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Preface

The American university presidency is one of those
highly respected yet generally misunderstood roles in
contemporary society. Most outside the academy view
leading a major university as a prestigious and signifi-
cant assignment, comparable to a corporate chief exec-
utive officer or senior public official, such as a governor.
Certainly the size, complexity, and social impact of the
contemporary university demand considerable skill as
a leader, manager, politician, and, of course, fund-raiser
extraordinaire. Yet, despite the importance of the presi-
dential role, many students and faculty on the campus
view university presidents as one of the lower life-
forms of academic administration, and their respect for
presidential authority is accordingly limited. The pub-
lic visibility and responsibility of presidency, its rather
anemic authority, and its accountability to lay govern-
ing boards demand both a very thick skin and a tol-
erance for high risk. The late Yale president A. Bartlett
Giamatti once put it: “Being president of a university
is no way for an adult to make a living. Which is why
so few adults actually attempt to do it. It is to hold a
mid-nineteenth-century ecclesiastical position on top of
a late-twentieth-century corporation.”?

At the University of Michigan, the Office of the Pres-
ident is located in the Fleming Administration Build-
ing, a formidable blockhouse-shaped structure with a
Mondrian pattern of narrow slits for windows. This for-
tresslike building, constructed during the days of cam-
pus protest in the 1960s, suggests power and authori-
ty—and perhaps as well isolation from the surrounding
campus. Yet in reality this building is the helm of the
university ship of state, where the president must chart
a course and then navigate the institution from its
traditions, achievements, and obligations of the past,
through the turbulent seas of social change, toward an
uncertain—indeed, unknowable—future.

My own tenure at this helm of the university—as

The Fleming Administration Building

provost, acting president, and president—lasted almost
a decade, sandwiched between other academic roles as
a professor, research director, and dean, all at the Uni-
versity of Michigan and together spanning almost four
decades. I regarded serving as president of the univer-
sity as both a privilege and a high calling. But I must
admit that there were times when it also seemed to be
just another one of those onerous assignments a faculty
member is asked to assume, more akin to chairing the
curriculum committee or a task force on budget cuts
than to being elected as a powerful chief executive of-
ficer of the university. Hence, it was not particularly
surprising to most of my colleagues at Michigan when,
following my 10 years at the helm of the university, I re-
turned to the faculty to resume my activities as a teach-
er and a scholar, although such a decision was certainly
counter to the current tendencies of many university
presidents to migrate from one institution to the next.
Recently, several of my colleagues have reminded
me that one of my presidential duties remained unful-
filled. Most presidents of major universities, such as
the University of Michigan, are expected to write their



memoirs of the experience. In some cases, these efforts
turn into autobiographies that are both amusing and
therapeutic. Others instead draw on their experiences
as university presidents to focus on issues related to
higher education and its role in society, a path I have
followed in past tomes concerning an array of topics,
such as the future of the public university, technology,
and—perhaps against my better judgment—intercolle-
giate athletics.

In response to the reminders, I decided to kill sever-
al birds with one stone, by writing such a memoir but,
rather than organizing it as the traditional chronologi-
cal narrative, instead using my tenure as president of
the University of Michigan to animate a commentary
on the state of the contemporary university presidency.
In this effort, I have also introduced a historical perspec-
tive by drawing on the experiences and achievements
of earlier presidents of my university. This synthesis of
memoir, history, and commentary was stimulated by
my strong belief that successful university presidents
are usually those who build on the history, traditions,
and culture of their institutions, learning well from the
experiences of their predecessors. To illustrate this im-
portant principle, part I of this book begins in chapter 1
with a brief summary of the history of the University of
Michigan, identifying what Burton Clark defines as its
institutional saga—those long-standing characteristics
that determine its distinctiveness. Here I have devoted
particular attention to how earlier Michigan presidents
have both shaped and been shaped by the Michigan
saga in their efforts to face the challenges and opportu-
nities of their eras.

With this historical background, the book then
moves in chapter 2 to discuss the various paths to a
university presidency, drawn heavily from my per-
sonal experience and later roles as counsel and confi-
dant to both those seeking university presidencies and
those responsible for selecting university leadership.
Chapter 3 then turns to the selection and evaluation of
university leaders, with the aim of providing guidance
to both the hunters (governing boards) and the hunted
(candidates) in the presidential search process. Again
this chapter draws on my experience, as a quarry of the
presidential hunt.

The diverse roles and responsibilities of the contem-
porary university presidency are the subject of part II

of this book. Academic institutions are, in reality, very
complex social communities. Their leadership involves
not simply managing a complex array of activities but,
more significant, providing intellectual, moral, pas-
toral, and, on occasion, even spiritual leadership for
large, diverse communities. After a brief review of the
general aspects of university leadership in chapter 4,
chapters 5-9 consider in some depth particular presi-
dential roles, including executive responsibilities, aca-
demic leadership, political roles, moral leadership, pas-
toral care for the university community, and strategic
leadership.

Part III of this book concerns the personal and pro-
fessional life of the university president. Chapter 10
provides a perspective of the wear and tear of public
leadership, its rewards and challenges, and the role of
and impact on the presidential family. Chapter 11 illus-
trates the degree to which both risk and failure are im-
portant elements of all presidencies. The final chapter
concerns the endgame, the decision to step down, and
the afterlife of the university presidency. It concludes
with a brief assessment of whether the contemporary
university presidency, at least as it is currently struc-
tured and perceived, is a realistic assignment, capable
of attracting talented individuals and enabling their
successful leadership of these important social institu-
tions.

It seems appropriate to mention here an important
caveat. Although I have had the good fortune to have
experienced essentially all of the academic leadership
roles in the university—from my early years as a rank-
and-file faculty member involved in teaching, research,
grant hustling, supervision of PhD students, and fac-
ulty governance, to various administrative assign-
ments as dean, provost, and president—I have done so
at a single institution, the University of Michigan. This
happens to be an anomaly in higher education, since
these days it is quite rare for a university president to
be selected from an institution’s own faculty and rarer
still for a university faculty member to spend an en-
tire career at a single institution. To some, my mobil-
ity impairment may suggest a personal character >aw,
perhaps a lack of imagination or marketing skill. How-
ever, I used to rationalize this dogged determination to
remain in Ann Arbor by recalling an observation made
by a former dean colleague that there were very few



institutions in our society today worthy of total loyalty
and commitment and that fortunately the University of
Michigan was one of them. Actually, I do not remember
just which of our deans said this, since he or she has
probably long since left the university for greener pas-
tures. In any event, it was a belief I shared.

Furthermore, the University of Michigan has played
an important role in both defining and transforming
the nature of higher education in America in the past,
and it continues to do so today, in such areas as social
inclusion (e.g., the 2003 Supreme Court cases defending
the importance of diversity), technology (e.g., the 1980s
development of the Internet), and public character (e.g.,
the “Michigan model” of transforming an institution of
higher education into a privately supported public uni-
versity more capable of balancing the vicissitudes of tax
support with success in the competitive marketplace
for private support). Hence, what better place could
there be to use as a springboard for a career-long effort
to lead change. Or at least, so I have believed.

Clearly the issues and perspectives discussed in this
book are heavily in>uenced by the particular charac-
teristics of the University of Michigan. Since Michigan
is one of the largest and most complex universities in
the world, the scope and complexity of that institu-
tion sometimes can magnify issues to levels far beyond
those experienced by most other institutions. Yet, while
perhaps different in magnitude, my experiences as
president at Michigan are, for the most part, quite simi-
lar in character to those faced by the presidents of most
colleges and universities.

The task of leading a university can be complex,
confusing, and frustrating at times. The wear and tear
of being on call 24 hours a day, 365 days a year; of de-
fending the institution against its foes and sometimes
even its friends; of conveying a sense of optimism and
hope amid the doom and gloom that pervades a cam-
pus during hard times—all take their toll. Most presi-
dents of the University of Michigan (myself included)
have wondered at times, in personal papers or intimate
conversations, whether they made the wrong decision
to accept the position. On my last day in office, I took
my e-mail pager, long cursed for its frequent emer-
gency messages that drove my Pavlovian responses to
crisis, and tossed it into a nearby lake as a symbol of
cutting the cord and returning to the freedom of faculty
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life once again.

Together, my wife, Anne, and I began our years in
Ann Arbor in university family housing in 1968, re-
turning 20 years later for another decade in university
housing in the presidential mansion. After 10 years at
the helm of the university, serving together in my as-
signments as provost and president (which for us, as
with many other colleagues in university leadership
positions, were two-person roles), we decided to return
to the faculty and the community where we began our
Michigan odyssey. We have continued to serve on the
faculty and within the campus community, if sometimes
only as ghosts of the university past, since invisibility
is an absolute requirement for has-been presidents. We
both regarded the opportunity to serve in the presiden-
cy of the University of Michigan as not only a calling
of great responsibility but a privilege of leadership and
service on behalf of a truly remarkable institution. It is
my hope that this book will convey such a sense of both
the challenges and the rewards that accompany the role
of leading the American university.

Ann Arbor, Michigan

Fall 2006
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Chapter 1
The Leaders and Best

The Inauguration Processional - 1988

The beginning of a new university presidency is
usually associated with the pomp and circumstance of
an academic inauguration ceremony. The colorful robes
of an academic procession, the familiar strains of ritu-
alistic music, and the presence of distinguished guests
and visitors all make for an impressive ceremony, de-
signed to symbolize the crowning of a new university
leader. Of course, like most senior leadership positions,
the university presidency takes many forms depend-
ing on the person; the institution; and, perhaps most
significant, the needs of the times. Clearly, as the chief
executive officer of an institution with thousands of

employees (faculty and staff) and clients (students, pa-
tients, sports fans), an annual budget in the billions of
dollars, a physical plant the size of a small city, and an
influence that is frequently global in extent, the man-
agement responsibilities of the university president are
considerable, comparable to those of the CEO of a large,
multinational corporation.

A university president is also a public leader, with
important symbolic, political, pastoral, and at times
even moral leadership roles, particularly when it comes
to representing the institution to a diverse array of ex-
ternal constituencies, such as government, business



The “installation” of the new Michigan president

and industry, prospective donors, the media, and the
public at large. The contemporary university is a po-
litical tempest in which all the contentious issues swirl-
ing about our society churn together: for example,
civil rights versus racial preference, freedom of speech
versus conflicting political ideologies, social purpose
versus market-driven cost-effectiveness. It is of little
wonder that today’s university president is frequently
caught in the cross fire from opposing political points of
view, making the presidency of a major university both
considerably more difficult and less attractive now than
in earlier eras.

My service on various advisory committees and
as understudy to two earlier Michigan presidents had
provided a rigorous education on the nature of the
contemporary university presidency prior to my as-
cent—or perhaps descent, in the minds of some—to this
leadership role. It was therefore perhaps not surprising
that on that beautiful fall day in October 1988, my wife,
Anne, and I approached my inauguration as Michi-
gan’s eleventh president with considerable apprehen-
sion. We viewed even the terminology used to describe
the inauguration event, the “installation” of a new pres-
ident, as suggestive more of bolting one into the com-
plex machinery of the university administration than
of coronating a new leader. Yet we also viewed this op-
portunity to serve our university as both a great privi-
lege and a very considerable responsibility. Fortunately,
after two decades at Michigan, we were well steeped in
the legend and lore of the university, a very key require-
ment for a successful university presidency.

Institutional Saga

Successful university presidents must be well in-
formed (acclimated or indoctrinated) to the history, tra-
ditions, and cultures of the institutions they are leading.
The way that academic institutions respond to changes
in leadership is very different than, for example, the
way that the federal government adapts to a new presi-
dent or the way that a corporation is reshaped to ac-
commodate a new CEO. Universities are based on long-
standing traditions and continuity, evolving over many
generations (in some cases, even centuries), with very
particular sets of values, traditions, and practices.

Burton R. Clark, a noted sociologist and scholar of
higher education, introduced the concept of “organiza-
tional legend,” or “institutional saga,” to refer to those
long-standing characteristics that determine the distinc-
tiveness of a college or university.! Clark’s view is that
“[a]n organizational legend (or saga), located between
ideology and religion, partakes of an appealing logic
on one hand and sentiments similar to the spiritual on
the other”; that universities “develop over time such
an intentionality about institutional life, a saga, which
then results in unifying the institution and shaping
its purpose.” Clark notes: “An institutional saga may
be found in many forms, through mottoes, traditions,
and ethos. It might consist of long-standing practices
or unique roles played by an institution, or even in the
images held in the minds (and hearts) of students, fac-
ulty, and alumni. Sagas can provide a sense of romance
and even mystery that turn a cold organization into a
beloved social institution, capturing the allegiance of
its members and even defining the identity of its com-
munities.”?

All colleges and universities have a social purpose,
but for some, these responsibilities and roles have actu-
ally shaped their evolution and determined their char-
acter. The appearance of a distinct institutional saga
involves many elements—visionary leadership; strong
faculty and student cultures; unique programs; ideolo-
gies; and, of course, the time to accumulate the events,
achievements, legends, and mythology that character-
ize long-standing institutions. For example, the saga of
my alma mater, Yale University, was shaped over the
centuries by old-boy traditions, such as secret societies
(e.g., Skull and Bones); literature (from dime-novel he-



Several Familiar Symbols of University Sagas

roes, such as Frank Merriwell and Dink Stover, to Buck-
ley’s God and Man at Yale); and national leadership
(William H. Taft, George H. Bush, Bill Clinton, George
W. Bush, and Gerald R. Ford—although the latter was
first and foremost a Michigan man).®> Harvard’s saga
is perhaps best captured by the response of a former
Harvard president who, when asked what it takes to
build a great institution like Harvard, responded sim-
ply, “Three hundred years!” Notre Dame draws its saga
from the legends of the gridiron, that is, Knute Rockne,
the Four Horsemen, and the Subway Alumni. Big Ten
universities also have their symbols: fraternity and so-
rority life, campus protests, and gigantic football stadi-
ums.

While institutional sagas are easy to identify for
older universities (e.g., North Carolina, Virginia, and
Michigan among the publics; Harvard, Yale, and Princ-
eton among the privates), they can sometimes be prob-
lematic to institutions rising rapidly to prominence.
During the controversy over inappropriate use of gov-
ernment research funds at Stanford during the 1990s,
the late Roger Heyns—former Michigan dean; chancel-
lor at the University of California, Berkeley; and then
president of the Hewlett Foundation, adjacent to the
Stanford campus—once observed to me that Stanford
faced a particular challenge in becoming too good too
fast. Prior to World War 1I, its reputation as “the farm”
was well deserved. Stanford was peaceful, pastoral, and



conservative. The extraordinary reputation it achieved
first in the sciences and then across all the disciplines
in the latter half of the twentieth century came on so
abruptly that the institution sometimes found it diffi-
cult to live with its newfound prestige and visibility, as
its inquisition by a congressional inquiry into misuse of
research funds in the 1990s demonstrated.

Again I quote Burton Clark: “The institutional saga
is a historically based, somewhat embellished under-
standing of a unique organization development. Col-
leges are prone to a remembrance of things past and
a symbolism of uniqueness. The more special the his-
tory or the more forceful the claim to a place in history,
the more intensively cultivated are the ways of sharing
memory and symbolizing the institution.”> A visit to
the campuses of one of our distinguished private uni-
versities conveys just such an impression of history and
tradition. Their ancient ivy-covered buildings and their
statues, plaques, and monuments attesting to important
people and events of the past convey a sense that these
institutions have evolved slowly over the centuries—in
careful and methodical ways—to achieve their present
forms and define their institutional saga. In contrast, a
visit to the campus of one of our great state universi-
ties conveys more of a sense of dynamism and imper-
manence. Most of the buildings look new, even hastily
constructed to accommodate rapid growth. The icons
of the public university tend to be their football stadi-
ums or the smokestacks of their central power plants,
rather than ivy-covered buildings or monuments. In
talking with campus leaders at public universities, one
gets little sense that the history of these institutions is
valued or recognized. Perhaps this is due to their egal-
itarian nature or, conversely, to the political (and po-
liticized) process that structures their governance and
all too frequently informs their choice of leadership.
The consequence is that the public university evolves
through geological layers, each generation paving over
or obliterating the artifacts and achievements of its
predecessors with a new layer of structures, programs,
and practices. Hence, the first task of a new president
of such an institution is that of unearthing and under-
standing its institutional saga.

The Michigan Saga

To illustrate, let me adopt the perspective of a uni-
versity archaeologist by sifting through the layers of the
University of Michigan’s history to uncover its institu-
tional saga. Actually, this exercise is necessary both to
explain my particular experience as a university presi-
dent and to set the stage for a more in-depth analysis of
the various elements of university leadership. So what
might be suggested as the institutional saga of the Uni-
versity of Michigan? What are the first images of Michi-
gan that come to mind? Academic activities such as
students listening attentively to brilliant faculty in the
lecture hall or studying in the library? Scientists toiling
away late in the evenings in the laboratory, striving to
understand the universe; or scholars poring over an-
cient manuscripts, rediscovering our human heritage?
Not likely.

