minority youth which was my 

primary research focus, and another on homeless, street youth which was still a relatively new 

area for me. So, I was ready, and looking forward to, re-joining the faculty at the end of my five 

year term. However, I was convinced to stay on until I could identify, and convince, a suitable 

replacement to sign on. After two more years, that was done and I was in  conversations with my 

Chair about taking a sabbatical before my return when, rather unexpectedly, the Dean of Arts 

and Sciences asked me to serve as Chair of American Ethnic Studies (AES), a department where I 

had held a joint appointment for less than a year. This time the challenge was not to bring an 

already good program to a higher level, it was to take over a department that in spite of good 

faculty, staff, and students, was in very visible distress. 

 



 

 

It would be impossible to adequately convey the sense of AES’s disarray. There was a 

lack of consensus as to the direction of the program. The faculty was polarized, making new 

hires impossible. There was also a great deal of student unrest and it was playing out very 

publicly in the media. Things had gotten to the point that the problems in this relatively small 

department were affecting morale, and hiring, of faculty of color across campus. The search for 

an outside Chair had failed, and at least one other faculty member had turned down the Dean's 

offer. Inspired by my academic mentor, Edmund W. Gordon, who came out of retirement to 

chair City College's Black Studies department during times of turbulence (see Yarrow, 1992) I 

thought if not me, who? It was right thing to do.  

 

I didn't expect it to be a walk in the park, but I was pretty clueless as to what awaited me. 

While few students in AES knew me, as a representative of the administration and someone who 

did not belong to any of the ethnicities represented in the program content (I am Cuban, and 

AES consists of African American, Chicano, and Asian-American Studies), I was viewed as suspect 

from the get-go. The fact that my research and teaching fit squarely within program parameters 

was beside the point, at least under these circumstances. 

 

Far from having a honeymoon period, it seemed like my every word, look, and action 

was scrutinized. My first day on the job, I walked to my office down a hall papered with a picture 

of me on the cover of the student newspaper. Super-imposed on a picture of my face was a gun 

sight and the title “Under Fire” was emblazoned across my forehead. In protest of my 

appointment, students staged a sit-in during a Board of Regents meeting, shutting down the 

administration building for an afternoon. It was all a bit surreal for someone used to being on 

the side of the protestors.  

 

Those first few weeks I had to dig deep within myself to find my center. But, by focusing 

on student well-being and trying to understand their perspective, we were able to slowly move 

forward. Within a month, I visited every AES class to talk to students and hand out a survey that 

tapped their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with various aspects of the program. The results of 

that survey, which had an astounding 70% response rate, provided the framework for forging 

common goals across faculty and for uniting faculty and students. 

 

By year’s end, the student demonstrators awarded me a certificate as “Rookie of the 

Year.” We also made the first of what would be three consensus hires, the first in over a decade. 

We also formally adopted a set of priorities and goals. An outside review committee that visited 

during the end of my three-year term gave the department a positive review and commended 

my leadership. It felt better than I could have imagined. Although I did not realize it at the time, I 

had become hooked on administration — the ability to bring disparate groups to the table, the 

satisfaction of building a program or department, or helping one to change, the adrenaline rush 

that comes from decision-making under pressure.  

 

I have held various administrative positions from then, directing the university-wide 

Honors program, Chairing the Department of Psychology, serving as the Executive Vice Provost, 

then Dean of Arts and Sciences, and now Provost, all within the same University where I started 



 

 

as an Assistant Professor. Each position has had its own set of unique challenges and rewards, 

and each has given me a slightly different perspective on my university and how universities 

work (or don't) more generally. Through my work with these diverse set of units, I have learned 

some important lessons that apply to any administrative job.  One should work hard to build 

consensus, but not let the need for unanimous agreement lead to paralysis. One must examine 

problems and issues from the perspectives of the various parties involved, gathering data and 

insights from multiple sources to inform decision-making. One cannot shrink from difficult 

decisions, but it’s always best to anticipate and plan for the blowback. The job of an academic 

leader is to be strategic and to forge a clear sense of direction for the unit, but it is equally 

important for him or her to inspire, listen to, and support the vision and efforts of others. 

Indeed, the biggest satisfaction in my job comes in the form of reflected glory. It is all about 

taking pleasure in the success of others and knowing that their success is yours. 

 

Of course, this is easier said than done. One of the toughest parts of the job is that 

mistakes are very visible, and all too often because of stereotypes about administrators, they are 

attributed less to incomplete information, miscalculation, or just plain ignorance, than to malice, 

chicanery, bad intentions, or a lust for power.  Sometimes I feel like there is me and “the 

Provost,” a bureaucrat that isn’t even a close approximation of who I am or where I came from. 

More than once I’ve joked that when I write my memoirs it will be under the title “Confessions of 

an Academic Administrator: How I Became a Straight White Man.” (I am none of the three). 

