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UNDER PRESSURE: A SURVIVAL GUIDE TO ACADEMIC 
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According to a recent U.S. News & World Report article on “Truly Authentic 

Leadership,” America needs leaders in nearly every aspect of our society.   All of us have 

the spark of leadership in us, whether it is in business, in government, in education, or as 

a nonprofit volunteer.  The challenge is to understand ourselves well enough to discover 

where we can use our leadership gifts to serve others.  According to Bill George, “the 

only valid test of a leader is his or her ability to bring people together to achieve 

sustainable results over time.”  Authentic leaders know who they are.  They are “good in 

their skin,” so good they don’t feel a need to impress or please others.  They not only 

inspire those around them, they bring people together around a shared purpose and a 

common set of values and motivate them to create value for everyone involved.” 

Academic institutions have been classified as loosely coupled, political, and 

bureaucratic institutions (Seagren, Wheeler, Cresswell and Miller, 6).  Pressures exist to 

avoid litigation at all costs, and do more with fewer administrative assistants.  Within this 

framework, there has been a growing need to re-cast the academic leader as a business 

operations officer first, which also understands and encourages faculty development and 

growth (Ibid, 6).  The need for excellence in dealing with this complexity has been 

channeled into the growing field of academic leadership development.  Leadership 

training entails attention to communication abilities and the skills necessary to perform as 



an administrator of non-human resources.  Over the years The Chair Academy has been a 

place where important leadership skills can be experienced.  This year’s conference on 

“authentic leadership” resonated with me as something hugely needed in community 

colleges as administrators are acutely over-worked and stressed out.  Everyday we make 

decisions based on stimulus-response reactions to small and large crisis.    It is well 

known that middle management positions within community colleges demand a time 

commitment well beyond the normal 40-hour week.  According to Shambhala Institute 

for Authentic Leadership, leaders often absorb the stress of being everything to everyone 

personally, by working longer hours and complete burnout.  In another report on 

chairpersons, the “administrative professor” worked an average of 56.4 hours per week, 

thus putting in more overtime than any other occupational group, even physicians 

(Gmelch & Miskin, 1993).  Research shows that fifty percent of appointed academic 

deans leave their positions within five years due to the stresses of administration often 

returning to the classroom or retirement (Ibid, 21). 

Educational systems go through stages of change but authentic leadership within 

community colleges is crucial to helping faculty, staff, and students negotiate the 

responses and determine the future of their colleges.  Chairs and academic deans play a 

vital role in the functions and success of higher education institutions.  They have regular 

contact with higher level administrators and facilitate communications up and down the 

organization.  They negotiate among unit goals, individual staff goals, and institutional 

goals.  They participate in key decisions, and have authority and responsibility for 

decisions about students, curriculum, budget, and staffing.   



Departments or divisions have evolved into politically charged clusters of 

programs, resources, faculty, and students.  Both campuses and departments have been 

described as thriving on organized anarchy and political positioning (Seagren, et al., 29).  

Too often organizational structures are created out of organizational convenience rather 

than pedagogical affinity or commonality of mission.  How different disciplines are 

combined into units can have an impact on faculty expectations, leadership style required, 

and student involvement and relationships.  Often due to the complexity of our 

organizations, aspiring to be an authentic leader is seen as a threat.  Researcher and writer 

Andrew Cohen believes that breaking the climate of discomfort, resistance, disinterest, 

and even fear can only be accomplished through ego death.  Why?  Because it means that 

we actually care so much about a higher purpose, a higher principle, a higher goal that 

we’re willing to make the most important sacrifices for the sake of what we are aspiring 

to accomplish.  It means we care so passionately about others also reaching the goal that 

we unhesitatingly sacrifice our own peace of mind, comfort, and security in order for 

them to succeed (Cohen, “Authentic Leadership”) 

The challenges facing the chair or academic dean position relate primarily to the 

use of interpersonal communication skills for conflict resolution and the professional 

development of faculty.  They must resolve conflict and differences of opinion between 

administration and faculty, students and faculty, and among faculty.  In essence, due to 

the enormous responsibilities with regard to communications chairs and academic deans 

have primary responsibility for the academic quality, culture, and operation of 

departments and divisions.   



The identification, understanding, and commitment to a set of beliefs and values 

by administrators and all participants in the department or division are necessary if they 

are going to be effective in providing leadership.  Understanding how faculty governance 

leaders, other administrators at the various levels, part-time and full-time faculty, 

students, trustees, and business and industry leaders may have different views about the 

mission and purpose of their institution.  It is important for chairs and academic deans to 

strive to comprehend the perspectives of the other actors and constituents who impact the 

unit.  The chair or academic dean must know how these individuals develop their beliefs 

and values toward certain issues and what strategies can be most effective if the beliefs 

and values need to be clarified or changed (Seagren, et al., 43).  For me the largest 

challenge and biggest realization came when I realized that a significant amount of value 

negotiation was required in my position.  

The interpersonal role of negotiator, mediator, facilitator, advocate, and caretaker) 

is one of the most important duties assigned to a chair or academic dean.  Other roles 

include being a visionary, motivator, entrepreneur, delegator and planner.  It requires 

skilled communications and the ability to relate with others.  As one chair noted when 

surveyed, “the biggest part of [the job] is dealing with human beings and there is a lot of 

that you can’t train for.  When on what was meant by ‘dealing with people,’ the 

respondent said, ‘an understanding of what is important to faculty – what the priorities 

are…(Ibid, 54).    Some pass on the stress of “dealing with people” by passing it on to 

other employees, with varying levels of distancing, aggression, or even bullying.  

