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Higher Education Case: “A New President at Gullander University” 
(Sandeen, 2000) 

 
The Institution 
 
 Gullander University, founded in 1888, is a private institution located in the Northwest.  
Its enrollment is 18,000, which includes 3,500 graduate and professional school students.  It is 
located in a large city and attracts students mainly from the region, although students from most 
states and some 50 other countries are represented in the student body. 
 
 The institution was founded by Johan Gullander, a wealthy entrepreneur, who wanted to 
establish a college that would serve the economic, educational, and cultural development of the 
people of the region. Mr. Gullander left his estate to the institution and unlike some other 
benefactors of the era, never interfered in the administration of the college. He died in 1915. The 
institution became a university in 1930 when it added a medical school and a law school.  It is 
now considered one of the leading universities in the region and is very proud of its many 
distinguished graduates. 
 
 Gullander University is independent and has never been affiliated formally with a 
religious organization. The institution has a reputation as a center for intellectual thought and has 
frequently been the locus of political and social activity. Its faculty are well known for their 
outspoken views and actions, which sometimes result in harsh public criticism of the institution. 
 
 Gullander University attracts students who are talented and creative. There is a tradition 
of involvement in social issues at the institution and there are many student groups, which are 
engaged in political actions and reform movements.  This is encouraged by the faculty and this 
makes for a lively and sometimes disquieting campus environment. 
 
 The board of trustees is composed of 42 private citizens, most of whom are prominent 
business and professional leaders of the region. Ten of its members are alumni of Gullander 
University. The board has been very successful in directing the affairs of the institution and 
through its leadership and benefactions, has seen the academic reputation and size of the 
University increase substantially, especially since about 1960. The endowment now is $350 
million, and the board knows it must increase this significantly if Gullander is to continue to 
achieve excellence in its academic programs and attract outstanding faculty and students. 
 
 Reporting to the president of the University are five major administrative officers: the 
provost and vice president for academic affairs, the vice president for health affairs, the vice 
president for development, the vice president for finance, and the vice president for student 
affairs.  All of these officers have been at the institution for at least eight years, and all were 
hired by Dr. John Waters, the president who retired four months ago after serving in that position 
for 14 years.  Dr. Waters was a highly respected leader at the institution and was very close to 
faculty and students.  He was a very personable leader and was very effective at settling conflicts 
without antagonizing the participants, whether faculty, trustees, students, city officials, or 
alumni.  The nature of Gullander University is such that there seem to be frequent conflicts! Dr. 
Waters retired and now lives in the city but does not participate in campus affairs. 
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 The University has thirteen colleges and professional programs. Reporting to the provost 
are the Colleges of Business Administration, Social Science, Engineering, Architecture, 
Journalism, Education, Fine Arts, Natural Resources, Law, and Liberal Arts and Sciences. The 
Colleges of Medicine, Dentistry, and Nursing report to the vice president for health affairs, who 
also has responsibility for the teaching hospital. 
 
 There are many outstanding academic programs at Gullander, although in the most 
recent, well-publicized rankings, none of its programs were included in the top 50 in the country 
for the first time in several years.  The University considers its programs in Fine Arts and Natural 
Resources to be among the strongest in the country.  The Colleges of Law and Medicine are well 
known and highly respected in the Northwest. 
  
The Students and the Faculty 
 

The undergraduate students at Gullander University total about 15,500, with equal 
numbers of men and women.  Asian Americans comprise almost 15 percent of the student body; 
Hispanics, Native Americans, and African Americans together comprise about seven percent of 
Gullander’s students.  Students come primarily from the Northwest, but most other states and 
over 50 countries are represented in the student body. 

 
Admission to Gullander is competitive, but the academic reputation of the institution 

currently exceeds the actual academic quality of the entering freshmen.  The number and quality 
of freshmen applicants has decreased each of the past five years.  This is a matter of serious 
concern to the University, although it has managed to meet its enrollment goals during this time.  
The students have very good academic backgrounds, but the changes of being admitted to 
Gullander in 2000 are about the same as they are at the leading large state university in which it 
is located. 

 
The costs of attending Gullander are $29,000 per year.  The board of trustees has worked 

hard to keep these costs down, and to increase the endowment, making financial aid to 
undergraduates more available.  However, the board has not been able to raise sufficient funds to 
enable the University to be very competitive in attracting able students from modest financial 
backgrounds.  Moreover, the board is keenly aware that students can attend the state’s major 
public university for less than half the annual cost of going to Gullander. 

 
Students are attracted to Gullander for its sound academic programs, the presence of the 

professional schools, and the reputation of its student life.  Gullander has been well known for 
many years as a place where students enjoy a great deal of freedom and where creative social 
and political activities thrive. Gullander attracts students who are serious about their academic 
goals but who also expect their college experience to include involvement in academic, social, 
political, and environmental issues.  henever there is a report on the television news about 
student activity in the Northwest, it seems that it always originates from Gullander!  Some of the 
student activity is humorous and lighthearted, as one of the traditions at the University is for 
students to poke fun at almost everything. This has been viewed with general acceptance and 
tolerance by the administration for many years. 

