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ABSTRACT

THE CONSTRUCTION OF SITUATED IDENTITIES OF DEPARTMENT CHAIRS:
A DISCURSIVE APPROACH

By
Karin Christina Rade

A large number of department chairs experience role conflict and role ambiguity
due to their linking pin position between the faculty and administration. In addition, due
to long-term socialization as faculty members, chairs often do not sufficiently “identify”
as chair and see the chair job as a temporary assignment at best or a temporary nuisance
at worst. The results of this situation are problematic and often costly for the chair, the
department, and the institution.

The chair literature has shown that chairs go through multiple difficult transitions
from faculty member to chairperson and that very few chairs make the complete
transition. However, the literature has not addressed how chairs learn to be a chair, in
other words, how they develop their role identity. This Ph.D. dissertation filled this gap
by looking at the ways that department chairs construct multiple situated identities in
practice to find out how chairpersons understand their job in terms of role identity. The
objective was to understand how academic middle managers handle role conflict and role
ambiguity.

Grounded in the knowledge that chairs learn predominantly in practice, by trial
and error, this study used a social practice framework. In this theoretical perspective,
learning is viewed as changing one’s participation and understanding in social and
cultural practice. In this view, chairs negotiate, situationally, their role identities by

participating in practice.



The focus of study was the discursive practice of chairs in constructing identities.
As a methodology discourse analysis or discursive psychology was used, which has
theoretical foundations in ethnomethodology, conversation analysis, and postmodern
thought. Data collection consisted of multiple open-ended interview sessions with 4
participants. Multiple coding cycles and detailed textual analysis led to the formulation of
eight rhetorical topics.

This dissertation (1) shows the need to adopt a new conceptualization of
knowledge and learing for chairs; and, (2) evidences the creativity with which chairs
seem to circumvent the limited and dichotomized repertoire of available “labels” (faculty
member, chair, administrator) to express their identity by widening the meaning of the
underlying concepts.

One of the study’s conclusions is that chairpersons do different sorts of “work,”
using different constructions of reality in order to create identities that temporarily
manage their role conflict. This dissertation presents a discourse and practice-based

“working model” of chairs’ identity processes.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

Introduction of the Problem

Researchers who focus on department chairs agree that the majority of important
decisions concerning teaching, research, and service --the main domains for institutions
of higher education-- are made in the departments (e.g., Bennett, 1983; Roach, 1976;
Tucker, 1992). The department chair, who manages and leads a department, therefore has
an enormous influence on “the ultimate success of the institution” in terms of effectively
realizing appropriate goals at the department level (Bennett & Figuli, 1990, p. xi).

In the last 50 years, numerous changes in the demographic, economic, political,
public, social, global, and technological domains have challenged institutions of higher
education. These challenges demand reactive and proactive changes not just from
institutions of higher education as a whole, but in particular from the academic
departments in which the main changes need to be implemented (see Hecht, Higgerson,
Gmelch, & Tucker, 1999, pp. 9, 14). For example, new forms of partnerships between
institutions, government, and private business “may require new managerial roles and
approaches to engage in more entrepreneurial or political development activity” (Peterson
& Dill, 1997, p. 18). As for these challenges, the chair “must be concerned with how
department faculty cope with these changes both at the individual and collective levels™
(Hecht et al., 1999, p. 14). Thus, debate, experiments, and solutions all need to take place
at the local level in the department. As the chair is the person who initiates, guides or

controls a large part of these activities, over the years this has led to an ever-expanding



list of duties, responsibilities, and roles the chair has to fulfill (see Hecht et al., 1999;
Tucker, 1992).

Since the early 1990s, institutions slowly have started to realize the importance of
chairs as local leaders of change. Evidence of this is the increase in institutional as well
as national and disciplinary workshops for chairs (for example, the American Council on
Education’s Departmental Leadership Institute and The Association of Departments of
English). Nonetheless, despite a growing number of opportunities for preparation,
training, and education of chairs, scholars, institutions, and chairs themselves generally
agree that it is difficult for chairs to effectively fulfill their important role. As such, the
development opportunities are considered inadequate, irrelevant, or insufficient, and the
results of this situation are problematic and often costly for the chair, the department, and

the institution.

