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In academe, the rate and means of e :
presidential turnover have become something of a "-“
concern. Shortly after coming to the University of | alal ‘
North Texas, | was able to watch the rapid and -
messy turnover of the leadership at my previous l
university. There were many hurt feelings in the
community and in the university over the bad press

created by the interactions between the board and a P R E s l D E N c ' E s
president who had been in place for nearly twelve

years. The situation even led to potential sanctions WHY UNIVERSITY LEADERS FAIL

from Southern Association of Colleges and Schools, AND HOW TO PREVENT IT

the regional accrediting body for the university.
That politics have become so central to
academia that the core mission of universities can
be pushed aside is unfortunate. That the publication
of a book about leadership failures within a
university does not create a general outcry in
academia is extremely unfortunate. That this
particular book could be published based on
derailments, defined by the authors as “when a
president is terminated or forced to resign prior to
the end of the term of the first contract,” is tragic (p.
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The disappointment over the necessity of
this work aside, Trachtenberg, Kauvar, and Bogue
have provided a valuable and necessary resource for
everyone involved in the presidential search process
at universities of any type. By focusing on
derailments at various types of institutions (private
liberal arts colleges, public master’s level colleges,
public research universities, and community
colleges), the authors have reminded readers that
derailments can happen throughout higher
education. This level of inclusion extends not only
through the discussion of the derailments, but also
into the lessons learned about derailment and the
suggestions provided to prevent derailments.

In order to effectively discuss derailments,
the authors introduce six themes that presage
derailments. While any of the six themes certainly
carries the potential to cause a derailment, any one
of them could as easily cause the resignation or
termination of a president in his or her fourth or
fifth term. The overarching theme of these missteps,
as well as the overarching theme for the work and a
lesson learned by the authors is that most instances
of presidential derailment are caused by human
imperfection. Whether this imperfection exists in
the president (inability to lead key constituencies,
difficulty adapting to culture, failure to meet
business objectives), the board (board
shortcomings), or both (ethical lapses, poor
interpersonal skills) are discussed throughout the
work. In the case of derailments, it is very rarely
one party that is completely at fault.

It is therefore at this intersection of human
imperfection and group dynamics that the authors’
most valuable points are made. The suggestions
provided by the authors aim to minimize the
possibility of introducing any of these themes into a
presidential search and/or hiring. The suggestions
essentially allow the board and search committee to
first get out of their own way and then remove a
significant portion of the expectations attached to a
presidential search. The authors admit that an
understanding that the search will not be perfect and
may not result in the hiring of a perfect candidate
allows for a more successful search, “if only
because unreasonable expectations of perfection
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arising from a necessarily imperfect activity can be
put aside” (p. 110). Although most of the
suggestions seem like common sense when
encountered, the obvious lack of their employment
in the situations detailed in the work indicate that a
reminder would not go amiss to anyone serving in
the search process.

In addition to pointing out common themes
to avoid in a search and providing a list of
suggestions as to how to avoid those themes,
Trachtenberg, Kauvar, and Bogue have addressed
the often legally-mandated secrecy surrounding
derailments, terminations, and resignations in a
creative and extremely helpful manner. By
presenting the material as case studies of fictional
colleges and universities, the authors are able to
avoid the problem of non-disclosure portions of
contracts.

This approach also provides readers with the
ability to compare his or her institution to
institutions of comparable size. Rhetorically, this
allows search committee members, board members,
and potential presidents to avoid the pitfall of “It
happened at [specific university], but it cannot
happen at [university at which I serve on this
committee/sit on this board/am a candidate for].”
This is also a pitfall on which the authors blame
derailments at some level. In a discussion of lessons
learned, they raise the question as to why presidents
are still losing their jobs for the same reasons that
presidents previously lost their jobs. As they say,

It cannot be that they don’t know

what behaviors lead to derailment.

But, they act as though the lessons

apply only to those not as clever or

talented as they are. “I’m too smart

to get caught” supplants ethical

judgments and abnegates the super

ego. (p. 138)

Recognizing the potential for human imperfection is
a major focus of this work, and the inability to do so
sets a university board, committee, or president up
for failure. The inclusion of the wide-ranging
fictional case studies provides anyone who may
have need of this work with the tools to actively
avoid that problem.
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As an acknowledgement that theoretical
discussions may not accurately represent what
occurs in a derailment, the authors have also chosen
to include what is, perhaps, the most fascinating
chapter of the book. Chapter six, “Firsthand
Experiences of Derailed Presidents,” provides two
examples in which William Frawley and Michael
Garrison discuss their hiring and short tenure at the
University of Mary Washington and West Virginia
University respectively. Their personal accounts
and admissions add the reminder that these
situations are not figments of the authors’
imaginations.

While this is the most interesting section, it
is also the least complete. It would be very
informative to hear as many sides of each of those
stories as possible. Any statement from the board
president, the university, or the search committee
would add a significant level of weight to the
section, as it would allow the reader to compare the
public stories with the private reflections of both
sides. It 1s a minor shortcoming, and perhaps an
irreconcilable one, but it would have made the book
even more relevant.

In the grand scheme of things, this being the
work’s only detraction speaks very well of the
authors and the work. With a stated goal of
improving “the probability of appointing and
keeping presidents of academic institutions who
serve with competence and integrity,”
Trachtenberg, Kauvar, and Bogue have presented a
book capable of accomplishing just that. It should
be read by anyone undertaking a search, regardless
of their familiarity with the process.
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