Standard Three

ORGANIZATION AND GOVERNANCE

 

 

DESCRIPTION

 


Westfield State College is one of the 29 institutions that comprise the public higher education system in Massachusetts.  The Board of Higher Education, established under Chapter 15A of the General Laws of the Commonwealth, serves as both a governing board for the community and state colleges, and as a coordinating board for the entire system (community colleges, state colleges, and the university).  The 15 members of the board are all appointed by the Governor for 5-year terms except for a student representative, which rotates annually among the three segments. Its principal responsibilities are to set tuition, approve degree programs, develop long-range plans, coordinate the budget submission to the governor and legislature, and establish policies regarding admission standards, assessment, student transfer between the two- and four-year institutions, fiscal and capital expenditures, and chief executive selection and compensation.  The Board of Higher Education is also the employer of record with respect to collective bargaining, a fact that has had a major impact on Westfield State College and the other state colleges during the past several years.  A permanent staff, headed by the Chancellor, is responsible for the implementation of board policy, as well as day-to-day operations of the board.

 


The college’s Board of Trustees, also established under Chapter 15A of the General Laws, is charged with establishing policies which are required for the academic and administrative management of the college.  The membership of the local board is prescribed by Chapter 15A and consists of 11 members, nine of whom are appointed by the Governor for five-year terms, one who is selected by the Alumni Association for a five-year term, and one who is a current student elected annually by vote of the student body.  The Board of Trustees meets every two months to consider policies, personnel actions, and fiscal and other matters brought to it by the president.  Matters are first reviewed and acted upon by one of six standing committees – Executive, Finance and Capital Planning, Academic and Student Life, Development, Executive Evaluation, and Nomination – and then acted upon by the full board.  (An Executive Committee of the Board of Trustees meets during the intervening months to discuss college matters.)  Meetings of the Board of Trustees are open to the public and frequently members of the college community are provided opportunities to address it.  The most crucial function of the board is the selection and subsequent evaluation of the president.  These procedures have been revised several times to solicit participation from various constituent groups, both on- and off-campus.  The Board of Trustees, consistent with Chapter 15A, has delegated to the President the authority to approve the vast majority of personnel actions.  However, it has retained final authority over those actions considered most critical to the future of the college, including the promotion and tenure of faculty and librarians, and the appointment, promotion, and compensation of senior administrators.  Since the Board of Higher Education serves as the “employer” for purposes of collective bargaining, the local board’s role in that process is limited to providing advice, often at a distance, to the Board of Higher Education.

 


The President is the chief executive officer of the college and is responsible for providing leadership to the institution and for implementing the policies of the Board of Higher Education and the college’s Board of Trustees.  The President oversees all academic and administrative operations of the college.  Four senior administrators report directly to the President: the Senior Vice President for Academic Affairs, the Vice President for Student Affairs, the Chief Financial Officer, and the Chief Information Officer.  The President meets weekly with these senior administrators as a group to discuss policy issues and to coordinate operational activities.  The President also convenes a weekly meeting with a larger group known as the President’s Council that, in addition to the previously listed senior administrators, also includes the Associate Vice President for Academic Affairs/Dean of Undergraduate Studies, Assistant Vice President for Administration, Assistant to the President, Dean of Graduate and Continuing Education, Director of Human Resources, Director of Public Affairs, Assistant Director of Development, and Staff Associate – President’s Office.  

 

The President has also created a number of cross-divisional policy and steering committees that deal with issues having major impact on the college.  These include the Budget Committee, Enrollment Management Committee, Diversity Committee, Information Technology Steering Committee, Marketing Committee, Recruitment of Students of Color and International Students Committee, and Web for Students/Faculty Committee.

 

Over the course of the academic year, the President and Senior Vice President for Academic Affairs meet with each academic department and periodically with the leadership of the faculty association.  Other constituencies, including students, professional administrators, and support staff, meet with the President and other senior administrators as appropriate.

 


Academic governance and policy development occurs through two complementary forms.  The faculty collective bargaining agreement establishes a formal governance structure of committees to consider and develop recommendations for presidential action.  All governance issues are brought to the All College Committee (ACC), comprised of eight members of the faculty and librarian bargaining unit, three students, and three administrators, all of whom are selected by their respective constituencies. Any member of the college community may bring a proposal to the ACC.  Most often proposals come from the academic departments in the form of curriculum proposals or modifications to policy.