The University of Michigan is many things to many
people, but its images are rarely stimulated by its core
missions of teaching and scholarship. To some, the uni-
versity’s image is its football team, the Michigan Wol-
verines, decked out in those ferocious winged helmets
as it stampedes into Michigan Stadium before a crowd
of 110,000, rising to sing the Michigan fight song, Hail
to the Victors. Others think first of a Michigan of the
arts, where the world’s leading orchestras and artists
come to perform in Hill Auditorium, one of the great
concert halls of the world.

For some, Michigan represents the youthful con-
science of a nation—the birthplace of the teach-in pro-
tests against an unpopular war in Vietnam, site of the
first Earth Day, and home of the century-old Michigan
Daily, with student engagement in so many of the criti-
cal issues of the day. There is also the caring Michigan,
as experienced by millions of patients who have been
treated by the University of Michigan Medical Center,
one of the nation’s great centers of medical research,
teaching, and clinical care.

Then there is the Michigan of the cutting-edge re-
search that so improves the quality of our lives. For
example, it was at Michigan fifty years ago that the
clinical trials were conducted for the Salk polio vaccine.
It was at Michigan that the gene responsible for cystic
fibrosis was identified and cloned in the 1990s. And al-
though others may have “invented” the Internet, it was



Michigan Images (clockwise): Hill Auditorium, MLK Day March, Jonas Salk,
University Hospital, Apollo 15 (all Michigan), Go Blue, Angell Hall (center)

Michigan (together with another “big blue” partner,
IBM) that built and managed the Internet backbone for
the nation during the 1980s and early 1990s.

Michigan can also be seen as a university of the
world, long renowned as a truly international center of
learning. If you walk down the streets of any capital
city in the world, you will encounter Michigan gradu-
ates, often in positions of leadership. Indeed, Michigan
is even a university of the universe, with the establish-
ment of the first lunar chapter of the UM Alumni Asso-
ciation by the all-Michigan crew of Apollo 15.

These activities may serve as images of the universi-
ty for many. I would suggest, however, that they are less
a conveyance of the nature of Michigan'’s institutional
saga than a consequence of its more fundamental tra-
ditions and character. To truly understand Michigan’s
saga, one must go back in time almost two centuries
ago, to the university’s founding in frontier America.

It can be argued that it was in the Midwest, in such
towns as Ann Arbor and Madison, that the early para-
digm for the true public university in America first
evolved, a paradigm that was capable of responding
to the needs of a rapidly changing nation in the nine-
teenth century and that still dominates higher educa-
tion today. In many ways, the University of Michigan
has been, throughout its history, the flagship of public
higher education in America. Although the University
of Michigan was not the first of the state universities, it
was the first to be free of sectarian control, created as a
true public institution, and responsive to the people of
its state.

The University of Michigan (or, more accurately, the
Catholepistemead or University of Michigania) was es-
tablished in the village of Detroit in 1817 (two decades
before Michigan entered the Union), by an act of the
Northwest Territorial government. It was financed



“Religion, morality, and knowledge being necessary to
good government and the happiness of mankind,
schools and the means of education shall forever be
encouraged.” Northwest Ordinance

through the sale of Indian lands granted by the U.S.
Congress. The founding principle for the university can
be found in the familiar words of the Northwest Or-
dinance, chiseled on the frieze of the most prominent
building on today’s campus, Angell Hall: “Religion,
morality, and knowledge being necessary to good gov-
ernment and the happiness of mankind, schools and the
means of education shall forever be encouraged.”® This
precept clearly echoes the Jeffersonian ideal of educa-
tion for all—to the extent of an individual’s capacity—
as the key to creating the educated citizenry necessary
for a democracy to flourish.

Actually, the first incarnation of the University of
Michigan (the Catholepistemiad) was not a university
but, rather, a centralized system of schools, borrowing a
model from the imperial University of France founded
by Napoleon a decade earlier. It was only after the state
of Michigan entered the Union in 1837 that a new plan
was adopted to shift the university beyond secondary
education, establishing it as a “state” university after
the Prussian system, with programs in literature, sci-
ence, and arts; medicine; and law—the first three aca-
demic departments of the new university.

Both because the university had already been in
existence for two decades before the state of Michigan
entered the Union in 1837 and because of the frontier
society’s deep distrust of politics and politicians, the
new state’s early constitution (1851) granted the univer-

sity an unusual degree of autonomy as a “coordinate
branch of state government,” with full powers over all
university matters granted to its governing board of re-
gents (although, surprisingly enough, it did not state
the purpose of the university). This constitutional au-
tonomy, together with the fact that the university was
actually established by the territorial government and
supported through a land grant from the U.S. Congress,
has shaped an important feature of the university’s
character. In financial terms, the University of Michi-
gan was actually a U.S. land-grant university—sup-
ported entirely by the sale of its federal lands and stu-
dent fees (rather than state resources)—until after the
Civil War.”Hence, throughout its history, the university
has regarded itself as much as a national university as a
state university, albeit with some discretion when deal-
ing with the Michigan state legislature. This broader
heritage has also been reflected in the university’s stu-
dent enrollment, which has always been characterized
by an unusually high percentage of out-of-state and
international students.® Furthermore, Michigan’s con-
stitutional autonomy, periodically reaffirmed through
court tests and constitutional convention, has enabled
the university to have much more control over its own
destiny than have most other public universities.

Implicit in the new constitution was also a provision
that the university’s regents be determined by state-
wide popular election, again reflecting public dissatis-
faction with the selection and performance of the early,
appointed regents. (The last appointed board retaliat-
ed by firing the professors at the university.) The first
assignment of the newly elected board was to select
a president for the university (after inviting back the
fired professors). After an extensive search, they elected
Henry Philip Tappan, a broadly educated professor of
philosophy from New York, as the first president of the
reconfigured university.

Tappan arrived in Ann Arbor in 1852, determined to
build a university very different from those characteriz-
ing the colonial colleges of nineteenth-century America.
He was strongly influenced by such European leaders
as von Humboldt, who stressed the importance of com-
bining specialized research with humanistic teaching to
define the intellectual structure of the university. Tap-
pan articulated a vision of the university as a capstone
of civilization, a repository for the accumulated knowl-
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edge of humankind, and a home for scholars dedicated
to the expansion of human understanding. He main-
tained: “[A] university is the highest possible form of
an institution of learning. It embraces every branch of
knowledge and all possible means of making new in-
vestigations and thus advancing knowledge.”9

In Tappan’s view, the United States had no true
universities, at least in the European sense. With the
University of Michigan’s founding heritage from both
the French and Prussian systems, he believed he could
build such an institution in the frontier state of Michi-
gan. And build it, he did, attracting distinguished
scholars to the faculty, such as Andrew D. White and
Charles Kendall Adams,'’and placing an emphasis on
graduate study and research and on investing in major
research facilities.

Of course, in many other ways, the university was
still a frontier institution, as the early images of the cam-
pus suggest. Yet even at this early stage, the University
of Michigan already exhibited many of the characteris-
tics we see in today’s universities. One might even make
the claim that the University of Michigan was not only
the first truly public university in America and one of
its first land-grant universities but also possibly even its

first true university, at least in the sense that we would
understand it today. To be sure, the early colonial col-
leges, such as Harvard and Yale, were established much
earlier by the states (or colonies), as were several insti-
tutions in the south, such as the University of North
Carolina, the University of South Carolina, and the Uni-
versity of Georgia. But all were governed by clergymen,
with the mission of preparing young men for leader-
ship in church or state. The University of Michigan,
predating Thomas Jefferson’s University of Virginia by
two years, was firmly established as a public univer-
sity with no religious affiliation. Michigan’s status as
a land-grant university, provided through congressio-
nal action, predates by almost half a century the Land-
Grant Acts establishing the great state universities (e.g.,
the Morrill Act of 1862). And Henry Tappan’s vision of
Michigan as a true university, stressing scholarship and
scientific research along with instruction, predates by
two decades other early American universities, such as
Cornell University (founded by Andrew D. White, one
of Tappan’s faculty members at Michigan) and Johns
Hopkins University.

From its founding, Michigan has always been iden-
tified with the most progressive forces in American



higher education. The early colonial colleges served the
aristocracy of colonial society, stressing moral develop-
ment over a liberal education, much as did the English
public schools, which were based on a classical cur-
riculum in such subjects as Greek, Latin, and rhetoric.
In contrast, Michigan blended the classical curriculum
with the European model that stressed faculty involve-
ment in research and dedication to the preparation of
future scholars. Michigan hired as its first professors
not classicists but a zoologist and a geologist. Unlike
other institutions of the time, Michigan added instruc-
tion in the sciences to the humanistic curriculum, creat-
ing a hybrid that drew on the best of both a “liberal”
and a “utilitarian” education.

Throughout its early years, Michigan was the site
of many firsts in higher education. Michigan was the
first university in the West to pursue professional ed-
ucation, establishing its medical school in 1850, engi-
neering courses in 1854, and a law school in 1859. The
university was among the first to introduce instruction
in fields as diverse as zoology and botany, modern
languages, modern history, American literature, phar-
macy, dentistry, speech, journalism, teacher education,
forestry, bacteriology, and naval architecture. It provid-
ed leadership in scientific research by building one of
the first university observatories in the world in 1854,
followed in 1856 with the nation’s first chemistry labo-
ratory building. In 1869, it opened the first university-
owned hospital, which today has evolved into one of
the nation’s largest university medical centers.

Michigan continued as a source of new academic
programs in higher education into the twentieth cen-
tury. It created the first aeronautical engineering pro-
gram in 1913, then followed, soon after World War II,
with the first nuclear engineering (1952) and computer
engineering (1955) programs. The formation of the Sur-
vey Research Center and associated Institute of Social
Research in the 1950s stimulated the quantitative ap-
proach that underpins today’s social sciences. Michigan
was a pioneer in atomic energy (with the first nuclear
reactor on a university campus), then later developed
time-sharing computing in the 1960s. In the 1980s, it
played a leadership role in building and managing
the Internet, the electronic superhighway that is now
revolutionizing our society. Michigan’s influence as an
intellectual center today is evidenced by the fact that it

has long been one of the nation’s leaders in its capacity
to attract research grants and contracts from the public
and private sector, attracting over $800 million a year in
such sponsored research support today.

Throughout its history, the University of Michigan
has also been one of the nation’s largest universities,
vying with the largest private universities, such as Har-
vard and Columbia, during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, then holding this position of na-
tional leadership until the emergence of the statewide
public university systems (including, e.g., the Univer-
sity of California and the University of Texas) in the
post-World War II years. It continues to benefit from
one of the largest alumni bodies in higher education,
with over 450,000 living alumni. Michigan graduates
are well represented in leadership roles in both the pub-
lic and private sectors and in such learned professions
as law, medicine, and engineering. Michigan sends
more of its graduates on to professional study in such
fields as law, medicine, engineering, and business than
any other university in the nation. The university’s in-
fluence on the nation has been profound through the
achievements of its graduates.

What can be said of the role of sports, such as foot-
ball, in Michigan'’s saga? The Michigan Wolverines play
before hundreds of thousands of spectators in Michi-
gan Stadium and millions of viewers across the nation.
Michigan leads the nation in football victories, ironical-
ly passing Yale (on whose team I played in my college
years) during my presidency in the 1990s. Standing tall
in the history of sports are such Michigan gridiron leg-
ends as Fielding Yost, Tom Harmon, Bo Schembechler,
and Gerald R. Ford. Yet as difficult as it may be for
many fans to accept, football and other Michigan ath-
letics have always been more of an asterisk to the list
of the university’s most important contributions to the
nation. Michigan’s sports are entertaining, to be sure,
providing students, alumni, and fans with the thrill of
victory and the agony of defeat—and always a topic of
conversation at reunions. But in the grander scheme of
higher education, they have proven neither substantive
nor enduring in terms of true impact on the state, the
nation, or the world.

Michigan students have often stimulated change in
our society, but they have done so through their social
activism and academic achievements rather than their
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athletic exploits. From the teach-ins against the Vietnam
War in the 1960s to Earth Day in the 1970s to the Michi-
gan Mandate in the 1980s, Michigan student activism
has often been the catalyst for national movements. In
a similar fashion, Michigan played a leadership role in
public service, from John Kennedy’s announcement of
the Peace Corps on the steps of the Michigan Union in
1960 to the university’s involvement in launching the
AmeriCorps in 1994. Its classrooms have often been
battlegrounds over what colleges will teach, from chal-
lenges to the Great Books canon to more recent con-
frontations over political correctness. Over a century
ago, Harper’s Weekly noted that the university’s “most
striking feature . . . is the broad and liberal spirit in
which it does its work.”*? This spirit of democracy and
tolerance for diverse views among its students and fac-
ulty continues today.

Nothing could be more natural to the University
of Michigan than challenging the status quo. Change
has always been an important part of the university’s
tradition. Michigan has long defined the model of the
large, comprehensive, public research university, with a
serious commitment to scholarship and progress. It has

been distinguished by unusual breadth, a rich diversity

of academic disciplines, professional schools, social and
cultural activities, and intellectual pluralism. The late
Clark Kerr, the president of the University of Califor-
nia, once referred to the University of Michigan as “the
mother of state universities,” noting it as the first to
prove that a high-quality education could be delivered
at a publicly funded institution of higher learning.®
Interestingly enough, the university’s success in
achieving such quality had little to do with the gener-
osity of state support. From its founding in 1817 until
the state legislature made its first appropriation to the
institution in 1867, the university was supported en-
tirely from its federal land-grant endowment and the
fees derived from students. During its early years, state
government actually mismanaged and then misappro-
priated the funds from the congressional land grants in-
tended to support the university. The university did not
receive direct state appropriations until 1867, and for
most of its history, Michigan’s state support for its uni-
versity has actually been quite modest relative to many
other states. Rather, many people (including myself)
believe that the real key to the University of Michigan’s
quality and impact has been the very unusual auton-
omy granted to the institution by the state constitu-
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tion. The university has always been able to set its own
goals for the quality of its programs, rather than allow-
ing these to be determined by the vicissitudes of state
policy, support, or public opinion. Put another way, al-
though the university is legally “owned” by the people
of the state, it has never felt obligated to adhere to the
priorities or whims of a particular generation of Michi-
gan citizens. Rather, it viewed itself as an enduring so-
cial institution with a duty of stewardship to genera-
tions past and a compelling obligation to take whatever
actions were necessary to build and protect its capacity
to serve future generations. Even though these actions
might conflict from time to time with public opinion or
the prevailing political winds of state government, the
university’s constitutional autonomy clearly gave it the
ability to set its own course. The university has always
viewed such objectives as program quality or access
to educational opportunity as institutional decisions,
rather than succumbing to public or political pressures.

This unrelenting commitment to academic excel-
lence, broad student access, and public service contin-
ues today. In virtually all national and international
surveys, the University of Michigan’s programs rank
among the very best, with most of its schools, colleges,
and departments ranking in quality among the top 10
nationally and with several regarded as the leading
programs in the nation. Other state universities have
had far more generous state support than the Univer-
sity of Michigan. Others have had a more favorable
geographical location than good, gray Michigan. Yet
it was Michigan that made the unusual commitment
to provide a college education of the highest possible
quality to an increasingly diverse society—regardless
of state support, policy, or politics. The rapid expansion
and growth of the nation during the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries demanded colleges and uni-
versities capable of serving all of its population (rather
than simply the elite) as the key to a democratic society.
Here, Michigan led the way both in its commitment to
wide access and equality and in the leadership it pro-
vided for higher education in America.

Particularly notable here was the role of Michigan
president James Angell in articulating the importance
of Michigan’s commitment to provide “an uncommon
education for the common man.” Angell challenged the
aristocratic notions of leaders of the colonial colleges,

such as Charles Eliot of Harvard. Angell argued that
Americans should be given opportunities to develop
talent and character to the fullest. He portrayed the
state university as the bulwark against the aristoc-
racy of wealth. Angell went further to claim that “the
overwhelming majority of students at Michigan were
the children of parents who are poor, or of very mod-
erate means: that a very large portion have earned by
hard toil and by heroic self-denial the amount needed
to maintain themselves in the most frugal manner dur-
ing their university course, and that so far from being
an aristocratic institution, there is no more truly demo-
cratic institution in the world.” To make a university
education available to all economic classes, Michigan
kept tuition and fees minimal for many years. President
Angell put it, “The whole policy of the administration
of the university has been to make life here simple and
inexpensive so that a large portion of our students can
support themselves.”!* This commitment continues to-
day, when even in an era of severe fiscal constraints,
the university still meets the full financial need of every
Michigan student enrolling in its programs.

As historian Frederick Rudolph suggests, it was
through the leadership of the University of Michigan
after the Civil War, joined by the University of Minne-
sota and the University of Wisconsin, that the state uni-
versities in the Midwest and West would evolve into
the inevitable and necessary expression of a democratic
society.”® Frontier democracy and frontier materialism
combined to create a new type of institution, capable of
serving all of the people of a rapidly changing Ameri-
ca through education, research, and public service. As
Rudolph notes, these institutions attempted to “marry
the practical and the theoretical, attempting to attract
farm boys to their classrooms and scholars to their fac-
ulties.”'

