


TRANSFORMATIONAL
UNIVERSITY LEADERSHIP



Great Debates in Higher Education is a series of short,
accessible books addressing key challenges to and issues in
Higher Education, on a national and international level. These
books are research informed but debate driven. They are
intended to be relevant to a broad spectrum of researchers,
students, and administrators in higher education, and are
designed to help us unpick and assess the state of higher
education systems, policies, and social and economic impacts.

Recently published in this series:

Degrees of Success: The Transitions from Vocational to
Higher Education

Geoff Hayward, Eugenia Katartzi, Hubert Ertl, and Michael
Hoelscher

Reimagining Historically Black Colleges and Universities:
Survival Beyond 2021

Gary B. Crosby, Khalid A. White, Marcus A. Chanay, and
Adriel A. Hilton

Higher Education at the Crossroads of Disruption: The Uni-
versity of the 21st Century

Andreas Kaplan

Combatting Marginalisation by Co-creating Education:
Methods, Theories and Practices from the Perspectives of
Young People

Edited by David Thore Gravesen, Kaz Stuart, Mette Bunting,
Sidse Hølvig Mikkelsen, and Peter Hornbæk Frostholm

Challenging the Teaching Excellence Framework: Diversity
Deficits in Higher Education Evaluations

Amanda French and Kate Carruthers Thomas



Leadership of Historically Black Colleges and Universities: A
What Not to Do Guide for HBCU Leaders

Johnny D. Jones

The Fully Functioning University

Tom Bourner, Asher Rospigliosi, and Linda Heath

A Brief History of Credit in UK Higher Education: Laying
Siege to the Ivory Tower

Wayne Turnbull

Degendering Leadership in Higher Education

Barret Katuna

Perspectives on Access to Higher Education

Sam Broadhead, Rosemarie Davis, and Anthony Hudson

Cultural Journeys in Higher Education: Student Voices and
Narratives

Jan Bamford and Lucy Pollard

Radicalisation and Counter-Radicalisation in Higher
Education

Catherine McGlynn and Shaun McDaid

Refugees in Higher Education: Debate, Discourse and Practice

Jacqueline Stevenson and Sally Baker

The Marketisation of English Higher Education: A Policy
Analysis of a Risk-Based System

Colin McCaig

Access to Success and Social Mobility through Higher Edu-
cation: A Curate’s Egg?

Edited by Stuart Billingham

Evaluating Scholarship and Research Impact: History, Prac-
tices, and Policy Development

Jeffrey W. Alstete, Nicholas J. Beutell, and John P. Meyer



Sexual Violence on Campus: Power-Conscious Approaches to
Awareness, Prevention, and Response

Chris Linder

Higher Education, Access and Funding: The UK in Interna-
tional Perspective

Edited by Sheila Riddell, Sarah Minty, Elisabet Weedon, and
Susan Whittaker

British Universities in the Brexit Moment: Political, Economic
and Cultural Implications

Mike Finn

Challenging the Teaching Excellence Framework: Diversity
Deficits in Higher Education Evaluations

Edited by Kate Carruthers Thomas, and Amanda French



TRANSFORMATIONAL
UNIVERSITY LEADERSHIP

A Case Study for 21st
Century Leaders and
Aspirat ional Research

Universi t ies

BY

HILARY L. COULSON
University of Florida, USA

YALI ZOU
University of Houston, USA

And

FRANK FERNANDEZ
University of Florida, USA

United Kingdom – North America – Japan – India
Malaysia – China



Emerald Publishing Limited
Howard House, Wagon Lane, Bingley BD16 1WA, UK

First edition 2022

Copyright © 2022 Hilary L. Coulson, Yali Zou and Frank Fernandez.
Published under exclusive licence by Emerald Publishing Limited.

