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Introduction 

 Young professionals in Higher Education need existing institutional leaders to be 

examples of how to achieve in their professional careers. In particular, younger professionals 

should look to institutional leaders for examples of how to best make important decisions that 

can effect, not only the university, but the community it is a part of, as well. This paper uses two 

cases of institutional decision-making that played out in the national and local media. An 

analysis of these cases in the light of various theories of higher education leadership will focus 

the findings on how young higher education professionals can learn from cases such as these the 

nuances of the institutional decision-making process.  

 This paper will review decisions that were made at two universities, Western Illinois 

University and University of St. Thomas in Houston. Involved parties in these decisions will be 

discussed along with the effects on the university and/or community and outcomes of the 

decisions if applicable. Then, an analysis of the two cases will be discussed followed by what 

can be learned from these cases by young professionals in higher education. 

Decisions to Review 

The first decision scenario of interest occurred at Western Illinois University. Western 

Illinois University is a public university located in Macomb, Illinois. The institution offers about 

130 total degree options and enrolls about 10,000 students (Western Illinois University, 2017).  

Brown (2016) described the fear and uncertainty that faculty members were facing at Western 

Illinois University in 2015 and 2016. The university had been faced with financial insecurities 

and was going through steps to find cost cutting measures. Different ways had been brought 

forward to the President of the university, Jack Thomas, and the Board of Trustees to consider 

keeping Western Illinois University’s doors open for the next fiscal year. 



LEADERSHIP CASE SCENARIO ANALYSIS FOR YOUNG PROFESSIONALS IN 
HIGHER EDUCATION 

3 

The second decision scenario happened at the University of St. Thomas in Houston. The 

University of St. Thomas in Houston is a Catholic University located in Houston, Texas. The 

university has about 55 total majors and enrolls over 3,300 students (University of St. Thomas, 

2017). In 2017, the University withheld contracts for specific programs as budgetary concerns 

are were addressed (Flaherty, 2017). According to Flaherty, there is a “projected $4 million 

deficit this coming year” which had been brought on by the changing interests of students. 

Students were more interested in sciences, math, nursing and education which was causing a 

shift in institutional resources (Flaherty, 2017). Even though the University required students to 

take a large portion of core courses in English, Theology and Philosophy, these areas were where 

adjustments are being considered. Faculty positions were said to be safe for a year but the 

institution would not commit to more than that at the time. The article stated that the English 

department has received their contracts but that the Philosophy department would not receive 

theirs until June 12, 2017 (Flaherty, 2017). 

In-depth Discussion on Western Illinois University 

The issue at Western Illinois University was that the institution had been faced with 

financial insecurities and was continually needing to identify how to cut costs to remain in 

operation. Over the last two academic cycles, different techniques and strategies had been put in 

place to try to rectify their situation.  

The first solution that was brought forward that President Thomas of Western Illinois 

University planned to implement included faculty layoffs (Brown, 2016). The leadership team 

assessed each major and program by using institutional data to see where their students are 

taking courses. Reviewing student, faculty and staff data allowed university leaders to able to 

make more informed decisions on where layoffs and cuts could be made (Brown, 2016). Doing 
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this, the President had the hopes of making sure that faculty members being laid off would have 

ample opportunity to find new employment. This process cannot be finalized without the Board 

of Trustees approval (Brown, 2016).  

As this situation progressed, nonessential staff members were to be considered for lay-

offs, as well. Cumulatively as a result of the layoffs, unfilled vacant positions, and early 

retirement packages, Western Illinois University hoped to cut costs to keep the university open 

for the next fiscal year, which the University was successful in doing. The university saved about 

$10 million around the campus (Brown, 2016). The state appropriation received has dropped 

significantly since 2002 by nearly $13 million (WIU News, 2015). Declining enrollment at the 

University has not helped to bridge the resulting gap in the budget (Morton, 2015). To allow for 

new ideas, the leadership team asked for feedback from the university community in hopes that 

more cost cutting solutions could be found. From this feedback, the team received 1,101 

suggestions from employees (WIU News, 2015). 

Confounding the decreasing funds was the declining enrollment rate. The university was 

having a harder time relying on tuition as a primary revenue source. In response, the university 

has cut programs, not filled open positions, offered early retirement and laid off faculty and staff. 

Because it cut programs, there was a possibility that the university that the enrollment rates 

would continue to decline. This reality proved to be true as enrollment for Fall 2016 continued 

on the downward trend (Planning, Budget and Institutional Research, 2016). Those programs 

that were cut might have had some interest from prospective students and now the university 

shut them down causing those students to go to a different university. With the University still 

being in operation, these cuts that have been made have allowed them to move forward, 
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however, it remains unclear as to whether these changes will be enough in the long run to allow 

the university to thrive. 

