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Getting Administrative
Support for Your Project

Joan Middendorf
Indiana University

For faculty development professionals to succeed with projects, we need the
help of key administrators. More than anyone else, they can link our efforts to
campus priorities, help us understand the decision-making system, and facilitate
our efforts. This essay describes six steps for gaining and maintaining administra-
tive support for projects. The steps entail 1) knowing administrator needs, 2) iden-
tifying likely supporters, 3) maintaining good working relationships, 4) involving
the sponsors, 5) evaluating the sponsors’ commitment, and 6) recognizing the sup-
port of sponsors. Collaboration with administrators and application of the stages
is illustrated with a case study of Indiana University’s Freshman Learning Proj-
ect.

INTRODUCTION

or faculty development professionals to succeed with projects—

whether in getting faculty to accept new teaching approaches or any
other change—we need the help of key administrators. More than any-
one else, they can link our efforts to campus priorities and help us un-
derstand the decision-making system. Through their knowledge, influ-
ence, and resources, they can provide support for our project. But, how
do we get administrators to provide this kind of support? We need to clar-
ify for ourselves what we need from them and identify which of them can
best give what our project needs. Then, we focus—with understanding,
respect, and recognition—on their concerns, needs, and goals.

While we usually can clarify what we need and who we should in-
volve, we often fail to truly understand the viewpoints of those we ask for
help. Loaded down with project meetings, seminars, materials develop-
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ment, and other details, we often ask for administrative support without
recognizing the administrators’ perspectives, responding to their con-
cemns, or providing recognition for their contributions. Only by getting
in the other person’s shoes—even when he or she is an administrator—
can we move toward a truly collaborative and successful project. Several
administrators give their advice on how to make a program successful.

ADMINISTRATORS ON GETTING SUPPORT

At the 1999 POD Conference session, “Getting Administrative Support
for Your Project,” three POD leaders gave their advice for getting admin-
1strative support.

 Steve Richardson, Vice President for Academic Affairs, Winona State
University:

“If you make the administrators look good, they will give you addi-
tional support.” “You have to make your program have visibility and

credibility.”

* Joan North, Dean, College of Professional Studies, University of
Wisconsin-Stevens Point:

“The closer in rank you are to the person you want support from, the
more likely you will get the support you need.”

* Mary Deane Sorcinelli, Assoctate Provost for Faculty Development,
University of Massachusetts at Amherst:

“Your programs should be viewed by faculty as enrichment rather
than remedial. Listen to the faculty and administrators, be respon-
sive, and make connections.”

Moreover, by aligning our work with the higher-level perspective of
administrators, our efforts can become more strategic. If we assume that
we know the goals of administrators or that we know what is best for the
faculty, our efforts may be off target. We may not spell out our expecta-
tions, or we may fail to fit them in with the university planning process.

This essay is the third in a series that draws useful principles from
the literature on planned change to enhance the work of faculty develop-
ers. For a thorough understanding of the literature on planned change,
see Rogers (1995), Havelock (1995), and Dormant (1999). Also, Guskin
(1994, 1996) discusses the kinds of changes universities face and the re-
structuring that will be necessitated. The first essay in this three-part series
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explains the stages faculty move through in accepting a change, and the
strategies we can use to enhance adoption (Middendorf, 1998). The sec-
ond essay explains the different rates at which faculty accept change and
then identifies the faculty most likely to lead their colleagues to accepting
new approaches (Middendorf, 1999). This, the third essay, begins with a
case study of Indiana University’s Freshman Learning Project, and de-
scribes six steps for enhancing collaboration between faculty developers
and administrators. It is followed by a worksheet for planning ways to
get administrative support for your project. This can be used by a plan-
ning team before potential sponsors are contacted to increase chances for
success.

A Case Study—The Freshman Learning Project

The Indiana University Freshman Learning Project (FLP) supports fac-
ulty to find new ways to help students learn more in large introductory
courses. The program rests on the assumption that the process of re-
thinking approaches to teaching is best done within a community of
teachers and is best disseminated within that same community. Each year
FLP develops a cohort of faculty leaders committed to student learning.
The program began with a three-year grant of $379,233 from the presi-
dent of Indiana University. The grant was awarded as the result of a com-
petitive proposal process. It includes a $5,000 stipend for each faculty
participant, as well as an annual course release for the faculty member
who co-directs the project.

Annual activities commence with interviews to determine the basic
skills and knowledge the faculty teach. This is followed by team building
and an informal assessment of roadblocks to learning. In a two-week
summer session, faculty study the literature on successful developments
in teaching and learning, and they design innovative lessons which they
present to the group. The FLP coordinates the activities of these fellows
in subsequent years as they meet to discuss the implementation of new
teaching strategies in their classes and bring new ideas about pedagogy to
the attention of their colleagues.

