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Abstract 

 

American higher education faces a crisis of confidence that has intensified since 2015. Public 

trust in higher education has declined significantly, with less than 45 percent of Americans 

expressing confidence in colleges and universities as of 2025, down from 57 percent a decade 

before. Questions of cost and value, along with the ability of higher education to thrive in an era 

of constrained resources and declining college-going students, are vexing senior academic 

leaders, particularly Provosts and Chief Academic Officers. Despite the centrality of Provosts to 

the higher education enterprise, no clear profile exists of what constitutes a quality academic 

leader from the perspective of Process Education. This article argues that a new leadership 

model, the Process Leader, is necessary for the Chief Academic Officer. This model enacts 

leadership through facilitation, assessment-driven culture, metacognitive self-regulation, and 

intentional capacity-building, and represents the leadership paradigm best suited to address the 

complex and competing demands facing American colleges and universities today. 

 

This paper examines five leadership frameworks relevant to American higher education: 

transactional, transformational, servant, shared, and Process Leadership through a comparative 

literature review. Drawing on scholarship from higher education, organizational learning, and 

Process Education, key strengths and limitations are identified that point to the need for a 

reconceptualization of the needed competencies of a Chief Academic Officer. Process Education, 

an applied philosophy of human development centered on assessment, self-growth, and 

facilitated learning, provides the foundation for such a new leadership profile. Four traits define 

this Process Leader: cultivating an assessment-driven institutional culture, facilitating the co-

creation of shared vision, modeling metacognitive self-regulation, and building the capacity of 

faculty and staff as self-growers. These traits are then analyzed against transactional, 

transformational, servant, and shared leadership theories. 

 

The ethical dimensions of Process Leadership are examined through three frameworks: the ethics 

of care, virtue ethics, and Shapiro and Stefkovich’s multiple ethical paradigms framework. These 

highlight the relational obligations, ethical expectations, and professional responsibilities 

inherent in the Process Leader role, as well as the risks of partial caring, manufactured 

consensus, and power imbalances that facilitative leadership must mitigate. The paper concludes 

with policy recommendations designed to help institutions operationalize Process Leadership.  

 

Keywords: Academic Leadership, Higher Education Administration, Process Education, Ethical 

Leadership, Shared Leadership 
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Profile of a Quality Postsecondary Academic Leader  

 American higher education faces mounting challenges that threaten both its long-term 

future and its legitimacy as a valuable social institution.  From the current demographic “cliff” 

impacting traditional college enrollments (Grawe, 2018; Grawe, 2021, Lane et al., 2024), 

difficult questions of cost and value (Edge Research & HCM Strategists, 2024; Fast et al., 2023; 

Wingard, 2022), and concerns about learning gains of college graduates (Cheang & Yamashita, 

2023; Finley, 2023; Finley, 2025), academic leaders in America’s colleges and universities are 

under increasing pressure and scrutiny to deliver for multiple constituencies. 

 Such concerns are not new but are no less urgent now. Arum & Roksa’s seminal book 

Academically adrift (2010) paints a picture showing that at least 45 percent of all surveyed 

undergraduates demonstrated no significant gains in critical thinking, complex reasoning, and 

writing during their first two years of college. Critics of higher education’s cost, relevance, and 

quality abound, including such figures as Richard Vedder (2019), Robert Martin (2011), and 

William Bennett (with Wilezol) (2013), among many others. Even the Process Education (PE) 

literature, one known for an assets-oriented and strengths-based approach, includes reference to 

concerns of the quality of preparation of college graduates (Hadley & Leise, n.d.). Clearly, 

dissatisfaction with higher education in the United States is high, even despite the recognition 

that college degrees and the learning they seek to represent are valuable and meaningful to both 

employers and graduates. 

 These conditions call for a new model in higher education for senior academic leaders. 

Such leaders may have varying titles, such as Provost, Chief Learning Officer, or Vice President 

of Academic Affairs. Regardless of title, these roles are responsible for the academic mission of 

their institution, often devoting considerable time to ensuring the effectiveness and quality of 
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instructional programs at all levels (Martin et al., 2015; Salkin, 2025). As higher education shifts 

from a “delivery of instruction” to a “production of learning” focus, where student outcomes and 

demonstrated competencies are more salient, traditional management styles are no longer 

sufficient. Institutions that prioritize holistic student growth require a new leadership paradigm: 

the Process Leader. Drawing on the principles of Process Education, the Process Leader 

cultivates assessment-driven cultures, facilitates shared vision, models reflective self-regulation, 

and intentionally builds the capacity of faculty and staff to engage in continuous improvement. 

This academic administrator embodies the very principles of continuous growth and learning that 

faculty seek to instill in their students. 

Problem Statement 

 In the Process Education literature, a profile of a quality Process Educator has been well 

defined for the classroom or laboratory (Apple & Smith, 2007; Beyerlein et al., 2012; El-Sayed 

et al., 2020). However, existing leadership literature does not provide a Process Education-

grounded model of academic leadership in higher education. Without such a leadership profile, 

innovations in teaching, learning, research, and creative activities occurring under the auspices of 

Academic Affairs may falter due to lack of support and development. This unrealized potential 

can significantly harm the positive societal impact of the institution over time, thus lowering its 

trustworthiness, credibility, and public support. This deficit also impacts students, as ineffective 

institutions are less capable of producing quality graduates that contribute to their employers, 

society, and to their families. With public confidence in American higher education now at a 

very low level, developing this profile can assist current and future Chief Academic Officers 

prepare for these critical appointments and lead their institutions successfully. 
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There are at least two key drivers that support the need for enhanced quality in academic 

leadership that improves college outcomes. First, Americans’ expressing “a great deal” or “quite 

a lot” of confidence in higher education has reached 42 percent, dropping from 57 percent just 

ten  years ago, after a significant drop to 36 percent in 2023 and 2024 (Jones, 2025). Second, and 

most likely at least partially related to the first – the U.S. federal government is taking a more 

active role in American colleges and universities, with new accountability measures instituted in 

the One Big Beautiful Bill Act (Cooper, 2025). While calls for accountability and effectiveness 

of higher education in the U.S. are not new, the mechanisms used and their urgency are 

significant. The time to begin developing leaders capable of addressing the current and future 

challenges in higher education is now.  

Purpose 

 This paper defines the characteristics, behaviors, and mindset of a quality higher 

education academic leader through the lens of Process Education. As mentioned, these leaders 

may be considered “Process Leaders” due to the emphasis on creating and sustaining a culture of 

continuous process improvement. Process Education is an applied education philosophy focused 

on improving learning and learning environments that has enabled transformation in classrooms 

across the world (Gathumbi et al., 2013). By extending these principles to academic 

administration, we can create institutions where leadership practices align with learning 

outcomes, assessment drives improvement, and where every member of the academic 

community is engaged in continuous self-growth. In doing so, a model is developed that aspiring 

academic leaders can use to enhance their skills, and themselves, to become more effective, 

ethical, and impactful in their roles. The model can also be used to assess performance for 

improvement in currently sitting academic leaders across institution types.  
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The argument proceeds in five stages. First, an integrated literature review focuses on 

commonly adopted approaches to leadership in higher education, including the connection 

between Process Education and these models. The review provides a summary of key tenets of 

Process Education as applied to organizational leaders. Second, a model of a quality academic 

leader from a Process Education perspective is presented, focusing on key traits, mindsets, and 

skills each Process Leader must acquire and exercise. Third, the ethics of leadership from a 

Process Education perspective are considered. Fourth, policy and programmatic 

recommendations are provided that aid higher education institutions to operationalize the 

development and support of emerging academic Process Leaders. The final section summarizes 

the arguments in favor of shifting from more traditional hierarchical leadership patterns to that of 

a Process Leader and highlights the long-term significance of such a shift in leadership practice.  

This paper argues that institutions organized around learning require leadership models 

that center facilitating organizational learning rather than directing organizational behavior. 

Individuals operationalizing this approach may be called a Process Leader. This model, grounded 

in Process Education and characterized by assessment-driven culture, facilitative vision-building, 

metacognitive self-regulation, and intentional capacity development, provides a more sustainable 

and justifiable framework for Chief Academic Officers than traditional transactional, 

transformational, servant, or shared leadership models. This significant leadership paradigm shift 

is necessary for American higher education institutions to deliver on their promise to transform 

students into lifelong learners and contributors to their organizations. In this way, the paper 

contributes to the literature on higher education leadership by developing a new conceptual 

model and demonstrating how this model addresses the limitations of existing leadership 

frameworks.  
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Literature Review 

This section considers the unique role of academic leaders on college or university 

campuses, summarizes a variety of leadership theories that inform an academic leader’s practice, 

and introduces the key ideas of Process Education, the underlying educational theory that 

supports the development of Process Leaders. The Chief Academic Officer (CAO) role requires 

both scholarly and practical attention to the leadership theories and frameworks they use to 

enhance their organizations.  