 

There are three contractually-stipulated standing committees of the ACC that consider matters within the scope outlined by the collective bargaining agreement, and forward recommendations to the ACC for consideration.  These are the Curriculum Committee, Academic Policies Committee, and Student Affairs Committee.  The ACC has also established the Teacher Education Council as a standing committee in response to the importance of teacher education to the mission of the college and the special curricular issues that face the college’s teacher education programs.  The Curriculum Committee consists of 16 members of the faculty and librarian bargaining unit, three administrators, and three students.  The Academic Policies Committee consists of 16 members of the faculty and librarian bargaining unit (one of whom must be a librarian), three administrators, and three students.  The Student Affairs Committee consists of five members of the faculty and librarian bargaining unit, five administrators, and nine students.  The Teacher Education Council consists of 16 members: the Assistant Dean of Education, an elected faculty member from each of the departments offering a teacher education program (Art, Biology, Business, English, History, Mathematics, Music, Movement Science, and Physical Science), four faculty from the Education Department representing each of its programs (Elementary Education, Early Childhood Education, Secondary Education, and Special Education), and two non-voting administrators representing Student Teaching Placement and DGCE Education Programs.

 

However, for approximately the past three years, during which there had been an absence of a new collective bargaining agreement, the ACC and its subordinate committees have met sparingly, if at all.  Further, similar stand downs of governance preceded execution of the previous two collective bargaining agreements, resulting in either a lack of, or a severe limitation of, governance during five of the past ten years.

 

In addition to ACC and its standing committees, a contractually stipulated Graduate Education Council is also a requirement of any state college offering a graduate education program, and therefore of Westfield State College.  It consists of five members of the graduate faculty selected by the members of the graduate faculty, three administrators, and a graduate student of the college enrolled in two or more graduate courses.  This committee operates outside the ACC, reporting to the President through the Senior Vice President for Academic Affairs.  The Graduate Education Council has functioned throughout the past several years acting on academic issues related to graduate education.  The Agreement also provides for the establishment by the ACC and the President of special or ad hoc committees to consider matters not the responsibility of one of the standing committees.  It is important to note that because governance is a creation of collective bargaining, the faculty association is typically influential in the selection of its members, and therefore its deliberations.  At Westfield State College, the faculty association has regularly conducted at-large general elections as its means of exercising its selection prerogative. 

 


The Agreement recognizes the academic department as fundamental to campus governance.  Each of the nineteen academic departments is led by a department chair who is responsible for exercising professional leadership, facilitating curriculum development, conducting the administrative operations of the department, and serving an important role in faculty evaluation.  The chairs as a group meet monthly with the Senior Vice President for Academic Affairs and other academic administrators to provide advice and counsel.  The influence of this group on decision-making, although not formally provided by the Agreement, is in fact considerable, as the Senior Vice President for Academic Affairs, its leader, is attentive to its input.  Its role, while always important, may have been considered to be even more important than usual during the past several years, as during that time, it has been the only vehicle for structured faculty participation in decision-making beyond the department level.  The chairs, individually and collectively, have the position and power to serve as effective advocates on behalf of their faculty colleagues, since without the existence of divisions or schools, each reports directly to the Senior Vice President for Academic Affairs.

 

Each department is contractually obliged to establish a Departmental Curriculum Committee, which includes student representation, to generate recommendations that are transmitted to the Senior Vice President for Academic Affairs and to the ACC.  Additionally, Departmental Peer Review Committees have been established to evaluate the performance of colleagues and to develop recommendations as part of the reappointment, promotion, and tenure processes. 

 


The primary institutional voice of students is the Student Government Association (SGA); comprised of 65 students, it includes representatives from each of the classes, the residence halls, commuter council, and Third World Organization, as well as at-large delegates.  The SGA is an extremely active and effective organization, acting on behalf of 54 clubs and organizations; it is organizationally positioned so as to communicate directly with both the Vice President for Student Affairs and the President.  It meets weekly to consider issues and to allocate funds to student organizations and activities.  The SGA through its component committees and organizations is an influential advocate for student concerns, especially in matters pertaining to student life.  The faculty’s collective bargaining agreement also provides for student participation in the formal academic governance of the college, but this role has been necessarily limited of late in the absence of governance.

 

 

APPRAISAL
 


The Board of Higher Education has been a very activist board with a policy agenda that has often been developed with minimal consultation with the colleges.  Aside from whether this makes for good policy, it clearly has had a negative effect on morale within the college.  These policies have touched virtually every aspect of academic and student life including admissions standards, remedial education, academic program discontinuance, residential life, capital plans, and mission and institutional direction.

