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I
n 2002, AASCU published Stepping Forward as Stewards of Place—a 

remarkable monograph that situated our member institutions within the 

context of their community and region. Perhaps equally remarkable was the 

wonderful phrasing of AASCU institutions as “stewards of place.” This phrase 

captured the essence of the unique role that our institutions play in the life of their 

communities and regions.

Now, more than ever, the concept of stewardship of place is critical to the success 

not only of AASCU institutions, but also to the success of our communities, our 

regions and our nation. Local institutions can make an enormous difference in 

local communities, in ways that no one else can. Our ability to contribute to a 

more vibrant democracy; our capacity to work closely with the P-12 schools; our 

obligation to foster community and economic development; and our ability to help 

internationalize our communities can make a profound difference in the future 

well being of the communities we serve. Richard Florida’s seminal work on the 

communities of the 21st century underscores the vital role that AASCU colleges 

and universities must play in the growth and development of our communities. 

Yet as this monograph stresses, our work with community is not unidirectional. 

Stewardship is very much a collaboration, with information, resources and ideas 

flowing back and forth. We share a common destiny: Our institutional success is 

inextricably linked to the success of our communities, and our communities are 

the living classrooms and laboratories where our students and faculty learn. 

On behalf of all of us at AASCU, I sincerely thank everyone who contributed 

to this very important monograph on the stewardship of place. A presidential 

advisory committee, ably led by Wim Wiewel, president of Portland State 

University (Ore.), provided continuing suggestions and wise advice as the 

monograph took shape. As you will note, several members of the presidential 

advisory committee wrote portions of the monograph, including Wim, who 

did a wonderful job in setting the context in his introduction. Another notable 

contributor was Earl Potter, president of St. Cloud State University (Minn.). In 

addition to his thoughtful advice as a committee member, Earl read drafts of 

each of the core chapters, and then had an hour-long conversation with each 

author to help make certain that the chapters would be useful to a presidential 

audience. Earl also wrote the concluding remarks in the monograph. Other authors 

include members of the AASCU staff: Jennifer Domagal-Goldman, who directs the 

American Democracy Project; Jolanda Westerhof, director of teacher education; 
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Richard Dunfee, executive director of AASCU’s Grants Resource Center; and Arlene 

Jackson, director of international education, with her colleague, Peter Stearns, 

provost emeritus at George Mason University (Va.). George Mehaffy, AASCU’s vice 

president for academic leadership and change, served as project coordinator.

This new monograph has a companion volume, an analysis by John Saltmarsh and 

his colleagues, which examines the applications of AASCU institutions seeking 

the voluntary Carnegie Classification on Community Engagement. Their detailed 

and thoughtful analysis forms a perfect addition to what is now the Stewards of 

Place series. We are extraordinarily grateful to John and his wise colleagues for 

their very thorough and thoughtful study. Because the findings of their study are 

so important, we have included their core recommendations as an appendix to 

this monograph, while still incorporating the recommendations in their companion 

report.

In the years to come, AASCU will continue to support the innovative work of our 

member institutions as they build, with their communities, even more powerful 

ideas of stewardship. Public institutions, working with their communities and 

regions in even more complex and sophisticated partnerships, offer a hopeful 

vision of a bright future for us all.
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“The best of these ecosystems will be cities and towns that 

combine a university, an educated populace, a dynamic 

business community and the fastest broadband connections 

on earth. These will be the job factories of the future. The 

countries that thrive will be those that build more of these 

towns that make possible ‘high-performance knowledge 

exchange and generation,’ explains Blair Levin, who runs the 

Aspen Institute's Gig.U project, a consortium of 37 university 

communities working to promote private investment in next-

generation ecosystems.

Historians have noted that economic clusters always required 

access to abundant strategic inputs for success, says Levin. In 

the 1800s, it was access to abundant flowing water and raw 

materials. In the 1900s, it was access to abundant electricity 

and transportation. In the 2000s, he said, ‘it will be access 

to abundant bandwidth and abundant human intellectual 

capital,’—places like Silicon Valley, Austin, Boulder, 

Cambridge and Ann Arbor.”

