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The Transformation
of a College

By Richard Wisniewski

Demands that teacher education in the United States be reformed have a
perennial quality. Inthe past decade, the teacher education establishment began to
respond onanencouraging scale, at | east tothoseadvocating reforms. The Goodl ad
Network, the Holmes Group, the small Network for Innovative Colleges of Educa-
tion, and many individual campus efforts exemplify positiveresponses. Thisessay
describes one such effort at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville (UTK).

That the UTK College of Education needed to be restructured was not a
decision precipitated by forces such as a fiscal downsizing or other calamitous
events. The decision was the logical next step in a progression of changesin the
College over aten year period.

The faculty developed an agenda of teacher education reforms in the early
1980s, partially in responseto questionsraised by the campus administration. That
agenda was expanded over the years until it encompassed all of the College's
programs and missions. The dynamics of how events developed, key decision
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my role, | am an advocate of serious reforms, but no dean can change a college
unless a significant number of colleagues share common goals.

As is true of all higher education, the University of Tennessee is not an
institution where large scale changes take place often. There was little in the Uni-
versity’ shistory toencouragearestructuring of the Collegeof Education. Nonethe-
less, University level support wasprovided oncethegoal sof theproposed changes
becamebetter understood. Changesinteacher educationwerewidely applauded by
the University community from the very beginning. The restructuring process, in
contrast, istoo new and different to elicit the same level of enthusiasm.

Changes in Teacher Education

Encouraged by the University’ sadministration, the appointment of anew dean
in 1983 wasorchestratedinto an opportunity for thefaculty toinitiatemajor changes
in teacher education. Based on faculty task force reports, the change process was
initiated in early 1984. Several colleagues and | argued that teacher education
should be afive year process, predicated on teacher education students earning a
Baccalaureate in the Arts and Sciences. Thefifth year would consist of afull-time
internshipintheschools, jointly supervised by teachers, principal s, and professors.
Admission standards were increased. Admissions boards were to be created to
insure that persons seeking admission to teacher education were assessed by a
process that went beyond a superficial review of academic work. The proliferation
of methods courses was reduced. Required courses became better articulated.
Working relationships with schools, a strong tradition in the College, were ex-
panded. The goal was to create partnerships linking the College's programs with
practicing professionals. Much of this agenda has been achieved. By 1988, these
changeswerein place and operational. In significant ways, the College was among
the first in the nation to implement the Holmes Group agenda for the reform of
teacher education.

While these changes were taking place, less attention was given to other
programs and missions in a large and comprehensive college. Modest curricular
changes took place regularly, especially at the Ph.D. level. There was no attempt,
however, to address college missions and to reform graduate programs on a scale
similar to what was donein teacher education. Indeed, some graduate faculty were
concerned that too much attention was being paid to the teacher education
enterprise. The majority of the graduate faculty, however, appeared content not to
have their work disturbed. This matter is convoluted since most teacher education
faculty also have graduate responsibilities. It is difficult to draw a line between
graduate and undergraduate activitiesin large state colleges such asthat at UTK.

By the late 1980s, it was clear that the College could not respond to demands
being placed onit by changing conditionsor toitscriticswithout engaginginaself-
assessment likely to lead to amajor reorganization. Despite the changesin teacher
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education, not enough had been done to alter college teaching and assessment
practices, theheart of our work with students. Theseissuesweredifficult to address
given the fragmented nature of the College. All of the College’ sfaculty, programs,
and studentswerehousedin seven autonomousdepartments. Each department had
itsstrengths and weaknesses. The onething they had in common was operating as
if they were colleges unto themselves. The departmental structure wasrigid and it
was virtually impossible to achieve consensus on issues or possibilities. It was
difficult to go beyond superficial committee recommendations that seldom chal-
lengedthestatusquo. Several of thedepartment headsdidtheir besttomovebeyond
this condition, but the culture of the College was not conducive to reform. The
College asawholewas suffering from acollective case of hardening of thearteries.

Intheearly 1990s, the College’ s Faculty Council began to discussthe need for
strategic planning. Not surprisingly, some Council memberswere more responsive
tothisneedthanothers. Thesediscussionsledto conversationswiththeUniversity
administration, outlining the need for strategic planning that would likely lead to a
reorganization of the entire College. Based on these explorations, it was possible to
explore funding for a planning process with several foundations. With the help of
athen vice president of the University, aproposal for amajor planning grant was
made to the Philip Morris Companies. This company provided $500,000 to create
a“new” College of Education.

