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More Praise for
Working with Problem Faculty

“There’s a wealth of practical advice in this book for adminis-

trators at all levels. ’'m going to keep a copy of Working with

Problem Faculty close at hand because Kent Crookston provides

such excellent insight into one of the most difficult challenges
we all face today.”

—Jeffrey L. Buller, dean of the Harriet L. Wilkes

Honors College at Florida Atlantic University,

and author, 7he Essential Department Chair,

2nd edition and Best Practices in

Faculty Evaluation

“Dr. Crookston is a favorite among presenters at the Academic

Chairpersons Conference. His research and thought-provoking

case studies focus on positive faculty relationships and provide
chairs with six concrete steps that can be applied immediately.”
—XKathryn Harth, program coordinator, Conferences

and Noncredit Programs, Division of Continuing

Education, Kansas State University
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Problem Faculty: The
Number One Concern of
America’s Academic Chairs

n a recent survey, almost three thousand American aca-

demic chairs identified tasks for which they wanted
help or information." Out of twenty tasks, “dealing with
problem faculty” was the strong first choice. The other top
selections were, in descending order, guiding department
change, evaluating faculty and staff, nourishing depart-
ment climate, and managing conflicts. Notice that each of
the top five selections involves people-to-people interac-
tions that are often accompanied by tension or trauma and
in which the behavior of one or more individuals may be
problematic for someone else.

When chairs talk about problem faculty, what are
their specific concerns? What are the most challenging
issues? What can a chair do to “fix” things? Drawing on
the wisdom of numerous chairs, the academic-leadership
literature, and my own experience as a department head
and dean, I have developed a perspective and collected a
few stories about the nature and extent of problem faculty
issues in American higher education and have identified
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Working with Problem Faculty

six steps that I recommend for academic chairs when dealing
with colleagues who are problematic for them.

Note that I do not offer six easy steps for dealing with the
top concern of Americas academic chairs. Dealing with prob-
lem faculty was selected most often by three thousand chairs
for a reason: succeeding with a challenging colleague can be dif-
ficult and in some cases impossible. It takes patience and lots
of work, and some of that work lies beyond the jurisdiction of
the chair. The situation is made all the more frustrating by
the fact that the overall academic culture usually bears much
more responsibility for one person’s deviant conduct than the
chair does. This includes the previous chairs and deans, the HR
office, the director of faculty relations, and the bulk of the col-
leagues within the department. Comments from chairs in the
national survey reinforce several specific realities that make it
daunting for a chair to deal with problem colleagues:

* Chairs often see themselves as temporary custodians and
servants, not as controllers. “I have always tried to keep
in mind,” one chair noted, “that my primary role is not to
police my colleagues but to serve and that my position as
chair is not a lifetime appointment but a momentary one
in my career.”

e Campus culture and politics often provide little support
for a chair who takes corrective action. “Faculty want their
leaders to do the things they can’t or won't do themselves but
offer little support when the heavy stuff comes down (law-
suits, inquires, etc.). I've come to view faculty governance and
faculty integrity when it comes to these issues as hopeless.”

¢ The chair who stands up to a challenging colleague can
actually be vilified. “Personnel decisions and dealing with
problem faculty are the most nettlesome issues, and I cant
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Problem Faculty

say that I ever dealt with them very well. The faculty usu-
ally want something done, but when you do something,
they are often nowhere to be seen and blame the whole
thing on you.”

Pood describes the predicament well: “What started out
as an attempt on the part of the department chair to discuss
and correct a behavior on the part of one of his or her faculty
members has suddenly become a referendum on the skills and
qualifications of the chair!™

The purpose of this book is not to document the nature
and extent of the challenge and frustration, however, but rather
to share what survey participants and authorities on chairing
have suggested for managing it.

~ “Problem Faculty” Defined ~~

There are numerous descriptions of problem faculty in the chair
literature. Higgerson and Joyce identify “pot stirrers/trouble-
makers” (who raise issues without suggesting solutions), “prima
donna/drama queens” (who command the spotlight and are
never wrong), “confrontation junkies” (who create and fuel con-
flicts), and “passive and indifferent souls” (who resist change and
taking any action).® Bissell cites “complainers,” “procrastinators,”
“guerrilla fighters” (they insult others in public), “experts” (they
refuse to be wrong), and “icicles” (they freeze up at the sight of
conflict).” In addition to these more egregious characters, chairs
must often deal with more passive yet still difficult faculty, such
as underperformers who are just doing the bare minimum, fac-
ulty who make end runs around the chair, senior faculty who
have gone into retirement mode while they are still on the full-
time payroll, faculty who have great promise but do not rise to
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their potential, faculty who are bad teachers, and faculty who
make little effort to get along with their colleagues.
Altman’s observation is appropriate:

Most academics (and academic administrators) can point
to one or more faculty members on their campus whose
job performance and/or relationships with others have
changed for the worse. In this sense, while a compre-
hensive definition of troubled faculty may be hard to pin

down, most of us assume we know one when we see one.’

