MEMORANDUM

To:
Dr. Erin Webster Garrett & Radford IG Renewal Committee 

From:
Rod Smolla

Re:
IG Renewal Issues

Date:
September 18, 2012

I. Introduction

You have asked that I provide the IG Renewal Committee with some preliminary readings and thoughts on governance renewal processes.  
I am attaching a number of readings about shared governance to this Memorandum.  
II. The Interplay of Culture and Structure
Most of the literature on shared governance speaks more to general guiding principles and values, than specific governance structures.  This is understandable, because the quality of governance at any university is always a combination of what I will call the governance culture at the university, and the governance structure. Radford will probably want to work on both governance culture and structure.  
It will not be enough to simply change the number, name, configuration, or powers of Radford’s many Senates, Committees, and Councils, if there lingers in the wake of those changes the reality or the perception that the Radford community’s attitudes, habits, and values perpetuate a substantially below optimal governance culture.  
In turn, merely talking in general terms about the cultural aspirations of the University community germane to governance will not do the trick either, for speaking in generalities about values such as “collaboration,” “participation,” “consultation,” “transparency,” “clarity,” “accountability,” or “efficiency,” will not matter much if the governance structures are not well designed and well functioning.
Because of this interplay of structure and culture, I caution against simply lifting governance models from other universities as “good models” to emulate.  You might see two sister universities with virtually identical governance structures, for example.  Yet one may appear well-functioning, because of healthy cultural governance traditions, while the other appears dysfunctional, because of persistent cultural problems.  Moreover, the state of governance at a university is not static but dynamic, as personnel, attitudes, and relationships change over time.
III.  The Various Meanings of Shared Governance
What are the real and perceived shortcomings of the current structure and culture?  As the readings I have attached suggest, not everyone should be expected to agree on these.  Trustees, Senior Administrative Leaders, Faculty, Staff, Students, and other constituencies will all likely have different perspectives.  Even so, I think it is likely that the Radford community can tease out, and with some open-minded and candid deliberation, hopefully reach consensus, on a number of basic issues.  

We might place governance issues on a spectrum, from large strategic issues implicating the basic direction, mission, and values of the University, on the one hand, and more routine issues that involve the day-to-day functioning of the University, on the other.  
During my visit to the Radford campus I sometimes sensed frustration and disquiet regarding the “big issues” of direction and identity—the “Where are we going and why?” type questions.  Yet I also sensed some frustration at the more routine end—the “Who is in charge of this and how do I get this functional task done?” type questions.  

Turning first to the big picture, I tend to share the views, discussed in the attached Chronicle of Higher Education article, Exactly What is ‘Shared Governance’? As the author Gary Olson points out, “shared governance” has evolved to cover two distinct concepts.  One involves the notion that various constituencies genuinely participate in basic governance decisions.  The other is that certain constituencies are given primacy over certain categories of decisions.  As Olson points out, some balance is required with regard to both conceptions: “’Shared’ doesn't mean that every constituency gets to participate at every stage. Nor does it mean that any constituency exercises complete control over the process.”
IV. Some Specific Questions to Put Into the Mix
My recommendation is that the IG Renewal Committee organize its work by first setting out a number of fundamental threshold questions to be wrestled with, and build from there. Without purporting to be exhaustive, I share with you in the next section some issues that occur to me in light of the Radford governance documents I have examined, and my first impressions after spending a day on the campus.

I am sure most of the questions I list below have already surfaced within the campus, and that there are many I have overlooked.  Yet to get things started, my suggestion is that the IG Renewal Committee might constructively being by assembling a list of key specific questions along these lines:

· Is the system just too complicated?  While there are historic reasons that help explain how Radford evolved over time to the governance position it is now in, from the perspective of a newcomer observing afresh from the outside looking in, I was struck by the unusual complexity of the system.  The structure of three Senates, and the elaborate system of committees and councils, evolved with good intentions, but may just be too complicated to serve the present needs of the University.  What too people think of this complexity?

· If a decision is made to streamline and simplify, what safeguards need to be built in to guarantee appropriate participation?

· What needs to be done to ensure that all critical constituencies have a voice in major decisions?

· What needs to be done to ensure that “having a voice” is not window-dressing, but allows for meaningful opportunities for input at meaningful times in the decision-making process?
· Aside from “having a voice,” what needs to be done to clarify who actually “has a vote” on major decisions in various categories?  Do reforms need to be implemented to make it clearer who decides what types of issues, accepting that the decision-making body may be obligated to consult with others?
· In what arenas does it appear that there is too much process or participation—so that so many levels and consultations and approvals are required that it is hard to get anything done?  
· In what arenas does it appear that there is too little process or participation—so that critical decision get made without enough consultation and advance deliberation?
· To what extent are issues concerning governance at Radford issues relating to trust and transparency?  
· To what extent are members of the Radford community frustrated in their service on committees because they believe meetings and tasks on committees are too cumbersome, slow, and inefficient?
· Conversely, to what extent are members of the Radford community frustrated in their service on committees because they believe meetings are not called frequently enough, and deliberations are not sufficiently long and/or deep?
· To what extent will governance improvements require fundamental structural changes?  To what extent is there a sense that Radford needs to “shock the system” or institute a major set of reforms to signal a major break with the past?  Alternatively, to what extent will it be enough to implement lesser adjustments or incremental changes, creating greater continuity with the past?
V. Conclusion
I am sure there are other questions, along the lines suggested above, that will occur to members of the IG Renewal Committee.  

I encourage you to start by organizing these questions, and beginning to explore them candidly.  
I am looking forward to my next visit to the campus.  During that visit I will be listening to the views on the campus on these and related issues.  As these discussions evolve I will of course be pleased, if you find it constructive, to work collaboratively with those on the campus to conceptualize what structural reforms might be worth seriously considering, and what best practices might be encouraged to embed habits conductive to a healthy governance culture.  
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