
Date:  May 21, 2019

To:  Alex Zukas and John Cicero

From: Adrianna Kezar, Professor, University of Southern California

Re:  Restructuring plans task force

Thank you for the opportunity to meet with faculty, staff and administrators involved with 
the Restructuring Task Force at National University and campus constituents affected by 
the proposed restructuring plan.  

I was commissioned to explore the work of the Restructuring Task Force as well as the 
proposed timeline, process for the Task force work, and restructuring plan ideas put 
forth by the administration.  We agreed I would review documents that had been 
developed as part of the Task Force, correspondence about the work of the Task Force 
and related documents such as the strategic plan, WASC self-study, and other key 
documents related to planning and future directions.   After document review, I met with 
the members of the task force and then visited the campus (April 29th) and met with the 
administration and held three focus groups made up of faculty, staff and administrators.  

This document lists my observations based on review of documents and conversations 
across various groups.  After my observations, I offer a set of recommendations for the 
Task Force and University moving forward.  I commend the campus for its efforts to 
examine its processes.  

The following are my observations:

• The timeline for the academic restructuring appears to be based on 
addressing concerns of the Board around lack of efficiency, accountability, 
competitiveness, and flexibility of the current structure.  The administration is being 
responsive to Board concerns quickly as the Board appears to favor quick timelines. 
While I can understand the administration wanting to be responsive to the Board, there 
are perhaps other mechanisms or approaches to showing responsiveness to concerns 
than restructuring the entire campus.  There is no evidence that the restructuring will 
address the Boards concerns.  The other stated reason for the timeline is alignment with 
the next year’s budget and being able to cut expenses and provide compensation 
increases.  It is unclear the restructuring is the best mechanism for meeting this 
objective.  

• The process of the academic restructuring does not appear to be as 
planful as it can or should be.  The initial announcement was not made without a clear 
rationale or set of design parameters to guide the task force. The Restructuring Task 
Force has not been aligned with the current strategic plan or WASC self-study.  The 
administrative restructuring appeared to be much more closely aligned with the three 
areas in the 2015 strategic plan.  It is unclear why this logic (or another set) could not be 
used to guide the academic restructuring.  If a restructuring was needed, it would seem 
that planning documents would reference this need. The strategic plan does speak to 



an effort that is similar to the department/program consolidation that is currently going 
on (and which has not been as controversial as the alternation in number of schools, 
which is not alluded to in any documents).  The administration notes they believe the 
academic restructuring is generally aligned with the strategic plan and WASC self-study 
and I agree but this connection has not been communicated.  The campus has been 
undergoing several restructuring efforts and helping the campus to see the connection 
of these efforts (as relevant) as well as their connection to planning and future direction 
would be helpful.  

• The rationale for the Restructuring Task Force was motivated by several 
factors that came together including: the administrative team having data that 
suggested some problems in outcomes and processes in academic operations (also 
reflected in the earlier WASC report and alluded to in the current strategic plan); the 
restructuring efforts that had already occurred in the administrative and staffing side of 
the house and a need for parallel efforts on the academic side; and addressing 
concerns of the Board around efficiency, accountability and flexibility of the current 
structure.  There is a guiding rationale that seems compelling and motivated by some 
very important considerations. 

• The rationale for the restructuring has been communicated too piecemeal, 
and overtime so that it is unclear to campus stakeholders (copies of the memos and 
correspondence include December 10, January 21st, February 11th, February 19th, 
March 4th, March 11th, March 18th  and the 2018 fall assembly).  And when rationale 
has been offered it has been global and not tied directly to the restructuring ideas 
presented.  The weaknesses with the current system have not been communicated in a 
systematic way.  Information about how current structure negatively shapes student 
success, for example, has not been communicated to the faculty in systemic way.  The 
university used to have 3 colleges but moved to 6 based on an extensive planning 
effort, so faculty are worried about a sudden move back to 3 when they already 
operated under that structure and deemed it to not work as well. So while there may be 
some solid rationale, it has not been communicated in a timely or appropriate manner.  
Essentially transparency and clarity have been missing.