However we define them, difficult members of the faculty
are typically in the minority yet often demand a disproportion-
ate amount of a chair’s time. Fischer notes that negative interac-
tions have five times the impact of positive ones, the influence
of a “few destructive individuals dwarfs their number, and the
damage they do keeps accruing.”®

If the catalogue of troublesome characters and their
impact on departments seems overwhelming, don't despair. The
same experts who drew up these character lists have suggested
ways to succeed with (or adjust to) such individuals, to encour-
age them into compliance, and to develop their strengths and
minimize their deficiencies. Their solutions and my own form
the core of this book.

™~ An Important Question
Before We Start ~

How should a chair view the challenge of problem faculty? One
view might be that a difficult person is an isolated deviant and
that things can be made right when corrective measures have
reformed the person or when the person has been removed.
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Problem Faculty

A different outlook is that the existence of a problem faculty
member is a sign that the entire department needs to mend
itself and adopt new expectations and practices. I believe that
if a department is experiencing behavior on the part of one
or more faculty members that is problematic to others, there’s
probably some collective adaptive work to be done by most if
not all of the people in that department.

Shortly after becoming a dean, I attended a workshop at
Harvard on dealing with problem colleagues. We considered an
incident that led to the firing of a staff member in the office of
a large college. The dean had gathered the staff and asked them
to consider where zhey had messed up. He didn’t spend any
time discussing how the person just fired had messed up, but
rather began asking such questions as “Who hired her?” “Who
trained her?” “To whom did she report?” and “With whom did
she interact?” He then said, “All of us have failed,” and pointed
out that it would be a mistake to hire a replacement until they
discovered how they could get things right. “We haven’t made
any internal improvement by letting her go,” the dean said. “If
we rehire without changing the way we do things, we may just
end up firing the next one.”

In the afternoon session of that workshop, we spent two
hours considering the types of things a department might do to
deal with a person who’s become a problem. I grew frustrated
with what seemed indirect if not evasive tactics and asked,
“When do you just say enough is enough and take the person
out?”

“Never” was the facilitator’s response. “Dont even go
there.” He then explained that if you rely on dismissal as a
remedy, you'll solve nothing. By simply removing the problem
without attending to and fixing the system that allowed and
nurtured it, you will only have created a vacancy for the next
problem-in-waiting.

~N 5



Working with Problem Faculty

I believe that both the dean and the workshop facilita-
tor were wise in their conclusion that if any department hopes to
remediate problem behavior occurring within it, the entire unit,
led by the chair, must collectively engage in corrective conduct.
Simply throwing a deviant colleague off the bus is not a sustainable
solution.

Notes
1. R. K. Crookston. (2010). Results from a national survey: The
help chairs want most. 7he Department Chair, 21(1), 13-15.

2. E. A. Pood. (2003). Stripping away negative defenses. In D. R.
Leaming (Ed.), Managing people: A guide for department chairs
and deans (p. 99). Bolton, MA: Anker.

3. M. L. Higgerson & T. A. Joyce. (2007). Effective leadership com-
munication: A guide for department chairs and deans for managing
difficult situations and people. Bolton, MA: Anker.

4. B. Bissell. (2003). Handling conflict with difficult faculty. In
D. R. Leaming (Ed.), Managing people: A guide for department
chairs and deans (chap. 8). Bolton, MA: Anker.

5. H. B. Altman. (2003). Dealing with troubled faculty. In D. R.
Leaming (Ed.), Managing people: A guide for department chairs
and deans (p. 141). Bolton, MA: Anker.

6. M. Fischer. (2009). Defending collegiality. Change, 41(3), 25.
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major goal of the chair is to create a positive and produc-

tive department where creativity is encouraged and inter-
activity thrives. This often happens best when the challenges
and friction that result from diversity in specialties, training,
background, and personality are exploited and applied to pro-
ductive ends. I have identified six steps that can help bring
about better relationships and productivity in an academic
unit, even with difficult people.

e Step 1: Clarify values and expectations. When the
members of a department community have taken the time to
identify what guides and inspires them, as well as the produc-
tivity and etiquette they expect of one another, it is relatively
easy for a chair to confront an individual’s performance that
is deviant.

* Step 2: Follow policy. Every campus has policy and pro-
cedures for conducting research; hiring and firing; dealing with
disability, discrimination, sexual harassment; and other matters.
Knowing and following these policies is essential when dealing
with problem situations and people.

