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Abstract

Women serving in leadership roles at the college level, provost level and as department chairs – arguably one of the most difficult positions in academia – must advocate for their own work as academic leaders while simultaneously continuing to expand their administrative and research profiles. The focus of this paper is to provide a context for and research-based heuristics for women in academic leadership can use to evaluate, discuss and respond to real-life scenarios that they will face by virtue of the fact that they are women in the academic space.   

Introduction

In 2009, Patterson, Kirschke, Seaton and Hossfeld revisited the ongoing conversation about gender inequity and inequality in higher education. Their work, entitled Challenges for Women Department Chairs (New Prairie Press, 2009), focuses on the numerous gaps – salary, promotion, discrimination, harassment -- that define women’s experiences in academic leadership. The emerging trends in academia still suggest that the work that they started in 2009 continues to be a vital concern for women in academic leadership positions. Very little research exists in relation to the intersectional conversations that need to occur when these gendered gaps are coupled with other aspects of difference including age, appearance, race, field and ethnicity. In spite of the lack of research focused on the intersections among aspects of difference as they relate to women in academic leadership, the lived experiences of women academic leaders is defined by both covert overt acts of gender-based and intersectional discrimination that is deeply entrenched in the academy.

As women rise in the ranks of academic leadership, it is critical for women in academic leadership positions to address this entrenchment by exposing the multiple axes of this bias and by incorporating real-world solutions to the problems that we face. As importantly, this entrenchment has been complicated by the ways in which the current political climate has impacted the work of the university in reference sexism, racism and the risk of campus carry initiatives. Women serving in leadership roles at the college level, provost level and as department chairs – arguably one of the most difficult positions in academia – must advocate for their own work as academic leaders while simultaneously continuing to expand their administrative and research profiles. The focus of this paper is to provide a context for and research-based heuristics for women in academic leadership can use to  evaluate, discuss and respond to real-life scenarios that they will face by virtue of the fact that they are women in the academic space.   

A Review of Women in Executive Positions in Higher Education

Women are still underrepresented in executive positions in higher education. Interventions, programs, and policies are desperately needed to reverse this trend. The 2005-2006 academic year was historic for women. For the first time, women earned more degrees than men at all levels (associate’s degrees to doctoral degrees) (NCES, 2015). Despite this accomplishment, in 2015, across public institutions, for-profit institutions, and private institutions, women only represented 42.4% of full-time faculty at institutions with a tenure system, marking a gender disparity for women in higher education. 

Unfortunately, the disparity does not end with just the number of women represented in full-time faculty positions. Fewer women reach the rank of full professor (AAUW, 2016). Women historically have lower salaries than men and are compensated less as it relates to start-up funding and administrative stipends. Moreover, women are more likely to receive negative teaching evaluations than men and tend to be disproportionately saddled with service responsibilities (Biggs, Hawley, & Biernat, 2017). Disparities for women in higher education extend beyond faculty ranks. According to the American Council on Education (2017) and the American Association of Colleges and Universities (Behr & Schneider, 2013), men outnumbered women 2:1 on governing boards. Also, men represented 70% of presidencies across all institutions of higher education, constituted 74.9% of provosts at doctoral-granting institutions and comprised 80% of deans at the doctoral-granting institutions.  

Why do the disparities exist? Researchers have advanced a myriad of explanations to account for the disparities, ranging from personal reasons to institutional reasons (Thompson & Perry, 2017). In essence, it is the combination of both personal reasons and institutional reasons that create and sustain the culture that disadvantages women. For instance, women are more likely to have caregiver responsibilities for either children or aging parents that may interfere with their career advancement. Women may grapple with sexism, racism, elitism, or a combination of the three. Women may have to battle gender stereotypes that do not traditionally cast them in leadership roles and have to contend with not having effective mentors and advocates. 

How can women advance? First, it is essential to create a vision and conduct a self-assessment of one’s strengths and weaknesses. Women should seek opportunities to address areas of weakness and hone areas of strength. Women can also complete an objective assessment such as the Gallup StrengthsFinder Assessment to discover their top strengths and examine how those strengths are aligned, or misaligned, with the executive or leadership positions for which they aspire. Finding effective mentors is important. It is highly unlikely that one mentor can cover all areas in which one may need support; therefore, developing a network of mentors is vital to success. A mentor who can provide career guidance, a mentor who can provide emotional support and a mentor who can assist in developing administrative savviness are just a few of the mentors that can be beneficial. Women are encouraged to seek opportunities to collaborate with executive leaders. Seeking opportunities through teaching, research, and service that provide exposure to leaders in executive positions is important because it gives the opportunity to demonstrate leadership skills and develop a reputation as someone who is capable of working at a high level. 