The scope of the CAO role has expanded substantially over the last two decades, 

stretching from its traditional focus solely on the institution’s academic core of teaching, 

research, and service. While the role once centered on curriculum oversight, faculty supervision, 

assessment, and accreditation (Cook et al., 2015), the position’s scope now often includes 

enrollment management, equity and inclusion programming, and fundraising, among others 

(Ekman, 2015; Carman & Thuswaldner, 2025). These responsibilities have historically been 

distributed across multiple administrative portfolios, but have since been consolidated 

(Thuswaldner, 2025; Walsh, 2025). Indeed, the CAO role has accumulated more power and 

responsibilities, with enhanced demands to raise institutional rankings, manage increasingly 

complicated technological resources, enhance academic accountability in athletics, handle higher 

levels of academic misconduct among faculty and students, and mitigate the impact of social 

media on academic life (Martin & Samels, 2015). This expanded role, with its complexity and 

ever-increasing demands, requires leaders who are capable of exercising judicious authority. It is 

to leadership and leadership theories in higher education to which we turn next. 
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Leadership in Higher Education 

The challenges of leadership in complex higher education organizations are numerous, 

and in some ways are unique to academia. One way in which practicing leadership in higher 

education is novel surrounds a core constituency: the faculty. Senior scholars often earn tenure 

and organizational recognition through their unique academic contributions. Such individuals 

resist overt control of their work based on the organizational norms of academic freedom, in 

addition to their strong identities as autonomous experts who decide how best to contribute to the 

university’s mission and often work independently of colleagues (Gallos & Bolman, 2021).  

Various leadership theories have been proposed, including transactional leadership, 

transformational leadership, servant leadership, and shared leadership, among others. A CAO 

may adopt any one of a variety of leadership styles. Given the day-to-day tasks and 

responsibilities of the role, many CAOs may default into a traditional manager role, focusing on 

the mechanics of the university, such as budgets, enrollment management, academic program 

assessment, and the like. While these daily tasks need attention, quality academic leaders must 

balance the daily demands of the role with attention to institutional vision and people as well.  

The scholarship in academic leadership offers many theoretical frameworks that attempt 

to explain how leaders exercise their authority legitimately to guide complex organizations. 

Transactional, transformational, servant, and shared leadership models each provide some 

valuable insights into how CAOs and other academic leaders may best motivate faculty and staff, 

develop vision, and distribute authority for decision making. However, none of these models 

individually fully address the unique demands of the higher education context, which focus on 

the production and dissemination of learning. The following sections examine each framework in 
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turn, identifying their contributions and limitations. In so doing, the leadership competencies 

required for a Process Education-oriented institution and model are clarified. 

Transactional Leadership 

 As mentioned above, higher education institutions are different in certain ways from 

other organizations. In his classic article on “Cosmopolitans and Locals,” Gouldner (1957) 

emphasizes the high level of autonomy of the faculty in their work, where scholars are often 

engaged more intimately with their network of scholarly contacts in their disciplines than they 

are with faculty and staff colleagues on their own campuses. This dynamic, where cosmopolitan 

faculty consider themselves members of their academic disciplinary community first and 

institutional citizens second, makes transactional leadership, in which performance is rewarded 

and lack of performance punished, unsuccessful.  

Burns (1978) introduced the concept of transactional leadership, claiming that the 

relationship between a leader and employee is based on an exchange of benefits or rewards and 

power. In this model, leaders provide performance management, develop organizational goals 

and key performance indicators, and track progress (Dong, 2023). While the transactional model 

provides clarity in expectations and a strong accountability regime, this approach falls short in 

higher education. This is because the “outputs” of colleges and universities are often less 

tangible and measurable externally, such as knowledge creation, student development, and 

institutional culture. As Gouldner (1957) suggests by contrasting faculty cosmopolitans and 

administrator locals, scholars are oriented toward their disciplinary communities and less toward 

local hierarchies. Consequently, transactional leadership struggles to cultivate the free and open 

collaborative learning necessary for institutional success. Additionally, transactional leadership 

does not adequately account for the relational nature of higher education organizations and the 
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distributed leadership present therein (Bolden et al., 2007). This limitation raises a critical 

question: What form of leadership can support both faculty autonomy and coordinated efforts 

toward institutional improvement? 

Due to the limitations of transactional leadership, alternative leadership theories and 

approaches have become more popular within higher education, including transformational 

leadership, servant leadership, and shared leadership. Each of these will be considered in turn 

below. 

Transformational Leadership 

In contrast to transactional leadership approaches, transformational leadership focuses on 

developing a shared vision, inspiration to act, and individual consideration and development 

(Bass & Riggio, 2006; Northouse, 2021). In so doing, it addresses some of the perceived 

shortcomings of transactional leadership. Various scholars have noted that transformational 

leadership approaches have become more common in higher education, as this approach aligns 

better with an academic culture that emphasizes autonomy, mission, collegiality, and intrinsic 

motivation (Dabie & Asare, 2025; Ruben et al., 2023). Many campus constituencies appreciate 

the transformational leader’s focus on shared vision and commitment to individual development. 

However, transformational leadership often relies heavily on the individual leader themselves to 

sustain organizational momentum. As the tenure of CAOs has shortened in recent years, progress 

can be fragile and stall when the transformational leader transitions to other roles or institutions. 

Another challenge specific to higher education is transformational leadership’s tendency to focus 

on the leader-follower dyad, rather than how leadership operates at the organizational level 

(Odumeru & Ogbonna, 2013).  
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Servant Leadership 

 One attractive leadership orientation for CAOs is that of the servant leader, where the 

ethical orientation is shifted toward serving those they lead. Greenleaf argues that the best 

leaders are servants first, ensuring that other peoples’ highest priority needs are being served. By 

this Greenleaf means core needs, such as the need for personal growth, developing greater 

discernment, autonomy, and authenticity (1977/2002). A strength of this approach is its 

resonance with the CAO role as “first among equals” (McMillin, 2015), where the Provost is 

considered a steward of the campus and faculty autonomy, rather than a ruler who makes 

decisions without regard to the perceived needs of those they lead. Spears (2010) provided a set 

of ten characteristics of servant leaders that resonate within the higher education community, 

including: listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, foresight, 

stewardship, commitment to the growth of people, and building community.  

 When the CAO acts as a servant leader, they empower others to reach their full potential. 

However, servant leadership in practice can suffer from a lack of organizational focus. Without 

an assessment orientation and systematic process-improvement, the servant-leader risks 

advancing follower priorities while harming the organization’s long-term goals and objectives. 

However, the servant leader does seek to develop leadership capabilities and skills in others. This 

perspective leads to the consideration of the last leadership theory, shared leadership, where 

responsibility and authority is distributed intentionally throughout an organization. 

Shared Leadership 

 The American culturally dominant image of organizational leadership, with a single 

individual operating with “command and control” style directing their subordinates, has never 

mapped comfortably on the culture of U.S. colleges and universities. Higher education 
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institutions are, at least in part, communities of experts organized along disciplinary lines. 

Faculty hold expertise in niche areas that cannot be duplicated by senior administrators, and as 

stated, the professional identity and autonomy of faculty members is strongly held.  

 This structural reality creates a tension indicated above; the formal authority of senior 

academic leaders operates within a community that highly values debate, deliberation, and at 

times, active resistance to administrative goals, often by referencing core academic values such 

as freedom of inquiry. Though sometimes unstated, a perspective that faculty members can share 

is that leadership is best understood as a property of the higher education system, rather than a 

single individual, even if they formally hold organizational authority.  

 Pearce and Conger define shared leadership as “a dynamic, interactive influence process 

among individuals in groups for which the objective is to lead one another to the achievement of 

group or organizational goals or both (2003, p. 1).” Other scholars use the term “distributed” or 

“collaborative” to describe a shared model.  

 In the American higher education context, two features make shared leadership attractive. 

First, a tradition of shared governance grants faculty a legitimate and valuable role in decisions 

surrounding curriculum, academic standards, faculty hiring and promotion, and institutional 

priorities (American Association of University Professors [AAUP], et al., 1966). Shared 

governance reflects a deeply held value in American higher education that those with expertise 

and a stake in academic matters should have a voice in developing them. Shared leadership 

extends this concept to both faculty and staff, allowing multiple perspectives to be heard on 

items of importance to the campus community (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). They argue that 

shared leadership is a cultural orientation that can be developed, shaping the daily decisions of 

faculty and administrators. Second, the aforementioned self-concept of the faculty as 
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autonomous decision-makers makes shared leadership attractive. As faculty gain recognition and 

promotion through disciplinary expertise and influence, their authority is grounded in their 

capabilities as scholars, rather than their position on the organizational chart. When CAOs 

attempt to lead through coercion or positional authority, senior faculty are likely to resist, 

sending powerful signals to others that “this isn’t the way we do business.”  