The university has long placed high value on the
diversity of its student body, both because of its com-
mitment to serve all of society and because of its per-
ception that such diversity enhanced the quality of its
educational programs. From its earliest years, Michigan
sought to attract students from a broad range of ethnic
and geographic backgrounds. By 1860, the regents re-
ferred “with partiality” to the “list of foreign students
drawn thither from every section of our country.”
Forty-six percent of the university’s students then



came from other states and foreign countries. Michigan
awarded the first U.S. doctorate to a Japanese citizen,
who later was instrumental in founding the Univer-
sity of Tokyo. President Angell’s service in 1880-81 as
U.S. envoy to China established further the university’s
great influence in Asia, when he later persuaded the
United States to allow China to invest the reparations
from the Boxer Rebellion in a new university, Tsinghua
University.

The first African American students arrived on cam-
pus in 1868. Michigan was one of the first large uni-
versities in America to admit women in 1870. At the
time, the rest of the nation looked on with a critical eye,
certain that the experiment of coeducation would fail.
Although the first women students were true pioneers
(the objects of intense scrutiny and some resentment),
the enrollment of women had increased by 1898 to the
point where they received 53 percent of Michigan’s un-
dergraduate degrees, roughly the same percentage they
represent today.

One of Michigan’s most important contributions
to the nation may be its commitment to providing an
education of exceptional quality to students from all
backgrounds. In many ways, it was at the University of
Michigan that Thomas Jefferson’s enlightened dreams
for the public university were most faithfully realized.
The university has always taken great pride in the di-
versity of its students, faculty, and programs, whether
that diversity is characterized by gender, race, socio-
economic background, ethnicity, or nationality—not to
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mention academic interests or political persuasion. The
university’s constitutional autonomy enabled it to de-
fend this commitment in the face of considerable politi-
cal resistance to challenging the status quo, eventually
taking the battle for diversity and equality of opportu-
nity all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court in landmark
cases in 2003. In more contemporary terms, it seems
clear that an important facet of the institutional saga of
the University of Michigan would be its achievement of
excellence through diversity.

A Heritage of Leadership

Of course, while university presidents are most suc-
cessful when they understand and respect the institu-
tional saga of their university, they are also capable of
shaping it to some extent. Perhaps more significant,
the long history and unusually strong traditions char-
acterizing some universities, such as the University of
Michigan, inform, define, and shape their leadership. It
has sometimes been suggested that the regents of the
University of Michigan have been fortunate to have al-
ways selected the right leader for the times. Yet history
suggests that the achievements of Michigan’s presi-
dents have been due less to good fortune or wisdom
in their selection than to the ability of this remarkable
institution to mold its leadership. For this tradition, all
should be grateful, since change inevitably happens in
both rapid and unexpected ways in higher education,
as evidenced by the diverse roles that the university’s
presidents have played over time.

Henry Philip Tappan, Michigan’s first president,18
brought to Ann Arbor a vision of building a true uni-
versity that would not only conduct instruction and ad-
vanced scholarship but also respond to popular needs.
He aimed to develop an institution that would cultivate
the originality and genius of the talented few seeking
knowledge beyond the traditional curriculum, along
with a graduate school in which diligent and respon-
sible students could pursue their studies and research
under the eye of learned scholars in an environment
of enormous resources in books, laboratories, and mu-
seums. Although his expectation that university pro-
fessors should engage in research as well as teaching
disturbed some, it also allowed him to attract leading
scholars and take the first steps toward building a “true
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Henry Philip Tappan (1852-63)

university” in the European sense.

Yet Tappan also had an elitist streak. His vision, per-
sonality, and European pretensions eventually began
to rub the frontier culture of Michigan the wrong way,
with one newspaper describing him as “the most com-
pletely foreignized specimen of an abnormal Yankee
we have ever seen.””” Although Tappan'’s first board
of regents strongly supported his vision, they were re-
placed in 1856 by a new board that, almost immediately
after its election, began to undermine Tappan’s leader-
ship, by using a committee structure to weaken his ex-
ecutive powers. The board’s opposition to Tappan was
joined by several faculty members strongly resistant
to change, along with the powerful editor of a Detroit
newspaper. Eventually, the convergence of these hostile
forces emboldened the regents to fire Tappan in 1863,
ironically during a secret session soon after the regents’
defeat in the statewide election. The lame-duck board
named as his successor Erastus Haven, a former faculty
member who had long sought the position.

Despite this ignominious end to his tenure by a hos-
tile board of regents, Tappan is viewed today as one of
the most important early American university leaders,
not only shaping the University of Michigan, but influ-
encing all of higher education and defining the early
nature of the American research university. Years later,
President James Angell was to have the last word on

the sordid incident: “Tappan was the largest figure of a
man that ever appeared on the Michigan campus. And
he was stung to death by gnats!”

A professor of Latin language and literature from
1852 to 1856, Erastus Haven had been among those
seeking Henry Tappan’s dismissal and viewed himself
as a possible successor. Al-though the newly elected re-
gents were lukewarm to Haven, they quickly conclud-
ed that it would be too disruptive to bring back Tappan,
particularly after, following his departure from Ann Ar-
bor, he had lashed out publicly at those who had under-
mined him at Michigan. Although Haven had no per-
sonal agenda, he was able to win over elements from
both campus and community and succeeded in con-
solidating some of the reforms Tappan instituted. He
secured a modest annual appropriation from the state
legislature. He defended Michigan’s unusually large
out-of-state enrollments (then two-thirds) by remind-
ing the legislature that the university had been funded

Erastus Otis Haven (1863-69)

through the sale of lands granted by the U.S. Congress
rather than through state tax dollars and hence had na-
tional obligations, an argument subsequent presidents
would frequently repeat.

However, Haven broke no new ground in mov-
ing further toward Tappan’s vision of a university. He
sided with the regents to deny admission to women.
The unusual nature of his appointment in the wake of



Tappan’s firing would continue to deprive Haven of
strong faculty and regental support. He soon became
frustrated with faculty criticism and left in 1869 for the
presidency of Northwestern University.

The regents asked Henry Frieze, professor of Latin
language and literature, to serve as president pro tem-
pore until Erastus Haven’s successor could be selected.
Frieze would later serve in the interim role on two other
occasions, when his successor, James Angell, went on

Henry Simmons Frieze (1869-71)

overseas assignments. Despite his brief tenure, Frieze
accomplished much, quietly moving to admit women;
obtaining the funds to build University Hall, the domi-
nant academic building of the nineteenth-century cam-
pus; and establishing the University Musical Society,
the center of cultural life in the university and Ann Ar-
bor to this day.

Perhaps most significant, Frieze created the Ameri-
can secondary school systems, the high schools, as we
know them today. Prior to the Civil War, most public
education occurred at the primary level, and colleges
and universities were obliged to create associated acad-
emies to prepare students for college work. Frieze be-
gan the practice of certifying select Michigan public
schools as capable of offering respectable college prepa-
ration, thereby freeing the university from preparatory
commitments and stimulating the schools of the state
to extend their responsibilities into secondary educa-
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tion. This device unleashed the high school movement
in the Midwest and later the nation, not only enabling
the state universities to cultivate scholarly aspirations,
but reshaping public education into clearly differentiat-
ed elementary and secondary schools.21 James Angell
put Frieze’s contributions well: “No man except Presi-
dent Tappan has done so much to give to the university
its present form and character. No one was ever more
devoted to the interests of this institution or cherished
a more abiding hope for its permanent prosperity and
usefulness.”

Michigan’s longest-serving president (38 years),
James Angell, had served as president of the Univer-
sity of Vermont and on the faculty of Brown University
before coming to Ann Arbor. He presided over Michi-
gan’s growth into the largest university in the nation.

James Burrill Angel (1871-1909)

He was persuasive with both the regents and the state
legislature. He managed to convince the state to fund
the university through a mill tax (a fixed percentage of
the state property tax), thereby avoiding the politics of
having to beg the legislature each year for an operating
appropriation (as is the practice today).

Although Angell himself was not an educational
visionary, he recruited many faculty members such as
John Dewey who strongly influenced the direction of
American education. It is during Angell’s long tenure
that we can mark the first appearance of many of the
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University of Michigan’s present characteristics, such
as the academic organization of schools and colleges,
the four-year BA /BS curriculum of 120 semester hours,
the Michigan Daily, the Michigan Marching Band, and
the Michigan football team. When Angell arrived, the
university had 33 faculty and 1,100 students, and the
university administration consisted of only three peo-
ple: a president, treasurer, and secretary. By the time
Angell retired in 1909, the university had grown to over
400 faculty and 5,400 students.

As noted earlier, Angell was an articulate and force-
ful advocate for the role of the public university in a
democracy. He continued Frieze’s efforts to shape co-
herent systems of public elementary and secondary
education and replaced the classical curriculum with a
more pragmatic course of study with wider utility and
public accountability. With other public university lead-
ers of the era, such as Charles R. Van Hise at Wisconsin,
he established the state universities of the Midwest in a
central role in the life of their states.

Yet Angell also embraced much of Tappan’s original
vision for a true university in Ann Arbor. He favored
eliminating the freshman and sophomore years and fo-
cusing the university on upper-division and graduate
education. Interestingly, Angell joined Andrew White
of Cornell in attempting to slow the professionalism of
college football. When Michigan students invited Cor-
nell to play its football team in 1873, White replied to
Angell: “I will not permit thirty men to travel 400 miles
merely to agitate a bag of wind!”23 Thirty years later,
in 1906, Angell called the formative meeting in Chicago
of the Western Conference (later to become the Big Ten
Conference), with the intention of reforming the sport.
But he suffered an embarrassing end run when Michi-
gan’s famous coach Fielding Yost persuaded the re-
gents to withdraw Michigan from the new athletic con-
ference in 1908, because the conference would restrict
the outside income of coaches. (Walter Byers observes
that it took a decade—and a new board of regents—
for Michigan to end this “flirtation with foolishness,”
restore faculty control of intercollegiate athletics, and
rejoin the Western Conference.)

Perhaps most indicative of Angell’s vision was the
advice that he gave a visiting committee of trustees
from the newly formed Johns Hopkins University. He
convinced them that the time was right for the devel-

opment of a great graduate university on the German
model. Very much in the Michigan spirit, he argued
that whatever they did ought to be something new and
different,25 that a rapidly changing nation required
new colleges and universities that could change with
it. Angell was the last among Michigan’s “headmaster”
presidents, men who fostered an intimate relationship
with students and faculty. The large, complex universi-
ty of the twentieth century would require a far different
type of leadership.

At the age of 63, Harry Hutchins, dean of the Uni-
versity of Michigan Law School, was named interim
president in 1909, to succeed James Angell. After sev-
eral candidates, including Woodrow Wilson, declined
to accept the Michigan presidency, the regents decided

Harry Burns Hutchins (1909-20)

to appoint Hutchins president for a 3-year term, which
was later extended to 5 and then 10 years. Hutchins
largely continued the Angell agenda, with the first sig-
nificant additions to the campus from private gifts: a
large concert hall (Hill Auditorium) and a women’s
residence hall (Martha Cook Hall). Hutchins made the
first concerted effort to pull together Michigan’s grow-
ing alumni body, with such major projects as the Michi-
gan Union (the nation’s first student union). However,
he also faced the difficult challenge of leading the uni-
versity through World War I, which rapidly exhausted
his remaining energy and led to his retirement in 1920.



Marion Burton was attracted to Michigan from the
presidency of the University of Minnesota (and, before
that, Smith College). Tall, with a commanding pres-
ence and a persuasive voice, he captivated students
and legislators alike. His talent for organization and

Marion Leroy Burton (1920-25)

his vision of an expanding university precisely fit the
needs and spirit of the post-World War I years. He un-
derstood that following the Great War, the demand for
a college education would be enormous. It would be
a time for the university “to spend boldly rather than
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conserve expediently,” as Hutchins had done. Burton
recognized: “A state university must accept happily
the conclusion that it is destined to be large. If the state
grows and prospers, it will naturally reflect these con-
ditions.”26 Propelled by the prosperous economy of the
Roaring Twenties, construction on the campus boomed,
and enrollments increased. Burton was also an academ-
ic innovator. He restructured the board of regents to
give the deans more authority; created faculty execu-
tive committees as a form of shared governance at the
school and department level; instituted faculty sabbati-
cals; and attracted visiting faculty in the arts, such as
Robert Frost. Unfortunately, Burton suffered a serious
heart attack in 1924, and he died at the age of 49, after
only five years as president.

In the aftermath of Marion Burton’s tragic death, the
regents searched for a young man in vigorous health.
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They turned to the 36-year-old president of the Univer-
sity of Maine, Clarence Cook “Pete” Little, as Michi-
gan’s next president. A cancer researcher with all of his
degrees from Harvard, C. C. Little favored the Michi-
gan focus on research, but he clung to the New Eng-

Clarence Cook Little (1925-1929)

land collegiate ideal of a selective student body, with
an emphasis on character development rather than
preparation for a career. In effect, he pushed the Har-
vard educational model (complete with the Harvard
“houses,” instead of students living independently in
boarding houses and fraternities), along with a com-
mon curriculum for the first two years through a “uni-
versity college”—much to the dismay and determined
resistance of the Michigan faculty. These educational
objectives, coupled with his controversial stand on such
social issues as Prohibition and birth control, soon cre-
ated strained relations both on the campus and across
the state. Although Fielding Yost, now athletic director,
managed to build Michigan Stadium during Little’s
tenure, other accomplishments were modest, and after
only four years, Little submitted his resignation in 1929,
to become director of the Jackson Memorial Laboratory
in Maine. The regents were faced once again with find-
ing a new president, for the third time in a decade.

Alexander Grant Ruthven (1929-51)

Alexander Ruthven received his PhD in zoology
from Michigan in 1906 and served as a faculty mem-
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Alexander Grant Ruthven (1929-51)

ber and later as director of the University Museum. He
became the dean of administration, the university’s
second-ranking administrator under C. C. Little, and
was selected as president by the regents after a perfunc-
tory search just weeks before the stock market crash of
1929. He was already very experienced in both univer-
sity administration and state relations, and he under-
stood well that it is “absurd to think that a lay board can
handle the details of the modern university, or that the
president is a headmaster, capable of directing all finan-
cial, academic, and public relations activities.” Instead,
he created a corporate administration, in which the re-
gents served as “guardians of the public trust and . . .
functioned as custodians of the property and income of
the university,” while the president was viewed as the
chairman of the faculties, just as the deans were chair-
men of their faculties and administrative heads of their
schools.27

Ruthven led the university for two decades, through
the traumas of the Great Depression and World War II
He managed to protect the university from serious cuts
in state appropriations during the Depression, although
the mill tax was eventually replaced by the process of
annual appropriations from general state revenues in
1935. He understood well the dangers of wartime pri-
orities, and he was skillful in protecting the core educa-
tion and research missions of the university, even as it

served the nation in exemplary fashion during World
War II. In 1951, when Ruthven finally retired, the uni-
versity had grown to over 21,000 students, including
7,700 veterans enrolled under the GI Bill.

For Alexander Ruthven’s successor, the regents se-
lected Harlan Hatcher, former vice president for fac-
ulty and curriculum, dean, English professor, and stu-
dent (BA, MA, and PhD) all at Ohio State University.
Hatcher was noted for his teaching, writing, and ad-
ministrative talents. He moved rapidly to restructure
the university’s administration to take advantage of
the postwar economic boom. Hatcher’s 17-year tenure
saw dramatic expansion in enrollment and the physical
campus, including the acquisition and development of
the North Campus in Ann Arbor and establishment of
regional campuses in Flint and Dearborn to accommo-
date the doubling of student enrollments from 21,000 to
41,000. Under Hatcher’s leadership, Michigan contin-
ued its reputation as one of the world’s leading research
universities, with major activities in nuclear energy (the
Michigan Memorial Phoenix Project), the space pro-
gram (including the nation’s leading programs for as-
tronaut training), biomedical research (the clinical trials
of the Salk vaccine), and the physical sciences (Donald
Glaser’s invention of the bubble chamber), as well as
the development of the quantitative social sciences (the
establishment of the Institute for Social Research and

Harlan Henthorne Hatcher (1951-67)



the Survey Research Center). During Hatcher’s tenure,
student high jinks (the first panty raids occurred in
1952) were balanced by serious social issues: for exam-
ple, during the Red Scare years, two faculty members
were dismissed for refusing to testify before the House
Un-American Activities Committee. The university
benefited from generous state support during this era,
enabling such important educational innovations as the
Residential College, the Pilot Program, and the Inteflex
Program (a novel combined BS/MD program).

Although Hatcher’s skillful approach as a gentle-
man scholar provided effective leadership during the
1950s, it was challenged by the emerging student ac-
tivism of the 1960s: the formation of the Students for a
Democratic Society by Michigan students, such as Tom
Hayden, in the 1960s, as well as growing student pro-
tests over such issues as civil rights and the Vietnam
War. It was clear that times were changing, and a new
style of leadership would be necessary as student ac-
tivism against “the establishment” escalated during the
1960s. Hatcher retired in 1967, at the age of 70.