To put the burden of advancement entirely on women, who are in marginalized positions, would be irresponsible and unfair, for women are in a marginalized position. It is imperative that institutions be intentional in their support and development of future female leaders. Creating opportunities for women to serve as leaders on campus and selecting women for leadership positions on campus such as department chair, dean, director, or provost are steps in the right direction. Allocating special funds to support women’s participation in leadership development conferences and institutes such as the Academic Chairpersons Conference, the HERS Leadership Institute or the ACE Leadership Academy for Department Chair Institute are just a few options. Though we believe that, with attention and effort, the trend can be reversed, it is important to note that sexual harassment in the academic space must be addressed in order for there to be real movement forward in breaking through the sexed-glass ceiling that persists in academia.

A Relational Discourse: Sexual Harassment in Academia

As we know, 2017 was a watershed year for sexual harassment. In early October 2017, the New York Times published an article describing years of sexual harassment allegations against Harvey Weinstein, the fabled Hollywood movie producer. Soon after, allegations against other members of the Hollywood elite surfaced. No industry seemed to escape attention. Politicians, business leaders, restauranteurs, musicians, news anchors, radio personalities, and comedians joined the growing list of (mostly) men who lost jobs and fame. 

Academia, however, seemed to lag behind in its sexual harassment soul-searching. Although there have been some instances that have gained national attention – notably Baylor University’s Athletic Department, the Brock Turner case at Stanford University, and most recently Dr. Larry Nassar at Michigan State University – most of these have been instances of sexual assault, not sexual harassment. Many people have been left asking, “when will academia have its Harvey Weinstein moment?”
Generally speaking, sexual harassment takes two forms. The first form, quid pro quo harassment, is what most people think of when they hear the term sexual harassment. The United States Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) defines this kind of sexual harassment as “unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature … when submission to or rejection of this conduct explicitly or implicitly affects an individual’s employment” (http://www.eeoc.gov). The second form, hostile climate harassment, refers to an intimidating, hostile, or offensive work environment that results from such behavior. Academic institutions are not immune to either form of sexual harassment. And since the Obama Administration’s “Dear Colleague” letter that addressed Title IX policy and guidance, most universities have created or updated their sexual misconduct policies to cover both forms of sexual harassment.

Having clear definitions and policies toward sexual harassment are important because the behavior is very common. Indeed, one study found that nearly half of women students experience some kind of sexual harassment (Thakur & Paul, 2017). Graduate students, too, experience sexual harassment; 38% of women and 23.4% of men graduate students self-report experiencing sexual harassment from faculty or staff (Rosenthal et al., 2016). Another study of graduate students found that one in ten women graduate students at major research universities report being sexually harassed by a faculty member (Cantalupo & Kidder, forthcoming). Follow-up questions determined that most of the faculty harassers are accused of physical, not verbal, harassment and that more than half of the cases involve alleged serial harassers (Cantalupo & Kidder, forthcoming).

Faculty and students are not the only perpetrators of sexual harassment. A majority of women graduate students, nearly 60%, and a sizable group of men graduate students, 38.8%, self-report experiencing sexual harassment from other students (Rosenthal et al., 2016). Students can also sexually harass faculty, what is termed “contra-power harassment.” Although far rarer, contra-power harassment can also have negative effects on faculty (Flaherty, 2018). Moreover, faculty and staff members can harass other faculty and staff. Reliable prevalence data on such peer-to-peer sexual harassment in academia is non-existent, but a recently-created crowdsourced survey of sexual harassment experiences has grown to over 2,000 entries in two months, and some of these entries describe such peer-to-peer experiences (Kelsky, 2017). Even though these data suggest that sexual harassment occurs with great regularity, they are likely underestimates. Thakur and Paul (2017) find that most sexual harassment goes unreported. 