 Despite its advantages, shared leadership in higher education does suffer some 

drawbacks. A critical distinction between structural (e.g. faculty senate, staff council) 

governance methods and cultural dimensions is a limitation. As many institutions have formal 

structures for decision-making that operationalize shared governance, they can lack the cultural 

conditions that make these groups truly meaningful. This can lead to claims that faculty 

governance and other structures are simply means of obtaining the administration’s preferred 

outcome, thus eroding group cohesion and trust, among other negative outcomes (Kezar & 

Holcombe, 2017).  

 In sum, shared leadership in higher education is not solely about formal redistribution of 

authority, but a more durable shift in culture toward a shared respect for common values and 

collaborative decision-making. As Senge (1990) suggests, organizations that cultivate shared 

leadership are likely to develop “generative learning,” the capacity to not just adapt to change, 

but to anticipate it, question current practices, and continuously expand organizational capacity.  

The standard Senge advocates is a high one, and difficult for even the most high-

performing organizations to achieve, much less those with highly differentiated functions and a 

professional, autonomous workforce that privileges discourse, deliberation, and participatory 

governance.  
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Synthesis of Leadership Literature 

Taken together, the reviewed leadership theories reveal several recurring themes. 

Transactional leadership emphasizes clear organizational structure and accountability but lacks 

the heart of relational depth. Transformational leadership inspires followers with a compelling 

vision but often relies too much on the personal authority of a leader. Servant leadership 

emphasizes development of followers and attending to their needs but struggles to maintain the 

organization’s focus on its goals. Shared leadership distributes authority effectively, but falters 

without strong facilitation and developmental structures. The question this raises for the present 

paper is what kind of leadership approach can simultaneously cultivate continuous organizational 

learning, support faculty autonomy and development, and build durable organizational capacity 

throughout the institution. This unresolved tension points toward the value of Process Education 

to serve as a foundation for a new leadership model. The Process Leader model is designed to 

address this need. The four traits developed in the following section: assessment orientation, 

facilitative vision-building, metacognitive self-regulation, and capacity-building, represent the 

specific competencies that deliver on the theoretical promise of shared leadership into a lived 

institutional reality. 

Leadership in Learning-Centered Organizations. Here it is important to make a 

central distinction between Process Education and traditional leadership frameworks as applied 

to American higher education. Though the above theoretical frameworks have been applied to 

higher education, they tend to make assumptions about how the organizations utilizing these 

function. Process Education considers organizations as learning systems, in which individuals 

and groups continuously develop their capabilities through assessment, reflection, practice, and 

planning. In such environments, leadership cannot be limited to directing behavior or inspiring 
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commitment in followers. Rather, they must create the conditions and culture that enables 

continuous learning and growth across the institution. This distinction suggests that colleges and 

universities need a leadership model that is specifically oriented toward facilitating learning 

processes, rather than merely managing organizational performance. 

Process Education and Leadership 

Process Education can be defined as: 

A performance-based philosophy of education which integrates many different 

educational theories, processes, and tools in emphasizing the continuous development of 

learning skills through the use of assessment principles in order to produce learner self-

development (Pacific Crest, n.d.-a). 

In the literature, Process Education (PE) shifts the focus from "teaching/managing" to 

"facilitating learning/growth." Therefore, a Process Leader combines elements of 

transformational leadership (vision), servant leadership (support), and shared leadership (respect 

for shared governance and a culture of shared engagement) but adds a unique emphasis on 

metacognition (self-regulation) and assessment (growth feedback). The Process Leader is an 

academic administrator who continuously seeks to develop themselves and their organization’s 

members through various means.  

 To examine the problem of contemporary academic leadership comprehensively, this 

paper draws on three disciplinary perspectives: leadership studies, educational philosophy, and 

moral philosophy. Leadership studies provides the theoretical frameworks: transactional, 

transformational, servant, and shared leadership, which shape administrative practices in higher 

education. Educational philosophy contributes the principles of Process Education, which 
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emphasizes assessment-oriented culture and development and metacognitive learning. Moral 

philosophy provides the ethical frameworks: ethics of care, virtue ethics, and multiple ethical 

paradigms framework. These illustrate the responsibilities and risks inherent in a facilitative 

leadership style.  

These three disciplinary lenses are then operationalized through three levels of leadership 

practice: the individual, relational, and institutional perspectives. The profile below describes the 

competencies such a leader both exhibits and seeks to build in their constituencies. 

Analysis: Profile of a Quality Postsecondary Academic Leader 

Although the following Process Leader model incorporates elements of transformational, 

servant, and shared leadership, it differs from these frameworks in one crucial way. Rather than 

focusing primarily on influence, service, or distributed authority, the Process Leader centers 

organizational learning through assessment, metacognition, and internal capacity building. In this 

sense, the Process Leader model outlined here shifts the primary function of leadership from 

explicitly directing organizational behavior to creating and sustaining the conditions under which 

individuals and institutions continuously improve their learning processes and institutional 

effectiveness.  

 Any quality academic leadership profile must attend to three distinct perspectives, each 

involving a different dimension of practice. The following analysis examines the Process Leader 

model through the dimensions of their individual perspective, a relational perspective, and the 

institutional perspective.  

 The individual perspective considers the personal dispositions, capabilities, and 

developmental needs of the Process Leader themselves. The relational perspective examines how 
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the Process Leader’s approach shapes the dynamics between the leader and the campus 

community, such as faculty, staff, and other administrators. The institutional perspective focuses 

on the structures, cultures, and systems that Process Leadership creates or requires at the 

organizational level. These perspectives are applied across the four key traits of the Process 

Leader and are analyzed in relation to five leadership theories: transactional, transformational, 

servant, shared, and Process Education. Together, they demonstrate that the Process Leader 

model operates coherently and distinctively at every level of the academic institution.  

 The above literature review reveals recurring leadership competencies necessary for 

effective academic leadership in complex higher education organizations. Across 

transformational, servant, and shared leadership frameworks, the authors emphasize the 

importance of creating a shared vision, relationships and trust, professional development, and 

continuous organizational learning. Critically, the Process Education literature underlines the 

role of assessment, metacognition, and intentional capacity building as mechanisms for sustained 

organizational improvement. Synthesizing these collective insights reveals four core leadership 

themes: (1) cultivating an assessment-driven culture of organizational learning; (2) facilitating 

the development of a compelling shared institutional vision; (3) modeling reflective and 

metacognitive leadership practice; and (4) intentionally building the professional capacity of 

faculty and staff. 

 These themes provide the conceptual foundation for the Process Leader model developed 

in the section below. A Process Leader in Academic Affairs, particularly at the Provost level, 

enacts leadership not through command (as in a transactional leader) or charisma (as in a 

transformational leader), but through facilitation, assessment, reflection, and intentional capacity 

building. Drawing from Process Education, this leadership model reframes authority as a 
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responsibility to improve systems, grow people, and model learning. The following four traits 

illustrate how this leadership orientation manifests in practice. 

Trait A: The Leader as “Chief Assessment Officer” 

 In Process Education, assessment is not synonymous with accountability or judgment; it 

is the intentional, regular use of feedback to improve future performance. A Process Leader 

understands that institutional metrics such as enrollment trends, retention rates, course 

completion, or faculty evaluation results are outcomes, not explanations. Rather than reacting 

punitively to unfavorable data, this leader asks: What processes produced these results, and how 

can they be improved?  

 As a Chief Assessment Officer, the Provost cultivates a culture in which faculty and 

departments are encouraged to examine their practices without fear of budget cuts or negative 

performance reviews. Academic program review, curriculum reform, and pedagogical innovation 

become learning-oriented endeavors rather than busy work or exercises in compliance. Failure is 

reframed as information. This shift enables academic units to engage honestly with evidence, 

strengthening both institutional effectiveness and professional trust. Due to this trust, the Provost 

is enabled to have honest conversations with unit-level leadership, such as deans and program 

directors. These conversations focus on the use of gathered assessment data for the enhancement 

of outcomes that are essential to achieving the institution’s mission, objectives, and serve its 

values.  

 For example, a professional health sciences program might notice a consistent drop in 

licensure exam pass rates and obtain data on exam scores. When the Provost reviews those 

scores, they might inquire about the program’s curriculum, instructional approaches, admission 

standards and requirements, academic remediation or tutoring services, or other resources the 
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program has utilized to prepare students for this crucial program outcome. By seeking to 

understand the factors that go into the graduates’ performance, process improvements can be 

introduced, and then further assessed to determine effectiveness. 

 Finally, Process Leaders are also advised to model a culture of assessment in their own 

offices. When the Provost assesses the impact of their office’s work, asking for actionable 

feedback on the processes and services they oversee, the value of assessment for faculty is 

affirmed (McMillin, 2015). 