The regents turned to Robben Fleming, chancellor
of the University of Wisconsin, to lead the University
of Michigan during a time of protest and disruption.
Fleming’s background as a professor of labor relations
specializing in arbitration and mediation served him
well during the tumultuous years when Ann Arbor

Robben Wright Fleming (1968-79)
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was a center of student activism. His patience, negoti-
ating skills, and genuine sympathy for the concerns of
students and faculty helped Michigan weather the de-
cade without the destructive confrontations that struck
some other universities. Despite pressure from con-
servative groups, Fleming was careful both to respect
the freedom to protest and to avoid inflexible stands
on nonessential matters, believing that most protest-
ers would soon wear themselves out if not provoked.
Fleming’s background as a labor negotiator also served
him in good stead with the increasing unionization of
the university; as numerous employee groups union-
ized, strikes became a familiar routine in campus life. In
1971, even student groups (e.g., the University Hospital
interns and residents and then the graduate teaching
assistants) successfully unionized.

Fleming believed that the most important role of the
president in a successful university was to keep things
running smoothly and that this could best be done by
recruiting a team of outstanding administrators. He
once noted, “If you start out as president with a provost
and a chief financial officer who are superb people, you
are about three-quarters of the way down the path of
success, because these are your critical areas.”28 Flem-
ing had an abundance of such administrative talent in
the provosts Allan Smith, Frank Rhodes, and Harold
Shapiro and in the chief financial officers Wilbur Pier-
pont and James Brinkerhoff.

The cutback in federal research funding associated
with the burden of the Vietnam War and with a state
economy weakened by the OPEC oil embargo and the
energy crisis limited both campus expansion and new
initiatives, although Fleming did manage to launch the
planning for the most ambitious project in university
history, the Replacement Hospital Project. Student ac-
tivism continued over such issues as minority enroll-
ments (the Black Action Movement demanded in 1970
that the university commit itself to the achievement of
10 percent enrollment of African American students);
the debate over recombinant DNA research in 1974;
the university’s continued involvement in classified
research (which eventually led to the severing of its re-
lationship with the Willow Run Laboratories in 1972);
and the growth of the environmental movement, culmi-
nating in Earth Day in 1970 (when the students hacked
a Ford vehicle to death on the Diag). Fleming handled
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each of these issues with skill and effectiveness. Yet it
became clear that the continuing erosion of state sup-
port was not likely to recover and that a new financial
strategy involving significant private fund-raising and
tuition revenue would be necessary. Hence, after a de-
cade of leadership, Fleming stepped down in 1977 and
was succeeded by Allan Smith, the former provost, as
interim president for a year.

After an extensive nationwide search, the regents
turned inside to select the university’s provost, Harold
Shapiro, as the next president. A Canadian by birth and
educated at McGill and Princeton universities, Shapiro
had served as chair of the University of Michigan’s De-

Harold Tafler Shapiro (1980-87)

partment of Economics and led the economic forecast-
ing project that analyzed the Michigan economy. He
understood well that the state’s economy would likely
drop in prosperity to the national average and below in
the years ahead. As it happened, during the 1970s and
1980s, state support would fall from 60 percent of the
university’s general and education budget to 30 percent
(and it declined still further, to 15 percent, during the
1990s). Together with his provost, Billy Frye, Shapiro
started the university down the long road toward be-
coming a privately supported public university, since
he had little faith that generous state support would
ever return. Despite the weak state economy, the uni-
versity moved ahead on such important projects as the

completion of the Replacement Hospital Project, the
successful move of the College of Engineering to a new
North Campus complex, a major private fund-raising
campaign for $180 million, and a rebuilding of the qual-
ity of the physical sciences at Michigan.

Yet Shapiro’s most important impact as president
lay not in his financial acumen but, rather, in the high
standards he set for the quality of the university’s aca-
demic programs. Both as provost and as president, he
raised the bar of expectations for faculty hiring, promo-
tion, and tenure. He understood well that the reputation
of a research university is determined by the quality of
its research, graduate, and professional programs and
that quality in these programs is in turn determined by
faculty achievement and reputation. He realized that
only by being recognized as a leader among its peers
would the university acquire the financial strength and
independence to afford and achieve excellence in un-
dergraduate education.

Following Shapiro’s departure to Princeton, the re-
gents conducted a long (a very, very long) nationwide
search, eventually turning back inside once again to tap
the university’s provost (me)-only the fourth insider in
Michigan’s history. Building upon Shapiro’s efforts, my
administration completed the objectives of stabilizing
the university’s support base in the face of the contin-
ued erosion of state support by launching the first $1
billion fundraising campaign for a public university
(eventually raising $1.4 billion), rebuilding the univer-
sity’s multiple campuses, leading Michigan to its status
as the nation’s leading research university (in research
volume), and building its financial strength to the high-
est level in its history (as measured by achieving the
highest Wall Street credit rating of Aaa, the first for a
public university). Foreseeing a 21st century world in
which knowledge, globalization, and pluralism would
be critical elements, my administration initiated the
Michigan Mandate and Michigan Agenda for Women
to diversify the campus community, created a new In-
ternational Institute, and moved to reshape academic
programs to prepare students for the global economic
and information revolution (including Michigan’s role
in building and managing the early phases of the Inter-
net). During the 1990s a process of institutional transfor-
mation was launched to explore possible futures for a
21st century university, establishing programs through-



James Johnson Duderstadt (1988-96)

out the world, launching an Internet-based university,
stimulating interdisciplinary programs, and promoting
a renewed focus on the quality of undergraduate edu-
cation.

Although Lee Bollinger had long been a faculty
member and then dean of the Law School at Michigan,
he was offered the Michigan presidency while provost
at Dartmouth College. A First Amendment scholar, Bol-
linger had strong interests in campus architecture (ap-
pointing the noted architect, Robert Venturi, as campus
planner) and the arts (promoting the university’s earli-
er relationship with Robert Frost and Arthur Miller and
funding performances by the Royal Shakespeare Com-
pany). He launched a vigorous defense of the univer-
sity’s affirmative action admissions policies that would
eventually lead to the Supreme Court decision of 2003.
Bollinger also committed almost a half-billion dollars of
university resources to building massive facilities for a
Life Sciences Institute (designed by Venturi), although
he was unable to recruit the key faculty necessary to
staff the effort or raise the necessary funding for its op-
eration. Several of his projects met strong resistance,
such as the Venturi-designed “halo” installed at Michi-
gan Stadium and his plan to move his office to Angell
Hall, displacing the undergraduate counseling office.
After a brief four-year tenure, Bollinger left to become
president of Columbia University.
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Lee Bollinger (1997-2001)

Mary Sue Coleman became Michigan’s first wom-
an president in 2002, after serving as president of the
University of lowa. A biochemist by training, Coleman
immediately took responsibility for re-energizing the
Life Sciences initiative, settled the long-standing inves-
tigation of the basketball program, and led Michigan
during the final months of the affirmative action case
before the Supreme Court. She faced new challenges as

Mary Sue Coleman (2002 - )
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the state’s economy crashed in the midst of a national
recession, leading to appropriation cuts which reduced
state support even further (dropping to less than 8%
of the university’s total budget) and requiring further
restructuring of the university’s finances. But perhaps
most significantly in her early tenure, she restored a
sense of confidence that her administration would be
driven by a strong interest in institutional welfare and
respect for the efforts of faculty and students.

Michigan’s Character as a Trailblazer

What might be suggested for the Michigan institu-
tional saga in view of the university’s history, its tra-
ditions and roles, and its leadership over the years?
Among the possible candidates from Michigan’s his-
tory are the following characteristics:

1. The Catholepistemead or University of Michi-
gania (the capstone of a system of public education)

2. The flagship of public universities or “mother of
state universities”

3. A commitment to providing “an uncommon
education for the common man”

4. The “broad and liberal spirit” of its students and
faculty

5. The university’s control of its own destiny, due
to its constitutional autonomy providing political in-
dependence as a state university and to an unusually

well-balanced portfolio of assets providing indepen-
dence from the usual financial constraints on a public
university

6. Aninstitution diverse in character yet unified in
values

7. Arelish for innovation and excitement

8. A center of critical inquiry and learning

9. A tradition of student and faculty activism

10. A heritage of leadership

11. “The leaders and best” (to borrow a phrase
from Michigan’s fight song, The Victors)

But one more element of the Michigan saga seems
particularly appropriate during these times of chal-
lenge and change in higher education.

Shortly after my appointment as provost of the uni-
versity, Harold Shapiro arranged several visits to the
campuses of peer institutions to help me learn more
about their practices and perceptions. During a visit
to Harvard, I had the opportunity to spend some time
with its president, Derek Bok. As it happened, Bok
knew a good deal about Michigan, since, in a sense,
Michigan and Harvard have long provided a key com-
munication channel between public and private higher
education in America.

Bok acknowledged that Harvard’s vast wealth al-
lowed it to focus investments in particular academic
areas far beyond anything that Michigan—or almost
any other university in the nation—could achieve. But

A diagram of the “institutional saga” of the University
of Michigan developed for the 1990s strategic plan



he added that Michigan had one asset that Harvard
would never be able to match: its unique combination
of quality, breadth, and capacity. He suggested that
this combination enabled Michigan to take risks far
beyond anything that could be matched by a private
university. Because of its relatively modest size, Har-
vard tended to take a rather conservative approach to
academic programs and appointments, since a mistake
could seriously damage an academic unit. Michigan’s
vast size and breadth allowed it to experiment and
innovate on a scale far beyond that tolerated by most
institutions, as evidenced by its long history of leader-
ship in higher education. It could easily recover from
any failures it encountered on its journeys along high-
risk paths. Bok suggested that this ability to take risks,
to experiment and innovate, to explore various new
directions in teaching, research, and service, might be
Michigan’s unique role in American higher education.
He persuaded me that during a time of great change in
society, Michigan’s most important saga might be that
of a pathfinder, a trailblazer, building on its tradition of
leadership and relying on its unusual combination of
quality, capacity, and breadth, to reinvent the univer-
sity, again and again, for new times, new needs, and
new worlds.29

This perception of Michigan as a trailblazer appears
again and again in its history, as the university explored
possible paths into new territory and blazed a trail for
others to follow. Actually, Michigan has been both a
trailblazer, exploring possible new paths, and a pio-
neer, building roads that others could follow. Whether
in academic innovation (e.g., the quantitative social sci-
ences), social responsiveness (e.g., its early admission
of women, minorities, and international students), or
its willingness to challenge the status quo (e.g., teach-
ins, Earth Day, and the Michigan Mandate), Michi-
gan’s history reveals this trailblazing character time
and time again. Recently, when Michigan won the 2003
Supreme Court case concerning the use of race in col-
lege admissions, the general reaction of other colleges
and universities was “Well, that's what we expect of
Michigan. They carry the water for us on these issues.”
When Michigan, together with IBM and MCI, built NS-
Fnet during the 1980s and expanded it into the Internet,
again that was the type of leadership the nation expect-
ed from the university.
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Continuing with the frontier analogy, while Michi-
gan has a long history of success as a trailblazer and
pioneer, it has usually stumbled as a “settler,” that is, in
attempting to follow the paths blazed by others.30 All
too often this leads to complacency and even stagnation
at an institution like Michigan. The university almost
never makes progress by simply trying to catch up with
others.

My travels in Europe and Asia always encounter
great interest in what is happening in Ann Arbor, in
part because universities around the world see the Uni-
versity of Michigan as a possible model for their own
future. Certainly they respect—indeed, envy—distin-
guished private universities, such as Harvard and Stan-
ford. But as public institutions themselves, they realize
that they will never be able to amass the wealth of these
elite private institutions. Instead, they see Michigan as
the model of an innovative university, straddling the
characteristics of leading public and private universi-
ties.

Time and time again I get asked questions about
the “Michigan model” or the “Michigan mystique.”
Of course, people mean many different things by these
phrases: the university’s unusually strong and success-
ful commitment to diversity; its hybrid funding model
combining the best of both public and private univer-
sities; its strong autonomy from government interfer-
ence; or perhaps the unusual combination of quality,
breadth, and capacity that gives Michigan the capacity
to be innovative, to take risks. Of course, all these mul-
tiple perspectives illustrate particular facets of what it
means to be “the leaders and best.”

I believe that the institutional saga of the University
of Michigan involves a combination of quality, size,
breadth, innovation, and pioneering spirit. The univer-
sity has never aspired to be Harvard or the University
of California, although it greatly admires these institu-
tions. Rather, Michigan possesses a unique combina-
tion of characteristics, particularly well suited to ex-
ploring and charting the course for higher education as
it evolves to serve a changing world.

The Role of Institutional Saga
in Presidential Leadership

University presidents can play important roles in
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creating and defining institutional sagas. Clearly, ear-
ly Michigan presidents, such as Henry Tappan, James
Angell, and Marion Burton, were important in this re-
gard. Other Michigan presidents have been successful
in defining, shaping, and strengthening the trailblazing
character of the university. Most Michigan presidents
were sufficiently aware of the institution’s history and
accomplishments that they were able to utilize its saga
to address the challenges and opportunities of their era.

History also suggests that the tenure of those who
chose to ignore the Michigan saga was brief and in-
consequential. This is an important point. Although
university presidents can influence the saga of their
university, they also must recognize that these charac-
teristics provide the framework for their role, capable
both of enhancing and constraining their actions. Suc-
cessful presidents are attentive to an institution’s saga,
respecting its power and influence over the long term
and carefully aligning their own tenure of leadership
with its elements. Presidents who are either ignorant or
dismissive of the institutional saga of their university
have little impact and rarely last more than a few short
years.

Leading a university involves much more than rais-
ing money, building the campus, recruiting faculty,
and designing academic programs. Universities are so-
cial institutions based on ideas, values, and traditions.
While they function in the present, they draw strength
from the past as they prepare to invent the future. Only
by embracing, building on, and perhaps helping to
shape the institutional saga of a university can a presi-
dent span successfully the full range of presidential
roles.

So how did a perspective of Michigan’s institution-
al saga—at least as I understood and interpreted it—
shape my own presidency? At the outset, let me cau-
tion that a president should not become overfocused on
the ethereal tasks of developing and achieving visions
for the future based on the institutional saga from the
past, so that the realities of the present are ignored. This
was certainly true in the mid-1980s, when I began my
assignments first as provost and then as president of
the University of Michigan, which had been through
a very difficult decade. State support had deteriorated
to the point where it provided less than 20 percent of
the university’s resource base. The Ann Arbor campus,

ranking as the nation’s largest (with over 26 million
square feet of space), was in desperate need of exten-
sive renovation or replacement of inadequate facilities.
Although the fund-raising efforts of the 1980s had been
impressive, the university still lagged far behind most
of its peers, with an endowment of only $250 million,
clearly inadequate for the size and scope of the insti-
tution. There were other concerns, including the rep-
resentation and role of minorities and women in the
university community, campus safety, and student
disciplinary policies. So, too, the relationships between
the university and its various external constituencies—
state government, federal government, the Ann Arbor
community, the media, and the public at large—needed
strengthening. Moreover, all of these challenges would
have to be met while addressing an unusually broad
and deep turnover in university leadership. Yet I re-
fused to let these challenges of the moment dictate the
university’s agenda. Instead, I was determined to build
on the Michigan saga—at least as I understood it.

At the top of my list was sustaining Michigan’s
long tradition of leadership by enhancing the academic
quality of the institution. This was a natural priority for
a former dean and provost, with extensive experience
in raising expectations for faculty quality through re-
cruiting, promotion, and tenure review; in using regu-
lar reviews to assess and strengthen academic program
quality; and in recruiting and admitting students of the
highest quality. To be sure, building the environment
necessary for excellence would require both creativity
and persistent determination (not to mention a good
deal of luck), since it would require restructuring the
financing of the university to become essentially a pri-
vately supported public university. Private support
would have to be increased substantially, resources
managed far more effectively; cost cutting and produc-
tivity enhancement would have to become priorities
if we were to be successful. The challenge would also
require a leadership team of great talent—executive of-
ficers, deans, chairs, and administrative managers.

But leadership required something more. As presi-
dent, it was my task to raise the bar, to encourage aspi-
rations to become the very best, rather than to settle for
what some of our faculty termed “the complacency of
fifth-ism,” the tendency to be satisfied with a national
ranking always somewhere in the top 10 but rarely first.



We needed to challenge the institution to pick up the
pace, to be more demanding in our expectations for stu-
dent and faculty achievement. This, in turn, would re-
quire outstanding facilities for instruction and research;
highly competitive salary programs to attract and re-
tain the best faculty; and strong student financial aid
programs to attract the best and brightest, regardless of
socioeconomic circumstances.

Equally important, however, was honoring the uni-
versity’s long-standing commitment to provide, in An-
gell’s words, “an uncommon education for the common
man,” to embrace diversity as a critical element of our
institutional saga. The key here was to realize that in an
increasingly diverse nation and world, diversity and ac-
ademic excellence were no longer trade-offs. They were
intimately connected and mutually reinforcing. To this
end, it was essential to launch a far more strategic effort
to strengthen the representation of people of color and
women among our students, faculty, staff, and leader-
ship, if we were to retain the university’s reputation for
national leadership in equal opportunity and diversity.