• The actual ideas suggested for the restructuring seem relatively sound.  
Program consolidation given many years of not having regular program review or 
accountability structures in place is likely needed.  This approach is not developmental 
and in the future regular program reviews would be more ideal.  The performance 
criteria are expansive (if they are actually all followed to make decisions).  Restructuring 
the colleges and connecting related areas under a professional studies college may 
work well.  Deciding which areas belong under COLS can help with the identity of these 
programs, although some are complicated as some areas are both professional and 
liberal arts (hence the various plans presented). 

• The Restructuring Task Force appears to be connected to much larger 
issues of the university’s identity, mission, business and budget models.  The campus 
would benefit from considering the new structure within these much larger questions 
about: what students will be their focus, what programs are most viable, what modes of 
delivery will be favored, what market forces will affect the future, and what responsibility-
centered budgeting means.  With no clarity about these other broader issues, it is 
difficult to identify what is the appropriate structure.  So decisions about structure are 
likely to be revisited shortly as these larger issues are brought to the surface.  There is 



concern among faculty that the administration is trying to turn them into a campus run 
like a “for-profit” institution.

• The challenges of the task force appear a symptom of a much larger 
problem of a lack of trust between the administration and faculty and a lack of strong 
communications vehicles between faculty and administration, and a lack of systemic 
shared governance.  This lack of trust is compounded by the turnover of administrators 
over the year, weak and/or non-existent (in some situations) shared governance, and 
historic bad relationships between faculty and administration. Based on this history, a 
negative culture has developed between faculty and administration and that makes 
communication and working relationships strained between groups today.  There is also 
a history of constant changes but then later undoing changes and a skepticism among 
faculty based on administrations’ implementing changes that “appear” not to be thought 
through (based on them being changed with the next administration).  Changes are 
natural and ongoing but given this history, engaging in change processes should be 
taken with thought and care.

• The prior structure and the culture make it challenging to consider other 
structures.  The administration likely needs to bring in other models for faculty to 
consider as it is challenging to think beyond the structure that they are currently in and 
used to.  The campus has long had a history of a top down administration and at the 
same time bottom up, decentralized power among program faculty.  Campus 
stakeholders are used to a particular structure and suspicious of a new structure that 
might change existing work, interactions, and power relationships.  The change in 
structure – to link the top and bottom – through more powerful schools and deans is 
seen as possibly removing power from faculty.  Yet this very structure has made the 
campus ineffective in various ways noted by many faculty and administrators such as 
basic forms having to go all the way to the provost for approval.  Faculty are also often 
burdened with responsibilities that are not common at other campuses.  Making faculty 
more aware of the limitations of the current overall structure as well as the way power 
will be redistributed, which in some ways will give them more and in other ways perhaps 
less power, could help with making the Restructuring efforts proposed more 
understandable. 

• The historic structure of the campus was also described as lacking 
“adequate supports for basic campus operations, particularly around the ways to assist 
students in persistence and completion.” The campus also has not consistently followed 
their program review procedures.  This has led to the proliferation of programs that have 
not been held to basic accountability and health measures.   Reframing the restructuring 
process as a way to build in basic structures that have been missing and that are 
present on most campuses may also help in understanding the rationale around 
restructuring. 

• There is a communication dilemma and tension for the administration 
given the historic mistrust.  They started the process in an open fashion – “indicated that 
the task of the committee was to examine the strengths and weaknesses of the current 
structure.” Yet, they also want to provide parameters to help move the process forward 
(and which was likely helpful) – “to restructure colleges, reduce programs, and change 
the Chair/APD structure.”  However, given the history of mistrust, offering more specifics 
is looked at suspiciously as imposing a change.  I can appreciate the frustration of the 
administration feeling they cannot win – if they leave processes open faculty are 



confused, if they provide guidelines they are dictating.  The faculty should try to take 
information presented by the administration more at face value.  This further clarification 
did not seem a dictate but a response to faculty asking for further details. It appears that 
the administration is open to various restructuring ideas that met the goals they set out. 