The positive impact of the program has been manifested in specific
innovations in the fellows’ classrooms and in their efforts to influence
both their colleagues and the institution. For example, one fellow has
subsequently become the Associate Dean for Undergraduate Education
in the College of Arts and Sciences, a second has become the first faculty
member ever to sit on the campus Classroom Design Committee and has
taken a more active role on the Bloomington faculty council, and a third
played an important role in the College Committee for Undergraduate
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Education. Another fellow has created an internet network of instructors
in his field and is organizing a seminar for his department to discuss the
ideas raised by the FLP. Three of the second-year fellows have already
presented innovative model lessons to diverse faculty groups, such as the
new faculty orientation. Additionally, Indiana University’s president met
with the fellows and, after hearing their praise for the transformative ex-
perience, provided significant additional funds.

The FLP model thrives because of three key aspects: 1) careful selec-
tion of participants, 2) exposure to the scholarship of teaching and learn-
ing, and 3) the creation of a tightly linked cohort of fellows who translate
new ideas into practice. But to get to this success, the support of admin-
istrators was critical. Following are six steps for gaining and maintaining
administrative support for a change project such as FLP.

Step 1: Know What the Administrators Need
For all the leaders involved in a project to pull toward the same goals,
they must be clear about the concerns of administrators. In interviews,
the author asked six university administrators what they looked for in a
project they were likely to support. Three themes emerged: compatibility
with priorities, buy-in, and widespread influence. Administrators wanted
to know the answers to these questions.
Compatibility with institutional priorities
« How does this project fit in with the institutional mission?
* Is the project’s goal compatible with the priorities of the institution?
* How much will it cost?
Buy-in from faculty and staff
* How will the faculty and staff be involved in planning?
* How will faculty and staff be involved in implementation?
Widespread impact
+ Is this project worthwhile? How many people will it affect?
» Will the results be suitable for journal publication?

* Does it involve credible people whom others will follow?

Projects are more likely to be successful if they are aligned with cam-
pus priorities, have buy-in from those involved in implementation, and
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influence more than a few people. Each of these can be specifically
planned for (see Appendix 20.1, Question 4).

Step 2: Identify Likely Supporters

An important step in a project’s success is identifying administrators who
will support it. The literature calls such a person a “sponsor: a person (or
group) with the power and influence to legitimize your project and pro-
vide ongoing support” (Dormant, Middendorf, & Marker, 1997). In the
university, the ideal sponsor should be high enough in the administra-
tion to have power and resources, but not so high up that he or she would
not have time to devote to the project. Depending on the size of the or-
ganization, we can recruit several layers of sponsors: low-level adminis-
trators who will help implement the project, mid-level administrators
who will set policy and approve funds, and high-level administrators who
will provide symbolic leadership. (In small schools the symbolic and pol-
icy levels may be combined.) In general, the lower level administrators
are more actively engaged with the project, involving their high profile
superiors as needed for impact.

University administrators tend to be extremely busy people whose
efforts can be diluted by the sheer number of initiatives and committees
they are involved in. How can we get from them the time and effort our
new project requires? If we recruit sponsors whose priorities are aligned
with the project or if we develop projects that are aligned with sponsor
needs, we are more likely to get strong support for our projects.

To find our sponsors, the co-director of the FLP, Professor David
Pace (Department of History), and I considered whose needs this project
could serve. The Associate Dean for Undergraduate Education of the
College of Arts and Sciences was responsible for implementing a new
curriculum that involved large enrollment, introductory courses. We
aimed the program at the many faculty who would teach the new cur-
riculum. The Director of Instructional Support Services was interested in
improving teaching at IU in general. We needed the resources he could
provide (staff and computers) as much as he needed our project. So the
FLP was mutually beneficial to both of these active sponsors. In tumn,
these two administrators kept their bosses (a dean and a vice chancellor)
informed of the project, calling on them for specific help as needed.

Step 3: Maintain Good Working Relationships
Once the sponsors get on board, we must establish and maintain effec-
tive working relationships with them and other administrators in the uni-
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versity hierarchy. In this area, John Kotter’s (1985) work on managing
bosses can be translated into relations with sponsors and key administra-
tors. Kotter recommends taking the time and effort to nurture relations
with superiors by doing the following:

+ Learn the administrator’s preferred work style.
« Try to understand the administrator’s strengths and weaknesses.

+ Keep in mind our own personalities, strengths, and weaknesses (es-
pecially any sensitivities to supervision).