The state of Illinois is unable to provide significant funding for public universities and 

this decline in revenue is becoming a bigger problem. The state of Illinois does not have the 

budget to put toward higher education (Morton, 2015). President Thomas and his leadership 

team are encouraging members of the university and community to write and speak to the state’s 

lawmakers to help rectify this situation (Egger, 2017). If more cuts to Western Illinois 

University’s budget become necessary, President Thomas has stated that there is no more room 

for cuts in the budget and around the university (Egger, 2017). The University wants and should 

be able to provide a quality education to the students that are attending the university, but it 

becomes hard to do so when positions are left unfilled and resources are not as abundant.  

It is beneficial to review how the leadership team, including the President, have handled 

this situation and how it is viewed by the community. As each University is different in its 

policies and procedures, those that are a part of this leadership team can vary and depends on the 

present situation. By looking at the organizational charts, one can see who is involved in the 

leadership team. In Figure 1 the reporting structure for Western Illinois University is provided. 

Figure 2 then shows each individual position that would report to the President. 
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Figure 1: Western Illinois University Organizational Chart 

 

Western Illinois University. (2017). FY 2017 Functional Organization Chart for Western Illinois University. 
Retrieved from http://www.wiu.edu/president/WIU-Org-Chart.pdf 

 

Figure 2: Western Illinois University Positions Reporting to President 

 

Western Illinois University. (2017). FY 2017 Functional Organization Chart for Western Illinois University. 
Retrieved from http://www.wiu.edu/president/WIU-Org-Chart.pdf 

 

The President of Western Illinois University used different techniques that he saw fit to 

communicate the issues to different constituencies. The way that President Thomas brought the 

layoffs to the attention of faculty members was both positive and negative. It was thoughtful of 

the President to give faculty as much notice as possible regarding their future at the university. 

However, because it was not technically finalized without the Board of Trustee’s approval, it 
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could have been considered too early. As President Thomas had compiled a list of faculty to 

consider laying off for Board approval, the faculty at Western Illinois University did not feel safe 

whether or not they were on the list (Brown, 2016). There was always the possibility that the 

Board of Trustee’s may have decided that laying off faculty was not the way they wanted to 

handle their financial issues at that particular time.  

Because the university was making so many cuts to its faculty, prospective students could 

become leery about attending the Western Illinois University. These prospective students could 

wonder about class size and the quality of education at Western Illinois University. The 

university lowered tuition and made provisions for out-of-state students to pay in state tuition. 

From the university’s and admission’s stand point this change might bring in more students to 

build up Western Illinois University’s enrollment (Glasgow, 2016). Students might perceive that 

the university is facing hardships and may not want to gamble on the ability of the university to 

stay open in the future. With this lower tuition rate, enrollment has still continued to decline this 

past cycle which is shown in the University’s Fact Book (Planning, Budget and Institutional 

Research 2016). A contributing factor to this decline in enrollment may be where students from 

Illinois attend college or university. Figure 3 shows that a number of students from Illinois travel 

out of state to attend a higher education institution. 
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Figure 3: United States of America map of where students migrate for higher education 

 

 

Strayer, N. (2016). The Great Out-of-State Migration: Where Students Go - The New York Times. Retrieved July 4, 
2017, from https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/08/26/us/college-student-migration.html 

 

Options that were presented to help offset costs for the University included layoffs, pay 

cuts, leaving positions unfilled and early retirement. Some faculty members that were able to 

stay with the university offered and have taken pay cuts to help keep on additional faculty 

members (Glasgow, 2016). Many in this group were from the leadership team which included 

President Thomas (WIU News, 2015). President Thomas recently refused a salary increase for 

this academic cycle that would have been possible due to the ability to use Auxiliary Facilities 

Systems funds as necessary (WIU News, 2017). Refusing to accept a salary increase allows the 
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President to be a role model for both the University and the community. It could have been seen 

as a double standard if the President accepted a raise while others had recently been laid off due 

to the budget crisis. Member of the leadership team may feel it is a moral obligation, considering 

the constraints of the university, to take a pay cut as well. In doing this, it could mean other 

members of the university could keep their positions and further allowing Western Illinois 

University to remain open with other necessary budgetary cuts. This paper turns now to the 

second decision scenario that happened at the University of St. Thomas in Houston.  

In-depth Discussion on University of St. Thomas 

 The University of St. Thomas in Houston welcomed a new President, Dr. Richard L. 