Reprints and permissions service
Contact: permissions@emeraldinsight.com

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,
transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording or otherwise without either the prior written
permission of the publisher or a licence permitting restricted copying
issued in the UK by The Copyright Licensing Agency and in the USA by
The Copyright Clearance Center. Any opinions expressed in the chapters
are those of the authors. Whilst Emerald makes every effort to ensure the
quality and accuracy of its content, Emerald makes no representation
implied or otherwise, as to the chapters’ suitability and application and
disclaims any warranties, express or implied, to their use.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-1-83982-121-9 (Print)
ISBN: 978-1-83982-118-9 (Online)
ISBN: 978-1-83982-120-2 (Epub)

mailto:permissions@emeraldinsight.com


For the University of Houston on the eve of its centennial
anniversary.
HLC, YZ, FF



This page intentionally left blank



CONTENTS

List of Figures and Tables xi

About the Authors xiii

Acknowledgments xv

1. Introduction 1
2. From Humble Beginnings 9
3. Leadership Theories and Case Study Approach 27
4. Organizational Architecture: Building a Leadership

Team 47
5. Creating a New Campus Culture 67
6. Revitalizing Research 89
7. Beyond the Billion 109
8. Leading during Crisis 137
9. Conclusion 165

Index 177

ix



This page intentionally left blank



L IST OF FIGURES AND TABLES

Figure 5.1. Value of Campus Buildings at UH. 72

Figure 5.2. Enrollment Growth at UH by Year. 81

Figure 6.1. Increasing Diversity of New Faculty Hires
at UH by Year. 92

Figure 6.2. Sources of Research Expenditures at UH
by Year. 94

Figure 6.3. Number of STEM Publications with UH
Authors by Year. 98

Figure 6.4. Patents Granted to UH by Year. 99

Figure 7.1. Annual Gifts to UH. 113

Figure 7.2. Value of Endowment at UH (End of Year). 113

Table 3.1. Names and Titles of Interview
Participants. 41

xi



This page intentionally left blank



ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Hilary L. Coulson, PhD, is a Lecturer in the Center for
Gender, Sexualities, and Women’s Studies Research at the
University of Florida. Her work examines the origins and
continuities of core American pillars like universities, schools,
and prisons by examining leadership structures, gender, and
culture. Coulson has experience lecturing courses in gender
studies and qualitative methodologies and works toward an
interdisciplinary understanding of organizational formation,
leadership, and success. Her latest work on leadership during
crises can be found in Higher Education.

Yali Zou, PhD, is Professor of Educational Leadership and
Policy Studies and University Endowed Professor for Global
Leadership Studies at the University of Houston. She is also
Director of the Asian American Studies Center and the Asian
International Program. Dr. Zou is the author of seven books
and has published numerous articles in the United States and
China. Her research focuses on comparative education, cross-
cultural and transnational issues, and global leadership. Dr.
Zou consults with universities and corporations nationally
and internationally, and leads global leadership development
programs in education, public administration, and business
administration. She is also a frequent public speaker in the
United States, China, and Europe.

xi i i



Frank Fernandez, PhD, is an Assistant Professor of Higher
Education Administration & Policy at the University of
Florida. He writes about educational equity and policy issues
and international higher education. He is coeditor of the
award-winning The Century of Science: The Global Triumph
of the Research University (Emerald, 2017, 2019). He also
coedited Gender Equity in STEM in Higher Education:
International Perspectives on Policy, Institutional Culture,
and Individual Choice (Routledge, 2022) and An Asset-Based
Approach to Advancing Latina Students in STEM: Increasing
Resilience, Participation, and Success (Routledge, 2021). He
co-wrote The Contested Campus: Aligning Professional
Values, Social Justice, and Free Speech (NASPA, 2020) to
outline principles for good leadership amid free speech and
academic freedom controversies.

xiv About the Authors



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This book started over a lunch meeting in Toronto, Canada,
in spring 2019. We began data collection and met again in
Portland, Oregon (USA), in fall 2019. Then the global
pandemic delayed the project. We thank Kim Chadwick from
Emerald for first being open to the idea for this book and for
working with us to extend our timeline for writing the book.

The pandemic affirmed our personal beliefs and then our
empirical findings on the importance of good leadership in
higher education. Although the University of Houston expe-
rienced its own challenges adapting to the multiple challenges
that arose starting in spring 2020, we witnessed as Renu
Khator’s leadership team made tough – but prudent – deci-
sions, which other universities often emulated. Ultimately, the
exigencies of the pandemic made it impossible to interview Dr.
Khator for the book, but we are grateful to her nonetheless.
Her example of leadership during a prolonged crisis added a
new and unanticipated dimension to this book.