Year One

The process began in September 1991. A representative of the Philip Morris
Companiesattended afaculty meeting to announcethe grant. Thefaculty received
thedetail sof aplanning processopento every persononthefaculty inkeepingwith
goal ssupported by the Faculty Council. Responsesto thisopportunity were, inthe
main, guarded. Some persons voiced enthusiasm for what they saw as an opportu-
nity to build astrong futurefor the Collegeand for themselvesasindividuals. Other
persons appeared threatened by the prospect, likely fearing that their control over
programs might not survive the planning process. The mgjority of the faculty
appeared to take a “wait and see” attitude. None of these reactions is unique in
academic settings.

A faculty member was appointed to serve asaco-director of planning, withthe
dean serving asthe “principal investigator.” A planning committee was appointed
in consultation with the Faculty Council. The persons appointed had indicated in
one way or another their concerns about the College’ sfuture. An effort was made
to make the planning group representative of the faculty. To this day, debates
continueastowhether thiswasachieved. Thisreactionispart of thetraditional lack
of closure so common in academic decision making. Decisions, large and small,
tend to be questioned in perpetuity. Some view this as one of the strengths of a
University. Othersseeit asonereasonwhy important changesseldom areachieved.
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Whatever the reasons, effortsto improvethings are usually under attack. Persons
have only to ask “questions’ to slow or undermine the process. Few persons will
publicly oppose change. Indeed, virtually everyone says changeis needed. Many
of these same persons will, nonetheless, ask question after question. Asking
guestionsisnot the problem. Not providing answersor alternativesor optionsisthe
problem. Innovationrequiresideas—proposal sand counterproposal s—anongoing
commitment to challenging established practices, even if those practices appear to
be working. Yin and Y ang are at the heart of adynamic institution, at least in any
institution where full participation in decision making is valued.

Using grant monies, it was possible to send groups of faculty to exemplary
programs across the country. Consultants were invited to provide advice on the
processand possible outcomes. A national advisory board wascreated, linking the
College with strong voices calling for reform in education at the national level.
Breakfast and luncheon meetings gave each faculty member an opportunity to
discussideas and their reactionsto the process. A major planning retreat was held
for all faculty members. A New College Planning Office was created. A graduate
assistant and secretary were appointed to handle communications, to arrange
meetings, and to distribute materials. Books and other materials on change were
purchased and made available to interested faculty. Efforts were made to engage
students in the process. This was not achieved on the scale requisite to a New
College of Education, sharp evidence of thelimited opportunitiesfor student voice
in the “old” College. The phrase “New College of Education” began to emergein
discussionsand documents.

Much give and take occurred during this process. Ideas came from many
sources. Several faculty members wrote position papers circulated to the total
faculty. A host of meetings was held for avariety of purposes. Several large task
forceswerecreated, each seekingto definethe College’ smissionsand other i ssues.
Some personsargued that the Dean already had aplan for restructuring the College
andthat theprocesswasacharade. Otherssaidthat it wasthemost open processthey
had ever experienced during their academic careers. | hold the latter view. In every
possible setting, faculty members had an opportunity to determine the College’s
futureand their roleinthat future. Thisopportunity becameclear during the second
year when faculty members had to determine the new College Unit that they would
create and join.

Given these and other activities and the many ideas “floating” in the College,
the planning committee was paid their full summer salaries to produce a planning
document. These individuals worked throughout the summer of 1992 on the
document. It was an exceptionally heady period. |deas offered from many sources
during the prior year had to be debated. The group sought consensus. No one had
the satisfaction of having all of their ideasincorporated in the planning document,
andthisappliesequally totheco-directorsof theeffort. Slowly, aconsensuson key
principles emerged.
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A major decision made by the faculty was that the College should remain a
comprehensiverather than asinglefocusinstitution. That is, programs not directly
related to education should remain in the College. While a few argued that non-
education programs should leave the College, the majority believed that the
restructuring process was an opportunity for programs such as Exercise Science,
Counseling Psychology, Public Health, Human Services, and other non-teacher
education programs to plan their futures. The possibilities of diverse programs
working together began to emerge. Five goalswere al so established: commitments
tosocial justice, to scholarship, to innovation in teaching, to coll aborative partner-
ships among faculty, students, and practitioners, and to aleadership role in edu-
cation. These concepts provided theframework for ahost of ideasin thedocument.
By the end of summer 1992, the College had a planning document—a blueprint for
itsfuture.

Year Two

In September 1992, a national symposium on the restructuring of schools of
education was hosted. Members of the College’ s National Advisory Board, state
school officials, teachers and superintendentsin thelocal area, deans of education
from across the country and the state, representatives from the Philip Morris
Companies, and other foundations’ representativesjoined thefaculty for atwo day
examination of the need to restructure colleges of education. What was happening
at Tennessee was not the prime focus of this conference. UTK’ s plan was but one
case study amidst anumber of ideas coming from many institutionsand authorities.
Thisconferencewasa so aheady affair. It demonstrated that what the College was
doing was part of expectations being rai sed acrossthe country. Namely, if colleges
of education were to have a positive future, they needed to make serious changes
in their practices.