Ludwick, on July 1, 2017 (University of St. Thomas). As the University of St. Thomas in 

Houston has a projected deficit for the upcoming academic cycle, outgoing President Ivany and 

leadership members tried to stay in front of the issue and find a solution. The President withheld 

department contracts that were being reviewed for major/program elimination or mergers with 

other departments (Flaherty, 2017). Not all faculty who were to receive their contracts on May 

15 for the next academic cycle did so; English and Philosophy did not receive theirs and were 

told that they were being reviewed (Ellis, 2017). Faculty were told that their departmental 

contracts would be provided after the June Board meeting, by June 12, 2017 (Flaherty, 2017). 

The English department had received their contracts before the meeting but Philosophy had not 

reported receiving their contacts.   

 The English and Philosophy departments were first introduced to the fact that their 

departments were being reviewed when the departments were told their contracts were being 

delayed (Flaherty, 2017). English and Philosophy are major portions of the core curriculum that 

students need to take during their time at the University of St. Thomas in Houston. In fact, 



LEADERSHIP CASE SCENARIO ANALYSIS FOR YOUNG PROFESSIONALS IN 
HIGHER EDUCATION 

10 

students need to complete three courses in each English, Theology and Philosophy, for a total of 

nine courses, as graduation requirements (Flaherty, 2017). Because of these requirements, it has 

come as a surprise that English and Philosophy were under review. This lack of transparency and 

communication by the former President and leadership team caused issues within the University.  

 The English department received their contracts before the June 12 date but Philosophy 

continued to wait (Flaherty, 2017). Even though this situation increased tension between faculty 

and the administration, additional tensions arose after the Fall 2015 semester when President 

Ivany announced he would be “stepping down from his role after the 2016-2017 academic year” 

(Ellis, 2017). Due to a lack of transparency with the University’s budget crisis, the faculty voted 

no-confidence in then-President Ivany’s administration. President Ivany had reallocated funding 

for student aid and the sciences, math, nursing and education programs, professional and pre-

professional type programs, as these areas are where student interests (Ellis, 2017).  

 The University of St. Thomas in Houston is a private, Catholic university; therefore, their 

reporting structure, policies and procedures and tuition can look quite different from that of a 

public university. The organizational chart provide in Figure 4 helps clarify how the university 

structure operates and who is involved in the leadership team. 
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Figure 4: University of St. Thomas in Houston Leadership Organizational Chart 

 

University of St. Thomas. (2016). University of St. Thomas Organizational Chart. Retrieved from 
http://www.stthom.edu/Public/getFile.asp?IsDownload=0&File_Content_ID=105168 

 

Because the University of St. Thomas in Houston is a private university, means that it 

does not rely heavily on state support as public universities do. The University of St. Thomas in 

Houston has increased tuition rates over the past four academic cycles (IES NCES, n.d.). With 

this rise in tuition, additional funding can be directed toward the projected deficit. However, with 

such a large deficit, other scenarios need to be worked through. Finding ways to merge programs 

or eliminate underperforming areas could be necessary for this process. This planning may be 

why the President and leadership team selected the English and Philosophy programs for review.  

 President Ivany stated that no faculty would be laid off for the 2017-2018 academic year 

(Flaherty, 2017). But, that assurance did not mean that a larger review of programs would not be 

taking place and the next year’s contracts might be in jeopardy. With English and Philosophy 

comprising a large part of the curriculum, it is unlikely that these programs would be eliminated 

outright but could change from offering a major to no longer doing so and only offering support 

courses (Flaherty, 2017).     
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Analysis of Cases 

 In both the Western Illinois University and the University of St. Thomas in Houston 

scenarios, the leadership teams have areas to review that apply to many colleges and universities. 

Funding and budgetary concerns are present at institutions all over the nation. Finding ways to 

compensate for shifting changes in student interests and resources for student success is 

becoming more prevalent. Reviewing how each university has handled and worked through their 

stated issues, can help other colleges and universities find best ways to move forward as they 

confront similar situations and help young professionals learn from past examples about how to 

proceed. 

Having transparency within a university setting is important. Having informative 

communication efforts is crucial to keep the university community informed and not set off panic 

in departments or throughout the university (Dickeson, 2010). President Ivany at the University 

of St. Thomas in Houston had, possibly unintentionally, set panic throughout faculty members, 

specifically the English and Philosophy departments by not explaining why they were being 

treated differently. Also, how it was handled then set other areas in panic as they saw how 

English and Philosophy were being treated. By not giving thorough reasoning behind why and 

what was happening in the university, panic struck which required follow-up communication to 

try to alleviate concerns (Ellis, 2017). To avoid this sort of rumor mill, having solid 

communication efforts is imperative.  