Michigan’s long-standing tradition of student and
faculty activism was a characteristic to be both respect-
ed and embraced. There might even be times when
we might intentionally stimulate such activism. Yet, at
the same time, we needed to transform our all-too-fre-
quently adversarial relationship with the student body
with a new spirit of mutual respect and cooperation, by
stimulating a generation of student leaders who would
infuse their challenges to the institution with a sense of
loyalty and responsibility.

A sense of history and purpose also determined my
external agenda. Top priority was given to actions that
would enable the university to protect its traditional
autonomy, its capacity to control its own destiny. Al-
though we would try to work through persuasion and
building political alliances, there would be times when
reason and influence were simply not sufficient. I re-
alized from the experience of my predecessors that it
would occasionally be necessary for me, in my role as
president, to take a stand—against the governor, the
state legislature, Congress, even our own board of re-
gents—on issues I believed to be essential to the uni-
versity’s future.

Finally, and perhaps most important, I embraced
Michigan'’s history as a trailblazer by attempting to en-
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courage a greater sense of excitement and adventure,
risk taking and commitment, throughout the institu-
tion. To some degree, this required breaking down bar-
riers and bureaucracy, decentralizing authority and
resources. But it also involved recruiting both faculty
and academic and administrative leaders who relished
Michigan’s go-for-it culture. I was determined to launch
initiatives that were driven by the grass-roots interests,
abilities, and enthusiasm of faculty and students. While
such a high-risk approach was disconcerting to some
and frustrating to others, there were fortunately many
on our campus and beyond who viewed this environ-
ment as an exciting adventure.

My approach as president of the university was to
encourage strongly the philosophy to “let every flower
bloom,” to respond to faculty and student proposals
with “Wow! That sounds great! Let’s see if we can work
together to make it happen! And don’t worry about the
risk. If you don’t fail from time to time, it is because
you aren’t aiming high enough!” We tried to ban the
word no from our administrators—with one notable
exception. I made it a cardinal rule never to accept an
argument that Michigan had to do something simply
because everybody else was doing it. Such an approach
was about the only way a faculty or staff member was
almost certain to receive an immediate “No!” (if not a
serious reappraisal of the proposer’s competency). My
understanding of our institutional saga had convinced
me that while Michigan was a great pathfinder, a lead-
er, it was usually a lousy follower. As I mentioned in the
preceding section of this chapter, the university almost
never made progress by simply trying to catch up with
others.

In assessing the decade of leadership from 1986 to
1996, it is clear that this approach to leadership—build-
ing on Michigan’s institutional saga—enabled the
university to make remarkable progress. But I sought
something beyond excellence. I embraced the univer-
sity’s heritage as a pathfinder, first as Michigan defined
the nature of the public university in the late nineteenth
century, then again as it evolved into a comprehensive
research university to serve the latter twentieth cen-
tury. I had become convinced that to pursue a destiny
of leadership for the twenty-first century, academic ex-
cellence in traditional terms, while necessary, was not
sufficient. True leadership would demand that the uni-
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versity transform itself once again, to serve a rapidly
changing society and a dramatically changed world. It
was this combination of leadership and excellence that
I placed as a vision and challenge to the university.

In countless talks before the university’s extended
family (students and faculty on campus, alumni, leg-
islators in Lansing, and the citizens of Michigan), I
described a future in which three crucial elements—
knowledge, globalization, and diversity—would domi-
nate. Knowledge was becoming increasingly important
as the key to prosperity and social well-being. Rapidly
evolving computing and communication technologies
were quickly breaking down barriers between nations
and economies, producing an increasingly interdepen-
dent global community where people had to live, work,
and learn together. As barriers disappeared and new
groups entered the mainstream of life (particularly in
America), isolation, intolerance, and separation had to
give way to diversity and community. A new, dynamic
world was emerging. If the university wanted to main-
tain the leadership position it had enjoyed for two cen-
turies, it not only had to adapt to life in that world; it
had to lead the effort to redefine the very nature of the
university for the century ahead.

The “What,” “How,” and “Who”
of the University Presidency

This chapter has drawn on the experience of the
University of Michigan to illustrate how a university
president needs to discover, respect, and build on the
saga of an institution—its history, traditions, and val-
ues—both in developing a vision for the future of the
university and in leading it toward these goals. In this
sense, the institutional saga of the university is key in
shaping the “what” of presidential leadership. Unless
one understands the saga that shapes the values, cul-
tures, and achievements of an institution over the years,
effective leadership is well-nigh impossible—although
history certainly provides many examples of the devas-
tation that can occur when a leader tramples over the
saga of an institution.

The next challenge is the “how,” that is, how uni-
versity presidents provide the leadership necessary to
guide their institution in the direction of their vision.
For a university, the “how” is comprised of many ele-

ments: executive leadership and management, academ-
ic leadership, political leadership, moral leadership,
and strategic leadership (the “vision thing”). Since no
leader has a range of attributes and skills to span the
full range of leadership needed for a university, team
building becomes key to success. The first line on the
president’s to-do list should be to recruit talented indi-
viduals into the key academic and administrative lead-
ership roles of the university (e.g., executive officers,
deans, key directors) and to form them into effective
teams dedicated to the welfare of the institution.
However, before tackling the many aspects of uni-
versity leadership, it first seems appropriate to address
the “who” of the presidency. How are university presi-
dents selected? What is their background? How do they
prepare for this leadership role? In chapter 2, I illustrate
the process by again using my personal experience as a
case study, since my own progress through the academ-
ic ranks as professor, dean, and provost was quite typi-
cal of the experience of many university presidents—
although both my opportunity to lead the institution
where I had served as a faculty member and my deci-
sion to return later to a faculty role in that same institu-
tion, after serving as president, were highly unusual.
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Chapter 2
The Path to the Presidency

The brief history of the University of Michigan
provided in Chapter 1 is intended in part to illustrate
the evolution of the role of the university presidency
over time as the nature of the American university has
changed. Tappan and Angell were analogous to head-
masters, providing both intellectual and moral leader-
ship, with strong religious backgrounds. Ruthven and
Hatcher assumed broader management and executive
responsibilities, as the university grew into a large,
complex community. Fleming and Shapiro accepted
even broader responsibilities, functioning very much
on the national and even international stage, as the uni-
versity became a global enterprise.

Although today’s university presidents no longer
play the direct role in the lives of university students
that they once did in the early colonial colleges, their
roles are far more complex, requiring leadership along
many fronts: executive, academic, financial, political,
strategic, and even (on occasion) moral. The American
university president is clearly a role of great impor-
tance to both higher education and broader society. It
would therefore seem logical that the preparation for
this role should be rigorous and that the selection of a
university president would involve a careful, thought-
ful, and rational process.

In reality, however, the early careers of most uni-
versity presidents resemble more of a random walk
process, careening from one assignment—and institu-
tion—to the next, driven more by chance and opportu-
nity than by any careful design or training. Moreover,
the search for and selection of a university president
is a complex and all-too-frequently confusing process,
conducted by the governing board of the institution ac-
cording to a Byzantine process more akin to the selec-
tion of a pope than a corporate chief executive officer.

Leaving aside for the moment the more logical question
(raised by the musings of Giamatti quoted in the pref-
ace) of why any sane person would want to become a
university president, this chapter considers the various
paths to such a position. First, we need to understand
just what university presidents do and how they fit into
the complex organizational structure of the university.

Tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor; rich man, poor man,
beggar man, thief,...and university president!

Universities, like other institutions, depend on
strong leadership and effective management to face
the challenges and opportunities posed by an ever-
changing world. Yet in many universities, the tasks of
management and even leadership are held in very low
regard, particularly by the faculty. To both students and
faculty alike, the term university administration has a sin-
ister connotation, like federal government or bureaucracy
or corporate organization. Although many outside aca-
deme view a university president as the top rung in the
academic ladder, many faculty members would rank
it near the bottom, suggesting that anyone aspiring to
such a position is surely lacking in intellectual ability,
good judgment, and perhaps even moral integrity. In
fact, one occasionally hears the suggestion—usually
from one of the more outspoken members of the facul-
ty—that any strong academic, chosen at random, could
become an adequate university president. The argu-
ment is that if one can be a strong teacher and scholar,
these skills should be easily transferable to other areas,
such as institutional leadership. Yet, in reality, talent
in leadership is probably as rare a human attribute as
the ability to contribute to original scholarship. There
is little reason to suspect that talent in one characteristic
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implies the presence of talent in another.

There are actually several decidedly different fla-
vors of university president. Most commonly, we think
of the role as that of the leader of a university campus.
But such a campus may be a component of a larger uni-
versity system, in which case the campus executive is
usually entitled a “chancellor” and reports to a system
chief executive officer known as the “president.”! The
campus president/chancellor has a complex array of
roles, involving not only executive responsibilities for
the academic programs, business, and service activi-
ties (e.g., hospitals and football teams) of the campus
but also important external roles, such as private fund-
raising and public relations. In contrast, the president
of the university system usually focuses on managing
the relationship with political bodies (e.g., state gov-
ernment and the university governing board), along, of
course, with bearing the responsibility for hiring and
firing campus chancellors.

Michigan is a bit of an oddity here, since the presi-
dent is both leader of the Ann Arbor campus and head
of a small system including campuses at Flint and
Dearborn, both of which also have chancellors. While
this dual role as president of the UM system and chan-
cellor of the Ann Arbor campus greatly enhances the
authority of the position, it also doubles the headaches,
because the president is responsible for national, state,
community, and regent politics; fund-raising; student
and faculty concerns; and intercollegiate athletics.

University presidents are expected to develop, artic-
ulate, and implement visions that sustain and enhance
their institutions” academic quality and reputation, an
activity that involves a broad array of academic, social,
financial, and political issues that envelope a univer-
sity. Through their roles as the chief executive officers
of their institutions, university presidents have signifi-
cant managerial responsibilities for a diverse collection
of activities, ranging from education to student hous-
ing to health care to public entertainment (e.g., inter-
collegiate athletics). Since these generally require the
expertise and experience of talented professionals, the
president is the university’s chief recruiter, identifying
talented people, recruiting them into key university po-
sitions, and directing and supporting their activities. In
fact, one of the most common causes of a failed presi-
dency arises from an inability to build a strong lead-

ership team or an unwillingness to delegate adequate
authority and responsibility to those more capable of
handling the myriad details of university management.
Unlike most corporate chief executive officers, how-
ever, the president is expected also to play an active
marketing role in generating the resources needed by
the university, whether by lobbying state and federal
governments, seeking gifts and bequests from alumni
and friends, or launching clever entrepreneurial efforts.
There is an implicit expectation on most campuses that
the president’s job is to raise money for the provost and
deans to spend, while the chief financial officer and ad-
ministrative staff watch over their shoulders to make
certain this is done wisely and prudently.

The university president also has a broad range of
important responsibilities that might best be termed
symbolic leadership. In a sense, the president and
spouse are the first family of the university commu-
nity, in many ways serving as the mayor of a small city
of thousands of students, faculty, and staff. This pub-
lic leadership role is particularly important when the
university is very large. As the university’s most visible
leader, the president must continually grapple with the
diverse array of political and social issues and interests
of concern to the many stakeholders of higher educa-
tion.

Moral leadership is also an important responsibil-
ity. Although it is sometimes suggested that the moral
voice of the president died with the giants of the past—
Angell (Michigan), Eliot (Harvard), and Wayland
(Brown)—it is clear that the contemporary university
continues to need leadership capable and willing to
address moral issues, such as integrity, social purpose,
and the primacy of academic values.? Moreover, as I
stressed in chapter 1, presidents must understand and
respect the history of their university, its long-standing
values and traditions, if they are to be successful.

Finally, the president is expected to be a defender of
the university and its fundamental qualities of knowl-
edge and wisdom, truth and freedom, academic excel-
lence and public purpose—an advocate for the immense
importance of higher education to society. The forces
of darkness threatening the university are many, both
on and off the campus. Whether dealing with an attack
launched by an opportunistic politician, the personal
agenda of a trustee, a student disruption, or a scandal



in intercollegiate athletics, the president is expected to
take up arms and defend the integrity of the institution.
Needless to say, this knightly role carries with it certain
hazards. The buck always stops at the president’s desk.

So where does one find candidates with the skills to
fit such an unusual position? Although the early lead-
ers of American colleges were drawn primarily from
teaching or religious vocations, one finds today’s uni-
versity presidents drawn from almost every discipline,
profession, and career. They include not only academics
but also leaders from government and business. Law
professors were popular in the 1960s, with the need to
mediate student disruptions and handle the complex
relationships with state and federal government. Econ-
omists are particularly in vogue these days, perhaps
because universities are once again under considerable
financial stress. In these times of technological change
and a knowledge-driven economy, one also finds an in-
creasing number of university presidents drawn from
the ranks of scientists and engineers.® University presi-
dents from professional disciplines, such as business
and medicine, are less common, perhaps because these
professional schools are usually so wealthy and pow-
erful in contemporary research universities that the
faculty is afraid to “put a cat into the canary cage” by
supporting the appointment of a dean of a medical or
business school as university leader. Presidents of ma-
jor universities are also rarely selected from education
schools, because these programs are generally viewed
as focused primarily on primary and secondary educa-
tion.

As one looks more broadly across the landscape
of American higher education, it is increasingly com-
mon to find governing boards selecting presidents with
nonacademic backgrounds, such as business, govern-
ment, or politics. This might be explained, in part, by
the increasing financial and management complexity
of the contemporary university or, in the case of public
universities, by complex relationships with state and
federal government. But cynics could also suggest that
the selection of presidents from beyond the academy
may reflect the increasing discomfort of many govern-
ing boards with “academic types” who stress academic
values, such as academic freedom and tenure, rather
than cost-effectiveness and productivity.

Generally, however, the most distinguished institu-
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tions still demand that those considered for presiden-
tial leadership have demonstrated achievement within
academic circles. Otherwise, the university faculty is
unlikely to take their leadership seriously. Since this
was my own experience, I begin my discussion of the
various paths to university presidency by considering
the traditional academic path.

The Academic Leadership Ladder

To better explain both the nature of the university
presidency and its leadership responsibility, it is use-
ful to begin with a brief discussion of the layers of aca-
demic leadership within the university and the career
ladders leading to various leadership positions. In re-
ality, the university administration is simply a leader-
ship network—primarily comprised of members of
the faculty themselves, sometimes on temporary as-
signment—that extends throughout the university and
within academic and administrative units. At the most
fundamental organizational level are academic depart-
ments, such as history, surgery, and accounting. Most
faculty identify first with their academic departments,
since these departments relate most closely to the facul-
ty’s primary activities of teaching and research. Depart-
ments are led by chairs, usually appointed by deans for
a fixed term (three to five years), albeit with input from
the senior faculty members in the department.

At the next organizational level are clusters of
academic departments organized into schools or col-
leges—such as law, medicine, engineering, and the
liberal arts—and led by deans who are selected by the
executive officers of the university (e.g., the provost or
president). In most universities, deans are the key aca-
demic leaders responsible for academic quality. They
select department chairs; recruit and evaluate faculty;
and seek resources for their school, both within the uni-
versity (arguing for their share of university resources)
and beyond the campus (through private fund-raising
or research grantsmanship). As the key line managers
of the faculty of the university, they have rather con-
siderable authority that usually aligns well with their
great responsibilities.

At the highest organizational level of the university
is the central administration, consisting of the president,
provost, and various vice presidents (or vice-chancel-
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lors), denoted generically as the “executive officers” of
the university, with broad administrative responsibili-
ties for specific university functions, such as academic
programs, student services, and business and finance.
Although the executive officers report directly to the
president, they are also more directly responsive to the
governing board than are other academic leaders, such
as deans or department chairs. The career background
of executive officers is generally correlated with their
functional responsibility. For example, while vice presi-
dents for academic affairs (or provosts) and vice presi-
dents for research generally come from faculty ranks
with experience as department chairs or deans, vice
presidents for business and finance usually come with
solid management and financial credentials, frequently
with MBAs and business experience.

It is important to understand the random nature of
the careers of most academic administrators. After all,
few faculty members begin their careers with aspira-
tions to become academic leaders. Most have chosen
their professions because of interests in teaching and
research as well as a yearning for the independent life-
style characterizing aca-deme. They abhor administra-
tive roles and look on faculty colleagues attracted (or
sentenced) to administrative assignments as unfortu-
nate souls with fundamental character flaws. Very few
faculty members are willing to accept administrative
appointments, and those who aggressively seek such
roles are just the leaders that universities probably
want to avoid.

There are many drawbacks to academic leadership
roles such as department chairs or deans. These posi-
tions rarely open up at a convenient point in one’s ca-
reer, since most productive faculty members usually
have ongoing obligations—for teaching or research
grants—that are difficult to suspend for administra-
tive assignments. Although an energetic faculty mem-
ber can sometimes take on the additional burdens of
chairing a major academic committee or even leading
a small department or research institute, the time re-
quirements of a major administrative assignment, such
as department chair or dean, will inevitably come at
the expense of scholarly activity and the ability to at-
tract research grants. The higher administrators climb
on the academic leadership ladder, from project direc-
tor to department chair to dean to executive officer, the

more likely it is that the rungs of the ladder will burn
out below them, as they lose the necessary scholarly
momentum (at least in the opinion of their colleagues)
to return to active roles in teaching and research or to
attract research grants. The pressures on department
chairs and deans are a microcosm of the pressures on
today’s university presidents—budgets, regulations,
personnel, fund-raising, and faculty politics. The con-
sequences, too, are similar. Beyond a certain level, typi-
cally that of a dean, there is little turning back to the
role of a professor once again.