 At the individual level, this trait requires the Provost to develop and exercise comfort 

with data, intellectual humility about their institution’s performance, and the disposition to ask 

“what can be improved?” rather than asking who is to blame. At a relational level, instituting and 

sustaining a culture of assessment changes the dynamic between the Provost and their academic 

units and leadership. Conversations around problems to be solved are collaborative exercises, 

rather than exercises in defensiveness. This trait relates to servant leadership’s concept of the 

leader removing barriers for followers (Greenleaf, 1977/2002); as Chief Assessment Officer, the 

Provost acts to first identify and then remove barriers to shared problem-solving. At the level of 

the institution, an assessment-oriented culture enables rapid organizational learning, building 

what Senge (1990) calls generative capacity, in contrast to simply reacting to external challenges 

when they arise.  

Trait B: The Leader as a Facilitator of Shared Vision  

 Process Education classrooms are facilitated rather than lectured, and the same principle 

applies to institutional academic leadership. The Process Leader does not impose strategy 

through top-down mandates; instead, they design and facilitate spaces where meaning is 

constructed collectively. This facilitation builds trust in the campus community, where faculty 



PROFILE OF A QUALITY ACADEMIC LEADER 

22 

often see themselves as a colleague of, not a subordinate to, the Provost or their Dean. Indeed, 

the Provost typically holds a tenured faculty rank in an academic department and will often 

“return to the faculty” after concluding their service in the administrative ranks.  

 One common example of academic leadership is in institutional strategic planning. As a 

Process Leader, the Provost asks generative questions rather than delivering pre-determined 

answers. Faculty, staff, and other academic leaders are treated as co-authors of the institution’s 

future, not passive recipients of direction. Through structured dialogue, reflection, and iterative 

feedback, shared vision emerges—not as consensus for its own sake, but as collective ownership 

that increases commitment and coherence across the academic enterprise. Through this process, 

the aspirations of the campus community are surfaced, plans can be developed and resources 

marshaled. In addition, as the strategic plan was co-created and refined over time, campus 

constituents develop their own motivation and drive to achieve the plan’s goals.  

 In this facilitator role, at the individual level, the Process Leader actively sets aside their 

predetermined conclusions or preferences in favor of authentic openness to collective input and 

engagement in shared decision-making and deliberation. This contrasts with a transformational 

leadership model, which promotes and privileges the leader’s own vision rather than a collective 

one (Odumero & Ogbonna, 2013). At the relational level, facilitation helps to reorient the 

faculty-administration relationship from adversarial to collaborative, with shared vision-building 

that builds trust, buy-in, and engagement. As suggested by shared leadership theory, individuals 

engage more deeply when they are genuine co-authors rather than recipients of direction (Kezar 

& Holcombe, 2017; Pearce & Conger, 2003). Process Leaders directly enact this facilitative 

approach. At the institutional level, co-created initiatives such as strategic plans and college-wide 

task forces generate broad ownership and commitment. This increases the likelihood of 
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embedding such ownership into the campus culture and sustaining progress, even when 

individual leaders transition away from the institution. 

Trait C: The Leader as a Model of Self-Regulation  

 A central concept in Process Education is metacognition, whereby one thinks about the 

quality of their own thinking and performance. This thinking then leads to increased self-

awareness and control of one’s own behaviors (Duncan et al., 2016). A quality academic leader 

makes the internal work of metacognition visible through publicly acknowledging when an 

initiative stumbles or a decision produces unintended consequences. The Process Leader names 

the misstep, analyzes the reasoning behind it, and articulates what will change moving forward. 

This public modeling of self-assessment and metacognition sends a clear message: at this 

institution, we do not ignore or cover up errors, but de-stigmatize them through reflective 

practice. Faculty and staff learn by example that this reflective practice is not a sign of weakness, 

but of professionalism. Over time, campus culture shifts from one that avoids risk-taking due to 

fear of failure to one where continuous improvement is fostered and valued. Institutional learning 

is understood as the norm rather than just an individual’s responsibility. 

 A recent example from a small, private Midwestern university will illustrate this key trait. 

When the university switched bookstore providers, the new vendor introduced a “book bundle” 

for a flat per-credit hour charge to students. This system reduces complexity for students and 

faculty, while ensuring that needed course materials are delivered to students electronically or 

via mail prior to the start of the term. Unfortunately, the first semester roll-out was not smooth. 

Many students paid for the book bundle but did not receive their materials until weeks into the 

term. The result was that many students began classes without their books, and faculty had to 

make unexpected course adjustments and provide alternative materials to students. When 
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notified, the Provost took swift action to assign an Associate Provost as point person, 

collaborating with the bookstore vendor to identify the sections where these issues arose, 

ensuring that impacted students received full refunds, and engaging with the faculty on the 

source of the error and steps taken to resolve the issue before the next semester. While the 

Provost could not undo the damage done by the vendor, they were able to systematically address 

all outstanding issues, make students financially whole, and in fact, recover additional damages 

from the vendor to the institution, in partial restitution for the impact of the difficulties 

experienced. All these steps were communicated regularly to faculty and staff, using both 

campus email and faculty governance channels. 

 For Process Leaders as Self-Regulators, public metacognition at the individual level 

requires the development of significant self-awareness and professional courage to acknowledge 

personal and organizational missteps. For a transactional leader, errors naturally result in 

sanctions. These lead to the suppression of information flow through the organization and 

hamper organizational learning. A Process Leader’s public self-regulation creates the 

psychological safety necessary for shared leadership to function well (Kezar & Holcombe, 

2017). The Process Leader must be aware of not only their thinking about a topic or issue, but 

also their affective state, as well. This brings to mind the concept of phronesis, a practical 

wisdom that must be developed and practiced over time through deliberate reflection (Aristotle, 

2009; Annas, 2011). At the relational level, modeling this metacognitive awareness signals to the 

campus that reflective practice and risk-taking is valued and safe. This lowers the cultural cost of 

acknowledging difficulty and encourages sharing for peer-to-peer learning. At the level of the 

institution, a culture in which failure is treated as data for improvement rather than evidence of 

incompetence is more likely to foster an innovation and experimentation mindset. This is 
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essential for institutional adaptation in the face of uncertainty, and to create a culture of 

psychological empowerment and safety (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017).  

Trait D: The Leader as a Capacity Builder  

 Finally, the Process Leader understands their primary responsibility as growing people, 

not merely managing operations. Drawing on PE’s emphasis on transferable capabilities—

communication, problem-solving, assessment, collaboration—this Provost invests intentionally 

in professional development for faculty and staff.  

 Rather than viewing development as a peripheral benefit, it becomes a strategic lever. By 

strengthening the capabilities of educators and academic leaders, the institution enhances its 

ability to serve students in meaningful and adaptive ways. In this model, student success is not 

achieved through control or compliance, but through the compounded growth of the 

professionals who teach, mentor, and support them. In Process Education, this capacity building 

primarily occurs through the development of enhanced learning skills. Learning skills are 

“aptitudes, abilities, and behaviors related to increasing [the] quality of learning performance 

(Pacific Crest, n.d.-b).” Process Leaders intentionally develop and promote opportunities for 

university constituents to develop their learning skills, which are independent of context. 

Because these skills apply across contexts, developing them increases both individual and 

organizational capacity and effectiveness.  

 At an individual level, this trait requires the CAO to actively prioritize developing others, 

rather than performing their own competencies. This represents an identity shift from prior 

scholarly roles, in which advancement and recognition were primarily achieved through 

individual achievement (e.g. publishing, research grants, endowed professorships). The notion of 

follower development resonates with the servant leadership model, wherein developing others is 
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a key responsibility (Greenleaf, 1977/2002). Process Education extends this obligation with a 

specific mechanism, structured self-growth through learning skills development (Batchelor et al., 

2023; Pacific Crest, n.d.-b). At the relational level, meaningful and intentional capacity building 

strengthens the abilities of faculty and staff, which increases organizational effectiveness through 

compounded growth. At the institutional level, a campus where continuous growth and 

professional development are prioritized builds long-term resilience and the academic pipeline 

necessary for organizational growth and sustainability over time. The effective Process Leader 

creates the opportunities for continuous learning and growth, and instills a culture of self-growth, 

wherein all campus constituents are empowered to mentor their own development in ways that 

are meaningful to them. This commitment to sustainable organizations reflects the shared 

leadership philosophy of distributing leadership capacity, which produces durable institutional 

outcomes, even in leadership transitions (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). 

 Together, these four traits function as mutually reinforcing components of a leadership 

approach oriented towards institutional learning and continuous improvement. Table 1 

summarizes the function of each Process Leader trait. 

Table 1 

Process Leader Traits and Functions 

Trait Function 

Chief Assessment Officer Generates feedback for learning 

Facilitator of Shared Vision Aligns learning goals across the organization 

Model of Self-Regulation Demonstrates reflective practice 

Capacity Builder Develops learning capability  
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 Table 2 serves as a reference for each leadership model and the three levels of analysis 

stated above. 