Purpose and Research Questions

The scholarly literature has indicated that two of the main problems that chairs
experience and have to deal with in their jobs, are role conflict and ambiguity (e.g.,
Bennett, 1983; Gmelch, 1995; Gmelch & Burns, 1994; Gmelch & Gates, 1995; Gmelch
& Parkay, 1999; Gmelch & Seedorf, 1989). Role conflict and role ambiguity are related
to the chair’s “Janus” position in the organization (Gamble, 1988), the linking pin
position between the faculty and administration. The previous chair literature has treated
this concept predominantly as an organizational-structural place in the institution. In my
view, however, it is also a socio-psychological identity construct. The chair not only is

positioned in between the faculty and administration but also leads a double life as



scholar as well as administrator and peforms two roles, which are characterized by
different values, methods, and goals. Not surprisingly, chairs often experience role
conflict and role ambiguity (e.g., Gmelch & Seedorf, 1989).

However, it is not known how chairs actually handle role conflict and ambiguity
in practice. Merely knowing that it might occur does not in itself solve the problem. In
fact, experienced/long-time chairs continue to manage role conflict and ambiguity. In this
study, I assume that handling role conflict and role ambiguity is a major part of learning
how to be a chair over time. I define here learning to be a chair as changing one’s
understanding of chair identity (Lave, 1993). In my view, we need to know more about
the chair’s identity and its development as it drives the chair’s behavior by changing his
or her participation in practice. After all, seeing oneself primarily as a faculty member
who does the chair job on the side results in different behavior than choosing to devote
one’s time and energy to this job, even if only for a couple years. If we want to better
understand how chair identity influences how chairs handle role conflict and role
ambiguity, we need to investigate the following related research questions, which have
been the focus of this dissertation:

How do chairs view the nature of their role identity as department chair?

How do chairs understand their job in terms of role conflict and role ambiguity?

Which strategies, methods, and resources do chairs use? And, why?

Identity: A Conceptual Orientation
Identity is a complex concept that is being studied in multiple disciplines (e.g.,

psychology, sociology, and biology) and as part of various theoretical traditions (e.g.,



cognition and culture). Two of the major theories that are relevant for this study are
identity theory (e.g., Burke, 1980; Stryker, 1980, 1987) and social identity theory (e.g.,
Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher & Wetherell, 1987). In identity
theory we assume identity to be represented by (a) role(-s), and therefore it is also
sometimes called role identity theory. According to identity theorists, we identify with a
role by naming and labelling our selves. A particular role includes “acting to fulfill the
expectations of the role, coordinating and negotiating interaction with role partners, and
manipulating the environment to control the resources for which the role has
responsibility” (Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 226).

In social identity theory we assume identity to be represented by membership in
specific categories or groups. According to social identity theorists, we categorize our
selves in relationship to others in the group and outside the group. Therefore, social
identity can “exist only in relation to other contrasting categories” (Stets & Burke, 2000,
p. 225).

The two theories have different starting points, but we cannot have one without
the other. Thus, being a chair infers both a role (role identity) and membership in a group
(social identity). Both role identity and social identity influence our “perception, affect,
and behavior” (Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 228), including our linguistical actions and
discourses (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). The starting point of this discourse study was
predominantly role identity because of the focus of previous chair studies on role conflict
and role ambiguity.

The concepts of identity and role are differently developed and defined in various

disciplines such as the psychological strand of social psychology and the sociological



strand of social psychology. In this dissertation I used a definition of identity as described
by identity theorists from the sociological strand of social psychology. Identity is a part
of a self that is “not an autonomous psychological entity but . . . a multifaceted social
construct that emerges from people’s roles in society” (Hogg, Terry & White, 1995, p.
256), which “mediates the relationship between social structure and individual behavior”
(Hogg et al., 1995, p. 255).

In addition, as I will explain below in greater detail, in this study I used a
discourse analysis methodology in the social psychological tradition (e.g., Potter and
Wetherell, 1987). Discourse analysts asssume that we construct and reconstruct our
identities in interactions, in particular discursive interactions (language, rhetoric, and
discourses) and that these interactions are not just descriptive but performative (Austin,
1962; Potter, 1997), that is, talk is a form of action and practice. One of the consequences
of this perspective is that identity is less about “who you are” or “what you have” than
about “what you do in interaction” (Willig, 2003, p. 163).