 
There are many student publications, magazines, web pages, dramatic productions, art 

shows, and other creative activities at Gullander.  These activities often spoof rival institutions, 
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Gullander University officials, and state and national leaders. Students have been quite serious, 
however, about certain environmental, military, and health issues and have made their views well 
known to elected officials and corporate executives. At times, this has been embarrassing to the 
University, especially when students have been arrested for going beyond the limits of peaceful 
protest in their zealous support for some cause. 

 
The faculty at Gullander are almost a bi-modal group in the year 2000; a large portion are 

over 55 years of age and have been at the University for over 20 years, while another group is 
more liberal, more committed to the traditions of Gullander University, and more oriented to 
teaching. The younger group has outstanding academic credentials and can best be described as 
professionally ambitious.  They are well aware that their future advancement is dependent upon 
scholarly and research accomplishment. Very few of them are Gullander graduates and they are 
not much interested in the activities, especially the out of class interests, of the undergraduates.  
There is a serious generational gap among the faculty at Gullander, but it has more to do with 
professional commitments than it does with age. 

 
Mainly among the older faculty, there is a strong tradition of participating in the affairs of 

the institution and the faculty pride themselves on the influence they have had for many years on 
the curriculum, the organizational structure, and especially, the selection and evaluation of 
administrators and deans. There is a Faculty Senate, chaired by the provost, and its discussions 
make for some of the most interesting and lively debate on any campus.  Every imaginable issue 
may be considered by this body and every administrator and dean at Gullander has been subject 
to its rigorous scrutiny! Policies and new programs are always sent to the Faculty Senate for 
review before they are implemented at the University. It is a matter of some prestige to be 
elected to the Faculty Senate, although the younger faculty do not seem very interested in it; 
most of them consider it a diversion from their main professional activity, which is to conduct 
research. 

 
The past president, Dr. John Waters, was in his position for 14 years and had been a 

member of the chemistry faculty and a college dean at Gullander before being appointed 
president.  He was highly respected by faculty and students for his tolerance, his wisdom, and 
mainly, his ability to resolve conflicts within the institution without antagonizing the 
participants.  He was also very able in representing the University to the public and to its alumni.  
Moreover, he was able to explain and justify the sometimes bizarre activities of certain faculty 
and student groups to the board of trustees and maintain their support for the institution.  Dr. 
Waters had a distinguished and successful tenure as president, and retired in 1999 at the age of 
67. The board named one of its academic buildings in his honor. 

 
The Issue 

 
Gullander University is doing well in the minds of most of its students, faculty, 

administrators, and alumni. However, the board of trustees has a broader view and sees a number 
of problems at the institution.  They loved and respected Dr. John Waters, the outgoing 
president, but know that he represented values and traditions that most likely will not enable 
Gullander University to be as competitive in future years as it needs to be. Applications for 
admission are down, the academic quality of the undergraduates is declining, the endowment has 
increased but not as rapidly as it must, the institution is losing excellent students to competitors 
because of costs, and the academic reputation of the University is now what it was once 



 4

considered to be. The board, after long and private discussions, decided that it was time for 
significant change at Gullander. 

 
Without even considering the traditional role of the Faculty Senate or of the students and 

their participation in University affairs, the board hired Dr. Phillip Coates as the new president of 
the University in January, 2000 and announced that he would be assuming his duties a month 
later.  Dr. Coates had served as the president of a public university in a Midwestern state for the 
previous eight years, and was well known at that institution for his innovative financial 
management, his fund-raising ability, and his skill in working with legislators. The board of 
trustees moved quickly on this appointment and was very aware that the Faculty Senate and 
many students and administrators would be upset about the process and their lack of involvement 
in the decision. 

 
The board of trustees made its expectations very clear for the new president: increase the 

endowment, make the institution more efficient in its financial and administrative structure, 
improve the quality of the faculty, and increase the number and quality of student applicants.  
The board, in making these expectations public, was aware that it was exposing some problems 
at Gullander but was confident that this was the best way to address them. The board consists of 
highly successful business and professional leaders who themselves work in very competitive 
environments, and it is convinced that if it doesn’t meet this challenge, its role as an academic 
institution will decline significantly. 

 
The reaction to this swift and dramatic appointment was what the board had expected.  

Faculty, student, and alumni groups protested the process and questioned the board’s judgment 
in suggesting that there are serious problems at the institution.  Some appealed to the previous 
president, Dr. Waters, for his support in opposing this change, but he declined to comment or 
participate in it.  Some faculty announced that they might leave Gullander University; most 
administrators remained worried and silent, wondering if they would survive this change in 
leadership, or, if they wanted to do so! 

 
Dr. Coates relished this leadership challenge to be the new president at Gullander 

University. He was very familiar with the institution before he was recruited to the president’s 
position and is confident in his own ability to achieve the goals the trustees have set for him. He 
is also aware the he will face a good deal of opposition to any changes he might make, especially 
since faculty, staff, and students were not involved in his appointment, but he has dealt with 
similar problems before and is quite sure he can overcome them. He knows he has the strong 
support (and a five-year contract!) of the board of trustees, the most critical factor in any success 
he might have. So what should he do during the first few months of his position, as well as the 
first few years? 
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