Table 2 

Leadership perspectives across organizational levels 

Comparing each of these leadership theories and models is aided by a visual representation that 

considers them in the context of American higher education. Table 3 outlines the perspective of 

all five leadership approaches, enabling comparisons in domains that are relevant to American 

colleges and universities.  
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Table 3 

Comparative Analysis of Leadership Models in Learning-Centered Institutions 

Dimension 

of 

Leadership 

Transactional 

Leader 

Transformation

al Leader  

Servant 

Leader 

Shared 

Leader 

Process Leader 

Primary 

Role 

Manager Visionary Steward Networker Facilitator 

Primary 

Goal 

Stability & 

Efficiency: 

Maintains the 

status quo, 

meets quotas, 

and ensures 

operational 

consistency. 

Change & 

Inspiration: 

Disrupts the 

status quo to 

achieve a 

compelling 

future vision. 

Service & 

Empower-

ment: 

Prioritizes the 

growth, well-

being, and 

success of 

others as the 

pathway to 

organizational 

effectiveness. 

Collective 

 Intelligence 

& 

Resilience: 

Harnesses 

expertise at 

all 

levels to 

solve 

complex, 

adaptive 

problems 

that a single 

leader cannot 

solve 

alone. 

Capacity 

Building: 

Develops learning 

capability and 

self-growth of 

individuals and the 

organization. 
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View of 

Faculty/Staf

f 

Subordinates: 

Employees who 

must be 

directed and 

monitored to 

complete 

tasks. 

Followers: 

Individuals 

motivated to 

align with and 

enact the leader’s 

vision. 

Whole 

Persons: 

Individuals 

with intrinsic 

worth whose 

development 

and voice 

are central to 

institutional 

success. 

Interdepen-

dent 

Experts: 

Professionals 

who hold 

situational 

authority 

based on 

their specific 

knowledge 

or proximity 

to the 

problem 

rather than 

their formal 

rank. 

Self-Growers: 

Professional 

partners facilitated 

to become self-

regulating 

owners of their 

work. 

Primary 

Tool 

Rewards & 

Punishments: 

Uses raises, 

tenure, or 

sanctions to 

manage 

behavior (quid 

pro quo). 

Charisma & 

Emotion: Uses 

inspiration, 

narrative, and 

personal 

influence to 

drive 

engagement. 

Listening & 

Support: 

Uses empathy, 

trust-building, 

coaching, and 

removal of 

barriers to 

enable others’ 

success. 

Synergy & 

Inter- 

dependence: 

Focuses on 

the "space 

between" 

people; uses 

social 

networks, 

trust, and 

communicati

on flows to 

move 

information 

and authority 

where it is 

needed most. 

Methodology 

& Assessment: 

Uses structured 

processes (e.g., 

SII) and 

facilitation to 

support growth. 
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Approach to 

Evaluation 

Judgmental: 

“Did you meet 

the standard?” 

Focus on 

accountability 

and summative 

ratings. 

Developmental: 

“How can you 

advance the 

vision?” Focus 

on potential and 

alignment. 

Formative & 

Relational: 

“How can I 

support your 

growth?” 

Focus on 

development, 

dignity, and 

long-term 

flourishing. 

Outward, 

Group- 

Oriented: 

Shared 

leadership's 

evaluative 

orientation 

points 

outward to 

the group, 

not 

downward to 

the 

subordinate. 

Assessment- 

Based: “How can 

you improve your 

process?” Focus 

on feedback for 

future 

improvement. 

Response to 

Failure 

Punitive: 

Failure is a 

deviation 

requiring 

correction or 

discipline. 

Learning 

Opportunity: 

Failure is 

acceptable if it 

advances the 

vision. 

Compassion-

ate Learning: 

Failure is met 

with support, 

reflection, and 

shared 

responsibility 

for 

improvement. 

Network 

Analysis: 

Failure is 

seen as a 

breakdown 

in 

communica- 

tion or 

information 

flow, 

requiring a 

collective 

rethink of 

how the 

group 

interacts. 

Data for 

Refinement: 

Failure provides 

neutral data to 

redesign 

processes and 

improve systems. 
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Decision 

Making 

Top-Down: 

Decisions flow 

from policy and 

administrative 

authority. 

Consultative: 

Input is gathered, 

but final 

decisions rest 

with the leader. 

Participatory 

& Ethical: 

Decisions 

emphasize 

inclusion, 

equity, and 

the long-term 

impact on 

people and 

community. 

Fluid & 

Horizontal: 

Authority is 

de- 

centralized; 

decisions are 

made by 

those closest 

to the task, 

often 

emerging 

through 

consensus 

and 

 professional 

expertise. 

Collaborative/ 

Shared: Decisions 

emerge through 

facilitation, shared 

governance, and 

 consensus. 

  

Organizatio-

nal 

Learning 

Orientation 

Minimal Moderate Moderate Variable Central 

Organizing 

Principle 

 

As illustrated in Table 3, the Process Leader represents an evolution beyond the 

transactional, transformational, and shared leadership models. While transactional 

leadership relies on compliance (Bass, 1985) and transformational leadership relies on 

emotional buy-in (Northouse, 2021), and shared leadership relies on the professional 

expertise of existing community members, the Process Leader relies on metacognition, the 

process of thinking about the quality of one’s thinking and improving over time.  

The critical distinction lies in the approach to assessment. Traditional leaders evaluate faculty—a 

high-stakes judgment of past performance (Beyerlein, et al., 2007; Janavi & Abdi, 2024; Uttl, 

2021). In contrast, a Process Leader assesses faculty—providing low-stakes, continuous 
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feedback designed solely to improve future performance. This shift from 'compliance' to 

'capacity building' is what defines the quality profile of a leader in a Process Education 

environment. No other leadership theory examined here centers organizational learning as a key 

leadership practice. The organizational learning orientation of each leadership model reviewed in 

Table 3 illustrates this; in Process Education and for Process Leaders, organizational learning is a 

foundational principle that is embedded in their practice. 

A short integrative example illustrates how the four traits can be exercised in practice for 

a Process Leader in the Provost role. Consider a scenario in which the college faces a persistent 

first-year retention decline, placing the institution’s financial health and academic operations in 

increasing peril. The Provost convenes faculty, advisors, and student success staff together to 

review disaggregated retention and gateway course performance data, framing the results not as 

judgments of performance but as feedback on institutional processes (Chief Assessment Officer). 

Instead of presenting their pre-determined solution(s), the Provost facilitates a series of 

structured dialogues in which the convened team co-develops a shared retention goal, identifying 

priority interventions that align with the institution’s mission and resources (Facilitator of Shared 

Vision). When an early pilot of the redesigned processes produces mixed results, the Provost 

holds a series of town hall-style meetings on campus and reflects on the assumptions that guided 

the restructuring decisions, explains what did not work as expected, and models how the next 

semester’s effort will be adjusted (Model of Self-Regulation). Concurrently, the Provost invests 

in professional development on formative assessment, learning skills, and coaching for faculty 
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and staff involved in these new initiatives. This strengthens human capability and helps ensure 

improved outcomes are achieved over time rather than brittle short-term fixes (Capacity 

Builder). 

 No matter the leadership philosophy or style a CAO or Provost adopts, ethical behavior is 

expected and necessary, both for an individual’s moral grounding and the institution’s future 

standing. The following section outlines the ethical implications of academic leadership in the 

postsecondary environment from a Process Education perspective. 

     Ethical Implications 

 Both ethical and effective leadership are essential for higher education institutions 

navigating the exceptionally complex and volatile policy environment today. For Process 

Leaders, three ethical frameworks are useful in guiding practice: the ethics of care, virtue ethics, 

and the multiple ethical paradigms framework. This section examines some key questions that 

each ethical theory raises for the Process Leader in higher education. It also addresses the 

considerable harms that may result with the lack of effective leadership in learning organizations. 

The Ethics of Care 

 Because a Process Leader is embedded in a social system that values length of service, 

transparency, and accountability, chief academic officers must develop strong relationships with 

their faculty colleagues and more broadly across campus. After all, as “first among equals” 

among the faculty, a common question, either stated or unstated by the faculty, is “Whose side 

are you on? – the administration, or the faculty’s?” (McMillin, 2015).  

 The Provost is in a position of authority, and that authority rests not solely on their place 
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on the organizational chart, but on the quality of both internal and external relationships. Because 

relationships are so central to Process Leadership, a set of moral obligations that rely on strict 

rules, rights, or mere compliance, is insufficient to address these complexities. 

 The relational model espoused by Process Education aligns well with the ethics of care 

(Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 2012; Noddings, 2013). In this framework, four fundamental points 

are made. First, that human beings are interdependent and value caring relationships, recognizing 

the family as a primary setting where these are cultivated and interdependence is practiced. 