—Thomas L. Friedman, The New York Times1

Few years go by without some publication predicting the imminent demise of 

higher education as we know it. In reality, U.S. universities and colleges have 

shown tremendous resilience and, despite accusations to the contrary, great 

adaptability. Nonetheless, even the most optimistic of observers has to admit that 

the current array of pressures and challenges is truly daunting. State budget cuts 

are nothing new, but never before has the prospect for a significant rebound 

in state funding seem so dim. The option of offsetting these cuts with tuition 

increases is severely constrained, not only because of stagnant family incomes, 

but also because of severe anxiety about student debt. While economists and 

statisticians point out that the economic returns of a college degree are higher than 

ever—and that data on student debt are greatly skewed by the dismal performance 

of for-profit institutions—state legislators and the general public are in no mood 
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to tolerate tuition increases. Further, the very value of a higher education is 

under severe attack, both in regard to whether students actually learn anything 

or simply get credentialed, and in terms of whether the country really needs all 

these college-educated workers. Isn’t technical and practical training what’s really 

needed? And finally, can’t most education be offered in an online format by a few 

efficient mass providers, using the best presenters and pedagogies, reducing the 

need for campuses and classrooms?

In this climate, what is a president or chancellor to do? Can anyone really expect 

colleges and universities to be “stewards of place” anymore? Isn’t it reasonable to 

argue that we should cut all extraneous activities and stick to a core mission of 

providing an education to the students, without worrying about the well-being of 

our locale? When governors call for a $10,000 degree, aren’t partnerships a luxury?

Frankly, some institutions may have no choice. For those without a strong brand 

or clear niche, and without a somewhat captive, local clientele, it may well be that 

distance education, cost cutting pressures, and the general climate of distrust will 

prove fatal, or severely curtail the scope of their activities. 

However, those who have a strong brand or niche, or a clear local market, will 

survive. Obviously, the prestigious schools—the private ones and most flagship 

and land-grant institutions—will continue to do well, because there is enough 

market demand to sustain them. But those who have clearly positioned themselves 

as stewards of place should also do well. These institutions are deeply connected 

to specific places or regions, and therefore are clearly visible there. They have 

strong connections to employers and communities, and are seen as places that 

provide support and opportunity for students who may not fare so well in larger, 

anonymous settings. The road to success for these institutions will not be a 

withdrawal from local connections, but instead a strengthening of their role as 

deeply engaged local partners with businesses, school districts, governmental 

agencies, social service and community organizations.

This publication seeks to provide further assistance to institutional leadership to 

expand and deepen their relations with the local or regional community in these 

perilous times. Although much has been learned since the original AASCU report 

on this topic over 10 years ago, external conditions have not become any easier. 

The 2002 publication, Stepping Forward as Stewards of Place,”2 argued that the 
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regional, comprehensive universities that form the AASCU membership have a 

unique role and relationship with their community and region. It suggested that 

AASCU institutions—because of their connections and relationships with their 

local community and region, the makeup of their student body, and their sense of 

identity and purpose—have a unique role as “Stewards of Place.” 

The Stepping Forward monograph explicitly built on the work of a previous 

publication, Returning to Our Roots: The Engaged Institution,3 published by the 

Kellogg Commission on the Future of State Universities and Land-Grant Colleges 

in l999. The Kellogg Commission report essentially argued that public universities 

in the United States had failed to connect deeply with their communities, and 

that they were increasingly out of touch and out of date, failing to address 

contemporary problems of American life. The Kellogg report created a seven-

part test to define engaged institutions, including responsiveness, respect for 

partners, academic neutrality, accessibility, integration, coordination and resource 

partnerships. 