 


The Board of Higher Education has also assumed a far more central role in negotiating collective bargaining agreements, especially with the faculty and librarians.  Early stages of the bargaining process associated with the most recent contract (which began in March, 1998) were marked by much public posturing and strong ideological positioning of the parties.  This set the stage for three years of bitterness and difficulties, and caught the college administration and Board of Trustees between the Board of Higher Education and the faculty as represented by their union.  The protracted negotiations have affected negatively almost every academic function.  Nowhere has the impact been felt more acutely than in governance.  In the absence of governance, there have been relatively few vehicles for bringing broad segments of the college community together to discuss major policy and program initiatives.  Planning and direction have certainly occurred, and with input; however, there have not been formal structures outside of the President’s Council and meetings of department chairs.  When governance does operate, it has been an effective voice for curriculum and policy review.  

 

The structure of governance is well prescribed and reasonably well understood.  Although there is sentiment in some areas of the college to change governance committee composition or structure, the college does not have the flexibility to make these changes independent of the (state-wide) collective bargaining process.

 


The department chairs have functioned as the principal formal voice of the faculty during the periods without governance.  As such, their views and advice have been invaluable.  Chairs and other department heads generally do an effective job in managing their units, but there is significant variability in how well important matters are communicated.  As a consequence, some faculty and staff may feel outside the process.  Though chairs by the Agreement have fairly broad powers, the fact that they are members of the bargaining unit – and choose to be so – typically limits how much chairs may be willing to exercise that authority.

 


The President and Board of Trustees have developed an effective and supportive relationship that has permitted the clear establishment of goals, directions, and strategies.  In policy development, the President and the Board of Trustees have sought input from the community. This was evident in the decision to arm campus public safety officers.  The Board of Trustees, together with the President, moderated a campus-wide discussion of the issue, providing numerous opportunities for all campus constituencies to air their views on what ultimately became a very emotional matter.  The Board of Trustees annually evaluates the effectiveness of its relationship with the President, as well as the effectiveness of its own subcommittee structure.  Significant effort is made by the President and Vice Presidents to meet with as many departments, units, and other campus constituencies as possible to share information and hear concerns.

 

The President’s Council continues to be an effective vehicle for sharing information across divisions.  The establishment of the Senior President’s Council has provided a forum for more focused input into presidential decisions.  The cross-divisional committees have worked well in creating a uniform, institution-wide approach to significant issues and have led to greater understanding and strategies.  The budget committee is an example of an effective structure for providing greater input into what had previously been a very closed process. 

 


Programs operating outside of the traditional day school auspices are only minimally integrated into the formal governance, although that does occur at the highest level (i.e. the Dean of Graduate and Continuing Education is a member of the President’s Council).  However, in practice, the integration is quite significant, as many day school faculty participating in governance are DGCE faculty as well, administrative staff from DGCE can and do serve on various governance committees, and undergraduate programs of DGCE are subject to the same policies and provisions as are those of the “day school.”


 

 

 

 

PROJECTION
 


Governance, when functioning fully, provides a structure for collaborative and collegial decision-making that includes consultation with all constituencies.  Recognizing the importance of governance, and the detrimental impact the lack of same has had on the institution during protracted collective bargaining negotiations, the most recently approved contract provides for continuation of governance throughout such periods.  

 

Further, it would be beneficial if governance could assume responsibility for stepping back to assess the big picture and to assess how well the college is doing in carrying out its mission and programs.  Consideration should be given to forums or other structures that can bring different campus groups together for discussion of common issues.  This could occur at the level of All College Committee, or through the establishment of a new structure. 

 


The cross-divisional committees and work groups have been most effective.  For the most part, however, they operate independent of the formal governance structures.  Mechanisms should be developed to link these structures.  Similarly, consideration should be given to finding a way to bring together the various decision making centers on a periodic basis (e.g. President’s Council, Department Chairs, All College Committee, Student Government Association).

 


The budget committee has made great strides in “democratizing” the allocation of resources.  Direct linkages to the planning processes and other governance committees will ensure consistency with mission goals and objectives.   

 


Organizational units will be reviewed and reorganized where necessary to improve administrative effectiveness and efficiency.  The reorganization through the consolidation of related administrative functions has been particularly effective in providing for a more consistent and efficient delivery of service.  Efforts to eliminate duplication will continue.  There will be greater focus on improving processes and ensuring accountability.