This raises yet another dilemma. As one moves up
the academic leadership ladder, burning the rungs be-
low that lead back to the faculty, one sometimes bumps
into a ceiling, which leaves no choice but to jump to
a ladder at another institution. The pyramid of avail-
able academic administrative posts narrows rapidly
in a university, and these positions rarely open at the
time when academic leaders seek (or need) to move to
the next rung of the ladder. Frequently, the only alter-
native is to look beyond the current institution, at the
possibility of jumping to an administrative assignment
at another university—sometimes a rung up the lad-
der, sometimes laterally. Many senior academic leaders
have a résumé that looks almost like that of a corporate
executive. They drift from institution to institution as
they jump from one leadership ladder to another, leav-
ing both their scholarly activity and institutional loy-
alty far behind.

These features of careers in academic leadership
raise an obvious question: why would anyone attract-
ed to a university faculty position intentionally wade
into the swamp of academic administration? Academic
administration is usually the furthest thing from the
mind of those faculty members with the most leader-
ship potential and the strongest credentials in teaching
and scholarship. Rather, the most able academic leaders
have to be cajoled, seduced, or bribed into assuming
such roles.

As one who has lured many dozens of faculty mem-
bers into administrative positions and has launched
them on—or, rather, doomed them to—academic lead-
ership careers, let me share with you some insider
tricks of the trade. The first place to look for prospec-
tive academic leaders is among the chairs of faculty
committees. Service on these committees is generally a



voluntary activity, reflecting the willingness and inter-
ests of a faculty member to serve the institution beyond
their customary roles of teaching and research (i.e., to
accept duties above and beyond the call). Furthermore,
such committee chairs are generally selected by faculty
colleagues based on respect and leadership ability. An-
other productive approach is to find faculty members
whom colleagues generally turn to for advice on im-
portant issues—although these are generally not the
most outspoken people at faculty meetings. Those with
leadership potential are usually characterized by broad
scholarly and teaching interests, capable of seeing the
big picture. They are also those who usually say no to
offers of administrative appointments, at least when
first approached.

My own experience as a dean and provost hunting
through the groves of academe for academic leaders
suggests that most are captured when they are in the
wrong place at the wrong time. For example, they may
be caught in a search with few other qualified candi-
dates. Sometimes, the key personality trait is a chronic
inability to say no to a request to take on a new assign-
ment, whether because of institutional loyalty or be-
cause of fear of the consequences if a known colleague
is selected for the role.

The positive aspect of the search process is the rec-
ognition that at the level of an academic department or
school, the selection of academic leaders (chairs, deans,
and even provosts) is usually made by knowledgeable
academics who will be their immediate supervisors
(e.g., a dean, provost, or president). Usually, these are
seasoned academic leaders, with extensive personal ex-
perience as teachers and scholars. Because these search-
es are highly confidential in nature, the assessment of
the credentials of possible candidates can be relatively
free from political factors. Although a faculty search
committee may be used to assist in the screening and
vetting of candidates, the final decision is decidedly
not democratic and usually will be made by a single
individual. Perhaps more significant, most able aca-
demic leaders realize quickly that their own success—
and fate—will be determined by the quality of their
appointments. Hence, they have strong motivation to
go after the very best. As will soon become apparent,
the contrast between searches at the departmental or
school level, on the one hand, and presidential searches
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and selections, on the other, could not be greater.
The Path to the Michigan White House

Perhaps the best way for me to illustrate the mean-
dering path that leads to a university presidency is to
describe my own experience. Like the appointments
of my predecessors, my selection as the eleventh presi-
dent of the University of Michigan was highly depen-
dent on politics, personalities, and chance. My path to
Ann Arbor led from a small farm town in Missouri to
Yale University in the East, then to a top secret nuclear
research laboratory in the mountains of New Mexico,
then to Pasadena, and finally back across the country
again to Michigan.

Both my wife, Anne, and I had grown up in Car-
rollton, Missouri, a small farm town (population about
5,000 and falling) located about 70 miles northeast of
Kansas City. As was typical of such farming communi-
ties, most of the boys were expected to become farmers,
while the girls were expected to become housewives.
Of those high school graduates fortunate enough to at-
tend college, most chose professional majors (e.g., engi-
neering or agriculture) at the local public colleges and
universities. Yet, in a strange twist of fate, rather than
following in the University of Missouri traditions of my
family, I headed east for college, to Yale University. This
requires a brief explanation.

When I attended high school in the late 1950s, few
in my town had ever considered going out of state to
college; I was only the second student from Carrollton
ever to take the SAT. Largely at the encouragement of
my family, I decided to apply to several of the more
popular national universities. During the applications
process, I learned that the elite schools of Yale and Har-
vard were located in New England rather than England
(where I had always thought they were, along with Ox-
ford and Cambridge), so I decided on a whim to apply
to Yale, knowing absolutely nothing about it. Beyond
my surprise in receiving a letter of acceptance to Yale
was my awe over a telegram (the first I had ever seen)
sent by the Yale football coach, encouraging me to at-
tend Yale and play on his football team. The die was
cast.

So, with Yale sight unseen, I headed off in the fall
of 1960, experiencing my first airplane ﬂight, my first
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Carrollton Missouri—above and under water

trip to New York, my first adventure finding my way to
Grand Central Station and taking the train up to New
Haven, and my first Yale experience: freshman football
practice. At the time, almost two-thirds of Yale students
were from highly competitive preparatory schools,
such as Andover, Exeter, and Choate. These students
were already well prepared for both the academic rig-
ors and the social graces of a blue-blood institution. In
contrast, when I arrived at Yale, I was quite unprepared
for its academic rigor—having never done any home-
work in my life—and equally unprepared for the pace
of its extracurricular life.

Although I was successful on the football field (my
team won the Ivy League Championship), my early
academic performance was lackluster, with a B average
and a realization that there was no way I was prepared
to major in my chosen field, chemical engineering. (I
kept cutting chemistry laboratory to attend football
practice.) Fortunately, by the end of my first year, I be-
gan to figure out the Yale academic system, elevating
my grades to an A average and switching to electrical

engineering. I knew nothing about this field, but every-
one said it was the hardest engineering major, so I rea-
soned that it had to be worthwhile.

My academic interests also began to broaden con-
siderably, moving first into physics and later into an ar-
ray of courses in the humanities and social sciences. My
growing academic success and academic interests soon
outpaced my football career, and I gave up varsity foot-
ball for intramural competition during my junior year.
In 1964, I graduated summa cum laude in electrical en-
gineering and accepted a fellowship to attend graduate
school at Caltech.

A further bit of explanation about my undergradu-
ate education and degree is appropriate here. All un-
dergraduates at Yale were required to select one of the
usual disciplinary majors, but they were also required
to select a minor area of concentration. Since the minor
and major concentrations had to be in different areas, I
selected psychology as my minor area, with a special-
ization in child psychology. Many years later, I would
realize the fortuitous nature of this minor concentra-
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Anne and Jim Duderstadt

tion, since this training was of critical importance in my
various roles in academic administration—not so much
for understanding students as for understanding fac-
ulty (in terms of stimulus, response, reward, reinforce-
ment, etc.).

Meanwhile, an even more important development
was occurring back in Missouri during my last years at
Yale, with my courtship of a former high school class-
mate (and head cheerleader) then at the University of
Missouri. As will become apparent later, this was a
stroke of almost miraculous good fortune for higher ed-
ucation, since Anne’s skills and wisdom were very key
elements of our (and it was always our) leadership role
at Michigan. We reached a decision during our last year
in college that a long-distance relationship left much to
be desired, and immediately after our graduations, we
were married.

So, leaving Yale, the Ivy League, and the East Coast
behind, I headed west, stopping in Missouri, where
Anne and I were married following her graduation
from the University of Missouri and then headed on to-
ward California. But first we stopped off in New Mexi-
co, where I had a summer appointment as a visiting re-
search physicist at the Los Alamos Scientific Laboratory.
In the mid-1960s, atomic energy was still shrouded in
top secret security. I was required to qualify for Q-level
security clearance from the Atomic Energy Commis-
sion (AEC) even to receive an AEC fellowship to study
at Caltech. Needless to say, security was an even higher
priority at Los Alamos, where the town that stood ad-
jacent to the laboratory and housed the families of lab

employees had only been opened to the public a few
years earlier. Families of visiting scientists lived in bar-
racks of World War 1II vintage, dating from the days of
the Manhattan Project.

Even though we spent only a summer at Los Ala-
mos, it proved to be a formative experience with impor-
tant consequences. I worked in a technical group sup-
porting the Rover nuclear rocket program, a top secret
program intended to develop and test rocket engines
powered by nuclear fission reactors. During the mid-
1960s, it was planned that after the successful comple-
tion of the Apollo program to land a man on the moon,
a manned mission to the planet Mars would follow rap-
idly, perhaps as early as 1980. Many scientists believed
that chemical rockets were inadequate for manned
planetary missions because of the radiation exposure
associated with extended spaceflight. Hence, the nation
had launched a major program at Los Alamos, Project
Rover, to develop nuclear rockets for future interplan-
etary missions. The project was quite successful in de-
signing, building, and static testing a sequence of nu-
clear rocket engines at their Nevada test site. I worked
on the test programs for these nuclear rocket engines,
acquiring in the process a strong interest in both nucle-
ar power and spaceflight.

Since nuclear rocket development was classified
as a secret project, I was required to record all of my
work in bound notebooks, which were then locked in
a safe each evening when I left the secure area of the
laboratory. This routine of recording my work—and
my thoughts—in bound notebooks became a habit that
continued throughout my research as a faculty member
and my work as an academic administrator. Today, our
bookshelves are filled with these notebooks, which are
still accumulating at a rate of several each year.

After our summer experience at Los Alamos, Anne
and I continued on across the country to Pasadena and
Caltech. Not uncommonly, our image of Pasadena and
Caltech had been formed by the television broadcasts
of the Tournament of Roses Parade and the Rose Bowl,
when the skies were blue and the San Gabriel Moun-
tains ringing the city stood out sharp and clear.* It was
quite a contrast when we arrived in late August in the
midst of a smog alert that continued for weeks, blotting
out the mountains and trapping the heat.

Although Pasadena was an important chapter in
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The Duderstadt Family at Caltech
(Jim, Anne, Susan, and Kathy)



our family history—Anne’s career; my MS and PhD
degrees; and the birth of our daughters, Susan and
Kathy—it was a remarkably short period, lasting only
four years. Part of the reason for the brevity was the
Vietnam War; with the threat of the draft always lurk-
ing in the background, there was strong motivation for
graduate students to complete their degrees as rapidly
as possible. It was also a time of ample job opportuni-
ties: the space and defense programs were in high gear,
and universities were continuing to expand their facul-
ties to respond to the baby boomers. I took advantage
of Caltech’s highly interdisciplinary character by earn-
ing my degrees in subjects spanning a range of topics
in physics and mathematics. Since I had managed to
complete my MS and PhD in three years, my disserta-
tion advisors suggested that I might want to spend an
additional year as an AEC postdoctoral fellow, broad-
ening my research interests and possibly joining the
Caltech faculty.

Although I was most interested in remaining at
Caltech, I agreed to two job interviews at the suggestion
of my faculty advisors: one at the University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley, and one at the University of Michigan.
The Berkeley interview was hosted by the chair of the
Department of Nuclear Engineering, Hans Mark, who
was later to become secretary of the U.S. Air Force and
then president of the University of Texas. The Michigan
interview was the more problematic of the two. Michi-
gan’s Department of Nuclear Engineering was not only
the first such program established in this country; it
also ranked among the top such programs in the world.
Despite this, I was not particularly enthusiastic about

The Duderstadts Leave Pasadena...
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visiting Michigan to explore a job opportunity, particu-
larly in the late winter cold. I agreed to do so as a favor
to my thesis advisor, who portrayed Ann Arbor as nir-
vana, although it was a gray, drizzling day in March
when I visited. However, Anne had grown weary of the
smog and traffic of Southern California and longed to
return to the Midwest. While I was flying back to Los
Angeles after the interview, the department chair called
Anne and told her they were going to make an offer.
Since Anne had already made up her mind that Cali-
fornia was not in our future, she accepted on the spot.
Hence, I arrived back in Pasadena only to learn that the
Duderstadts were headed to Michigan.

On to Michigan

In December 1968, we loaded our furniture and our
VW onto a moving van in the 90-degree heat in Pasa-
dena (a Santa Ana condition) and boarded a plane for
Michigan. We arrived in a subzero blizzard and moved
into the Northwood IV housing complex on the Univer-
sity of Michigan’s North Campus. Despite the climatic
shock, we found ourselves very much at home, both in
Ann Arbor and at the University of Michigan—so much
so, in fact, that we have resisted occasional opportuni-
ties to move back to California and chosen to remain in
Ann Arbor ever since.

For the next several years, I climbed the usual aca-
demic ladder, progressing through the ranks as as-
sistant, associate, and then full professor of nuclear
engineering. Michigan’s Department of Nuclear Engi-
neering was ideally suited to the generalist approach

And Arrive in.. Northwood IV???
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From the theoretical analysis of nuclear systems...

of a Caltech education. It was small, research-intensive,
highly interdisciplinary, and almost totally focused on
graduate education. Its reputation attracted outstand-
ing faculty and graduate students of unusual breadth
and ability. Hence, it was well suited to my roving in-
tellectual interests, first in nuclear reactor physics, then
in nonequilibrium statistical mechanics, then in laser-
driven thermonuclear fusion, then in supercomputers,
and so on. In the early stages, most of my work was
highly theoretical, requiring only a blackboard and
chalk. However, my interests later evolved into using
very large computers (so-called supercomputers) to
simulate highly complex phenomena, such as nuclear
fission and thermonuclear fusion systems.

As a theoretician, I had developed a good knack for
reducing complicated problems to the simplest pos-
sible level of abstraction and for explaining complex
concepts in terms that my students—and even an oc-
casional lay audience—could understand. While many
university faculty members focus on teaching only a
few courses closely related to their area of expertise, I

rarely taught the same course twice. As a result, I not
only ended up teaching most of the undergraduate
and graduate courses offered by our department, but
I designed and developed many of them. Since I usu-
ally produced copious lecture notes for each of these
courses, I soon shifted to writing textbooks to expand
my pedagogical efforts. Although several of the text-
books written during the late 1970s continue to be used
today (admittedly in very specialized fields of nuclear
energy), I always viewed textbook writing as an avoca-
tion rather than as a profession.

Both the quality and quantity of my research and
teaching were sufficient to propel me rapidly through
the academic ranks, with promotion to associate profes-
sor in 1972 and to full professor in 1975. I soon began to
realize, however, that the traditional faculty role, while
enjoyable for the moment, would probably not hold
my attention for the longer term. I always had great
envy and admiration for my more senior faculty col-
leagues who had been able to maintain both scholarly
interest and momentum through the several decades

To textbook author



of their academic careers. But whatever the reason, I
soon found my concentration and attention beginning
to wander to other activities in the university, as I began
to be drawn into faculty service and eventually admin-
istrative activities.

Several key features of this first phase of my career
would have an impact later on my role as an academic
leader. First, and perhaps most significant, both my ed-
ucational experiences and my faculty career had been
associated with institutions that were clearly among
the very best in the world—Yale, Caltech, and the UM
Department of Nuclear Engineering. I had developed
a keen sense for not only being able to recognize ex-
cellence but also knowing firsthand the commitment it
takes to achieve it. Second, both my education and my
scholarly career had been in environments character-
ized by unusual intellectual breadth and creativity, with
an exceptionally strong scientific foundation. Although
I would later hear occasional grumbling that “Duder-

Nuclear Engineering Faculty Colleagues
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stadt is a physicist, not an engineer,” I was, in truth,
able to span both pure and applied scientific fields.
Finally, my career had been spent in institutions with
exceptionally strong programs in research and gradu-
ate education. All of these experiences would serve me
well as I moved into academic leadership roles during
the 1980s.

All too frequently, scholars in my particular areas
of theoretical physics and mathematics have relatively
short productive careers—typically only a decade or
two—Dbefore they lose the fresh creativity that frequent-
ly accompanies youth and fall into the same scholarly
ruts that trap their colleagues in unproductive direc-
tions. After a decade of research, I worried that my
best work might already be behind me, at least in my
current fields of interest. Hence, my choices were to
broaden my academic interests (which I did, into such
areas as computer simulation); to shift into other areas
of scholarly interest (which I also did, into writing text-

Nuclear Engineering students (with JJD’s textbook)
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books); and to explore other careers, including entering
the dreaded swamp of academic administration.

