
Minutes* 
 

Faculty Consultative Committee 
Thursday, January 28, 1999 

1:30 – 3:30 
Room 170 HHH Center 

 
 
Present: Sara Evans (chair), Linda Brady, Marilyn Grave, Stephen Gudeman, David Hamilton, 

Roberta Humphreys, Leonard Kuhi, Marvin Marshak, Fred Morrison,  
 
Absent: Kent Bales, Gary Davis, Mary Dempsey, M. Janice Hogan, Michael Korth, Judith 

Martin, V. Rama Murthy, Matthew Tirrell 
 
Guests: Executive Vice President Robert Bruininks, Senior Vice President Frank Cerra, Associate 

Vice President Victor Bloomfield 
 
[In these minutes:  the intellectual future of the University: the academic department] 
 
 
 Professor Evans convened the meeting at 1:00.  Before getting to the subject of the meeting, she 
turned to Dr. Bruininks and Professor Marshak for a report on the Governor’s budget.   
 
 Professor Evans then noted that this was the third of four meetings this year to be devoted to the 
intellectual future of the University.  The direction of discussion at the last meeting led to the central topic 
at this one:  the academic department.  There have been criticisms of the department, for its rigidity, 
arbitrariness, and need to change; the purpose of this meeting is to rethink what a department should be 
and its place in the University. 
 
 A number of points were raised in the following 90-minute discussion. 
 
-- Why are groups of people, about the size and coherence of a department, important to the 
intellectual development and future of the University?  They build collective identity; faculty are part of a 
group with shared values and expectation, one that establishes peer performance standards, and orients 
relationships with external communications.  The department is a signal part of the faculty being, and 
with it comes a sense of community, autonomy, and reinforcement.  Now there is much interdisciplinary 
activity, which is very good and must be encouraged, but the University must also act to sustain the 
autonomy of the discipline and department. 
 
-- Departments are the greatest strength of the research university.  They are also its greatest 
weakness.  The question is how to nurture the best of what they can do and how to manage the problems 
that they can create. 
 
-- Resources are important.  the University does not devote enough resources to human resources 
needs and to building relationships.  The private sector lays people off more quickly than higher 
education, but it also devotes money to training and human capital. 
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-- There needs to be improvement in change management,  a consciousness about it, so that 
creativity is possible, and it cannot be top-down.  Companies that have survived have invested in building 
culture and are decentralized; they address these questions all the time.  (On the other hand, one 
corporation has as its philosophy that 40% of profits should come from something that did not exist 5 
years earlier; would the University be comfortable with that kind of rate of change?  Most probably not) 
 
-- Departments are built around bodies of knowledge, and questions about departments are 
questions about bodies of knowledge.  There is the increase in interdisciplinary work which raises these 
questions; another question is whether there are fundamental bodies of knowledge.  Some say there is a 
core in a department; others do not. 
 
-- The question about interdisciplinary research is how much is good?  Is it natural or forced (e.g., 
by NSF).  There is concern about balkanization and fragmentation with departments, but also with how 
interdisciplinary research is drawing funding away from disciplines, and betraying the reason for their 
existence. 
 
-- Should the ability to determine merit salary increases be taken away from departments?  Why is it 
located there?  (Because that is where the best knowledge is.)  It is courses and merit salary increases that 
make a department; as those become fuzzy, departments can be rebuilt. 
 
-- A department can make or break people in terms of productivity.  When people are moved 
around, especially as a result of external forces, a culture is broken.  Strains are greater when one is part 
of a larger group than part of a smaller group.  There is need for an anchor, whether a department or 
something else:  it is critical to excellence and quality of life.   
 
 There is need for a base unit that the faculty own, one not handled by a “higher” unit.  It is the 
source of judgment about curriculum and quality; even if departments are artificial, those functions 
should not be pushed up.  It is those decisions that make up the ground level of participation, the way 
functions flow, and that is why a university is not a corporation.  The term “ownership” is important; a 
department is a community, with its members responsible for making it work.  Without that 
responsibility, one is only an employee.  (At the same time, all are in multiple communities that overlap; 
the department is one basis of identification.  One can belong to different groups, mix and shift among 
them, and that is also important.) 
 
-- The question of ownership is related to interest; faculty should not be pigeon-holed and told what 
to do, but departments need to pay attention to what the campus or the University should do.  Department 
freedom is essential, but it must also nurture the work of the research university.   
 
-- When departmental structural rigidity limits the evolution of a discipline, or cannot accommodate 
multi-disciplinary activity, or when the career and reputation of a chair depend on a department, there are 
problems.  Administrative structures outside the department (e.g., the colleges) may also hinder change or 
evolution in a department, and may hinder development or improvement of the discipline(s) involved.  
Rigidity is often linked to the person in charge.  In units where chairs and heads turn over, that change 
itself introduces flexibility.  In units where the head is in essence appointed for life, change can be more 
difficult.  What makes a good chair?  They work hard to build identity and culture in the department, 
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AND they look beyond the departmental boundaries to what contributes to the greater good in the college, 
and in the institution.   
 
 The role of vision is critical for departmental renewal.  Vision can come not only from the faculty 
or administration; it is tied into leadership.  The University does not train people for leadership positions.  
It needs to be asked whether a person has the skills to lead.  Mentorship for chairs needs to be built in by 
the institution; this is a function of the administration. 
 

The best departments have more cross-departmental work, and are composed of people with an 
extraordinary sense of identity who have the curiosity to reach out--and who feel safe enough to do so.   A 
department should encourage the intellectual nourishment of faculty, and the interaction across 
boundaries that is essential for a broader vision.  That is how a smaller community--the department--
builds links to the larger organization.  But some departments do not ALLOW faculty to teach in other 
departments; in other departments, nearly all faculty do so to some extent. 
 
 Other qualities of good departments include caring for young faculty and mentoring them well, 
and constantly creating and recreating leadership.  In most departments, junior faculty are not, by and 
large, socialized to think about belonging to the University and to the professoriate.  [FCC and the AAUP 
are engaged in a joint venture to begin doing so with young faculty.]  The reward system must recognize 
contributions to college, campus, and University.   
 
 The role of the administration is to nurture strong and creative departments.  (This does not mean 
it should not also support interdisciplinary activities.) 
 
-- The big question is what is the appropriate size for a department.  The general view was that it 
was less than 20; with a larger number, it is difficult to make decisions, there are conflicting interests, and 
the size makes it cumbersome.  Larger groups need to be broken down, with smaller groups given 
autonomy, perhaps in a divisional structure which allows the creation and nurturing of sub-communities 
within the department.  5 is too few.  Perhaps the ideal number is 15, plus or minus a couple. 
 
-- Resources, or the notion of capaciousness, has an impact on how a department functions.  When 
funds are short, there are turf concerns. 
 
 Professor Evans thanked everyone for coming, and adjourned the meeting at 3:15. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand  
 
University of Minnesota 