+ Be absolutely clear about mutual expectations.

« Maintain the relationship by being straightforward and keeping the
administrator informed.

In managing a project, instructional support personnel will work
closely with sponsors and will also interact more tangentially with other
administrators who are not directly involved in the project. These may be
department chairs of faculty or the supervisors of staff who will imple-
ment the project. Depending on how closely tied they are to the pro-
gram, they need to either be kept well informed or treated as sponsors.

Being sensitive to administrators’ work style smoothes the working
relationship. For instance, do they prefer to be briefed about the project
via memo or through a face-to-face meeting? Do they prefer formal or in-
formal meetings? Do they regard conflict as something to be avoided or
as a source for additional ideas? Do they tend to delegate or microman-
age? One sponsor of the FLP perceived some unintended criticisms of his
staff in a few email messages. His perceptions changed for the better
when we discussed the project in person and I then occasionally lunched
with him to ensure the message received was the one intended.

As instructional consultants, we face different pressures than admin-
istrators do. We can help each other succeed by knowing each others’
strengths and weaknesses. For example, if sponsors are quick to criticize
and slow to praise, consultants can know not to take negative comments
personally. Or if a consultant acknowledges he needs more background,
a sponsor can provide it.

Knowing ourselves, particularly our temperament regarding author-
ity figures, can facilitate interactions. Some people habitually resent
or are frustrated by those in authority, while others become dependent
on authority or compliant with supervisors. Knowing our potential
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reactions to collaborators in a position of higher authority can help us
avoid unthinking reactions. Knowing our weaknesses and strengths can
help us avoid our personal pitfalls and play to our strengths.

Ambiguity in expectations for anyone involved in a project can cre-
ate conflict. By taking the time to put the project goals and individual re-
sponsibilities in writing, we provide a chance to clarify and negotiate dif-
ferences of opinion. This then provides a framework to be sure people
complete tasks as agreed. A sponsor can sour on a project if project di-
rectors are not dependable about deadlines and other commitments.

Understanding sponsors’ work styles, strengths, and weaknesses 1s es-
sential; having clear expectations of them is not enough. It takes ongoing
effort to maintain the relationship. On a few occasions, we made the mis-
take of assuming our sponsors knew more about what was going on than
they did. Keeping them up-to-date on project activities required regular
injections of information. We managed this with weekly or biweekly
meetings. We tried to keep these meetings brief and to the point. Spon-
sors also like to be kept informed about any problems or difficulties that
may arise.

Some people resent consideration of such issues and complain about
campus politics. Politics can indeed be troublesome, but if we view it as
a function of how people function in a social system, it 1s a necessary
consideration. Sensitivity to our own and others’ work styles fosters op-
timal cooperation on the project.

Step 4: Involve the Sponsor
The more effort the sponsors put into a project, the more committed
they will be to seeing it through. Thus, the project can be strengthened
when administrators play a visible role.
Some of the possible ways the sponsors can support a project follow:
» Make a presentation to a funding agency.
+ Add their names to a funding proposal.

+ Send letters with their signature inviting faculty to become involved.

* Send letters with their signature to department chairs of faculty who
will be involved.

« Attend a kick-off meeting and make a brief speech.

« Author a bylined short newsletter article.
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« Assign help (such as clerical or graduate assistants) that the project
was unable to fund.

These are busy people, and their time is limited. One way to encour-
age their assistance is by helping them help us. We consider this home-
work an important part of collaborating with administrators. One spon-
sor provided letters inviting faculty to participate in the project. Another
sponsor gave the brief opening speech setting out the challenge for the
faculty in the two-week FLP seminar. We drafted the letter and outlined
talking points the sponsors could adapt. While we could have sent the
invitation under our own names and also given the kick-off speech, our
sponsors had a much greater impact than we would have had. Also, spon-
sor involvement caused them to be more committed to the project. Since
we had input regarding their messages, we were able to raise the proba-
bility that the right message was given at the right time. (See Middendorf,
1998, for how to send appropriate messages at the right time.)

Step 5: Evaluate Sponsors’ Commitment

When we want to find out how sponsors view a particular change, we
need to interview them. We can ask them what is good and what is weak
about the project. We use the interview not to talk ourselves, but to listen
and learn. (See Appendix 20.1 for a sponsor rating form.) Do the spon-
sors view the project as useful, understand it fully, empathize with those
targeted for a change? Will the sponsors commit resources as well as their
own power and influence?

What do we do once we have rated the sponsors? Sponsors can be
treated as change projects themselves. (See Middendorf, 1998, for facili-
tating the acceptance of change.) Sometimes it is necessary to find an-
other sponsor, change the project based on input from the sponsor, or

distance yourself from the project if failure seems certain (see Figure
20.1).