We appreciate all the administrators who took time to talk
with us and whose words form the basis of the case study.
Specifically, we thank Eloise Brice, Amr Elnashai, Michael
Johnson, Robert McPherson, Jim McShan, Paula Myrick
Short, Stephen Spann, and Richard Walker for their time and
willingness to share their knowledge and experiences. Without
their interviews, our document analysis and figures would lack

xv



context. Their lived experiences make our findings compelling.
We would be remiss if we did not extend special thanks to
Dean Bob McPherson and Provost Paula Myrick Short. They
are both stalwart supporters of the Asian American Studies
Center. They support faculty as individuals and collaborators.
This project is one example of how their academic leadership
supports interdisciplinary research.

At the Asian American Studies Center, we thank Elizabeth
Gonzales. Elizabeth purchased recording equipment, coordi-
nated travel logistics, and reimbursed project costs. We also
thank Rachel Holman who was a doctoral student at the
University of Mississippi. In the early phases of the project,
Rachel generated an initial set of rough transcripts that
allowed us to quickly dig into our interview data.

Finally, Hilary and Frank are eternally grateful to Yali.
More than anyone else, Yali helped us feel welcome in our
early faculty appointments at the University of Houston. She
has continued to mentor and support us through multiple
transitions. Had she not been a coauthor on this book, we
would certainly have interviewed her about entrepreneurial
and transformational leadership.

xvi Acknowledgments



1

INTRODUCTION

University of Houston exemplifies the American tradition of
higher education. In less than a century, University of Houston
went from its founding as a community college to being
recognized as a major research university. The story of
University of Houston fits a broader pattern of US colleges and
universities, but what makes it unique is the leadership that
facilitated the university’s rise to global prominence.

For decades, former college and university presidents – as
well as scholars of academic leadership – have lamented that
the academic presidency has become weaker in the US. When
they bemoan the weakening of the academic presidency, they
variously blame increasingly difficult challenges caused by
internal and external factors. As much as authors fret about
the powerlessness of the presidency, the fact remains that the
model of the twenty-first century American research university
is emulated around the world.

David Labaree describes the rise of American colleges to
global prominence as “a perfect mess” (Labaree, 2017). By
that, Labaree means a largely unregulated and, often, under-
funded group of colleges and universities rose from humble
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beginnings to become the standard by which other higher
education systems would be measured. The rise of higher
education in the US was not centrally planned nor was it
widely expected. Through entrepreneurial leadership and a
good deal of opportunism, US colleges independently secured
positions as global leaders during the mid-twentieth century –

an era of unprecedented state and federal financial support for
higher education and during mass economic and demographic
expansion. The American university model (previously,
referred to as the multiversity) became a global standard
(Kerr, 2001). The multiversity not only stood for higher
learning, it also served utilitarian purposes. The mid-twentieth
century universities trained workers for jobs, promoted sci-
entific and economic development, and increasingly offered
broadened access to higher education (Drori, 2000; Drori,
Meyer, Ramirez, & Schofer, 2003; Fernandez & Powell,
2022). The model of the American multiversity diffused
throughout the globe as evidenced by the proliferation of
universities around the world seeking accreditation from US
organizations (Barrett, Fernandez, & Gonzalez, 2020; Blanco-
Ramirez, 2015; Cheng, 2015).

Compared to the mid-twentieth century, universities in the
twenty-first century are operating with relatively scarce public
funding and increasing competition for enrollment. At the
same time that the context for leadership in higher education
have changed, the standards for success – and the perils of
failure – have increased. Among globally prominent research
universities, zero-sum competition increases whereby a uni-
versity can only ascend in global rankings by displacing other
universities (Marginson & Van der Wende, 2007).
Conversely, at the less prestigious end of the higher education
system, nearly 600 public and private US colleges closed
between the 2017–2018 and 2020–2021 academic years
(Lederman, 2021).
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So what about the contemporary university that aspires to
achieve prominence in an increasingly competitive field? As
we previously argued, the goalposts continue to move. It is not
enough to aspire to the mid-century multiversity model.
Instead, there is an “emerging global model” of the twenty-
first century “super research university” (Baker, 2014;
Mohrman, Ma, & Baker, 2008). In the twenty-first century,
internationally prominent universities produce ever-increasing
amounts of research, particularly in science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields. They seek to
monetize intellectual property by securing patents and sup-
porting technology transfer from the academic to private
sectors. They recruit international faculty. Their leaders spend
much of their time fundraising and diversifying revenue
streams to achieve and maintain prestige.

