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Assuming Agency

The Power of Strategy and Networks

AT THE START OF EACH SEMESTER, a faculty
member in information science identifies rela-
Llc ln.:-hl}"* he I'I'I.IL:hT' devel P with l't-'lll,'il.l'_illi'\
on- and off-campus to achieve specific work
goals. A protessor of women’s studies and
health carefully structures her day to ensure it is
focused on her most important career priorities.
A faculty member in education confronts bias
against family caregiving, while a faculty
member in urban planning develops new cur-
ricular and grant strategies to facilitate her
community engagement. What do these fac-
ulty have in common’ They are assuming
agency in their work lives, a key aspect of fac-
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ulty professional growth. In this article, we

discuss some manifestations of agency in the
fac Hh\ career iln\_i 11-lL
potential importance

of its role in faculty career development.

What does We define faculty professic mal growth as a

. change occurring in a person throughout his

assuming agency

look like in the bring new and diverse knowledge, skills, values,

faculty career? and professional orientation to his or her work.

[his definition positions faculty growth as on-

or her career and life that allows him or her to

soing and in a constant state of becoming.
To help ground faculty professional growth in

practice, we developed a framework that ex-

plores four of its key aspects: learning, agency,
professional relationships, and commitment.
These four aspects grew out of a literature re-
view of the academic profession, hundreds of
interviews and observations of faculty, and in-
rerviews with directors of faculty development
centers. In our interviews and observations,
we noticed that learning, agency, professional
relationships, and commitments were areas
that greatly supported faculty growth butr were
often not explicitly discussed in the literature
(O'Meara, Terosky, and Neumann 2008). In
subsequent talks and presentations on our work,
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the concept of agency has drawn particular at-
tention because of its usefulness in thinking
about how faculty manage their careers.

To define “agency,” we borrow from socio-
logical rraditions holding thar individuals can
and do influence their own life trajectories in
intentional ways (Clausen 1991; Elder 1994;
Lerner and Busch-Fossnagel 1981; Marshall
2000). In other words, our use of “agency” as-
sumes that “all human beings have free will”
to garner power and to create “work conrexts
conducive to the development of their thought
over time” (Elder 1994, 964-65; see also Neu-
mann, Terosky and Schell 2006). Within the
context of faculty careers, we apply the word
“agency” to questions of how faculty members
can structure their own careers in ways that
foster meaningful work, effective contributions,
and professional passions.

What does assuming agency look like in the

faculry career? Based on our case-study data
of hundreds of faculty members in various
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institutional types and career stages, we de-
tected two key patterns of how some of these
individual faculty members successtully assumed
agency in crafting their careers: (1) creating
structures intentionally to manage one’s prior-
ities, and (2) developing beneficial relationships
to foster one’s goals. In the following section,
we provide examples of faculty members who
represent these patterns. We acknowledge
that “some individuals . . . are more effective
than others in making positive events happen
in the course of their development” (Clausen
1991, 810), and we believe that these exam-
ples—of faculty who are effective at making
positive events happen in their careers—might
be helpful to other faculty members who are
striving to assume agency in their own work.

Creating structures to manage priorities
Agency is more than effective time manage-
ment, although efficient use of time certainly
assists. Agency is abour prioritizing what really



Participants in our

matters in one’s work and life; studies commonly agency. Her success as a

it's about reflecting on what sought out teacher and engaged scholar
drove a person into the profes- as marked by respectable pub-
aial s o and nurtured <N _ ,

sorial career or his or her disci- X lication rates, glowing student
pline, determining one’s supportive evaluations, and positive con-
potential contributions through relationships that tributions to community orga-
his or her expertise, and then foster their goals nizations—demonstrates her

acting intentionally in one’s
career trajectory. Without the
proper structures in place, however, a faculty
member cannot manage his or her career in
ways that promotes his or her priorities.
Several participants in our recent studies
effectively created structures to manage their
careers in ways that focused on priorities.
One participant, Linda, a full professor of
women's studies and health, follows a “quadrant
approach” to structuring her time. According
to the quadrant approach, which was intro-
duced by Steven Covey, the author of several
mainstream life-coaching books, one's per-
sonal and professional activities fall into four
quadrants based on level of importance and
urgency. Covey (1990) argues that people
should strive to maximize their time in Quad-
rant I1, which represents activities that are
important, but not urgent. In short, Quadrant
Il consists of reflection, planning, and learning
modalities—rthe very “stuff” needed to suc-
cessfully assume agency. At midcareer, Linda
struggled with the additional responsibilities
of directing a women’s health institute. By
consulting colleagues from her professional
field and turning to faculty mentors, she de-
vised a new career structure that allowed her
to carve out space for reflection and planning.
As aresult, Linda designates the first third
of every day on Quadrant 11 activities, such as
reading in her field, reflecting on her teach-
ing, planning her research and engagement
activities, and determining resources to fur-
ther her commirments and contributions (i.e.,
faculty development programs, partnerships
with community organizations, fundraisers,
etc.). Following her morning of Quadrant 11
activities, Linda then turns to more tangible
activities such as attending meetings, answer-
ing emails, setting up logistics, and managing
coursework. In the evening, Linda returns
home and focuses on her personal life, leaving
her computer and e-mail at the office. By pri-
oritizing her Quadrant II activities and creat-
ing a disciplined approach ro managing her
career, Linda demonstrates one way to assume

ability to effectively influence

her professional (and personal)
life trajectory. Rather than allow the director-
ship position and its subsequent responsibili-
ties determine her path, Linda, instead,
assumed agency and paved her own route.