In the context of the Kellogg report, Stepping Forward was seen by its authors as 

an attempt to create “a practical and strategic guide for state college and university 

leaders who want to more deeply embed public engagement in the fabric of their 

institutions at the campus, college and departmental levels.” Years before the first 

voluntary Carnegie Classification on Community Engagement, the report was 

prophetic about the growing importance of universities building relationships with 

their surrounding region. Yet we would suggest the document did far more. It was 

clearly an AASCU-focused report. All of the references, the institutions that were 

surveyed, and the participants on the Task Force, came from AASCU institutions. 

What made the report notable was the phrase “Stewards of Place,” a phrase not 

found in the earlier Kellogg report. It was a phrase that for many captured the 

unique role of AASCU institutions. 

The phrase “Stewards of Place” reflects the unique relationship that AASCU 

institutions have with their communities and regions. AASCU institutions, to a 

larger extent than traditional research universities, have substantially greater 

linkages and connections with their communities and regions. Part of this linkage 

is a commonplace focus within AASCU institutions on applied rather than basic 

research, which by definition often involves local and regional participants. 

Portland State University (Ore.), for example, has as its mission statement: “Let 
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knowledge serve the city.” The student body at AASCU institutions is also different 

than that of research universities. Despite some international students and students 

from farther away, the vast majority of students attending AASCU institutions 

come from nearby—usually less than 100 miles away. Finally, AASCU institutions 

tend to think of themselves differently than traditional research universities. First, 

they consider themselves in regional ways. Many, for example, have names that 

are either local cities (e.g., St. Cloud State, Fort Hays State) or the name of the 

state and a compass reference (e.g., Western Kentucky, Northern Illinois, Eastern 

Connecticut). They focus more on teaching and service, and focus less on research 

(and often their definition of research is broader, thus allowing a wider array of 

activities—some of which are local and regional projects—to count as research)

The publication of Stepping Forward as Stewards of Place—and the use of the 

phrase “Stewards of Place” in particular—clearly captured the imagination of 

a wide audience. Individual institutions and university systems began to use 

the phrase in every conceivable manner: at annual meetings, on webpages, 

in descriptions of activities, and in new initiatives. The phrase found itself 

being used in remarks before statewide conferences, in arguments made about 

giving to the university, in distinguished lecture series, in general education, in 

entrepreneurship, in a White House conference, and in a host of other settings. 

The phrase was even used in Europe during an OECD meeting and at a Talloires 

conference. 

Stepping Forward as Stewards of Place was set in the larger context of a moment 

in the history of American higher education, a moment when many scholars and 

commentators were talking about public engagement and new ways of thinking 

about the role of institutions in their relationship to the larger society. By 2006, 

the Carnegie Foundation created the first voluntary classification on Community 

Engagement. That was be followed by another round of Engagement classifications 

in 2008 and 2010, with another planned for 2015. A new organization, the 

Coalition of Urban Serving Universities, was formed in 2004 to distinguish the role 

of large urban research universities from land-grant institutions, and to advocate 

for significant federal funding to enhance their role. A few years later, the Anchor 

Institutions Task Force was created with support from private foundations to 

provide intellectual backing for the increased local involvement of public as well 

as private institutions. And the much older Coalition of Urban and Metropolitan 

Universities continued to share best practices in this area through its journal, 
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annual conference and regional conversations. Much of the language of public 

engagement, however, made few, if any, distinctions between the roles of various 

kinds of institutions. In sorting through the calls for public engagement, the 

AASCU Task Force on Public Engagement, and especially its use of the phrase 

“Stewards of Place” in the monograph, particularized the role of AASCU institutions 

with their communities and regions.

The original report defined the publicly engaged institution as being “fully 

committed to direct, two-way interaction with communities and other external 

constituencies through the development, exchange and application of knowledge, 

information and expertise for mutual benefit.” It also provided a comprehensive 

set of rationales for the importance of public engagement, arguing that embracing 

public engagement as a core value provides explicit benefits for multiple parties, 

including the community and regional entities, students, faculty, and the college or 

university. 

Equally important, the report provided a number of detailed strategies for how to 

create an institution as a steward of place. It outlined a comprehensive approach 

to thinking about stewardship, including considering professional development 

activities, courses, extracurricular activities and organizational structures. 

