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P r o f e s s i o n a l  D e v e l o P m e n t

Leading a campus through rapid IT 
change is a challenge, particularly 
from the perspectives of planning 

and leadership. At the same time, many 
observers would concede that today’s 
highly competitive, resource-con-
strained, global environment offers the 
greatest opportunities for fundamen-
tal change in higher education since 
the emergence of Clark Kerr’s concept 
of the “multiversity” in 1963.1 Dimin-
ishing financial support, greater user 
expectations and functional require-
ments, increased public and constituent 
accountability, economic globalization, 
deepening concerns over privacy and 
security, digital content and intellectual 
property conflicts, changing political 
climates, and escalating competition 
from both traditional and nontradi-
tional education “franchisees” can be 
viewed as threats and pressures, to be 
sure. But they may also be viewed as 
opportunities—both for institutions 
of higher education and for the chief 
information officers (CIOs) who serve 
those institutions.

As Dolence and Norris wrote in their 
seminal work Transforming Higher Edu­
cation: A Vision for Learning in the 21st 
Century,2 we must transform higher edu-
cation to meet the needs of the informa-
tion age, and information technology 
must be an agent of that transformation. 
At best, we are now only in the infancy 
of that transformation. As with most 
things, this transformation does not 
represent an event, but rather a continu-

ous process of strategic change that will 
be catalyzed by leadership. The effective 
CIOs of today and the aspiring CIOs of 
tomorrow understand this responsibil-
ity and the central role that leaders with 
vision and a “change agent” mentality 
will have in its realization.

As Hawkins,3 Bruce and McDonald,4 
and others have noted, the CIO posi-
tion has changed dramatically over the 
past two decades, expanding in scope of 
responsibilities as well as qualifications 
for the position. There are two critical 
facets of the CIO position today. First, 
the CIO must fundamentally transform 
IT divisions into strategic organizations 
capable of meeting current needs and 

future positioning requirements, and 
that in turn serve as models for the 
campus. This is largely consistent with 
excellent execution within the tradi-
tional CIO model. Equally significant 
is the fact that successful performance 
in the CIO role today and in the future 
would essentially make this ability a 
given. In other words, this transforma-
tion of IT is the minimum achievement 
for a CIO’s performance to be considered 
acceptable.

The second, and probably more 
important, responsibility of today’s 
CIO is at a level far beyond keeping 
the IT house in order. The CIO must 
participate in and influence change in 
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the institution’s structure, processes, 
and culture, transcending boundaries 
in instruction, scholarship, service, 
business processes, and administration. 
Full partnership in decisions concern-
ing academic programs, course delivery, 
research, strategic initiatives, and insti-
tutional administration is essential. Suc-
cessful performance at this level requires 
a very well-developed set of skills and 
experience. This is the essence of lead-
ership in the CIO position today, and 
the fundamental difference between a 
leader and an administrator.

How should one aspiring to these 
leadership roles prepare for the oppor-
tunity? Because of the rapidly evolving 
nature of higher education in general, 
and campus IT and the role of the CIO 
in particular, professional development 
for this position may involve a lot of 
unconventional thinking and planning. 
Individuals preparing for success in a 
position in a higher education envi-
ronment several years hence should 
consider this premise carefully. Flex-
ibility, adaptability, vision, innovation, 
and creativity will play very important 
roles in helping the next generation of 
leaders think beyond current paradigms 
and move toward fundamental transfor-
mation. Experience will in many cases 
become only a foundation, or a starting 
point.

The most valuable professional devel-
opment opportunities are varied and 
diverse. They may involve participation 
in formal professional development 
programs such as the Frye Leadership 
Institute (http://www.frye.org/), where 
exposure to visionary leaders and work-
ing with gifted colleagues is a vital part 
of the experience. But aspiring lead-
ers should also look more broadly for 
insights, ideas, and answers. What can 
we learn about leadership and career 
development from the private sector, 
the military, not-for-profits, and other 
public sector entities? What opportu-
nities are there for exposure to other 
views and approaches to innovation and 
problem solving? Continued exposure 
to new ideas and gifted thinkers and 
leaders may spark an entirely new set 
of insights about how to approach the 
problems of higher education—and pos-

sibly provide a new set of interests for 
where to take your career next.

Engagement with other leaders at 
your institution is crucial. To develop 
a clear understanding of the issues 
faced by the provost, CFO, admissions 
officers, research faculty, or student 
life staff, you have to spend time with 
them. Volunteer for a campus commit-
tee appointment in one of these areas. 
Inviting someone to lunch or schedul-
ing a regular get-together should be an 
important part of your activities and 
something you make time for. If you 
don’t have connections with these indi-
viduals, request an introduction from a 
colleague. Attend a regional or national 
conference that is not about IT; being 
the only IT professional among a large 
group of people who have a focus on 
academics, student support, fund-rais-
ing, or university business issues can be 
an eye-opening experience.

Building your professional network 
is also a critical part of preparing for 
leadership roles. Cultivate the new rela-
tionships you developed over lunch or 
during a reception you attended at a 
conference. Invite colleagues from your 
region to campus for a morning of idea 
exchange around a hot topic. Introduce 
yourself to a speaker you hear whose 
work is relevant to one of your proj-
ects. Stay in touch with the cohort of 
people who attended your last leader-
ship development event. Don’t be shy. 
Ultimately, it is your personal connec-
tions that will pay off—from providing 
counsel or advice on a difficult issue to 
alerting you to an upcoming job open-
ing or an opportunity for participation 
in a regional or national event.

The future of higher education will be 
in the hands of visionary leaders capable 
of driving fundamental transformation. 
As the late management guru Peter 
Drucker noted more than once, how-
ever, imagination, creativity, and great 
ideas by themselves do not equate to 
effectiveness and accomplishment.5 
Transformation of vision into reality 
is demanding and rewarding, but it’s 
not magic. It requires a commitment 
to understanding diverse perspectives, 
building relationships, and systematic 
planning and execution.

That’s the true value of professional 
development: improving your ability to 
understand broad issues, build partner-
ships, plan, and execute. CIOs deserve 
a seat at the table where decisions are 
made, but only if they earn it—and 
continually invest time and effort to 
keep it. Step back and think about the 
present and the future. Invest the time 
to assess your professional situation, 
reflect on your goals and align them 
with those of your institution, and plot 
new directions and strategies for profes-
sional development as necessary. Invest 
regularly, and you’ll be welcomed to the 
table. Professional development is one 
of the best investments of all. e
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