Lucy is an assistant professor of urban plan-

ning at a research university. She is also a
community-engaged sc Il.'mlar, someone who
connects her teaching and research to public
issues. Shortly after arriving at her university,
Luey developed strategic partnerships with
local nonprofit organizations, integrated ser-
vice learning into her course curriculum, and
engaged in action research on social issues; all
of these activities received little support from
the university’s infrastructure. Colleagues in
Lucy’s department warned her that commu-
nity-oriented service, research, and teaching
might hinder her tenure bid. Despite the
warnings, Lucy continued o follow this path
because she decided that she would rather not
be an academic than “give up on this type of
work.” While dedicating herself to being a
community-engaged scholar, she also decided
to structure her work in ways that would
benefit her department, namely, by linking
undergraduate and graduate requirements to
particular social needs in the community and
by winning major grants to support her action
research and community partnerships. Al-
though the outcome of her tenure bid has not
yet been determined, Lucy feels more com-
mitted ro her work than ever before because
she is being true to her passion for using scholar-
ship to promote social change.

Developing supportive relationships
Professors are often depicted as “lone rangers”
working in isolated silos. The current realities
of higher education, in fact, advance this no-
tion of “lone rangers” as workloads/teaching
loads increase and contingent positions rise.
Studies show that developing supportive rela-
tionships is one of the key factors to improved
faculty satisfaction (Hagedorn 2000). Moreover,
networks often provide support for faculty in
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Both individuals

their work, which, in turn, as-
sists faculty in assuming agency
in their careers.

Participants in our studies
commonly sought out and nur-
tured supportive relationships
that foster their goals. John, an associate pro-
fessor of information science, manifests how a
faculty member can build his capacity for
agency by surrounding himself with networks
that aid his growth. Prior to each semester,
John proactively develops a plan for “skill-
building” (e.g., how to use the e-mail system,
how to create videos for classroom use) and
“thinking-building” (e.g., how to approach a
new line of research, straregies for balancing
responsibilities) by reviewing the professional
development offerings of his department and
the faculty development center and determin-
ing which sessions will best support his teaching,
research, and service endeavors. Besides learn-
ing valuable skills ar these sessions, he actively
networks with the other faculty atrendees,
administrators, and support staff members so
that he develops “webs of support.” At these
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and academic
environments
benefit from the
experience of agency

sessions, he openly discusses
his career plans and “throws out
into the universe” his hopes for
his work. John finds, in turn,
that people are thrilled to assist
him in his work. Before devising
this strategy, he avoided attending such sessions
or events because he felt strapped for time.
He now believes that every hour spent in a valu-
able “skill-building” or “thinking-building”
session is gained back fourfold. By acting in-
tentionally about his faculty development and
using this forum as a means for developing
supportive relationships, John demonstrates
agency in action.

Latisha, an associate professor of Education,
found out at the last minute from a colleague
about an impromptu committee meeting the
following day. When she explained that her
husband was traveling and she could not secure
childcare at such late nortice, her colleague
responded that he did not want to hear any
“mommy excuses.” In a raised voice, he be-
rated her in front of students and colleagues,
questioning her dedication to the committee.

—




In the past, Latisha would have been greatly
embarrassed and perhaps tried to find emer-
gency childcare; however, she now partici-
pates in a faculty group aimed at changing the
campus climate for work-family balance.
Through her participation in this group, she
has gained a sense of agency from their sup-
port and wisdom. As a response to her col-
league, she confronted him on his tone and
treatment of her and demanded an apology for
his unprofessional behavior. Although she
knew her confrontation would not necessarily
improve his behavior, she felt grateful that
this group of supportive colleagues had given
her the wherewithal to stand up for herself
and try to change the culture for others. Sev-
eral colleagues who overheard both exchanges
stopped Latisha that week and expressed grat-
itude for how she had handled the situation.

Conclusion

We have highlighted two strategies taken by
faculty as part of assuming agency in their pro-
fessional lives—strategic career management
efforts and the development of relationships
and networks. There were many other factors
that assisted our faculty members in assuming
agency. Factors such as having tenure, utiliz-
ing a teaching and learning center, working
with a supportive community partner, and
holding significant social capital in a depart-
ment, among other factors, no doubr played
important roles. As such, these two strategies
by themselves are by no means cure-alls for
overloaded plates, discrimination, or lack of
resources. In each case, the individual faculty
member’s well-being and the quality of his or
her work environment was improved as a re-
sult of assuming agency. Even when there is
backlash from colleagues or when a reward
system rejects the faculty member’s priorities,
both individuals and academic environments
benefit from the experience of agency. As such
it is a critical area for future research and
professional learning. [l

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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