The US colleges that rose to prominence during the mid-
twentieth century were typically led by White men, and the
stories of those universities and their leaders have been written
and studied in higher education administration and leadership
classes for decades (Padilla, 2005). Often, in-depth case
studies of academic leadership and how universities attain
global prominence focus on private universities in the Cold
War period, such as Stanford (Gillmor, 2004; Lowen, 1997).
In this study of twenty-first century leadership, we argue that
aspiring leaders may learn as much, if not more, by examining
an atypical rise to research prominence from a leader who
does not fit the typical mold of white, middle- or upper-class
male. By studying University of Houston as an example of
twenty-first century leadership, those seeking to enhance their
status on the increasingly competitive college market may see
the benefits of diverse leadership and the approach of a leader
who stems from another background.

Specifically, we focus on University of Houston under the
leadership of Renu Khator, an immigrant from India and one
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of the only women in the country to hold the prestigious title
of President of a major public research university and Chan-
cellor of a public university system. Only two years after
arriving at University of Houston, Khator led the institution to
achieve the country’s highest classification for research activ-
ity. On top of the typical challenges facing higher education in
the twenty-first century, Khator assumed the university pres-
idency in January 2008, around the beginning of a major
global economic recession, and she continues to lead the
university as of this writing. In an age when the average col-
lege presidency lasts only about 6.5 years (Seltzer, 2017),
Khator’s 14-year presidency is remarkable.

SCOPE AND ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

This book presents a case study of university leadership in the
twenty-first century by focusing on Khator’s leadership at the
University of Houston and its increasing research reputation
both in the United States and around the globe. We used a
case study approach to consider four overarching questions
about academic leadership: (1) How can a leader put a team
together to facilitate transformational leadership? (2) What
does transformational leadership look like in the twenty-first
century? (3) How can transformational leadership be used to
achieve the goals of the super research university? (4) What
does transformational leadership look like in times of crisis?
Although our case study is bounded by its focus on a uni-
versity that continues to aspire to achieve new levels of
research production and higher rankings, we argue that our
findings about Khator’s leadership offer important, trans-
ferrable lessons to leaders and aspiring leaders in any type of
college or university context.
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In the next chapter, From Humble Beginnings, we intro-
duce both the institution and the leader. We discuss how for
most colleges and universities, University of Houston is a
more relatable case than private universities like Stanford,
Notre Dame, Princeton University, or University of Chicago,
as well as public universities like University of California that
achieved national prominence more than a century ago
(Gillmor, 2004; Lowen, 1997; Padilla, 2005). We also provide
a portrait of Khator who was the first president of a
comprehensive US research university to have been born in
India and the first woman to lead a higher education system in
the US state of Texas. Then, in Leadership Theories and Case
Study Approach, we briefly review prior literature on the
academic presidency and discuss our approach to collecting
and analyzing data for this book.

We organize the remaining chapters, thematically, to draw
transferrable lessons and anecdotes for aspiring college and
university leaders. Organizational Architecture: Building a
Leadership Team discusses Khator’s approach to recruiting
and hiring, as well as setting goals for her senior administra-
tors. Creating a New Campus Culture focuses on Khator’s
calling to create a new culture that permeates different groups
on campus (e.g., students, staff, and faculty), and the methods,
large and small, that Khator herself uses to build, mobilize,
and sustain a university community. Revitalizing Research
discusses how, under Khator’s leadership, University of Hous-
ton achieved state and national recognition for its research
profile. We discuss Khator’s specific initiatives, such as “50-in-
5” and “Building a Top 50 Public University.” Beyond the
Billion tells the story of how, contrary to advice from pro-
fessional consultants, Khator wielded the university’s fund-
raising apparatus to lead the “Here, We Go” campaign to
raise $1 billion. The campaign was so successful, that it was
extended and rebranded as the into a “Beyond the Billion”
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initiative to raise scholarship money and fund endowed pro-
fessorships. Leading during Crisis details how Khator has
developed and displayed resilience through multiple natural
disasters and the global pandemic that have affected Univer-
sity of Houston under her leadership. In the Conclusion, we
revisit the various strategies Khator took to build a leadership
team, change an institutional culture, and fundamentally
transform University of Houston from a regional, compre-
hensive university to a nationally and internationally promi-
nent research university.
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