Actually, although I did have some interest in aca-
demic administration, it was largely closed off to me.
My department was a small one, and we already ben-
efited from a relatively young and effective department
chairman. The alternative to department leadership
was to become more actively involved in the myriad
faculty service activities that characterize research uni-
versities. I already had been quite actively involved in
department activities, chairing our committees on cur-
riculum, nuclear reactor safety, and department review.
By the mid-1970s, I had graduated to college-wide ac-
tivities, first chairing the College of Engineering’s cur-
riculum committee and then serving on several depart-
ment review committees.

My involvement with broader, university-wide is-
sues began with my election to the executive board of
the graduate school. I look back on this experience as
one of the more intellectually stimulating and reward-
ing of my faculty service activities. Many of the univer-
sity’s most distinguished faculty members were elected
to serve on the board, and the issues it considered were
both fascinating and consequential. It stimulated me
to think more broadly about the university and higher
education, while developing both a better understand-
ing of and relationships with academic programs across
the university. Because of the executive nature of the
board’s activities, we frequently met with deans and
department chairs from various academic units.

This service was followed by an even more intensive

experience with academic administration, when I was
asked to serve on and later chair the faculty advisory
committee to the provost. The Academic Affairs Advi-
sory Committee (AAAC) was a committee of the uni-
versity’s Senate Assembly (the faculty senate), charged
with advising the provost and undertaking studies on
various issues of concern to the Office of Academic Af-
fairs. Since the provost at Michigan was not only the
chief academic officer but also the chief budget officer
of the university, the AAAC could get into almost any-
thing having to do with the university. I should note
that I served on this body through two important tran-
sitions, first as Harold Shapiro succeeded Frank Rhodes
as provost of the university and then as Shapiro suc-
ceeded Robben Fleming as president of the university.
This committee gave me a ringside seat in observing
the leadership skills of two individuals who would go
on to become two of the most distinguished university
presidents of the twentieth century (Rhodes at Cornell
and Shapiro at both Michigan and Princeton).

During my tenure as chair of the AAAC, we launched
a major study to evaluate the quality of the research en-
vironment on campus, including such controversial is-
sues as indirect cost recovery and cost sharing, as well
as administrative and technical support of research and
faculty incentives for generating sponsored funding.
This entire study was a bit sensitive, since it overlapped
several vice presidential areas. Although we had strong
support from the provost, we were somewhat threat-
ening to both of the vice presidential areas of research
and finance. Nevertheless, we plowed ahead, stirring

The Duderstadt daughters seemed prescient...



up considerable interest and releasing a hard-hitting
report warning the university that it needed to move
quickly to address the deteriorating state of the re-
search environment, before it lost both top faculty and
research funding. This was an issue that I would con-
tinue to keep front and center both during my tenure
as dean of engineering and eventually as provost and
president. I believe that it was largely because of the
persistence and effectiveness of this effort that we were
able not only to improve the research environment on
campus but also to propel Michigan, during the early
1990s, from eighth to first in the nation in sponsored
research activities.

There is a saying in academic circles that no good
deed goes unpunished, and hence my committee ser-
vice continued for the next few years, first on the uni-
versity’s Budget Priorities Committee, a joint group of
faculty, deans, and executive officers who made the
key decisions on reviewing academic and administra-
tive units for major budget reductions, including pos-
sible discontinuance. My final service assignment was
my election to the university’s faculty senate and then
a nomination to its executive committee. At the time,
I would probably have viewed my career as a faculty
politician as just about complete had I been able to
serve on this committee and eventually be elected as its
chair—the chair of faculty governance at the university.
However, fate was to intervene.

Trapped in the Gravitational Gull
of Academic Administration

Late one evening in the spring of 1981, our home
telephone rang. It was Billy Frye, provost of the uni-
versity, with a request that I accept an appointment as
dean of engineering. Both Anne and I were surprised
(perhaps “shocked” is a more apt description), since I
certainly was not one of the logical candidates in the
yearlong search for an engineering dean. To be sure,
both of us had been quite active in university affairs
for a decade. But my administrative experience was es-
sentially zero. I had never been a department chairman.
I did not even have my own secretary, and I had never
supervised anybody other than PhD students. Further-
more, I was only thirty-seven and relatively unknown
inside the College of Engineering—although quite well
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known to the university’s central administration be-
cause of my committee service.

Yet, perhaps because of the naiveté and brash con-
fidence of youth, I quickly accepted Frye’s offer, even
though it brought with it the responsibilities for one of
the university’s largest schools, with over 300 faculty
and staff, 6,000 students, and a budget of $30 million.
After all, for the last several years, I had been one of a
number of junior faculty members complaining loudly
and bitterly about the deplorable state of the college.
Now my bet had been called. I had been challenged
with an opportunity to actually do something about it.

Like most of my subsequent assignments in academ-
ic administration at Michigan, my role as dean of engi-
neering started almost immediately.® I was introduced
to the faculty two days after accepting the position.
One month later, | moved into the dean’s office. During
my period as dean-elect, I began meeting individually
with each of the leaders of the college: its department
chairs, associate deans, and key faculty. It was my good
fortune to be sufficiently naive to simply assume that I
would be able to select my own team, and I surprised
each of my predecessor’s associate deans by thanking

The new Dean and Deanette of Engineering
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them for their service and offering to help them return
to the faculty. In my first meeting with the department
chairs, two of the most powerful chairmen, who had
also been candidates for the dean’s position, attempted
the usual power play by threatening that they would
step down if they did not get their way. I simply called
their bluff by thanking them for their service and ask-
ing them for help in searching for their successors, leav-
ing both a bit stunned when I left their offices.

Another piece of good fortune was the willingness
of several of the college’s most outstanding young
faculty to join me in the new administration, includ-
ing Chuck Vest, who later succeeded me as dean and
provost and eventually became president of MIT; Dan
Atkins, who later became the founding dean of Michi-
gan’s new School of Information; and Scott Fogler, one
of the nation’s leaders in the pedagogy of engineering
education. Bill Frye had taken a chance by turning the
leadership of the college over to the young faculty. In
a similar spirit, our team moved rapidly to restructure
and rebuild the college. During our brief five-year ten-
ure in the dean’s office, our team was able to reener-
gize Michigan engineering. Through a combination of
strong lobbying in Lansing and the support of the uni-
versity’s central administration, we were able to triple
the base budget of the college. We completed the thirty-
year-long effort to move the college to the university’s
North Campus. We also recruited over 120 new faculty,

Dean Chuck Vest

doubled PhD production, tripled sponsored research
support, and boosted the reputation of the college from
that of an also-ran to one of the top five engineering
schools in the nation. We established strong ties with
industry, including strong support for our effort to
build one of the most advanced computer systems in
the nation.

Although I was only dean of engineering for a brief
five-year period, the lessons learned during this ex-
perience stayed with me throughout my career as an
academic leader. First was the importance of people.
Academic institutions are intensely people-dependent
enterprises. The secret to success is simple: attract the
very best people; provide them with the support, en-
couragement, and opportunity to push to the limits of
their talents and dreams; then get out of their way.

There is a corollary here: if you are going to place a
big bet on the future, make certain that you place it on
your best people and your best programs. It is wise to
always invest in areas of strength, building on them to
gain the momentum to move into new areas. For this
reason, we placed our largest bets—and they were very
large, indeed (amounting to tens of millions of dol-
lars)—on such programs as the Center for Integrated
Manufacturing, the Solid State Electronics Laboratory,
the Center for Ultrafast Optics, and the Computer Aid-
ed Engineering Network. The converse to the preced-
ing corollary is also true: it is very dangerous to make

Dean Dan Atkins



major investments in areas of weakness in an effort to
build new areas of excellence. This almost never suc-
ceeds.

My next lesson learned as dean was the importance
of consistency and persistence. It is essential to stay on
message both to internal constituencies (e.g., the facul-
ty) and to external patrons (e.g., the central administra-
tion, industry, and alumni). Any uncertainty or waver-
ing will rapidly erode the effort to build support.

In a similar sense, speed and timing are very im-
portant. Looking back two decades later, it is difficult
to understand just how rapidly we pushed ahead our
blitzkrieg to rebuild the College of Engineering. But it
is also my belief that this was, in part, the key to our
success. We were able to accelerate rapidly, building
momentum along a number of fronts. Success in one
area propagated to others, almost like a chain reaction.
Restructuring the salary program to reward achieve-
ment drove faculty effort and morale, which in turn
established a credible case for greater university sup-
port. The completion of the move to a new campus was
key in recruiting strong faculty members who rapidly
established the college as a major player in key national
research initiatives. The experience of rebuilding the
university’s College of Engineering taught me that to
take advantage of the opportunities, one needs to have
the capacity to move very rapidly. Timing is every-
thing. Windows of opportunity open and close very
rapidly, whether in the university, state government, or
Washington.

Important, too, is developing, executing, and hold-
ing to a clear strategy. Too often, academic leaders tend
to react to—or even resist—external pressures and op-
portunities rather than taking strong, decisive actions
to determine and pursue their own goals. Since I was
a scientist-engineer, it is not surprising that I tended to
be a leader comfortable with strategic thinking. Yet it
should also be acknowledged that my particular style
of planning and decision making was rather unortho-
dox, sometimes baffling both our university planning
staff and my colleagues alike.

Once, I overheard a colleague describe my style as
“fire, ready, aim,” as I launched salvo after salvo of
agendas and initiatives. This was not a consequence of
impatience or lack of discipline. Rather, it grew from my
increasing sense that traditional planning approaches
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Launching CAEN,
the Computer Aided Engineering Network

were simply ineffective during periods of great change.
Far too many leaders, when confronted with uncertain-
ty, tend to fall into a mode of “ready, aim . . . ready, aim
... ready, aim . ..” and never make a decision. By the
time they are finally forced to pull the trigger, the target
has moved out of range. Hence, there was indeed logic
to my “anticipatory, scattershot” approach to planning
and decision making.” I also believed that incremental
change based on traditional, well- understood para-
digms might be the most dangerous course of all, be-
cause those paradigms may simply not be adequate to
adapt to a time of very rapid change. If the status quo
is no longer an option, if the existing paradigms are no
longer valid, then more radical transformation becomes
the wisest course.® Furthermore, during times of very
rapid change and uncertainty, it is sometimes neces-
sary to launch the actions associated with a preliminary
strategy long before it is carefully thought through and
completely developed.

However, pushing full speed ahead does not always
lead to success. The decision process in a university can
become overloaded and driven into a state of paralysis.
If one asks for too much at once, the system can lock up
into indecisiveness. It was important to learn how to
manage the flow of requests and when subtle pressure
was more effective than an all-out assault.

Beyond that, we also learned that sometimes, in or-
der to break a logjam of indecision, it was necessary to
think outside of the box. It took a great deal of creativ-
ity and ingenuity to keep the decision process moving
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ahead. In addition to creativity, there were also times
when we needed to be prepared to push all of our chips
into the center of the table. For example, when the uni-
versity was frozen on its decision concerning the move
of the College of Engineering to the North Campus, we
offered to deplete our entire discretionary funding ca-
pacity and loan the provost $2 million to get the show
on the road. When Harold Shapiro and Bill Frye were
unwilling to challenge the vice president for research
over our proposal for research incentives, we found a
way to accomplish the same objective while avoiding
executive politics. To reestablish merit rather than lon-
gevity as the primary determinant of compensation, we
doubled the salaries of all assistant and associate pro-
fessors in the college, an action that incurred the wrath
of many of our less-active senior faculty. But we were
prepared to take the heat in order to make the necessary
investments in the college’s future.

The importance of teamwork runs throughout my
years as dean and, afterward, provost and president.
The sense of teamwork among our dean’s team, de-
partment chairs, executive committee, and faculty was
truly extraordinary. It clearly cut through the usual
hierarchy of authority that characterizes administra-
tive organizations. This is not to say that we avoided
responsibility. Sooner or later someone had to lead the
troops into battle—and suffer the consequences if the
battlefield strategy was a failure. I have long become
convinced that academic leadership is never effective
from far behind the front lines.

Working with such a young, energetic, and talent-
ed team to rebuild the College of Engineering was an
exhilarating experience, but by the mid-1980s, I was
beginning to wonder what I could do for an encore.
The college had undergone such dramatic change that
I and my colleagues worried that the solidification of
its gains might require a different leadership style than
the “go for it” approach we had encouraged during our
tenure. We had stretched the college in all directions,
strengthening the faculty, the student body, the quality
of academic programs, the facilities, and the budget. It
was time to let it cure a bit with a different type of lead-
ership. Of course, during the years I served as dean, I
had been probed about other opportunities. But Anne
and I were not ready to leave Ann Arbor and the uni-
versity just yet.
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As fate would have it, we really did not have to
leave, since the provost position at Michigan opened
up when Bill Frye decided in the fall of 1985 to return
the following spring to his native Georgia as provost at
Emory University. Harold Shapiro launched a long and
quite involved search for Frye’s replacement. On the
positive side for me, Michigan had never selected a pro-
vost from outside the university, in part because of the
concern that the learning curve was simply too steep
and unforgiving in a university of its size and complex-
ity. However, in over 175 years of Michigan history, the
university had never selected anybody from engineer-
ing for a senior university position.’

Yet sometimes the impossible happens, and in
March, while I was in Washington at a National Science
Board meeting, I received a call from President Harold
Shapiro’s assistant asking me to return to Ann Arbor to
discuss the position of provost. As in my earlier nego-
tiations with the university, I reasoned that since our
relationship would depend on a very high level of trust
and confidence, I would be comfortable with what-
ever arrangement Shapiro devised. My only request
was that I continue my service on the National Science
Board, since I believed this to be of major importance to
the university—and the nation, of course.

While my transition into the provost’s office was
about as rapid as that as my transition into the dean’s—
roughly six weeks between my acceptance of Shapiro’s
offer and taking over—there were some important dif-
ferences. In sharp contrast to moving into a situation
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where a decade of relatively weak leadership had left
the College of Engineering in shambles, I would be fol-
lowing in the footsteps of Billy Frye, one of the univer-
sity’s most able provosts, and I would be joining a very
talented team of executive officers, led by a particularly
insightful and effective president in Harold Shapiro.
Hence, I immediately realized the importance of a
smooth transition, with few personnel changes, so that
I could not only build on Frye’s past accomplishments
and momentum but also reinforce the strong confi-
dence that the faculty (and particularly the deans) had
in his wisdom, compassion, and academic intuition to
do the right thing. Frye graciously set aside a very con-
siderable amount of time, and we met for many days to
discuss the university, its challenges, and the role of the
provost. It was clear from the outset that I had a great
deal to learn.

As in my earlier transition to dean, I began a crash
course in university-wide leadership by meeting with
scores of faculty and administrators. Of particular pri-
ority here were meetings with the deans of our schools
and colleges. While I already had established good
peer-to-peer relationships with many of them, a new
level of confidence and respect needed to be developed
to support my role as their chief academic officer. I in-
tentionally scheduled each of these meetings “on their
turf” (i.e., in their offices) and followed quickly with
tours of their schools. I received similar briefings from
other university units, including a several-day immer-
sion in the Medical Center (where I finally concluded
that the best way to understand the complexities of this

very large part of the university was to be admitted for
a medical procedure).

It was important to gain a broader perspective, both
historically and beyond the boundaries of the campus.
I spent a considerable amount of time with the univer-
sity’s former presidents Harlan Hatcher and Robben
Fleming, as well as traveling about the country to meet
with an array of experienced education leaders, includ-
ing the presidents and provosts of Harvard, Yale, Stan-
ford, Illinois, Wisconsin, and Minnesota, as well as the
heads of such university organizations as the Associa-
tion of American Universities and the American Coun-
cil on Education.

But clearly my most important meetings were with
my new boss, Harold Shapiro. A strong relationship be-
tween the president and provost, based on mutual con-
fidence and respect, is absolutely essential in univer-
sity leadership, and despite his hectic calendar, he was
always willing (and anxious) to meet with me both in
the weeks prior to my becoming provost and then later
throughout my tenure. We had an understanding that
any time a matter of urgency arose, we would immedi-
ately set aside other activities to meet. As I have noted
earlier, Harold Shapiro was a leader of truly remark-
able intellect, with an exceptionally deep understand-
ing of the nature of higher education and the particular
character of the University of Michigan. One measure
of how much I learned from him is the number of my
notebooks filled with notes from our conversations.

Since Harold Shapiro had also served both as pro-
vost and faculty member at Michigan for almost two de-
cades, he had accumulated a very broad experience and
interest in the academic and financial intricacies of the
university. He clearly knew far more than I did about
many of the core activities of the university, as well as
some of its particularly complex components, such as
the Medical Center. I, however, had served as dean of
one of the larger professional schools (engineering) and
was a scientist with extensive Washington experience
(serving on the National Science Board). Furthermore,
I was probably more comfortable with strategic vision-
ing than with focusing on details. Hence, although this
relationship only lasted 18 months before Shapiro left
for the presidency of Princeton, it worked quite well,
since we complemented one another in a partnership.

