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Introduction

The Domino Case Study focuses on the theatre department in the College of Arts

and Communication at Southeastern State University (SSU).  SSU had built a strong

service component into its mission, examples of which include:  agricultural related

problem assistance, cultural activities, and supporting economic growth.  With the

economic woes of the state the university was facing reduced resources.  The university’s

president attempted to redraft the university’s mission statement to make it less broad.

With the impending resource reduction, the president became convinced that it was time

to narrow the scope of the university.

Due to the opposition by the faculty to give up anything, the vice president, with

the support of the faculty’s representative body and participation of the faculty senate,

formulated an evaluation process of all degree programs and service activities to

determine their relative merit in accordance with the mission of SSU.  The evaluation

was based on the following criteria, in order of importance:  centrality, quality,

productivity, demand, and cost.

A blue ribbon committee, led by the vice-president of academic affairs was

appointed.  The committee was made up of six representatives from the university’s

colleges endorsed by the academic deans and the faculty senate, plus the director of the

President’s Scholar Program, and the director of Student Recruitment and Admissions.

The committee was formally called the Committee for Program Evaluation and

Prioritization (CPEP), and the eight-person group began the process, during the fiscal

year, to evaluate all degree programs and determine the merits of each to the university.
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The Theatre Department

With the university facing reduced resources and because of the formation of

CPEP and its charge, the dean of the College of Arts and Communications, Dr. Maria

Montez, realized that many of the performing arts degree programs in the college were at

risk.  Although Dr. Montez was in full support of the vice president’s plan to reduce the

degree program inventory, she was very concerned about the traditional criteria that

would be used to evaluate the nontraditional programs found within the College of Arts

and Communications.  Specifically, Dr. Montez identified that the theatre department was

very vulnerable to a CPEP prioritization review.

Reasons for the theatre department’s vulnerability included:  the chair of the

department had suddenly resigned to take a deanship at another university, the faculty

were unable to function as a unified department after the chair’s departure, and the

curriculum offered by the department was too diverse for the size of faculty which was a

result of the department’s inability to unify and exist under a mutually accepted

department mission.

Dean Montez, felt she did not have time to follow university practice to conduct a

national search to hire a new chair and due to the recognition of conflict amongst the

theatre faculty, chose to appoint one of her associate deans to fill the position of acting

chair of the theatre department, Associate Dean Blake, rather than select an internal

theatre department candidate.  Blake’s charge, via Dean Montez, was to strengthen the

factors that made the theatre department vulnerable to CPEP review.  Specifically, Blake

was to prepare documents to be used by the CPEP for its review, prepare the un-unified

faculty for review, bring the faculty and staff together for the sake of the department,
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cultivate dialogue concerning the theatre departments academic program in relation to

faculty credentials, and conduct a national search for a permanent chair.

Blake’s first encounter with the theatre department faculty and staff proved telling

of the strained relations between the faculty:  the department secretary arrived with a tape

recorder to facilitate full transcription of everything said; one full professor reminded Dr.

Blake that untenured faculty would have to leave the room when a particular topic, the

use of student workers, was to be discussed because the untenured faculty could have no

input; and then, an untenured assistant professor mentioned she would like to be included

in the discussion on the topic of student workers as she was interested in what student

worker support she would have for production since she was assigned to direct the

season’s first show.  Dr. Blake now stood in the face of his challenge as a change agent in

an organization with many problems, and required an innovative approach and process to

develop solutions (B. Feidor, P. Marquard, R. Marvel, personal communication, June 1-4,

2005).  The five stages of the Innovation Process, agenda-setting; matching;

redefining/restructuring; clarifying; and routinizing, can serve as a sequence of events to

bring about positive change to the theatre department (Rogers, 2003, 421).

Setting the Agenda

There are several problems that exist in the theatre department that run deeper

than those experienced by Dr. Blake at his first meeting.  Dr. Blake’s role is that of a

change agent, and this organization requires his ability to bring the faculty together to

identify the challenges the department faces, and to decide collaboratively how to meet

these challenges.
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A review of the composition of the faculty shows three tenured professors that

perceive themselves as “scholars” of theatre and are mostly engaged in publishing and

three untenured assistant professors identify themselves as “performing” artists.  The

department also includes three other staff positions:  costume shop manager, director of

technical theatre, a half-time box office manager, and a half-time publicity specialist.

Neither faction of the tenured or untenured faculty respect the credentials of the other,

and the department operating procedures shed further light on the division between the

professors:  all the tenured professors control all personnel decisions made and voted on

by the department.

To summarize the challenges, the department needs to collaboratively face the

following issues:  the university is planning to reduce its program inventory based on

CPEP evaluations and the theatre department is recognized by some as to be vulnerable

to this reduction, the faculty is divisive as it currently exists and needs to be more

harmonious and collegial, and the faculty have conflicting interests which has led to a

broad program that the faculty cannot support based on their size and credentials.  These

are the issues that must be brought to the table in order for the theatre department to

ultimately have a chance to survive the CPEP evaluation process.

Dr. Blake, as a change agent, has been given the charge to intervene, and assist

the theatre department in perceiving and recognizing the challenges they face.  In order to

reach that perception it is vital the department faculty understand the possibility of losing

their department.  In the first meeting Dr. Blake has an opportunity to share this

information, and the faculty would be better served to hear it (B. Feidor, P. Marquard, R.