Following models of communication plans can be useful in making sure that leadership is 

getting the right information to those needed at appropriate times (Dickeson, 2010). Robert 

Dickeson (2010) has a good communication plan listed that was originated at Drake University 
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and has been adopted at other colleges and universities. A short outline referenced by Dickeson 

(2010) is: 

• Communication with Constituents 

• Release of Reports 

• Post-release Crisis Communications 

• Communications with Those Directly Affected by Recommendations 

Implementing a similar communication model could have worked well for the University of St. 

Thomas in Houston.  

Review of the University of St. Thomas in Houston’s policies and procedures indicates 

that it does not require faculty input when considering and reviewing restructuring programs and 

departments (Ellis, 2017). This approach contradicts the best practices given by Dickeson (2010) 

in Prioritizing Academic Programs and Services. By the University of St. Thomas in Houston 

evaluating English and Philosophy, they were embarking on a limited review process of the 

programs. A full program prioritization process as Dickeson (2010) outlines might have been a 

better, more equitable approach to the situation. The prioritization process is a way for 

institutions, that recognize the need for reform, select data and criteria to review on academic 

departments and services provided at that institution. With the information the leadership team 

collects, they will be able to make informed decisions regarding reform.  

When designated groups are in charge of working on the prioritization process, each 

department can be a great resource of information. The leadership team should select the criteria 

needed to measure each program against each other before gathering information (Dickeson, 

2010). Dickeson gives a framework to use when completing the prioritization process. As the 

group may not have complete knowledge of the history of the program, members of each 



LEADERSHIP CASE SCENARIO ANALYSIS FOR YOUNG PROFESSIONALS IN 
HIGHER EDUCATION 

14 

department or program being reviewed will be useful in learning this information. Another area 

that could be good for this team to have input would be on what types of resources were being 

utilized, specifically any relationships that were in place that could be harmed from 

reorganization. The last area that the department or program may be beneficial is the “catch all” 

section (Dickeson, 2010). This section could be good to learn anything that was forgotten or 

important to know when making decisions.  

 In regard to transparency from the leadership team at Western Illinois University, they 

have been doing good things to give the community confidence in their ability to lead the 

University. For example, the University created a frequently asked questions page on their 

website (WIU News, 2015). This page shows that the leadership team knows that the community 

has questions about what is happening and the team wants to make sure the correct information 

is being discussed and distributed. Another positive area is that they continue to communicate 

throughout the process. There are many articles submitted to the local news supplemented with 

news updates posted on Western Illinois University’s website. Sharing the news and updates 

show transparency that the leaders want to keep the university and the community updated and 

current.   

 In both university scenarios, layoffs have been conducted or are being considered. 

Anytime layoffs take place in a college or university setting, it can have lasting impacts on that 

college or university and the community (Goldstein, 2012). Crucial areas that it can affect are the 

culture of the university (Goldstein, 2012). At Western Illinois University, there have been many 

layoffs over an extended period of time. The President stated that no more budget cuts can be 

made and still offer quality education (Egger, 2017). As so many layoffs have been made, faculty 

and staff members can have a hard time feeling safe in their positions and feel that the resources 
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are not available to perform well. The impact of these layoffs and budget cuts on the university 

will last years (Goldstein, 2012). 

 At the University of St. Thomas, the prospect of having layoffs is daunting to many 

faculty members. The community has become aware of the budget deficit and that the leadership 

group is working on ways to make everything work. With the faculty aware that layoffs and 

mergers have been taken into consideration at this time, it makes faculty members feel as if it 

could happen to anyone at the university (Ellis, 2017). Because the review process was first 

happening with the English and Philosophy programs, other departments are feeling the impact 

could affect them in the future. This belief might be due to how key English and Philosophy are 

to the core curriculum and culture at the University of St. Thomas in Houston. The new president 

of the University, President Lutwick, will have relationship mending as his first priority to help 

figure out the university’s needs (Ellis, 2017). This opportunity will help the university and its 

community heal and grow.  