Because of its multifaceted nature, we can look at numerous parts of our identity,
including racial and gender identity. In this research on department chairs, I followed the
tradition in identity theory, which “focusfes] on the self-defining roles that people occupy
in society, rather than on the wider range of different social attributes that can be ascribed
to self” (Hogg et al., 1995, p. 257:). I limited myself to looking at role identity, that is,
that part of the chair’s professional, not personal or private, identity that has to do with
the roles he or she constructs and takes on.

In this study, a role is viewed as a “set of expectations prescribing behavior that is

considered appropriate by others” (Simon, 1992). In general terms, a role can be viewed



and described as something one plays or something that one takes on and off, like a
cloak. One can choose this role, take it, and discard or take it off again after use, that is,
“use-if/as-needed”. Indeed, chairs sometimes do take on certain roles that are only
temporary, such as conflict manager in the department: there is a conflict and the chair
needs to manage it to bring it to a good or at least satisfying end. The role is very much
linked to the task at hand. Thus, it can indeed be said that the chair “takes on” this role.
Nonetheless, if the chair merely takes on the role, he or she interprets what it means to be
a conflict manager. However, because of its temporal character it will probably have only
a limited effect on the chair’s identity as a whole. These roles were of less interest in this
study.

On the other hand, there are roles, that have a deeper and more lasting effect on
the identity of a chair. Once again, I am talking about the roles of being a scholar/faculty
member, an administrator, and a chair. These are the overarching roles of a chair,
especially the scholar/faculty role to which the chair has been socialized since graduate
school (Gmelch & Parkay, 1999). Therefore, I assumed that being a faculty member is
not the kind of role one can take on and easily discard again; over the years, it has
become a deeper and more lasting role and is a main part of one’s professional identity.
In this study, the main focus with regard to identity was on the roles of faculty,
administrator, and chair, the most interesting parts of which are the intersections of these

roles and the dilemmas of role identity.



Framework: Social Practice

From practice and research we know that chairs learn their job predominantly in
practice, by trial and error, by experience, on the job (e.g., Staton-Spicer & Spicer, 1987;
Tucker, 1992). Oftentimes, chairs-learning-in-practice is presented as a well-known fact,
not worth discussing, let alone an issue for further study. Moreover, it is suggested that
this kind of learning, namely in practice, is merely a necessity. The assumption is that
chairs have to learn that way as long as there is no better way to learn the job.

Furthermore, scholars do not agree on whether chairs-leaming-in-practice is
caused by a lack of training or whether this learning is independent of training being
offered or not. For example, Gmelch (2004) believed that “even if we had systematic skill
development opportunities available, if you asked managers where they learned their
leadership abilities, most would cite their job experiences” (p. 75). Because chairs do
learn in practice, it is necessary to investigate how chairs handle role conflict and role
ambiguity by coping with identity problems in situ, that is, by participating “in the
culturally designed settings of everyday life” (Lave, 1993, pp. 5-6).

This qualitative study was based on a practice perspective in a social and
societal/historical setting (Chaiklin, 1993). This perspective is the foundation of research
being conducted by representatives from multiple theoretical traditions, such as critical
psychology, ecological psychology, sociocultural psychology, cognitive anthropology,
activity theory, phenomenology, and ethnomethodology (Chaiklin, 1993; Lave, 1993).
Numerous key terms and models have been associated with this perspective, for example,

social practice, situated activity, situated learning, situated experience, and cultural



learning. This perspective looks at “situated everyday practice” and claims that “persons
acting and the social world of activity cannot be separated” (Lave, 1993, pp. 4-5);
moreover, “relations among person, activity, and situation, as they are given in social
practice, [are themselves] viewed as a single encompassing theoretical entity” (Lave,
1993, p. 7). Figure 1 is a basic model of the three elements of social practice — agent,
activity and context/situation -- and their interrelationship. I also include a few other
names/labels, which are sometimes used in various traditions to express similar elements

(for more information, see Chapter 3, section 2, on the basic elements of social practice).