Step 6: Recognize the Support of Sponsors
Because the FLP is an ongoing development project, we wanted to ensure
the continued collaboration and support of our sponsors. We have found
three ways to reinforce their support: creating a culture of documenta-
tion, attracting media attention, and thanking them publicly.

Our sponsors have asked us several times for documentation and we
have learned to make it a habit as part of furthering the successful rela-
tionship. Possible kinds of data include:
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FiGure 20.1
Evaluate Sponsor Commitment

Strong
A
Find . -
Strengthen another Prepare Revise Optimize
sponsor sponsor for faiture project use

Adapted from Conner, 1993

* numbers of instructors successfully assisted
* numbers of projects completed

* continued use of services (repeat clients)

* numbers of undergraduates affected

* student retention rates

» student satisfaction with courses

We reported, for example, that over the first two years of FLP, 3,784
students were affected in classes the fellows were teaching. We provided
sponsors with anecdotal evidence which they used in reports to their
deans and the Board of Trustees. For example, one fellow said that the
FLP experience “was the most intellectually stimulating two weeks of my
15-year career at Indiana University. I am very excited about introducing
innovative teaching techniques to my classes. I learned that I can be a
much better teacher than I am now.”

To attract media attention, we solicited coverage of public FLP events
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by the local and campus newspapers and suggested that reporters inter-
view sponsors. In a front page article of the local newspaper—“Faculty
Seminar Produces Ideas Focused on Learning”—one sponsor was
quoted, “This is part of a very big effort to think about learning on our
campus.” In the same article, a member of the Board of Trustees en-
dorsed the FLP (Wright, 1998). Helping administrators get recognition in
the media has proven beneficial to the project and reinforcing for the
sponsors.

Finally, we thanked each sponsor at our end-of-year-celebration of
our 1998 and 1999 seminars, by recognizing them and describing what
each had contributed.

SUMMARY

Administrative support is crucial to the success of faculty development
projects. The Freshman Learning Project was enhanced through strong
sponsorship, which reinforced the importance of close administrator in-
volvement. Our six-step model can help organizational and faculty de-
velopers manage administrative collaboration.

1) Know what the administrators need.
2) Identify likely supporters.

3) Maintain good working relationships.
4) Involve the sponsor.

5) Evaluate sponsors’ commitment.

6) Recognize the support of sponsors.

By fostering collaboration with sponsors and other administrators,
faculty development professionals can benefit from the knowledge, in-
fluence, and resources which link our efforts to campus priorities and de-
cisions, thus improving the chances that our projects will be well-re-
garded and have greater chance for success.
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1) What is your project?
2) Who might be appropriate sponsors?

ArPENDIX 20.1
GETTING ADMINISTRATIVE SUPPORT FOR A PROJECT

3) How strong are your sponsors?

a.

Does the sponsor believe this change will be useful?

Notatall 1 2 3 4 5 Strongly believes

. Does the sponsor understand the change?

Notatall 1 2 3 4 5 Fullyunderstands

. Does the sponsor empathize with those who will have to make

the change?

Notatall 1 2 3 4 5 Strongly empathizes

. Will the sponsor commit resources?

Notatall 1 2 3 4 5 Fullycommits
Will the sponsor support the change with power and influence?

Notatall 1 2 3 4 5 Strongly supports

If your total is 20 or above, you probably have a strong sponsor. If
your total is below 15, you may have a weak sponsor. If your total 1s
10 or below, and this is your major sponsor, you are likely to fail.

4) How well does the project meet sponsor needs?

a.

How compatible is the project with institutional priorities?
How much will it cost?

b. How will faculty and/or staff be involved with project planning?

How will faculty and/or staff be involved with project implemen-
tation?
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c. In what ways will the project have an impact?

5) What do you need the sponsors to do?

Some of the possible ways the sponsors can support a project follow:

Make a presentation to a funding agency.
Add their names to a funding proposal.

Send letters with their signature inviting faculty to become in-
volved.

Send letters with their signature to department chairs of faculty
who will be involved.

Attend a kick-off meeting and make a brief speech.
Author a bylined short newsletter article.

Assign help (such as clerical or graduate assistants) that the project
was unable to fund.

6) How can you help the sponsors meet the needs of the project?

7) How will you reinforce and recognize their support so they are
likely to collaborate again?

8) What documentation of project results can you provide?
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9) How will you gain media attention?

10) Where/when will you acknowledge their support?




	Getting Administrative Support for Your Project
	

	20: Getting Administrative Support for Your Project