• The many levels and layers of restructuring being discussed is causing 
confusion for groups.  The three main areas began with: program consolidation, 
reorganizing into 3 units, and revising the role of the ADP and department chair.  The 
administration has ideas around various structures that need attention – location of GE, 
how many colleges are needed (performance criteria), roles of department chairs, 
administrative structures within colleges, advising support for students, accountability 
mechanisms, balancing of power and work, etc.  Given the administration keeps 
backing off of areas (GE and APD roles) for reorganization, it looks like they are not well 
thought through.  All the structures that need examination should be clearly mapped so 
that there is a fuller understanding of the various restructuring issues that need 
attention.  The rationale for each of these changes are all slightly different, which is part 
of the reason that the rationale has been global since, once you become more specific 
on the type of restructuring, the rationale is easier to map on.  It may be that the 
difficulty to provide rationale for restructuring is related to the many different types of 
restructuring being proposed that require different rationale. 

• The administration has not communicated the way that the proposed 
restructuring might support a host of important outcomes including student success and 
program quality.  The current strategic plan discusses the need for restructuring related 
to student success and quality, but the task force has not been focused on ways 
restructuring will address these issues; most discussion has related to cost savings and 
competition.  Furthermore, the staff and administrative restructuring efforts – the goals 
and connection to academic restructuring -- have not been communicated.  Articulating 
the connection and alignment of these two restructuring efforts (administrative and 
academic) is important for faculty to identity the rationale and possible improvements. 

• Exploration of department/program consolidation options should also 
examine courses offered through departments/programs, not just overall majors, since 
some programs are in service of other areas.  There is a general concern that the 
process of examining programs and departments is focused too much on program 
revenue (retention, enrollment and completion indicators are perceived to be talked 
about in terms of revenue and not quality) – simplistically calculated by majors. 

• Governance on campus might be examined for effectiveness.  The board 
has no interaction with faculty and very limited interaction with administration.  The 
shared governance model is new and needs on-going examination related to whether it 
is being followed and ways it might be improved.  Continuing to engage faculty through 
this restructuring is another test of its robustness. That is why I recommend a very minor 
slow down to ensure all parties are on the same page. Board development through 
organizations like the Association for Governing Boards could be sought to help improve 
Board functioning and shared governance on campus. 

• Because governance and communications are not strong, the 
administration often feels they communicate constantly with faculty (but this is typically 
just to a small number of them) and the faculty do not “hear them”.  The faculty may not 
have effective mechanisms to engage with the administration. There are important new 
mechanisms such as the Provost regularly meeting with the faculty senate leadership. 



However, the provost has only recently been invited to the faculty senate and 
attendance has not been regularized, for example.  The two groups are speaking past 
each other.  The Restructuring Task force is a symptom of the larger problem which has 
come to a head several times at the institution in the last few decades.  The same issue 
will emerge again if not addressed and the Restructuring Task force could be used as 
an avenue to address governance and communications which are structural issues as 
well. So, continued work to examine shared governance will benefit the institution. 

The following are my recommendations:

• The guiding questions set out January 21st seem like an important place 
to restart the conversation.  More time should be allotted to engaging these questions 
along with the data about problems in the current systems, aligning these questions with 
data from the strategic plan, WASC self-study and other planning documents.  Bringing 
everything together at one time seems important as part of the challenge has been the 
piecemeal distribution of information and direction over time.  

• The Restructuring Task Force should determine a set of parameters to 
guide their deliberations and if the administration has a set of parameters already– then 
they should provide them to the committee in writing. Recommendations for such 
parameters based on the visit include: student success, improved educational quality, 
innovation and responsiveness to student and market needs, efficiency, cost-
effectiveness, alignment with the mission, and service to community.  Use these 
parameters as a basis for any restructuring plan as a common ground for the criteria 
any restructuring options should meet.   Ideas for restructuring should then very 
concretely map out new structures with reference for how they would meet these key 
parameters/goals.  