AGENT

*Person, actor, self,

/ individual, subject

CONTEXT/SITUATION
ACTIVITY
*System, structures, social +t—>
forces *Practice, praxis,
action, interaction,
experience,

FIGURE 1: Basic Model of Social Practice
One of the main ideas in this perspective is that learning is considered an aspect of
everyday life and work (Lave, 1993, p. 8). According to this perspective, the situation or
context in which the person acts and the activities of daily life are in flux; they are
continuously changing (see Lave, 1993, p. 5). As the focus is on participation of the

person in practice, it is argued that changing participation is a form of leaming. The



conclusion is that “learning is ubiquitous in ongoing activity, though often unrecognized
as such” (Lave, 1993, p. 5). As Lave phrased it:

We have come to the conclusion ... that there is no such thing as “learning” sui

generis, but only changing participation in the culturally designed settings of

everyday life. Or, to put it the other way around, participation in everyday life
may be thought of as a process of changing understanding in practice, that is, as

learning. (pp. 5-6)

From a more foundational perspective, knowledge and learning are assumed to be
accumulative, static, individual, abstract, rational, transferable, and to have an end-goal.
Learning is viewed as mastering a skill, an attitude, or pieces of knowledge, with the goal
to use, better said, to reproduce and repeat, when necessary in coping with similar issues.
But these assumptions are problematic for comprehending how chairs understand and
change their understanding of their job in terms of role identity.

Social practice theories, on the other hand, recognize that the nature of learning is
ongoing, improvisational, multifocal, open-ended, situated, and conflictual (Lave, 1993,
p. 9). These theories assume knowledge to be “dynamic, concrete, and relational”, thus
the term knowledge is replaced by the more active term knowing (Cook & Brown, 1999,
p. 387). Therefore, the focus is not on reproducing and repeating whatever is the same,
but on producing that which is different. In this perspective, role conflict and role

ambiguity are seen as occasions of learning for chairs; they are understood as problems

that need to be solved, at least temporarily.

Rationale for Employing this Framework
The perspective of social practice fits well with my research. This perspective

incorporates the various elements of the research questions. It represents an existing



framework for looking at practice and learning and offers a view of how these elements
are related and how they interact (see Chapter 3). In this section, I show how the
perspective of social practice can be related to the main elements of my research
questions.

First of all, as we have seen, researchers have found that chairs leamn their jobs
mainly in practice. Therefore, the everyday practice of chairs should be our first point of
attention. Second, as I am interested in hAow chairs handle identity challenges by looking
at the strategies, methods, and resources they use, it was appropriate to use a theory (a)
that understands being active in practice to be leamning, and (b) that focuses on “processes
of improvisation with the social, material, and experiential resources” (Lave, 1993, p. 13)
as ways to invent new knowledge.

Third, as I am interested in how chairs handle role identity in situ/practice, the
contextual and situational differences that play a role in the solution a chair arrives at
need to be acknowledged. Differences in economic, political, demographic, and cultural
characteristics of the institution, college, department, and academic discipline sometimes
demand solutions and actions that are context-specific to the situation and the department
(Seagren et al., 1993). In other words, we need to “acknowledge the fundamental imprint
of interested parties, multiple activities, and different goals and circumstances, on what
constitutes ‘knowing’ on a given occasion or across a multitude of interrelated events”
(Lave, 1993, p. 13). This, in particular, is a major element of social practice.

Fourth, 1 believe that chairs have to cope with identity challenges, whether on a
smaller or larger scale, every day. Thus, it is relevant to look at a theory that claims that

learning is “an aspect of everyday practice” (Lave, 1993, p. 8).
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Fifth, chairs in the practice of doing their work need diverse skills and types of
knowledge. Theories of social practice are useful as a perspective for this study because
they acknowledge the diversity of knowledge. Moreover, they assume that knowledge is
dynamic, not static, meaning that what is considered knowledge is changeable over time
and depends on the situation and context.

Finally, it is likely that chairs also need a variety of strategies and methods to
acquire the diverse skills and types of knowledge required for their work. In contrast to
the more foundational theories about leaming, which make the epistemological
assumption that learning needs to take place in particular settings and in reserved periods
of time, “theories of situated practice do not dichotomize between learning and human
activity” (Lave, 1993, p. 12). This statement implies that people learn all day long by
being active, whether that is by reading books, going to training sessions, networking, or
merely participating in conversations. Therefore, to study chairs’ practice and leaming
how to handle identity problems, this perspective will be helpfu<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>