Given how widespread sexual harassment is, administrators need to be aware of its effects and actively work to dispel them. Victims of sexual harassment experience negative impacts on their well-being (including increased feelings of anger, fear, guilt, alienation, and stress) and physical health (including increased nausea, headaches, fatigue, and gastrointestinal problems) (Thakur & Paul, 2017). In addition to these health effects, sexual harassment has academic effects on students and career effects on faculty and staff (Thakur & Paul, 2017). For example, sexually harassed graduate students and faculty members may choose to leave academia entirely. 

The seriousness of the effects of sexual harassment require administrators to treat all reports professionally and carefully. Best practices for responding to a report of sexual harassment are:
· Immediately report any allegations to the Title IX Coordinator for the university, regardless of the type of reporting party (student, staff, faculty, visitor)
· Inform the complainant and/or respondent of available campus resources
· Do not manage or investigate allegations on your own – let the office equipped to manage and investigate sexual misconduct handle the matter
· Do not assume anything – allegations are allegations until they are resolved by the Title IX office
In addition, department chairs may have a role in implementing interim measures for alleged complainants and/or respondents, such as allowing a student to make up missed work or changing work assignments until the Title IX office resolves the case. And when appropriate, department chairs may need to come up with alternative ways to resolve allegations other than a formal investigation, including informal agreements between parties or mediation. 

Importantly, department chairs are often in the best position to mitigate any negative effects of harassment on the careers of faculty, students, and staff. Not only can they set and enforce the expected standard of behavior in their departments, but they can also take steps to correct or reverse such behavior when it occurs. It is vital that the academic climate becomes welcoming and accepting of faculty, staff, and students from all social groups. 

Kennesaw State University: A Representative Case

Women who rely on leadership attributes that are commonly (Kruse and Prerttyman 2008) associated with female leaders: caring, collaborative, courageous, reflective, and relational may end up not being taken as seriously by either their subordinates or by their male colleagues in similar leadership roles. While many leadership characteristics are not seen as having a gendered component – meaning that people view the trait to be as likely in women as in men, compassion and organizational ability are traits more associated with women than with men (Pew Research Center 2015). Women have often tried to adopt more traditionally masculine leadership traits in order to be accepted as leaders, but this is often not successful because by adopting these traits (competitiveness, hierarchical, unemotional, analytic, and controlling) could be sublimating their own power (Kruse and Prettyman 2008:455).

In order to investigate how women and men in leadership positions at a public university in the southeast United States interacted with each other and with their immediate superiors, we spoke with four current department chairs and one associate dean, representing four academic colleges. What we found was that purposeful collaboration and relationship building were not specifically associated more with women than with men, but that women were instrumental in developing a culture of collaboration and relationship building. 

The working relationship of the department chairs in the College of Humanities and Social Sciences provided the impetus for our investigation into how gender, chair relationships, and leadership styles were related. Figure 1 shows the gender make up of the leadership in our college. The college has 11 department chairs, eight of whom are women and three of whom are men, and a male dean. The chairs are purposeful about meeting together the afternoon prior to our regularly scheduled Friday morning meetings with the dean and associate deans. These meetings arose as a time to discuss specific topics that we needed to work on together, but have continued for almost seven years. Because of these informal meetings, that take place at a local restaurant off campus, we have developed strong and deep relationships with each other and we have therefore become better able to negotiate sharing scarce resources and allocating requests for new faculty lines. 

I interviewed four department chairs in three other colleges to determine how the chairs worked together, and specifically to determine whether they had unofficial and/or social meetings with each other. Colleges B-D all expressed that there was comradery among the chairs. In college C, which has four male chairs with a female dean, the chairs routinely get together socially and their dean has purposefully created a culture of cooperation. One chair we canvassed discussed how he and his colleagues now work together to improve the reputation of the college and do not compete with each other for resources.

In college D, with three female chairs, one male chair, and a female dean, the chairs do not meet socially, or in other situations without the dean, but they have an open collaborative culture that was purposefully created. One chair that we interviewed served as interim dean several years previous to our conversation, and was purposeful in being a servant leader who worked to rid the college of the culture of competition that had existed before her time as interim dean. Her focus on collaboration continued even after she stepped down from the interim dean role.

College B has five male chairs and one female chair, with a male dean. We connected with both a female and a male chair in the college. While both talked about the pleasant and comfortable relationships among the chairs, neither expressed the existence of or the desire for social interactions outside of scheduled meetings. The male chair speculated that they might become gripe sessions if they did occur. The female chair, who is in an interim role, noted that several of the other chairs have been good at reaching out to her with help because she is new in her role, but she also expressed that it was sometimes difficult to be heard in the formal meetings. 