Through these early conversations with Shapiro,
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Frye, and others in the university, it became increas-
ingly clear that while I would be filling some very big
shoes in a particularly able central administration, the
university was facing some serious issues that would
require a bolder and more comprehensive strategy.
This was one of the key reasons that Harold Shapiro
selected me as his provost and also a key reason that I
accepted the position. During the late 1970s and early
1980s, the university had experienced one of the most
difficult periods in its history, with deep cuts in state
appropriations, considerable campus unrest (particu-
larly with respect to racial tensions), and the trauma of
an extended period of budget cuts, program reviews,
and retrenchment. Shapiro and Frye had done a mas-
terful job of guiding the university through these rocky
shoals, but the confidence of both faculty and staff was
clearly shaken, and morale was low.

Hence, one of my major challenges was to shift the
university from defense to offense, to restore a sense of
optimism and excitement about the future. Key in this
effort was to work with Shapiro to develop a new and
compelling vision for the future of the university, a vi-
sion that would build on our traditions and strengths—
our institutional saga—to earn the engagement and
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commitment of our campus community and to rebuild
strong support from the public and private sector. In
each meeting with faculty, deans, or executive officers,
I tried to convey a sense of excitement and enthusiasm
about the university’s future. While I acknowledged
that we still were not out of the woods yet and needed
to continue to focus resources, the key was to give folks
more of a sense of influence over their futures. Since
most knew our success in rebuilding the College of En-
gineering, I tried to use some of the same themes: the
importance of people; a philosophy of building from
the grass roots up rather than from the top down; and
strong encouragement of innovation, risk taking, and
entrepreneurial behavior.

Harold Shapiro and I worked closely together to ad-
dress some near-term challenges. The erosion in state
support experienced during the early 1980s had essen-
tially wiped out the university’s discretionary capacity,
particularly those resources available to fund new ven-
tures. In my role as chief budget officer, I began to take
steps to rebuild reserve funds, encouraging all of our
academic and administrative units to control expen-
ditures in an effort to build reserves at the local level,
avoiding funding traps that might lead us into long-
term funding commitments, and simply saying “no”
more frequently (if ever so politely). Within a year, we
had managed to restore all of the university’s reserve
accounts to the maximum levels they had achieved be-
fore the period of state budget cuts.

The second near-term objective was to raise the bar
on faculty hiring and promotion decisions. As provost,

Defending Academic Priorities
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Harold Shapiro had been quite rigorous in reviewing
faculty promotion casebooks, a habit he carried with
him into the presidency. Together, we moved to cre-
ate an even higher level of expectation for our vari-
ous schools and colleges, paying particular attention
to those programs whose culture made such evalua-
tions difficult (most particularly in large professional
schools, such as the schools of law and medicine). As
provost, I made it clear to the deans that my first role
would be to challenge what I perceived to be weak
cases and, rather than reject them outright, ask them to
reconsider or provide additional justification. Usually
this was sufficient, but in some cases, it was necessary
to use back channels (a staff assistant) to warn deans
about resubmission of particularly weak cases, since a
provost has to take care not to overtly overrule deans
in such a way that it undermines their credibility with
their faculty.

Not surprisingly, while I was determined to build on
the achievements of my predecessor and retained most
of his administration, my style was quite different. Be-
cause of the complexity of the university, the dual role
of the provost as both chief academic officer and chief
budget officer, and the exceptionally large number of

direct reporting lines (18 deans, six associate vice presi-
dents or vice-provosts, and a flock of directors and staff
for other administrative units), it was a real effort to
avoid having all of one’s waking hours consumed by
standing committee meetings or responding to the in-
box. Yet, with so many people dependent on decisions
of the provost, the ability to quickly analyze situations
and make decisions was essential. Nothing frustrates
deans more than indecisiveness, since they are usually
creative enough to respond to a negative decision but
are frozen into inaction until a decision is made. Work-
ing closely with my staff, I was brutal in simplifying the
calendar and delegating to others minor decisions, such
as the control of small discretionary funds.

Yet another theme of the provost years that would
continue into my presidency was the importance of
building a greater sense of community within the insti-
tution. Whether due to the harsh climate or the years of
agonizing budget cuts, people had retreated into their
foxholes, cautious and conservative in their activities
and protective of their turf, with a consequent erosion
in both morale and loyalty to the institution. Since Anne
had recently served as president of the university’s Fac-
ulty Women’s Club, she knew a great many members of
the faculty family across the campus, and she began im-
mediately to launch a wide array of events for students,
faculty, and staff to draw together the campus commu-
nity. Within a few weeks following my selection as pro-
vost, Anne had already established a new university
tradition to honor newly promoted faculty each spring.

One of Anne’s most important early efforts involved
launching a series of monthly dinners held at the uni-
versity’s Inglis House estate to bring together 10 to 15
faculty couples from across the university. The intent
was to provide faculty with new opportunities to reach
beyond their disciplines, meet new people, and develop
new friendships. The dinners also provided us with a
marvelous opportunity to understand better what was
on the faculty’s mind. However, the logistics involved
in carrying out the provost-faculty dinners (which were
to become a university tradition that continues today)
were considerable. This involved not only working with
catering and clerical staff to design and conduct these
events but also developing a faculty database capable
of supporting the invitations to these monthly dinners.
Anne also understood the importance of team building
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among the deans, since without some effort from the
provost and president, the deans’ naturally competitive
natures could push the academic units apart. Each year,
Anne would organize an array of events hosted by the
provost (and later the president) for the deans and their
spouses, from informal potluck suppers to events that
showed off unusual aspects of the university.

Looking back over my notes in preparation for this
book, I find the level of activity during my first year
as provost quite incredible. I was involved in rebuild-
ing the reserve funds of the university while achieving
the strongest faculty salary program in a decade; creat-

ing the Michigan Mandate, which would become the
cornerstone of our diversity effort during the 1990s;
stimulating the construction of a series of important
capital facilities for academic units (since the Replace-
ment Hospital Project had been the primary focus of
the preceding decade); launching an array of activities
aimed at improving the undergraduate experience; ne-
gotiating new policies governing intercollegiate athlet-
ics; raising the standards for faculty promotion and ten-
ure; leading a university-wide strategic planning effort;
working with Anne to create a broad array of commu-
nity events for students, faculty, and staff; and a host of
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other activities associated with the broad responsibili-
ties of the provost. Perhaps because of the high level of
energy and enthusiasm that accompanied such an ac-
tive agenda, I was able to quickly earn the confidence,
respect, and strong support of the deans.

In one sense, it is probably not surprising that I was
able to hit the ground running, since both my univer-
sity service experiences as a faculty member and my
administrative experience as the dean of one of the uni-
versity’s largest schools prepared me well for leader-
ship as provost. But it is also the case that my strong
support of the directions in which Harold Shapiro and
Billy Frye had led the university over the preceding
decade allowed me to simply accelerate (rather than
change course) and invest my time and energy in con-
tinuing this agenda. Many of the same approaches I
had taken as dean of engineering seemed to be equally
effective at the university level: shifting from reactive
to strategic leadership, that is, gathering information
by listening, analyzing, determining objectives, plan-
ning a course of action, building a team, and moving
out rapidly; forming the deans into a leadership team;
delegating responsibility, albeit with accountability for
results; and conveying a sense of great energy and en-
thusiasm. Beyond my role as the chief budget officer
for the academic programs of the university, I viewed
my most important priority as working closely with the
president and deans in developing a strategic vision for
the university. Within a few months, we had not only
initiated a major set of planning activities involving ev-
ery school and college of the university, but I had also
launched a series of initiatives that would later define
my presidency: a major effort to increase the racial di-
versity of the campus community; a series of initiatives
designed to improve the undergraduate experience; an
initiative to expand the international activities of the
university; an aggressive plan to improve the capital fa-
cilities of the university; a far-reaching effort to achieve
leadership in the use of information technology; efforts
to rebuild programs in the natural sciences; and the re-
structuring of several key professional schools (includ-
ing the schools of dentistry, library science, and educa-
tion).

As the activities of the Office of the Provost acceler-
ated, Anne and I were asked to take on additional re-
sponsibilities. The provost position at Michigan was a

particularly challenging one because of its broad range
of responsibilities, since the provost serves not only as
the chief academic officer of the university but also as
the university’s chief budget officer. The provost was
also second in command and thereby empowered to
serve as acting president in the event of the president’s
absence. Such a situation arose late in 1986, when Har-
old Shapiro took a brief sabbatical leave—spent partly
in England and partly in New York, working at the
Ford Foundation. During this period, I served as act-
ing president in addition to my role as provost. This
involved, among other activities, serving among the
leaders of a Michigan expedition to the Rose Bowl in
1987. (We lost.)

On the Brink

When Harold Shapiro asked me to accept the posi-
tion of provost in April 1986, he conveyed his hope that
I would commit to serving for at least five years. We
both knew the Michigan provost position had frequent-
ly been a stepping-stone to a major university presiden-
cy (e.g., for Roger Heyns to the University of California,
Berkeley; Frank Rhodes to Cornell; and Harold Shapiro
at Michigan). However, Anne and I wanted to remain
in Ann Arbor, so I signed on for the duration, assuming,
naturally, that Harold Shapiro would remain as well.

Imagine our surprise when, almost exactly one year
after I became provost, in May 1987, Harold pulled me
aside the day before spring commencement to tell me
he had accepted the presidency at Princeton. Actually,
by that time I suspected something might be up, since
rumor had it that Shapiro had been approached by
Princeton during his sabbatical leave earlier that win-
ter. Yet, although I had suspected that the ice might be
getting thin under my current position at the university,
I had remained solidly behind my commitment to re-
main as provost, turning aside several approaches con-
cerning presidencies at other institutions.

When Shapiro’s announcement became public, two
things happened almost immediately that dramatically
changed our lives. First, there was a very rapid transfer
of power from Harold Shapiro to me. Although Shap-
iro was determined to serve until the end of the year
(in part, to see through the completion of the current
fund-raising campaign), it was clear that most faculty
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saw him not only as a lame duck but as one destined
to fly off to another pond. Anyone either on or off the
campus who needed a decision or a commitment that
would last beyond Shapiro’s final months came to me
in my role as not only the second-ranking officer but
also one who would be in place to honor the commit-
ment after Harold’s departure. (As an aside, it is in-
teresting to note that Anne and I experienced a quite
different situation following the announcement of our
own decision to step down from the Michigan presi-
dency and return to the faculty in 1996. Although I had
expected that I would almost certainly experience some
erosion of power during my last year as a lame-duck
president, I continued to experience the full author-
ity of the presidency until my last day in office. There
was even an increase in the number of difficult issues
or decisions flowing across my desk for resolution as
the end of my tenure approached, as people wanted to
tie up loose ends before I stepped down. In retrospect,
I believe that this sharp contrast with Shapiro’s loss of
power was due to the simple fact that the university
community knew that Anne and I were committed to
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staying at Michigan. Hence, the university continued
to have full confidence in our leadership as long as we
remained in the presidency.)

The second major change that occurred in our lives
once Shapiro announced that he was stepping down
was the recognition, both on our parts and on the part
of the university community, that I was now viewed
as a leading candidate to succeed him—whether I be-
lieved this would actually happen or not and whether I
wished it to happen or not. Within a very short time, we
were propelled into the search process beyond the point
of no return. Looking back, both Anne and I realize that
the provost assignment was probably our downfall.
Even as dean, one still retains considerable credibil-
ity with the faculty: I was still able to do research and
supervise graduate students—although I usually met
with them during noontime jogging through the uni-
versity’s arboretum; Anne was able to maintain her net-
work of friends while serving in such important roles
as the president of the Faculty Women’s Club. Howev-
er, once we had been captured by the immense gravita-
tional pull of the central administration, it was almost
impossible to escape back to a normal faculty life. The
Michigan provost position is a decidedly ephemeral
role (even if the president remains for a longer period),
since it is generally the first place other institutions look
for a presidential candidate. Looking back now, Anne
and I realize that the die was probably cast eventually
to become a university president the minute I had ac-
cepted Shapiro’s Faustian bargain to become provost.

To some degree, my path up the academic leader-
ship ladder to the Michigan presidency was rather con-

A Farewell Dinner for the Shapiro’s
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ventional, in the sense that it progressed naturally from
professor to dean to provost and, finally, to president.
Yet it stands in sharp contrast to the experiences of most
of today’s university presidents, since careers typically
wander through several universities—or other roles
in government or business—before landing in a presi-
dency. During my years as president, there were only
two other presidents among the 60 universities in the
American Association of Universities who had spent
their entire careers as faculty and academic leaders in
a single institution (William Danforth at Washington
University and Charles Young at the University of Cali-
fornia, Los Angeles).

Of course, although my entire faculty and leader-
ship experience had been at the University of Michi-
gan, my own education had been forged in two other
remarkable institutions: Yale University and Caltech.
Yale has long viewed its educational experience as a
preparation for leadership, and Caltech is characterized
by a truly remarkable commitment to focus its efforts
only in academic areas where it can be the very best.
There was one further advantage in my own experi-
ence: the opportunity to learn the craft of university
leadership from several of the most distinguished aca-
demic leaders of our times—Harlan Hatcher, Robben
Fleming, Frank Rhodes, Harold Shapiro, and Billy Frye.
In retrospect, a key to the role I played as Michigan’s
provost and president during my 10 years at the helm
of the university was this combination of my experienc-
es with three quite remarkable institutions—Michigan,
Yale, and Caltech—and my relationships with some
truly extraordinary academic leaders.
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Chapter 3

The Presidential Search

The search for and selection of a university
president is a fascinating process. Considering the
growing importance of the university in a knowl-
edge-based society and the complexity of this
leadership role, one would expect that a rigorous
and informed process would be used to select a
university president. This is certainly the case for
most other academic leadership positions (e.g.,
department chairs, deans, or executive officers),
whose occupants are typically selected by experi-
enced academic leaders, assisted by faculty search
committees, and driven by the recognition that the
fate of academic programs—not to mention their
own careers—rests on the quality of their selec-
tion. Yet, at the highest level of academic leader-
ship, the selection of a university president is the
responsibility of a governing board of lay citizens,
few with extensive experience in either academic
matters or the management of large, complex or-
ganizations. This board is aided by a faculty advi-
sory committee with similarly limited knowledge
concerning the role of the contemporary univer-
sity president.

The contrast of a presidential search with the selec-
tion of leadership in other sectors of our society, such
as business or government, could not be more severe.
In the business world, the search for a corporate chief
executive officer is conducted by a board of directors,
composed primarily of experienced business leaders
who understand the business and make their selection
in full recognition of their legal and fiduciary responsi-
bility and their liability for shareholder value. In gov-
ernment, leaders are chosen by popular election, with
candidates put under extensive public scrutiny by the
media and voters. Yet the selection of a university pres-

ident is conducted in relative secrecy, by those quite
detached from academic experience, fiduciary respon-
sibility, or accountability to those most affected by the
decision—namely, students, faculty, staff, patients, and
others dependent on the welfare of the institution.

Actually, the selection of a university president is
most similar to a political campaign. The search is sur-
rounded by an unusual degree of public interest, both
within the university community and beyond. Various
constituencies attempt to influence the search with their
particular political views and agendas. While some
view the most important challenge of selecting a new
president as sustaining or enhancing academic qual-
ity as top priority, others are more concerned with the
implications of new leadership for peripheral activities
(e.g., the university’s athletic program), service activi-
ties, or perhaps even the university’s stance on contro-
versial political issues (e.g., affirmative action or gay
rights). Local news media frequently treat the search
as they would a political race, complete with leaks and
speculation from unnamed sources. The search is gen-
erally long—frequently at least a year—and often dis-
tracted by legal issues and constraints, such as sunshine
laws. But the selection of a university president has one
important distinction from a political campaign: those
most affected by the outcome have no vote.

The Search Process

Most searches for university presidents begin ratio-
nally enough. After consultation with the faculty, the
governing board appoints a group of distinguished fac-
ulty—perhaps augmented by representatives of other
constituencies (students, staff, and alumni)—to serve
as a screening committee, with the charge of sifting
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through the hundreds of nominations of candidates to
determine a small group for consideration of the board.
This task seems straightforward enough: the univer-
sity can place advertisements of the position in various
higher education magazines to attract attention to the
search, and university leaders at other institutions can
be contacted for suggested candidates. Yet there are
many complications.

Few, if any, attractive candidates will formally apply
for the position, since they are typically in senior lead-
ership positions elsewhere—perhaps even as univer-
sity presidents. Instead, the challenge to the screening
committee is to identify qualified individuals and per-
suade them to become candidates in the search—typi-
cally in a very informal sense during the early stages of
the search, to avoid compromising their current posi-
tions. During this process, the members of the screen-
ing committee may be lobbied hard by their colleagues,
by special interest groups, and even occasionally by
trustees, in an effort to place their preferred candidates
on the short list that will be eventually submitted to the
governing board.

In an effort both to expedite and protect the faculty
search process, there is an increasing trend at most uni-
versities to use executive search firms to assist in the
presidential search process. These search consultants
are useful in helping the faculty search committees
keep the search process on track, in gathering back-
ground information, in developing realistic timetables,
and even in identifying key candidates. Furthermore,
particularly for public institutions subject to sunshine
laws, search consultants can provide a secure, confiden-
tial mechanism to communicate with potential candi-
dates without public exposure, at least during the early
stages of the search. Of course, there are sometimes
downsides to the use of search consultants. Some con-
sultants tend to take on too many assignments at one
time and devote inad