Second, care ethics acknowledges the moral value of feelings (that is, emotions) and emotion-

based virtues, including benevolence, empathy, receptivity, and sensitivity. Third, care ethics 

recognizes that intimate relationships are not impartial, such as those in families and close 

friendships or partnerships. Last, care ethics can be considered a kind of virtue ethics that has a 

theoretical relationship with the perspective of Aristotle and MacIntyre (Noda, 2011).  

 Because the role of Provost is relational, involving multiple constituencies both within 

and external to the institution, they must make choices impacting those relationships that are 

ethically grounded and not simply pragmatically effective. Indeed, faculty have long memories, 

and while policy can change rapidly, culture can be near-permanent. The Process Leader must 

build relationships with key members of the campus community, demonstrating care and 

attending to their perspectives with a nonjudgmental, assessment-first orientation. 

 Even so, a Provost cannot maintain personal relationships with dozens, or hundreds of 

faculty and staff. This obliges the Provost in their role as capacity-builder to build caring 

structures that foster human growth and flourishing throughout the organization. Programs such 
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as peer mentoring, professional development systems, and continuous feedback and 

enhancement opportunities enable the extension of care at scale, when direct relational care is 

not possible.  

 An ethics grounded in relationships and care creates moral obligations to others in the 

academic community. Given this, the Process Leader must be cognizant of the difference 

between partial and impartial caring, and manage the risk of partial caring that is inconsistent 

with institutional priorities.  

 When a Provost builds deep trust with faculty, deans, or other campus constituencies, 

they risk inadvertently privileging those areas when making resource allocations or other high-

stakes decisions. As an example, as Provosts have academic homes in individual departments 

and schools, they may be tempted to interpret evidence in ways favorable to their own unit or 

others where they have a more natural affinity due to academic interests or disposition. In these 

instances where potential partial caring is implicated, obtaining outside perspectives and 

prioritizing organizational needs and guiding documents, such as strategic plans, can assist in 

decision-making, as well as avoiding any appearance of impropriety.  

 An effective Process Leader chooses facilitation rather than mandates, assessment over 

judgment, and capacity-building over compliance, they are making ethical choices rooted in the 

dignity and growth of the individuals they serve. While the ethics of care highlights the moral 

obligations embedded in this relational approach, it has less to offer about the character of the 

individual who must develop and sustain those relationships over time and under the pressures of 

constant change. This gap is one that virtue ethics is positioned to address and is introduced next. 
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Virtue Ethics  

 Process Education is an educational philosophy focused on human development through 

assessment and reflection. Self-growth, metacognition, and continuous improvement of one’s 

capabilities advance performance and effectiveness, no matter an individual’s current level of 

proficiency. Virtue ethics is also a philosophy of human development, in the sense that the 

framework focuses on development of stable character dispositions through practice and habit 

(Aristotle, 2009). Both Process Education and virtue ethics are about developing into a person 

with the capabilities to act well in any context. The traits that enable right action are not static 

rules, but rather virtue is developed through observing modeled behavior and a developmental 

process ultimately resulting in individuals adopting their own stable characteristics that enable 

practical wisdom, the ability to discern the right action in context (Annas, 2011). For Annas, it is 

not enough to act virtuously in some rote or unthinking manner, but virtue is demonstrated in 

acts that are done for reasons, and these reasons are articulable by the actor.  

 Critically for the Process Leader, the four traits above (Chief Assessment Officer, 

Facilitator of Shared Vision, Model of Self-Regulation, and Capacity Builder) can be seen as 

enacted virtues, embodied by the Provost and demonstrated to all constituencies. These virtues 

are developed through deliberate practice, assessment, and reflection. Some key questions raised 

in this framework surround the virtues Process Leaders must cultivate, and what it means 

ethically when they are unable to demonstrate these virtues. In addition, how does the practical 

wisdom developed through virtue development operate practically, in a rapidly changing 

context?  
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 These questions raise further ones: What organizational scaffolding supports the 

formation of these virtues in Provosts and those aspiring to academic leadership? Who is 

responsible for developing these conditions? 

 MacIntyre (1981) introduced the term practices, to mean communities that share a 

common understanding of human excellence. Higher education certainly qualifies as a 

“practice,” in that it is a cooperative human activity generating that is capable of achieving 

excellence through the production of certain internal goods, such as learning, inquiry, creative 

activity, and knowledge creation. As contemporary universities are under sustained pressure to 

achieve external markers of success, such as rankings, revenue, prestige, or political favor, they 

are susceptible to corruption of the practice of higher education from within.  

 A Process Leader must be equipped with the skills, knowledge, and dispositions to 

remain genuinely virtuous, despite incentive structures that can reward unethical behaviors. In 

addition, the Provost as Process Leader needs a community in which to practice that reinforces 

the norms that allow the practice of the virtues.  

 Arguably, ultimate responsibility for the institution’s strategic direction, growth, and 

sustainability rest in the Board and President. Not only do they appoint key strategic leaders 

across the organization, but they are modelers of ethical and appropriate behavior, sending key 

signals about what is acceptable in their institutions. By actively engaging the campus 

community and outwardly living the virtues and values they want to see, the organization takes 

notice. Faculty, staff, and students receive the signal about the kinds of behavior and 

expectations are warranted on campus, and culture begins to shift to align actions with these 
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enacted values.  

 One potential critique is that virtue ethics can be considered an “ideal” framework, 

sometimes disconnected from the realities on the ground. Shapiro and Stefkovich propose the 

multiple ethical paradigms framework grounded in the context of education that seeks to balance 

competing interests. It is to this theoretical lens we now turn. 

Multiple Ethical Paradigms Framework 

 An ethical framework developed specifically for education leaders, Shapiro and 

Stefkovich (2016) draw on four lenses to determine right action: justice, critique, care, and the 

profession. Their perspective is that through considering each lens, educational leaders will 

develop their own ethical perspective and be able to justify their decisions in terms of each lens, 

which asks different questions. 

 Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) outline their four lenses by considering the types of 

questions each presents. Justice asks Process Leaders to consider rights, law, and fundamental 

fairness. Critique focuses on who holds the power to make decisions and whose voices are 

marginalized. Care considers questions of relationships and the context of decision-making. 

Questions raised when considering the lens of the profession involve the norms and standards of 

practice considered appropriate and valid. In this section I consider the justice, critique, and 

profession lenses, as care has been addressed above. 

 The ethics of justice considers whether the decisions of the Process Leader are 

appropriate in terms of their fairness, consistency, and respect for relevant rights. As referenced 

above, a facilitative decision-making process that is based on relationships has the danger of 
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harming justice through preferential treatment of more senior, tenured, majority faculty and staff. 

Often these individuals are more comfortable speaking out and attempting to influence the 

organization and Provost, as opposed to minoritized faculty, including junior or contingent 

members of the teaching staff. A strong Process Leader will actively seek out the input of these 

voices, combining relational facilitation with deliberate attention to those that are often 

structurally absent from the conversation. This model of inclusive shared leadership has taken on 

greater importance in recent years, with organizations emphasizing in both overt and quiet ways 

their commitment to institutional equity and inclusion (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017; Kezar et al., 

2021). 

 The critique lens draws on critical theory, asking:  Who benefits from existing structures, 

and whose interests does the leadership model serve? These are challenging questions for the 

Process Leader model, which prioritizes facilitation and engagement to build consensus, co-

creating a vision, and designing participatory processes that seek to determine the best course of 

action. As a Process Leader must be a skilled facilitator of shared vision, there is a risk of 

initiating processes that are understood to be exercises in manufacturing consent, rather than 

gathering perspectives and synthesizing needs into a coherent strategic vision. Any Provost that 

designs a participatory process, such as a series of Town Halls or “listening sessions” when the 

outcome is already predetermined is acting dishonestly and risks eroding any trust that has been 

built over months and years. One way of mitigating against this threat is transparency around 

which decisions can be influenced by collective participation, and those that require 

confidentiality and professional judgment on behalf of the Provost and others in executive 
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leadership positions. Certain aspects of university governance are beyond the scope of 

participatory schemes, such as board mandates, accreditation requirements, and external shocks 

that require immediate, if imperfect, action. A Process Leader that clearly defines the scope of 

participation in university affairs can gain and sustain the trust of the faculty and staff, making it 

more likely that they will honor decisions that fall outside the scope of facilitated co-creation and 

decision-making. 