Detailed descriptions of strategies to increase the focus on stewardship primarily 

concentrated on alignment of institutional strategies, organization and activities. 

The report concluded with a comprehensive set of recommendations for public 

policymakers, presidents and chancellors, and for AASCU.

Yet despite the enormous strength and critical insights contained in Stepping 

Forward as Stewards of Place, and particularly the unique contribution of the term 

“Stewards of Place” (with its singular power to describe AASCU institutions), there 

was also a notable absence. The report provided no guidance to presidents or 

chancellors about critical areas of focus in the stewardship of place. The report 

was primarily an effort to offer the conceptualization of stewardship for institutions 

and their leaders, and then provide a series of substantive recommendations 

about how to engage in stewardship work through institutional alignment and 

presidential leadership. One of the key insights learned over the past decade 

is that leadership and commitment from the top are critical if stewardship and 

engagement are to succeed. Many faculty will undertake partnership projects on 

their own. But until this becomes part of the organization’s core mission, these 
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efforts will remain dispersed and episodic, tied only to individuals. For a president 

or chancellor thinking about stewardship, and wanting his or her institution to 

become more deeply engaged in stewardship work, a critical need still exists. 

Given limited time and limited resources, and the need to make a critical impact 

in the stewardship work that an institution engages in, what key areas of focus are 

important for institutions to address? And given the current economic and political 

climate that is so challenging to higher education, how does one create a more 

visible role as a steward of place? This new monograph, Becoming a Steward of 

Place: Four Areas of Institutional Focus, serves as a companion document to the 

original. It augments the original by suggesting four key areas for institutional 

consideration in the development of a publicly engaged institution committed to 

the stewardship of place: civic learning, work with P-12 schools, economic and 

community development, and internationalization. Each topic represents a rich and 

productive area of focus for AASCU institutions, and each has been explored and 

elaborated by AASCU initiatives and member institutions in the decade since the 

original publication. 

In the area of civic engagement, much of the current understanding of civic 

learning grows out of the work of the American Democracy Project, a civic 

engagement initiative that AASCU created in 2003 in partnership with The New 

York Times. That initiative, involving more than 240 AASCU institutions, has 

experimented with and tested a variety of civic outcomes and areas. In a world 

where a college education has increasingly become seen as a “private good,” and 

where questions are asked about what is public about public institutions, the focus 

on preparing our graduates to be informed, engaged citizens provides a clear 

illustration of the public nature of our work. Given the lamentable state of our 

democracy, filled with partisan discord, a Congress that appears barely capable of 

functioning, and the seeming inability of our national leaders to confront and solve 

major challenges, the imperative to create a new cadre of citizens to protect and 

strengthen our democracy has never been greater. This monograph will suggest 

some of the most powerful ways for AASCU institutions to be stewards of civic 

engagement, drawing lessons from the array of initiatives, programs and activities 

of the past 10 years in the American Democracy Project.

Work with P-12 schools has been an ongoing focus of AASCU institutions, many 

of which began as normal schools. This long and proud history continues to 

express itself, particularly in teacher education. Yet increasingly, AASCU institutions 
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see their work not only through the narrow focus of teacher preparation, but 

as collaboration with the P-12 schools. Inevitably, our institutions and the P-12 

schools are locked in an inseparable relationship of mutuality. Their outputs are 

our inputs, and our outputs are their inputs. Many AASCU institutions realize that 

working with the P-12 schools is aptly described in the expression “doing well by 

doing good.” These institutions recognize that working with the P-12 schools is in 

fact self-interest; better P-12 schools produce more college-ready students. Acting 

on this understanding, the AASCU Office of Teacher Education recently supported 

a presidential Task Force on College Readiness. The task force explored ways that 

universities can create partnerships with P-12 schools to help all students not only 

succeed, but be college ready. We will draw on insights from the work of this task 

force and its final report to suggest the most effective ways that AASCU institutions 

can become stewards of the P-12 schools.