These conversations with other chairs, and our own experiences as chairs, show that being purposeful in interacting with chair colleagues often results in success for the group of chairs, and their departments. Relation-building is evident in colleges A, C, and D to a greater extent than in college B. Conversations with chairs from college B were the only ones to include references to unsuccessful collaborations, and negative connotations to meeting outside of scheduled meetings.

Traits that are traditional associated with one gender or another are of course not practiced by only one gender. The study of leadership, in and outside of academia, has focused on men (Dunn, et al. 2014). As women strive to move into leadership positions in universities and colleges, this means that they often do not have examples of mentors to follow, and do not have access to good scholarship on women in academic leadership positions. This has given women “more freedom to ‘role-make’ as opposed to ‘role-take’” (Dunn et al. 2014:1). However, this project demonstrates that women may be more inclined to foster relational activities and attitudes that benefit the whole college. 
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Figure 1: Gender Make up of chairs and deans in surveyed colleges
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Intersectional Proprioception: A Heuristic Focused on Breaking through the Sexed-Glass Ceiling

While Kennesaw State University provides some interesting scenarios in reference to the impact of gender on academic leadership, our research reveals that numerous factors contribute to the sexed-glass ceiling that women in academic leadership face including prevailing societal trends and the under-representation of women in these leadership positions.  The current trends regarding the “Me, Too Movement” suggest that this may be a moment in which women may be treated more equitably in academia. However, we only need to look at the ways in which this movement has also resulted in the forced resignations of and firing of women in key academic leadership positions to understand that women continue to be held to different standards than their male counterparts in academia. Part of the work that we seek to do with this study is to provide a useful heuristic that women can use to break through the sexed-glass ceiling in academic leadership. One key concept that assists in surviving and thriving as women in academic leadership is to understand Smith McKoy’s concept of intersectional proprioception. 

The term derives from two sources, the first of which is Kimberlé Crenshaw’s seminal use of the term intersectionality. Crenshaw first introduced the term in her essay, "Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: a Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics”  (1989), which focused on the impact of varying indices of difference, including race, gender, socioeconomic status, sexual orientation, and ability, impacts legal outcomes in the justice system.  As Crenshaw notes in the 2017 interview celebrating the 20th anniversary of the term, “Intersectionality is a lens through which you can see where power comes and collides, where it interlocks and intersects. It’s not simply that there’s a race problem here, a gender problem here, and a class or LBGTQ problem there. Many times that framework erases what happens to people who are subject to all of these things.” In the two decades since Crenshaw formulated her concept of Intersectionality, however, the term has been misunderstood and misused as a means of delineating intersecting differences rather than as the multiple intersections that result in ways in which people are disenfranchised by existing systems.  The core of our work centers on reclaiming Crenshaw’s original definition.  
In developing a useful heuristic for this project, however, it is also important to consider the meaning of the word, “proprioception,” a concept used in orienteering and in neuroscience to characterize the unconscious perception of movement and spatial orientation of the body in reference to its surroundings.  Our focus on the term intersectional proprioception, then, refers to the practice of knowing how one’s body is situated in the space in which one sits. It refers to having an awareness of how one is perceived in reference to race, sexual orientation, class, ability when serving in an academic leadership position.  When women in academic leadership develop intersectional proprioception, they have a means through which to understand how they are perceived in the academic space, and – most importantly – how to use this concept as a means through which to counter this narrative and shape their own narratives of their work as academic leaders. 

The process of intersectional proprioception also empowers women in academic leadership to create spaces for the self-care that is required in the process of creating the narrative of one’s own.  These include understanding ally relationships that requires women in academic leadership to understand that not all ally relationships are productive or permanent (Smith McKoy, 2016, 62-77).  In addition, we subscribe to the process of “meeting with oneself,” a process that enables successful leaders to simultaneously take the time to take a personal inventory to assess any issues ongoing in your work that are explicable using intersectional proprioception, and to create opportunities to have reflective moments outside of the intense environment in which women academic leaders work. Finally, we suggest that creating – and being willing to revise – a personal syllabus that contextualizes due dates, goals and aspirations that support your work.  Applying this heuristic enables women in academic leadership to succeed in the challenging environment of academia, despite the odds. 
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