Following the conference, the planning document was heavily debated. The
fall of 1992 was devoted to the serious political dimensions of academic change.
The Faculty Council and several faculty memberstook leadership roles, calling for
aseriesof forumsto debate the planning document. These activities consumed the
Fall Semester and beyond. In many ways, this was the most frustrating part of the
process. Some opined that the debate was like “going back to sguare one,” a
repetition of the first year of planning. Nonetheless, everyone realized that the
planning effort was serious. It was not something that was going to be put “ on the
shelf.” The document called for fundamental changes in how the College was
organized, how faculty worked with one another, and how the Collegewasto relate
totheprofessionsit serves. Thoseready toimplement thedocument werefrustrated
by the continuing debates, aprocess nonethel essvital to consensusbuilding.

Opposition to the document, though it proved to be from a minority of the
faculty, became highly vocal. At least three department heads viewed themselves
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and their departments as seriously threatened by what was being proposed. The
other four department heads made clear early in the processthat they werein favor
of fundamental changes even if it meant significant changes for their departments
and for them asindividuals. Hence, political and power issues were joined during
the fall and winter of 1992-93.

The outcome was determined by the faculty in February 1993. A vote was
conducted with faculty members privately casting their ballots. Seventy-four
percent of the faculty voted for the planning document and the ideas therein. The
remaining quarter of thefaculty opposed the document. All concerned | earned that
the vocal minority was indeed a minority, and the majority was heartened by the
decision to move forward. Following the vote, the most intriguing and exciting
portion of the transformation began.

Inthe spring and summer of 1993, faculty members explored thetypes of Units
they would like to create. “ Unit” became the code word for a new configuration of
faculty and programs. While there were anumber of open meetingswhere persons
proposing Unitsoutlinedtheir plans, most of thenegotiationsappearedtotakeplace
privately. Again, thisisanatural phenomenon. Persons were not eager to declare
themselves until they were sure that what they were thinking was consistent with
that of their significant others.

During the summer of 1993, an implementation committee was appointed.
This group consisted of a different faculty group from the original planning
committee, thus giving still another faculty group an opportunity to be godparents
of the New College. Thefaculty asawhole began to write proposalsfor new Units.
During the summer and fall of 1993, atotal of 11 Unit plans was reviewed by the
implementation committee. In each instance, the initial plan was returned to the
faculty, asking for clarifications. Concerns were raised if ideas in the College
planning document were not readily visible in the rationale for a Unit. One of the
strong componentsof the Unit planswasthe* Princi plesof Association” section. In
this section, faculty members addressed how they would work with one another,
with their students, and in ways consistent with the New College plan. Each Unit
plan was reviewed twice by the implementation committee. In all instances, the
Units were approved after the second review.

During this period, two groups of faculty expressed concerns about the
directions in which the College was moving. They independently initiated explo-
rations with the College of Human Ecology. These deliberations led to rumor
mongering and distrust among segments of the faculty. One department initiated
explorations with the College of Engineering before determining that its future
would bebest served by joining Human Ecol ogy. Oncethesenegotiationswerewel |
underway, the deans of the two colleges met with the vice chancellor for academic
affairs to determine not only his views on the matter, but to work out the many
details incumbent in the transfer of departments from one college to another.
Reactionsto these transfers ran the gamut in both colleges. Some faculty believed
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that no department should havetheoption of leaving acollege. Othersbelieved that
thisoptionwas precisely what an open planning process enabled. Personality, turf,
governance, power, and fiscal issueswere all factors during these negotiations.

At theend of the negotiations, all but one member of an entire department and
three-quarters of another department were formally transferred to the College of
Human Ecology. These changes became official in July 1994. It is significant that
several faculty members in these departments elected to stay in the College. This
fact underscores the promise to faculty members that each individual had an
opportunity to determine his or her personal future. The transfer of the two
departments is perhaps the most negative aspect of the change process. It is not
negative because the departments left the College. Rather, the overtones of what
was said and done during the year of negotiationswas not in keeping with positive
collegial relationships. The tensions reveal ed were not new, however. They had a
long history in the College.

Year Three

In 1993-94, the faculty had achieved consensus on defining the 11 new Units.
It was widely expected that new faculty leadership would emerge within these
Units. Itwasnecessary firsttoreceiveUniversity approval of theproposed changes.
Support for the change process had been forthcoming at the University level
throughout, but official actions had to be taken. At acritical meeting in December
1993, the chancellor, vice chancellor, and othersin central administration met with
about 25 members of the faculty. | provided an overview of the new structure and
then withdrew so that the chancellor’ s staff could confer directly with the faculty.
The faculty members communicated that what was being proposed belonged to
them. It was not just something the dean wanted. It was stated that, should | leave
the deanship, the plan belonged to the faculty. When | was told this after the
meeting, it was asingular high point among the many highs and lows experienced
during along change process.