 Finally, Shapiro and Stefkovich recognize that educational leaders have obligations that 

are inherent in the profession itself, which can exceed what law or institutional policies may 

require. These obligations include protecting the right to scholarly inquiry, advocating for 

students’ learning in academic fields that may be politically inconvenient, and maintaining 

academic integrity and standards even under enrollment pressure. An effective and ethical 

Process Leader cannot simply facilitate what the community desires without guardrails; they 

must hold certain things non-negotiable, including robust academic freedom, assessment 

integrity, and equitable opportunity to education. Thankfully, there exist various codes of 

academic administration ethics which can be referenced as domain-specific guides, such as the 

American Association of University Administrators (n.d.). These can assist Process Leaders in 

their decision-making process and help campus and external communities understand the 

rationale for their choices.  

 Key questions implicated in this framework surround the role of the Provost and its 

obligations to students, faculty, and the institution? How do the lenses of justice (laws, rights, 

fairness) and critique (who has power, who is marginalized) expose the inherent power dynamics 
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at play in complex higher education institutions, even when the Process Leader acts in a 

facilitative role? These are critical questions that any Process Leader will have to navigate. 

Bringing all three ethical frameworks together can give guidance to those seeking to exercise the 

power and responsibility of academic leadership. 

Synthesis 

 Process Leadership can integrate all three ethical approaches above due to its explicit 

relational and developmental nature. In contrast to more transactional models, Process 

Leadership carries higher ethical responsibilities, insofar as the leader must act both in the 

interest of the institution and the individuals with whom they have a relationship. This section 

reviews the key challenges facing a Process Leader when viewed from each ethical framework, 

and argues that Process Education as an approach integrates the most effective aspect of each to 

guide the senior academic leader. 

Care Ethics 

 A Process Leader who practices the ethics of care solely, without attention to power, risks 

inadvertent favoritism and manufactured consensus that erodes trust and institutional 

commitment on the part of faculty and staff. Because the Process Leader empowers growth and 

facilitates organizational development, they must be especially attuned to the power dynamics 

and inherently unequal organizational position of various constituencies. 

Virtue Ethics 

 A Process Leader who cultivates virtues without attention to institutional norms and 

values risks a kind of moral isolation, ultimately becoming disconnected from the constituencies 
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they are expected to serve and grow. While this leader might become a moral exemplar for 

others, they risk prioritizing aims that are inconsistent with the organization’s long-term growth 

and development 

Multiple Ethical Paradigms Framework 

 A Process Leader who follows professional ethical codes without a strong grounding in 

relationships and facilitated decision-making risks prioritizing compliance over genuine care. It 

is through the complexities and interrelationships of the organization that the ethical codes are 

enacted and lived, becoming valuable and meaningful to guide action. In this way, the 

relationships that the Process Leader cultivates help facilitate ethical decision-making, where 

care for persons is demonstrated through right actions that maximize individual and 

organizational benefit. 

 The usefulness of the aforementioned ethical theories is not just as a guide to individual 

leadership behavior. The frameworks also illustrate the potential consequences of failing to 

significantly improve institutional performance in American higher education. When academic 

leadership does not cultivate a culture focused on assessment-driven learning, students may 

graduate without the key competencies that higher education purports to provide.  

 This raises serious ethical questions about both institutional integrity and the responsible 

stewardship of student, parent, state, and federal tuition dollars. Faculty and staff may experience 

professional stagnation, burnout, and decreased organizational commitment within systems that 

do not invest in their development and growth. At a broader level, institutions that cannot 

regularly demonstrate meaningful student learning outcomes risk further erosion of public trust 
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in higher education as a social institution. Failure to improve organizational learning and 

effectiveness on the part of an academic leader is an ethical failure across care, virtue, and 

professional ethics alike, in that the responsibilities universities hold to students, faculty, and 

society are not realized. 

 Ultimately, when the Process Leader integrates the principles of care, virtue, and critical 

professional ethics, a coherent and sustainable profile becomes possible. This profile then 

informs the following policy and programming recommendations, as institutional structures must 

be built to support all three ethical orientations together. 

   Policy & Programming Recommendations 

 The modern Provost’s role is difficult, multifaceted, and is increasingly demanding of 

one’s time and talent. A 2019 study conducted by the Council of Independent Colleges focusing 

on private institutions found that the average tenure of a Provost was 4.6 years, closely matching 

the duration of service reported back in 2009 (McBain et al., 2019). This study was conducted 

prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, which brought additional unforeseen and acute challenges to 

academic leadership. It is quite likely that the average duration of service has declined even 

further in the intervening years, thus raising the question of how colleges and universities might 

adjust their policies and programs to enhance the longevity and effectiveness of not only their 

Provosts, but their campus faculty and staff as well. The following recommendations are 

proposed, to enable these organizations to grow their own capabilities and foster a culture of 

continuous improvement and assessment. These proposals help bring the threads of the ethics of 

care, virtue ethics, and the ethical frameworks paradigm together in practice for Process Leaders. 
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Recommendation 1: Hiring Protocols 

 The traditional and still most likely path to senior academic leadership positions such a 

Provost are through the academic faculty, where candidates demonstrate success in research, 

teaching, and administration, typically through the academic and then administrative ranks 

(Nielson De Abruña, 2025). A common trajectory includes faculty, department chair, dean, then 

Vice Provost or Provost. Given the shorter tenures of Provosts and the significant demands 

placed on them, colleges and universities should reconsider the position descriptions and 

required competencies of individuals who may take up such roles in the future. 

 As Process Leaders need to demonstrate facility with each of the four traits above, 

seeking and hiring personnel who have experience in each area is essential. Even if a candidate 

comes with a nontraditional background, they may possess the requisite skills and traits that are 

even more essential for organizational growth and thriving. Revising job descriptions and hiring 

for demonstrated history of facilitating team growth and performance, experience with 

continuous self-assessment, and the creation and sustainment of a shared vision are all key 

expectations of the new academic leadership paradigm. In contrast, many position descriptions 

advertising senior academic leadership posts focus on years of budget experience or promoting 

shared governance and academic program management. While these functions are necessary, the 

demands of academic leadership call for process leadership that enhances individual and 

organizational performance, not just routine management. 

Recommendation 2: The "Annual Review" Redesign 

 Annual reviews of faculty productivity are seldom the highlight of the academic year. As 
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budgets shrink and merit raises are modest if even offered, the practice of performance 

evaluation can turn into little more than a charade. 

 The Process Leader has the opportunity to shift faculty annual reviews from an exercise 

in futility and frustration focused on “evaluation,” where the perceived deficiencies in 

performance are highlighted, to one of performance assessment. Faculty are often world-class 

self-evaluators. They are keenly aware of their own challenges and struggles, routinely obsessing 

over, ultimately, insignificant errors or omissions. What is needed in a continuous improvement 

culture is to turn evaluation into assessment. Watson (n.d.) provides a seminal contribution to 

this effort in her eFaculty Guidebook article, wherein she defines a methodology where learners 

(of all kinds) turn value judgments of performance into actionable formative feedback, shown 

below. 
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Table 4 

Methodology for turning evaluation into assessment (Watson, n.d.) 

 

 Rather than a punitive evaluation, Process Leaders can shift the focus to the co-creation 

of an action-oriented growth plan, operationalizing evaluation into formative feedback for 

development. This plan would update the faculty member’s annual performance plan 

(alternatively, their annual goals) and life vision, two aspects of the self-growth journey 

(Batchelor et al., 2023). Some key resources for this shift include self-assessment, the practice of 

considering one’s own performance in reference to an individual’s goals, by using valid criteria, 

and the Strengths-Improvements-Insights model of assessment (Wasserman & Beyerlein, n.d.).  

Pacific Crest developed a ten-step methodology for self-assessment that is still used by Process 

Education scholars and practitioners today, shown below as Table 5. While this methodology 

may seem cumbersome, it is useful to complete all ten steps in order, ensuring that the focus of 

the assessment is on performance improvement and not on judging quality as one might assign a 
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letter grade. The purpose of the annual review process becomes one of generating creativity and 

making meaning of one’s experiences as a faculty member for the purposes of improvement. 

Table 5 

Self-Assessment methodology (Pacific Crest, 2016).  
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Recommendation 3: Leadership Academies 

 Higher education institutions are incentivized to “grow their own” talent through 

succession planning and cultivating new generations of effective leaders. Unfortunately, many 

Provosts report little formal training in several aspects of the role (Cook et al., 2015), and the 

“pipeline” for academic leadership is similarly hampered by lack of effective leadership and 

succession management (Baker & Manning, 2021; Ruben, et al., 2023). Although various formal 

professional development and academic leadership programs are offered by institutions such as 

Harvard, Pennsylvania State University, the Council of Independent Colleges, and others 

(Carlson, 2019; Nielson De Abruña, 2025), these are often prohibitively expensive for both 

faculty and institutions. This omission can have deleterious consequences for multiple 

constituencies. Yet participation in these programs is often cost prohibitive, and devoting both 

the financial resources and time required is problematic. 