 

For those of us who grew up wielding whatever power we had from the margins, the 

move to the center can be especially jarring. It is for that reason that I have found it especially 

important for me to “administer” in a place where I have long-terms friends and colleagues to 

provide grounding and perspective, and when needed, comfort. It can be a lonely job and I’ve 

found the best antidote to the isolation is creating spaces for close interaction with students and 

faculty colleagues on a continuous basis, not only when there are problems. In academia, as I 

suspect is the case in most enterprises, the higher up the food chain you are, the more you end 

up dealing with the messiest problems. If they were easier, they would have been resolved at 

lower levels. Hence, you spend much of your time dealing with the worst of your faculty, staff 

and students. Or, at the very least, with faculty, staff, and students when they are at their very 

worst. I've seen some long time academic administrators engage in some fairly unseemly faculty, 

staff, or student bashing because they begin to generalize unpleasant encounters with difficult 

individuals to the group more generally. It's something that can only be avoided by building in 

regular points of positive contact.  

 

I’ve never gone for more than a year without teaching a course; it reminds me why I 

became an academic in the first place. I also work closely with two advisory groups, the 

Provost’s Advisory Committee for Students (PACS) that I spend a few hours with every Friday, 

and the (Faculty) Senate Committee on Planning and Budgeting (SCPB) which meets on Monday 

afternoons. Thus my week is bookended by venues in which budget issues are discussed, where 

policies are challenged and set, and where we together search for common ground and develop 

common goals. These meetings, and the relationships forged by this close contact, have been 

invaluable both to the work, and to the soul.  



 

 

 

I find it hard to give generic advice about academic leadership. I can only recount what's 

worked for me, which is why I've focused on my own story, struggles, and successes. I've talked 

little about budgets or planning or fund-raising because that's the easy part of the job.  

Academics are generally smart people and good problem solvers. We are good at learning and 

figuring things out, it's why we're academics. It's the "me" part, and the dealing with other 

people part, that are hard.  

  

When I used to do clinical supervision, I'd tell my students to remember that "they" were 

the tool they used and they had to learn how to use it. That meant watching their videotaped 

interactions with clients and discussing them with a supervisor to better learn how their 

mannerisms, body language, idiomatic expressions, and even their voice and intonation affected 

their communications and how those were experienced and received. The first thing you need to 

know to become an effective therapist is yourself. I find myself falling back on my own training 

in this regard, more than occasionally. I know that the best way for me to tamp down on my 

impulse to speak, when I should be listening, is to literally sit on my hands. (Joke: How do you 

get a Cuban to shut up? Handcuff them). I talk very slowly and in a very quiet voice when I need 

to control my temper. I've learned that sometimes it's best to find an excuse to exit a meeting 

because I'm about to say something I'll later regret. And I know the people I should meet with 

when I need to feel refreshed.  

 

Self-monitoring is essential to a job where you are constantly with people in high stakes 

situations. People look to you to see how they should react. If you look panicked when you talk 

about budget cuts, others will panic right along with you. If you appear calm and confident, 

others are more apt to stay grounded and join you in problem-solving mode. Your behavior sets 

the tone. But we each do that in ways that are very individual and that reflect our own personal 

style. I’ve seen other academic leaders carry out their work very differently from the way I do, yet 

equally effectively if not more so. There really are no general rules that I am aware of about how 

to do it right. I've found leadership books that try to impart them pretty useless. I do many 

things they suggest are wrong, and they work for me. Other things they suggest you should do 

just don't come naturally and make me feel unauthentic. That said, there are three pieces of 

advice I that I believe apply across the board: 1) Make sure you have first rate senior staff. In any 

university, it is the Vice Presidents, Vice Provosts, and Deans that do the heavy lifting when it 

comes to management. Never settle for less than a good fit for your institution, and for your 

own leadership style. Searches need to last as long as it takes to find the right person.   2) Never 

underestimate the importance of top rate professional staff throughout the upper echelons of 

budgeting and finance, information technology, human resources, legal advice and research and 

administrative support. Professional staff provide continuity from one academic leader to the 

next. They are the bearers of institutional knowledge and they know where the bodies are 

buried.  Chances are good they will outlast you. 3) Never work for someone you do not truly 

respect and who does not respect you.  If their values are not consonant with yours, it will not 

be a good partnership.  

 



 

 

Much has been said and written about how academics know little about management 

and are ill prepared to lead today’s increasingly complex academic institutions, most especially 

large research universities, like my own. Some say that with the new challenges facing academia 

it is time to hire professionals who have been trained to manage and who have experience 

outside of the Ivory Tower. I've spent my entire adult life in universities, taking my first academic 

position in my 20s. I’ve found that my work leading a lab, doing grant writing and budgeting, 

and conducting research in community settings, along with my experience as a teacher and 

mentor, guiding others to success, have both given me the credibility and the skill set I've 

needed to be successful in the various leadership positions I've held. That doesn't mean that at 

times the learning curve hasn't been steep or that I've never felt overwhelmed or in over my 

head. The latter happens quite regularly. Diversity in all things, including the vocational 

backgrounds of those in academic leadership, is welcome. Those who enter these positions with 

backgrounds in politics or industry have much to offer and can provide fresh perspectives. In 

this same vein, those who become academic administrators in institutions where they did not 

serve first as "regular" faculty bring fresh ideas and new skill sets to their new institutions. An 

outside leader may be best suited to pushing the reset button when that's called for. But love of 

place and intimate knowledge of its people and practices has been key to my ability to get 

things done. Though academic administration will continue to become more specialized and 

demanding, I hope there will always be room for some of us to rise through the ranks of our 

own institutions. It is neither necessary nor sufficient for success, but for me, it has made the 

experience immensely more meaningful and enjoyable.  
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