• The various types of restructuring need to be mapped out so everyone is 
on the same page about the work needing to be done.  Right now, new areas keep 
emerging and this confuses the Task Forces movement forward.  Spend time up front 
designating areas in need of restructuring. 

• The administration should be more transparent about the problems with 
the existing top down and yet decentralized program structure.  They noted how the 
past structure was: “great for being nimble to respond to market but poor in terms of 
supporting student success, program quality and accountability.”  A full understanding of 
the problems of the current structure would provide solid footing for movement forward 
with the Restructuring Task Force.  Also, the advantages of their general ideas around a 
new structure should be articulated. For example, a structure that delegates more 
power and responsibility throughout various levels of the campus but also aligns work 
and demands more accountability should be more thoroughly described.  Models from 
other campuses that utilize the model the administration is seeking to put in place 
should be shared with the Task force and more broadly with campus stakeholders.  
Faculty all speak about feeling like they are “guessing” at what structures might be 
helpful for meeting the goals. 

• The administration should bring in restructuring models from other 
campuses– say Georgia Tech mentioned in our conversations. Ideas shared among the 
Board and leadership team on campus should be shared more openly with members of 
campus.  Members of campus would appreciate examples – models of structures they 



might consider from other campuses and how these models meet goals of nimbleness, 
student success, or improved program quality. This would facilitate faculty and staff 
being able to respond to and brainstorm changes. 

• In order for the administration to more transparently discuss its concerns 
with the existing structure, to move to a structure that meets these multifaceted set of 
parameters, to review models, and to develop buy in for a new structure, the campus 
should extend the timeline to allow time to have discussions.  It appears that many of 
these issues could be brought to the table quickly – the administration said it has 
explored restructuring models, has outlined problems with the current structure – for 
example.  It is conceivable that sharing of information and agreement on parameters 
and mapping of options could occur relatively rapidly if all stakeholders respond in kind.  
A restructuring plan might be able to be developed by December 2019 or early 2020.  
However, developing a plan prior to the summer seems unlikely given the progress to 
date.   I was also not convinced during my visit that there is any need for an aggressive 
timeline.  The timeline though should not dictate the process. The parties should agree 
on how long it will take to gather and share information and then develop a timeline.  
The first order of business is information sharing and mapping the full work of the 
committee.

• The Restructuring Task Force should discuss the value of a broader and 
longer-term discussion about the future campus structure based on potential changes in 
mission, vision, goals, business model, budget structures, etc.  It is my recommendation 
that if the administration has plans for further restructuring that tie to longer term 
strategic rethinking, that they invest time in this effort rather than a short term 
restructuring followed by yet another effort aimed at these more strategic objectives. 

• The administration and faculty should strive to work on the bigger problem 
of trust, communications, and relationship development.  The two groups should use the 
Restructuring Task force to set up new avenues for communication and interaction.  Or 
this Task force might recommend another group that takes on the challenge of 
improving communications and governance.

Suggested process going forward:
May-July – 1. Revisit the guiding questions as a starting place, if needed
2. Develop a comprehensive rationale for the restructuring and takes into account the 
different proposed restructuring areas; 
3. Map all structures under consideration for change and map specific rationale for each 
and design parameters; 
4. Develop Design parameters for the restructuring of each area; 
5. Determine the scope of the restructuring – smaller effort or larger effort tied to larger 
shifts and alignment of mission/budget/business model

August – September – 1. Share comprehensive rationale with faculty/faculty senate; 2. 
Gather and share restructuring model

October – November – 1. Brainstorm restructuring plan; 2. Develop a recommendation 
for review and circulate to get wide input

December – 1. Develop implementation plan