 Why is the University of St. Thomas in Houston specifically looking into the English and 

Philosophy departments? As these two programs comprise a substantial portion of the core 

curriculum, it does not naturally look to be a good place to start in reform. President Ivany had 

previously stated that the core curriculum was an area that he wanted to change to include more 

sciences when he had first started at the university, as it could be a hindrance to their students 

(Ellis 2016). When reviewing the University’s 2016-2017 Fact Book, there were many majors 

graduating few students per program (Office of Administrative Computing and Institutional 

Research, 2016). The English program major had nine degrees awarded for the 2015-2016 

academic year. With this number being down from three academic years, it has stayed consistent 

since (Office of Administrative Computing and Institutional Research, 2016). Likewise, 



LEADERSHIP CASE SCENARIO ANALYSIS FOR YOUNG PROFESSIONALS IN 
HIGHER EDUCATION 

16 

Philosophy has stayed fairly consistent since the 2011-2012 academic year. Other areas, for 

example, that could be of concern based on low number of degrees granted include Business 

Administration, Drama, Environmental Science, French and Studio Art. All programs have had 

lower number of students awarded degrees (Office of Administrative Computing and 

Institutional Research, 2016). The leadership team will be taking into consideration more than 

just these numbers but it can be a good starting point in this process. 

 The last area to learn from the Western Illinois University scenario is how much time 

should be given when implementing a hard decision. With good intentions, President Thomas, of 

Western Illinois University, wanted to give faculty members as much notice as possible that they 

would be getting laid off. Without Board of Trustee approval, this could not be final and had a 

possibility of changing (Brown, 2016). President Thomas’s actions to start lay-offs should have 

been postponed until receiving final approval from the Board of Trustees. His intentions were 

commendable because he wanted these members on his list to have ample opportunity to find 

new employment by the next academic cycle at another university. Waiting for the Board of 

Trustee’s approval would have been the ideal approach as this group has final say in the 

decision. 

Take-Aways for Young Professionals in Higher Education 

 The analysis of these two cases provides some guidance for young professionals in higher 

education with regard to how best to approach difficult university-wide decision-making. Major 

decisions within a college or university, including program reallocation and budgetary concerns, 

initially come from the president, governing board (board of trustees) or the provost (Dickeson, 

2010). These three groups help to initiate the change that is needed in the college or university.  
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The leadership team at an individual university can vary depending on size and public 

versus private institutional type. On a typical leadership team, the president of the university and 

the provost will be included. The others involved in this leadership team will be senior 

administrators (Hendrickson, 2013). Reviewing the leadership teams from the two provided case 

scenarios can help show who is involved in decision making processes on campus. According to 

Hendrickson (2013), “Academic leaders require a special set of skills, knowledge, and sensitivity 

to navigate effectively the ever-changing governance challenges facing today’s college and 

university decision makers” (p. 47). This statement is beneficial for young professionals in 

higher education to know and understand as they progress through their career in higher 

education to help identify skill sets to develop.  

  Recently, many decisions facing a university have finances involved in the scenario. If 

new construction projects are to be considered, the leadership team needs to find where the funds 

will come from. There may be more interest in a specific program than in the past, new facilities 

and faculty may be considered to help with this demand. Where will the finances come from to 

support the demand? Are some programs being underutilized? Could program mergers or 

eliminate programs be a good way to help pay for some of these areas just mentioned? These are 

the types of questions and concerns that the leadership team will consider when facing a new 

issue at their respective institution.  

 As universities continue to grow what they offer, such as programs, student services, or 

recreation facilities, the need for leadership and financial stability are crucial. After a president of 

an institution is hired, the board of trustees have put their confidence in the decisions being made 

by the President. The president of the college or university will meet with the leadership team to 

make informed decisions regarding the institution. However, there are still decisions that need to 
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be taken to the board of trustees for final approval. For an example of this is refer to the Western 

Illinois University case scenario regarding laying off faculty members. 

 From this, the Board of Trustees and President of the university are creating the mission, 

vision and goals for the university to follow. The follow through of the decisions is typically up 

to those reporting directly to the president. Looking at an organizational reporting chart will help 

to depict where decisions fall. As each campus varies, learning the ins and outs of the leadership, 

reporting structure and how decisions are handled can take time. 

Conclusion 

It is important to look to other college and university issues and outcome decisions to 

help figure out the best plan of action. There are no two institutions that will be going through 

the exact same experience but seeing what similar issues are taking place can help find good 

results. When looking at decisions that need to be made, seeing examples of how decisions were 

handled and through what actions, can help leadership make informed decisions.  

When looking at the two case scenarios, leadership teams at colleges or universities can 

take pointers on what to do and not to do when going through issues. Like many other colleges 

and universities, Western Illinois University has faced financial insecurities. Reviewing how the 

leadership team is handling their situation and communicating with the university community 

shows their dedication to the university and its success. The University of St. Thomas in Houston 

has decided to add and revamp programs that are professional or pre-professional driven. This 

decision was due to the fact that students are interested in specific areas. According to Dickeson 

(2010), “higher education has become a market-driven enterprise” (p. 17) and this is something 

that the University of St. Thomas has realized and taken into consideration in moving the 

university forward.  
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