
How COVID-19 clarified my role as chair 

 

As we all recognize and are experiencing first-hand, COVID-19 continues to impact the 
landscape of higher education; both domestically and globallyi. This is being expressed by the 
ongoing conversations on how COVID-19 has significantly influenced or even transformed key 
areas such as (1) the teaching and learning processii (2) student support / the student experienceiii, 

iv and (3) enrollment managementv, all rightfully so. Moreover, this dialogue is centered on the 
immediate and more long-term effectsi-v. While the role of chair can affect, and is affected, by 
each of the above, they are not exclusive to the chair role. What is less apparent in these 
conversations is how COVID-19 has impacted or is impacting the role of chair, exclusively.  

The scope of work for academic chairs can vary, but as evidenced by the themes of the 
Academic Chairs Conference (ACC) typically range from (1) management, evaluation, and 
assessment (2) acknowledging trends (3) being a servant leader (4) operating the department and 
(5) fostering diversity, equity, and inclusion. The quick pivot to remote learning due to COVID-
19 that led to the changes noted earlier has been insightful, yet what remains to be seen are what  
long-standing changes will truly be or what will be temporary differences. Similarly, the abrupt 
pivot to remote learning due to COVID-19 affected the role of chair. What were once constants 
or traditions of the role were upended, either temporarily or permanently from the scope of work 
expected of an academic chair. How each chair responded to or altered their prior practices due 
to COVID-19 will be unique to their circumstances, experience, and leadership style. As such, 
this presentation will afford academic chairs a space to ponder, articulate, and engage with their 
peers on how COVID-19 clarified their role as chair. 

To foster conversation and align with the five ACC themes, the presenter will share his 
experiences and identify five transformative shifts in his leadership practices due directly to 
COVID-19. Then, participants will be invited to reflect on how the last 24+ months has changed 
their priorities, perspectives, or capacities to lead a department. Following this, both table 
discussions and a session wide discussion on the collective reflections from the participants will 
be guided to identify some common lessons that have helped each of us understand and 
demonstrate the role of chair more clearly.  
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