Marvel, personal communication, June 1-4, 2005).  Since Dr. Blake is familiar with the
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department and faculty, and they with him, there is an opportunity for the acting

department chair to outline the need for change.  He also can point out that the decision is

up to the department faculty as they are the people that will be most affected by CPEP

evaluations.  With the reality of the situation laid out, the faculty could react and begin a

dialogue as to where they want to go from there.  If the faculty, be it tenured or

untenured, wants to remain in an existing department they must face the challenge

together (M. Massey, personal communication, June 1-4, 2005).  Dr. Blake is key in

helping the department members to get to that point of agenda setting.

Matching and Restructuring

Once the theatre faculty perceives the problems, they have a charge to find a way

to solve their problems and meet their challenges.  Dr. Blake can assist and facilitate this

stage of the process by identifying an opinion leader or leaders within the faculty that can

work toward creating common ground in addressing the issues of division in the

department.  Opinion leaders from both factions could work together to find common

ground and share that agreement with the other professors (B. Feidor, P. Marquard, R.

Marvel, personal communication, June 1-4, 2005).  Solutions could include realignment

of committees, shared decision making duties, and open dialogue when future issues

threaten the collegial aspect or shared authority.  Through collaboration, the faculty can

also work to evaluate, combine, redefine, and restructure the scope of the theatre

department to make better use of the resources and strengths of the faculty to become

more efficient and better meet the needs of students.  Addressing these issues allows the

theatre department to improve the quality of its degree programs, and through
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restructuring improve the productivity of the programs.  Quality and productivity are two

major evaluation points the CPEP will be focusing on.

As the faculty share the process of redefining and reconstructing of their

department they can cut costs (an evaluation criteria).  They could even suggest and carry

out a cost cutting measure by searching within the department for a new department

chair.  This would have to be studied to determine feasibility, but it is a measure that

might prove valuable when the CPEP comes checking, and would show the willingness

of the department to make changes to meet the challenges the university faces with

reduced funding.

The collaborative effort of the faculty could prepare for the CPEP evaluation

through addressing the criteria of demand by identifying the number of students served

by the theatre program and utilizing graduates recommendations and testimonies of the

benefits the degree programs have had in their lives.  The department can also enlist

members of the community and surrounding area that utilize and appreciate the theatrical

performances produced by the theatre department (Badger Group Discussion, personal

communication, May 30-June 4, 2005).  Gathering data that presents how many people

attend performances each year can also increase the value of the theatre department to the

university.  The theatrical productions that the department provides for the community

coincide with the mission of the university’s service component, and the theatre faculty

can showcase that point to bolster the rating in the CPEP’s most heavily weighted criteria

of centrality.  As a cost cutting measure, the department might also consider utilizing

community volunteers to conduct box office responsibilities or duties that could save

money for the department and university.  Furthermore, they could study the feasibility
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and acceptance of a privately funded foundation program that could finance theatrical

productions or other aspects the department feels are beneficial to students and the

community.  The positive stories from clients, students and the community, plus the

possibilities of generating outside funding can have a huge impact on how important the

theatre department is, and the faculty must work to develop and pursue these strengths

and ideas.

Clarifying and Routinizing

The entire effort of showing how the theatre department is central to the

university’s mission must be clear to the faculty, students, the community, the CPEP, and

ultimately to the university when it makes its program cuts.  The faculty must revisit the

purpose of their agenda, matching solutions to problems, reasons and benefits for

redefining and restructuring the department and programs, and identify the value added

by showcasing the benefits the department has to students, the community and

surrounding area.

As the department comes to an understanding of the innovations they have

applied and the innovative process they have gone through, via working through

misunderstandings, they can begin to develop and facilitate a more stable existence.  As

the theatre department practices their newfound system they can continue to use

strategies to nurture relationships and be better prepared to demonstrate their strengths for

a CPEP review.  The preparation includes developing a routine of practicing the acts of

collaboration, problem solving, and providing a productive service to students and the

community.
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Summary

The Southeastern State University College of Arts and Communications Theatre

Department faces some serious issues.  The most important issue is the threat of losing

the entire department to program reduction. Without the work of a change agent that has

opinion leaders to assist in the process, and without any dialogue or a perceived need to

change, the theatre department will cease to exist.  The department cannot continue in its

current form based on the criteria the CPEP will use to evaluate it:  centrality, quality,

productivity, demand, and cost.  However, as a change agent works with the faculty to

identify their challenges, develop a need for change, and open up dialogue to diagnose

problems and utilize the innovation process to create and establish solutions, the theatre

department can prepare themselves for a successful review by the CPEP.  Ultimately it is

up to individuals like change agents, opinion leaders, faculty, students, and the

community to work in a collaborative effort to strengthen the existence of the theatre

program and pass muster.

This case study exemplifies the importance of communication, and how the lack

thereof can create a negative situation in an organization.  In order for an organization to

remain effective it must continually develop, nurture, create, and maintain lines of

communication that are open, built on levels of trust and respect, and are honestly

reciprocal.  What this case study bears out is the importance of listening when it comes to

communication.
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