* Step 3: Build trust with colleagues. The chair who has
developed a trusting relationship with the right people has little
to fear when proceeding to resolve a problem with any individ-
ual. And the problem person is in fact one of the “right” people.

* Step 4: Evaluate yourself and your perceptions. Seriously
considering whether you are partly to blame for the conduct of a
colleague who exasperates you and how you might modify your
thinking to deal effectively with that person can be very difficult.
But examining whether you may be part of the problem is a big
first step toward doing something about resolving it.

* Step 5: Listen. Listening effectively was the top recom-
mendation for chairing offered by participants in the national
survey. Effective listening is not easy, especially when we believe
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The Six Steps

the other person is a jerk, but it can be one of the most power-
ful ways to find solutions to problem behavior.

* Step 6: Take effective action. Taking effective action
could be a component of each of the previous steps, but it is
so important that it warrants its own chapter. Effective action
consists of being prepared and confronting challenging people
with consideration and composure.

Each of these steps is developed separately in the six chap-
ters in Part One. Each chapter begins with and is developed
around an authentic decision case or dilemma common to aca-
demic chairing that illustrates the guiding principles associated
with the step. A summary of step-specific recommendations is

provided at the end of each chapter.
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CHAPTER ONE

s

Step 1: Clarify Values and

Expectations

Anna

Anna had just been appointed chair. Walter was a senior
member of the faculty with an international reputation
for scholarship. He had just acted badly in a department
meeting, using ridicule and sarcasm to belittle a colleague
who was proposing a modification of the curriculum. No
one stood up to him. After the meeting, Anna and two of
her close colleagues were gathered in Anna’s office. They
were angry. Their anger was less with Walter than with
themselves. Among their comments were “We let him get
away with it again,” “Hes carried on like this for too
many years,” and ‘Anna, you're the chair now; you've got

to do something.”
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hat would you think if you were Anna? Wouldnt you

feel defensive and wonder, “Why me?” Wouldn't you be
frustrated that previous chairs had not stood up to Walter? If
Anna did decide to act, what should she do? Should she go to
Walter’s office and confront him? Maybe she should have con-
fronted him in front of everybody. But how could she have
done that and not just made matters worse? Actually, she prob-
ably already did make matters worse in that she essentially
condoned his behavior by saying nothing. Now all of the rest
of the faculty, including her two close colleagues, had been
let down.

Because Anna’s case is real (she was chair of an English
Department), we have the benefit of knowing what she did.
After a little more venting, the three colleagues realized
that what they needed was a departmental behavioral code.
Using the whiteboard for brainstorming, they wrote “cordial-
ity,” “no threats or insults,” “be respectful,” “be supportive,”
and “no swearing.” Encouraged, they brainstormed some
more individually and then regrouped, only to find that
they were hesitant about bringing their work into the open.
A solution came as they decided to expand their efforts to
include expectations for all aspects of their work, not just
civility, and to involve others, including staff and students.
They started with other members of the faculty whom they
expected would lend a willing hand. When they had a solid
draft, Anna showed it to her dean and the faculty relations
director to ensure that the code was in harmony with the uni-
versity’s mission and policies; the dean even asked if he could
share it with other departments when it was finished. (The
faculty on Anna’s campus was not unionized, but if it had
been, it would have been essential for her to check out union
agreements and to involve a union representative in the devel-
opment of the departmental code.)
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Step 1: Clarify Values and Expectations

~ An Expectations Document ~

“Early in my tenure, I wrote a department expectations docu-
ment that was unanimously adopted by the faculty. The adop-
tion was successful because I circulated drafts and revisions
electronically among the faculty for weeks before there was
any discussion in an open meeting. The document has been
very valuable to our faculty and to me as I evaluate perfor-
mance. I believe that it has also given starting faculty very
clear guidelines for their first years in the department.”

—Survey comment

Nine months after that first meeting in Anna’s office,
a “measures of excellence” document was accepted by near-
unanimous vote of the department; Walter was one of only two
who abstained. The following represents the major points of
the document. Behavior was rated on a five-point scale, rang-
ing from superior (5) to unacceptable (1). Level 4 and 5 perfor-
mance included and built on level 3 (successful) performance.

Teaching
5. Superior teaching, as evidenced by continual reconsidera-
tion of course learning outcomes, with valid and transpar-
ent measures consistent with program and department
goals. Student ratings significantly above department aver-
ages. Highly active in mentoring students outside the class
(undergraduate theses, special projects, etc.).

4. Strong teaching, as evidenced by creative and rigorous
course design and delivery, attention to course learning
outcomes and measures, attention to students outside of
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