 A strong alternative to these options is the development of internal training programs that 

build administrative skills outside of the traditional functional areas such as budgeting, 

compliance, academic program assessment, and the like. What is needed is skill development in 

the areas of performance coaching, group facilitation, and design thinking. There are two 

potential sources for such training programs on most campuses: the faculty development center 

and human resources (HR). Most HR teams have at least one staff member devoted to 

organizational training and development. While this individual might be more accustomed to 

developing new hire onboarding processes, their expertise can be leveraged to develop a series of 

opportunities for aspiring campus leaders to grow their capabilities. Partnering with a campus 

teaching and learning/faculty development office means that cross-campus collaboration is 

sparked, bringing with it enhanced campus spirit and engagement. 
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     Conclusion 

 This article proposes a new model of higher education academic leadership at the 

Provost/Vice President for Academic Affairs level, focusing on development of the Chief 

Academic Officer as an exemplary Process Leader. Such a leader, when exercising the functions 

and traits listed above, should be capable of creating and sustaining learning organizations that 

are well suited to not just survive, but thrive in an increasingly competitive, volatile, and rapidly 

changing environment.  

 It is important to recognize that Process Leaders seeking to instill a Process Education 

mindset and culture on their campus cannot long survive with a traditional, authoritarian leader 

occupying the President’s office. Process Leaders and those that aspire to become these in 

academic leadership roles must select their institutions carefully and ensure conditions are right 

to begin this developmental process. In so doing, Process Leaders must embody the skills they 

want their students to learn: adaptability, self-assessment, and collaboration. 

 The arguments advanced here suggest that leadership challenges faced by American 

higher education institutions are not merely administrative in nature, but fundamentally 

developmental in their orientation. With public trust eroding in recent years, and with no signs of 

dramatic improvement, organizational change becomes a necessity. Institutions that fail to 

develop and sustain assessment-driven learning cultures risk reinforcing the conditions that have 

led to this current moment. The difficulties are many: uncertain learning outcomes for students, 

limited institutional adaptability to meet societal needs, and declining trust from the federal and 

many state governments, leading to enhanced accountability regimes. Accountability for student 

outcomes and organizational effectiveness will not soon disappear. The question is whether the 

leadership models employed in American colleges and universities will be capable of responding 
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to those pressures in ways that preserve the core values, mission, and purpose of higher 

education. The Process Leader model presented here offers a pathway for aligning leadership 

practice with the educational purpose of the university itself. In doing so, institutions can align 

leadership practice with the fundamental purpose of higher education itself: cultivating the 

learning and development of individuals, organizations, and society.  
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Summary 

 This paper has argued that a number of common leadership theories and approaches have 

become inadequate for the challenges facing American higher education, and a new model 

focused centrally on organizational learning is needed. The current difficulties are well known to 

most faculty and staff today: significant decline in public trust (Jones, 2025) declining 

enrollment rates, higher costs (Fast, et al., 2023), perceptions of declining quality, and enhanced 

calls for accountability from the federal and some state governments. As college presidents 

become more externally focused on state and federal relations and fundraising, the role of the 

Chief Academic Officer (CAO)has become more complex and multifaceted (Salkin, 2025). No 

longer constrained just to the academic enterprise, CAOs are now often tasked with enrollment 

management, student success, information technology, among others. There is an absence of a 

Process Education-grounded leadership profile for senior academic administrators that would 

guide effective practice. The Process Leader model is proposed to fill this gap. 

 Although many leadership approaches and theories have been proposed and considered in 

the higher education context, each has some drawbacks that make them less effective in today’s 

competitive, and very fluid, operational landscape. Transactional leadership, while effective in 

organizations with clear outputs and lines of communication, does not respond well to 

professional faculty who are trained to act autonomously and need independence and trust to 

pursue their academic interests and research without undue influence. Transformational 

leadership has been considered a strong perspective, particularly in colleges and universities with 

resource constraints and declining prospects. However, this approach is often brittle, relying on 

emotional connections to leaders from followers that can sever as soon as the leader departs for 

another organization. In short, transformational leadership suffers through a lack of sustained 
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culture of commitment to the organization’s goals, in favor of its leader. Servant leadership has 

many proponents in higher education, and may be favored by faculty and staff, who see 

themselves as beneficiaries of the leader’s service. However, this approach can quickly lead to 

burnout among its practitioners, and is subject to organizational paralysis due to lack of clear and 

shared organizational goals and priorities. Shared leadership is becoming more common in 

higher education and is advocated for by significant scholars (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017; Kezar 

et al, 2021). In this distributed model, professionals are entrusted with responsibility for their 

roles and responsibilities, while leaders are engaged with creating the conditions that allow good 

collective decisions to be made (Pearce & Conger, 2003). This role is highly demanding, 

requiring active engagement with typically unheard voices, while ensuring that the organization 

continues to advance on its goals without paralysis through analysis and debate. The 

requirements of exercising effective leadership are so difficult, this approach is often unrealistic 

in practice, and can lead to leaders acquiescing to the loudest voices, or those that are most 

closely aligned with a formal leader’s perspective or values. 

 Given the challenges with the above leadership models, a new paradigm is proposed 

called the Process Leader, who embodies four key traits. These traits are not simply borrowed 

from the aforementioned approaches; the Process Leadership model synthesizes 

transformational, servant-leader, and shared leadership and augments them with a systematic, 

assessment-driven, metacognitive orientation toward continuous institutional improvement. The 

four traits are: 

● The Leader as “Chief Assessment Officer”: Process Leaders continuously assess 

how each process produced their results, and ask how they can be improved. They 

put into place policies and practices that embed continuous improvement loops. 
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● The Leader as Facilitator of Shared Vision: Process Leaders design and facilitate 

spaces that surface the best ideas to address institutional problems. They engage a 

broad constituencies, including sometimes unheard campus colleagues, to uncover 

innovative solutions that generate buy-in and collective action. 

● The Leader as a Model of Self-Regulation: Process Leaders are intentional about 

their actions and self-aware, controlling their behaviors in public and private. 

They make metacognition visible by actively communicating both successes and 

struggles, modeling self-assessment and their thinking process. This normalizes 

risk-taking and builds trust, as the Process Leader publicly acknowledges 

missteps and actively addresses any concerns. 

● The Leader as Capacity Builder: The Process Leader grows people through 

actively facilitating professional growth in learning skills. They intentionally 

develop and promote opportunities for faculty and staff to grow their fundamental 

skills, which can then be deployed in multiple contexts. 

The ethical implications of the Process Leader model are considered, drawing on the 

ethics of care (Noddings, 2012; Noddings, 2013), virtue ethics (MacIntyre, 1981), and Shapiro 

and Stefkovich’s multiple ethical paradigms framework (2016). The ethics of care contributes to 

the Process Leader in terms of the profile’s focus on personal development and growth, allowing 

the individual follower to grow in ways consistent with their interests and values. Virtue ethics 

contributes to the profile, as virtues are considered character traits that can be developed through 

deliberate practice over time, that can be acted upon in any context. Finally, the multiple ethical 

paradigms framework informs the Process Leader model in that the leader must operate within 
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the ethical norms and standards of higher education. In the new model, facilitation is a means to 

enhance decision-making and ensure all voices are heard and respected in their individual roles. 

 This paper also outlines three policy recommendations for higher education institutions. 

Revising our hiring protocols to seek those who have demonstrated all four traits is essential, as 

current pipelines that prefer scholarly and managerial credentials will be inadequate to current 

and emerging challenges. Facilitating change and developing people, while instituting a culture 

of assessment in support of a shared vision will be needed, and can be demonstrated at lower 

organizational levels. Redesigning the annual review process to focus on assessment and future 

planning is essential, as an evaluative culture undermines risk-taking and collaboration. 

Developing leadership academies internally grows capacity internally and mitigates against 

costly, and sometimes ineffective, national training programs. Institutions that do not build 

internal capacity will continue to face shortened Provost tenures, as their organizations become 

less capable and effective over time.  

 Ultimately, developing Process Leaders on campus is essential for not just surviving, but 

thriving in a changing and uncertain environment. Demographic, social, financial, and political 

pressures on higher education are not abating. Declining confidence, the growth in institutional 

insolvency and closures (Colston et al., 2020), federal accountability requirements, and the 

enrollment cliff are all significant headwinds to the higher education sector. While the future is 

uncertain, Process Leaders equipped with the skills and traits shown above are more capable of 

garnering the institutional support and shared commitment necessary to persist and overcome 

these obstacles. 

 Future directions of research in this area could include empirical studies of institutions 

where Process Leadership has been practiced, in order to assess outcomes and the processes that 
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led to these. A validated assessment instrument could also be constructed to measure Process 

Leadership competencies would be useful to aid CAOs and aspiring Process Leaders in their 

development. Additionally, comparative research could be conducted to determine how and 

whether the Process Leader model applies across institution types, with attention to under-

studied institution types such as for-profit institutions and historically black colleges and 

universities or other minority-serving institutions.  
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