However, research indicates that in order to be successful chairs or academic deans need 

sensitivity, sound judgment, organizational ability, leadership, decisiveness, strong 



written and oral communication skills, and stress tolerance.  So how do we learn the tools 

and practices that will help you keep your sanity, grow your confidence, compassion, and 

sense of humor as you deal with your organizational challenges?  Wendy Palmer and 

Geoff Crinean argue for a meditative process of centering that synchronizes the body and 

mind using exercises for deep insight into personal reactive patterns and limiting 

assumptions.  Principle-centered leadership, as advanced by Covey, provides key areas to 

work on including building trust and its importance in information sharing and 

developing a work environment in which people strive to do well (Covey, Principle-

Centered Leadership, preface).  Kevin Cashman in his article “Authentic Leadership” 

suggests there are Five Touchstones that are crucial to building the essential interpersonal 

bridge of leadership.  They are to Know Yourself Authentically, Listen Authentically, 

Express Authentically, Appreciate Authentically, and Serve Authentically. 

If you want to lead, you’d better know how to listen to what is going on in your 

department or division.  Daniel Elash and James Long have developed a new model on 

how organizations functions as systems called the IRI Model (Identity, Relationships, 

Information.)  The IRI Model begins by thinking about the system as a whole.  Every 

system has an identity, which provides answers to key questions about that system.  Who 

are we?  What is our purpose? What are our boundaries?  The leader’s role involves 

articulating and disseminating a common identity throughout the organization.  Leaders 

must attend to the conversations of the workforce and act to create and sustain a focused 

sense of shared identity (Elash and Long, “Lessons in Authentic Leadership,” 2). 

Next, all organizational outcomes require relationships with other members of the 

system: an individual within a system can never function in isolation.  Leaders must be 



astute at tending to and enabling these relationships.  These relationships, to work 

optimally, cannot be dictated but must work successfully, adding value to everyone 

involved (Ibid, 2). 

Finally, identity-focused action-relationships in networked organizations require 

quick, targeted sharing of information:  what information has to flow within the 

relationship in order to fulfill the purpose of the organization.  Systems find ways to 

transmit vital information, often in spite of formal processes (for example e-mail 

systems.)  Fundamental to this transmission are opportunities for people to talk together 

about the work and to listen accurately to what others have to say (Ibid., 3). 

Leading well requires a lot of work.  Done well, it may appear effortless, but it 

isn’t.  Effective listening is a fundamental part of the work of a leader.  Listening requires 

that you stop and accurately absorb new data, mentally sort and categorize it into useful 

information, and perhaps, act on it within the business context.  It is important to hear the 

content, understand the context and evaluate the implications of this information on a 

number of agendas (Ciancutti and Steding). 

There are innumerable reasons and excuses that are used to explain the 

appearance of derailers in organizations.  Often problems exist due to the fear and 

mistrust of rapid change required of responsive organizations.    What is missing in 

dysfunctional communication is the honest engagement of one’s self in the interaction, 

the authenticity.  When you don’t listen well, for example, you have already decided, “I 

have reasons not to be engaged.” Or, you’ve decided that, “I do not feel the need to be 

authentically present in this conversation, at this time.”  According to Elash and Long, 

common listening derailers include:  



Listening Without Focus   Multi-tasking 

Listening Without Respect   Impatience, Ego 

Listening With Bias    Defensive, Adversarial 

 

To overcome these deficiencies, the best way to proceed is to build trusting 

relationships, where feedback is genuine, information passed on is clear and accurate, and 

the message is consistently reliable (Ibid, 8.) 

Do you want to become a leader?  If so, what kind of leader will you become?  

What will be the purpose of your leadership?  These are important questions for all of us 

to ponder, even if you already hold a leadership position.  The world needs your authentic 

leadership today!  We have far too few leaders that are willing to be genuine, authentic 

people, able to rally a group or individuals to take on a challenge and succeed.  Many 

people want to sit back and let others lead, and then analyze or criticize their actions.  But 

as former President Theodore Roosevelt said in his 1908 speech at the Sorbonne in Paris: 

 It is not the critic who counts, not the one who points out how the strong 
man stumbled or how the doer of deeds might have done then better.  The credit belongs 
to the one who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred with sweat and dust and 
blood; who strives valiantly; who errs and comes short again and again; who knows the 
great enthusiasms, the great devotions, and spends himself in a worthy cause; who, if he 
wins, knows the triumph of high achievement; and who, if he fails, at least fails while 
daring greatly, so his place shall never be those cold and timid souls who know neither 
victory nor defeat.”     

 
The call for authentic leadership is going out everywhere.  As Professor William 

W. George wrote in his 2005 commencement speech at Bryant University, we should not 

wait to be asked to lead but we should rally people around a common cause and establish 

values and ethics.  In order to do that we need to know the purpose of our leadership, we 

need to practice our values every day, lead with your heart, not just your head, and build 



those long-term, enduring relationships, not superficial friendships.  Lastly, we need to 

have self-discipline to achieve results.  As a leader, your task is to engage the hearts of 

those you serve and align their interests with the interests of the organization you lead.  

Engaging the hearts of others requires a sense of purpose and an understanding of where 

you are going.  When you find that special alignment, you and your team will have the 

power to move mountains.  Nothing will be able to stand in your way. 
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