It was also necessary to gain the approval of the University of Tennessee
system. This action required a review at the presidential level as well as final
approval by the University’s Trustees. The Trustees took action in February and
June 1994. The February meeting was of particular interest. A faculty member who
had not engaged in any part of the process took a public stand condemning all
aspectsof therestructuring. A host of negativeallegationswerevoiced inthepress
and at the Trustees’ meeting. The professor saw the process and the plan as an
abomination. The Trustees gave the professor afair hearing; questionswere asked
and answered. They then unanimously passed the proposal to restructure the
College of Education. The Trustees reaffirmed their commitment at the June
meeting when they officially approved the transfer of two departments from
Education to Human Ecology.
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After the Trustees' action, it wasfinally possibleto ask the faculty in each of
the 11 Unitsto elect a Unit Leader. These persons were not appointed; they were
elected, amajor changein faculty governance. It was emphasi zed that the persons
selected were not department heads. As Unit Leaders, they were faculty members
who serveasconvenersof and spokespersonsfor theUnits. Whilethey eachreceive
astipend for handling some routine administrative matters, they were not to be part
of the “top down” philosophy of governance, a fundamental assumption of the
former departmental structure.

A Business Office was created, centralizing much of the “administrivia” and
businessfunctionsof the College. Thegoal wasand isto streamlinethe business of
the College so that the faculty, Unit L eaders, and the Dean’ s Office can devote far
more attention to academic matters, to working with students and with colleagues
inthefield. Economiescould be achieved by eliminating the replication of business
transactionsthat characterized the“old College.” Inthe old structure, each depart-
ment had its own bookkeeping functions. Departments purchased equipment and
supplies, paid for graduate students, tel ephone usage, arranged classroom assign-
ments, and so on. The College replicated these activitieswhen they were reviewed
by the Dean’ s Office. These matters have been combined inwaystoinsurethat the
College shudget will beusedto enhancetheteaching/l earning/assessment process,
rather than being overly expended onduplicated procedures. Thisisfar easier tosay
than to accomplish.

Given that 11 faculty members are new to their roles, it is not surprising that
guestions about these roles remain. A few Unit Leaders are being pushed by
colleagues or by personal ambitionsto behave like department heads. In the main,
Unit Leaders realize that this is not their role. The Unit Leader concept is also
difficult for most University offices and other Colleges to understand. Since the
University remains structured departmentally, the College of Education’s organi-
zationisananomaly. It isapplauded and envied by some on campus. It isdistrusted
becauseitisdifferent by others. Attention cannot be given hereto the 1001 details
related to changes in telephones, offices, catalogues, approval procedures, new
committee functions—all of the things that need to be changed when a college
restructuresitself.

Year Four

At this writing in mid-1995, the “New” College of Education is fully opera-
tional. This does not mean that professorial, staff, and student behaviors have
dramatically changed, but positive indicators are widely present. A growing
number of personsaretrying to changewhat they do, or they areopentoreflecting
on the need to alter practices. What the reorganization has made possible is an
increase in opportunities—potential—possibilities—for major curricular reforms
andfundamental changesintheteaching/learning/assessment process. Eachday is
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atest of the planning document and its potential . Each committee meeting isastep
forward or backward. Each new proposal advancesthetransition, or it doesnot. The
inclusion or exclusion of students and colleagues from the practicing professions
in our deliberationsisevidence of moving forward or of preserving the status quo.
In short, everything we do is an opportunity to advance the New College or to fall
back into old practices.

The old practices have atenacity difficult to overcome. Thisisnot surprising.
The 90-plus faculty creating the New College is the same faculty that was
conditioned by “old” College practices for 20 to 25 years. All of usin the College
are trapped by our training, experiences, and the university culture to do certain
thingsin certain ways. The remarkabl e thing about the change at the University of
Tennessee, Knoxville, then, is not that we are doing everything in our planning
document. The remarkable thing is that a faculty socialized to highly traditional
practices has publicly committed itself to a new future. Many members of the
faculty are finding opportunities not open to themin the past. Asafaculty, weare
making progress.

Given that many on the faculty will be retiring in the next five years, amajor
opportunity exists for the College to transform itself in keeping with the goals to
which the faculty has committed itself. The seven new faculty members recruited
in 1994 came to Tennessee because they were convinced that something different
was happening here. Whatever happens next, retreat is not a viable option. Too
many things have been dislodged to enabl e the nay-sayersto revert to times past.
A new generation of faculty, guided by excellent colleagues struggling day by day
to make the New College areadlity, are the hope for a full transformation.
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