Most of the focus on economic development has been created through the work 

of the Grants Resource Center (GRC), an AASCU-based membership organization 

that provides comprehensive research and sponsored programs information 

services designed to make faculty and administrators at member institutions more 

successful in the pursuit of federal and private funding. The Grants Resource 

Center, surveying the sponsored projects undertaken by AASCU institutions, 

coupled with the rapidly-changing focus of the federal government, suggests 

that there are unique opportunities for AASCU institutions to focus their research 

locally, often using applied research to address local and regional issues. We will 

use GRC’s work over the past 10 years to provide some suggestions for the most 

powerful and productive ways that campuses can be both nationally competitive 

and locally focused.

Finally, insights in the area of internationalization have come from both the AASCU 

Office of International Education and from several of our member campuses. 

AASCU institutions are in a unique position to help their respective communities 

and regions understand the newly globalizing world, bridging the gap between an 

economy that is regionally based but globally connected. AASCU institutions can 

serve as “connectors” between local businesses and international opportunities. 

They can provide language and culture training, and also serve as the developers 

of trade missions and cultural exchanges. 
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Clearly, stewardship can take many forms and address a variety of community 

and regional issues. Most AASCU institutions are well-equipped to play a 

stewardship role through a clearly-defined focus on one or more of the four 

issues we have identified as being critical to communities and capable of being 

addressed by institutions. However, there are many other possible areas of focus 

as well. Depending on institutional strengths and local characteristics, universities 

and colleges may pursue very productive relationships around issues such 

as sustainability, community health, affordable housing, public safety, or arts 

and cultural activities. Indeed, as we become better at creating and sustaining 

partnerships, and this work becomes a standard part of our teaching and research, 

opportunities for expansion will naturally occur. At its best, our role as stewards of 

place will grow and change over time, enriching our communities, our institutions, 

and the students we serve.

Endnotes
1Friedman, T.L. (2012, Jan 4). So Much Fun. So Irrelevant. The New York Times. 
2American Association of State Colleges and Universities. (2002). Stepping forward as stewards of 

place: a guide for leading public engagement at state colleges and universities. Washington, DC: 

AASCU.
3National Association of State Universities and Land-Grant Colleges. (1999). Returning to our roots: 

the engaged institution. Washington, DC: NASULGC.
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A
dvancing students’ civic learning and engagement—preparing the next 

generation of informed, active citizens for our democracy—is central to 

many public college and university mission statements. Yet as stewards 

of place, we believe that civic learning and engagement must be more 

than a common refrain in a mission statement. Civic learning and engagement 

must become the lived work of AASCU colleges and universities, enacted across 

students’ curricular and co-curricular learning, in faculty scholarship, and through 

reciprocal campus-community partnerships. In this capacity, stewardship of place 

in the form of civic learning and engagement is evident not only in the direct 

community-based efforts of campus stakeholders, but also in the cultivation of 

students as the next generation of stewards of the communities in which they 

settle and live out their personal and professional lives.
 
This chapter discusses the relationship between citizen and career preparation 

and offers AASCU’s American Democracy Project as one framework with which 

to implement civic learning and engagement on a campus. Finally, it offers nine 

strategies for institutions intending to act as stewards of place through civic 

learning and engagement; these strategies emerged from the past 10 years of 

experience in the American Democracy Project and are supported by scholarly 

literature. The strategies touch on the following topics:

 

•	 Identify	and	Connect	Existing	Civic	Work

•	 Presidential	Leadership:	Support	from	the	Bully	Pulpit

•	 Create	Campus	Support	Structures

•	 Commitment	to	Student	Learning

•	 Faculty	and	Staff	Development

•	 Promotion	and	Rewards	Structures

•	 Create	Seamless	Learning	Environments

•	 Partner	with	Regional	Community	Colleges	and	Local	K-12	Schools

•	 Assess	and	Measure	Civic	Learning	and	Engagement
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I
t has always interested me that medical students learn about the human body 

by studying systems in isolation, yet their practice requires that they are able 

to incorporate their detailed understanding of systems into an integrated whole 

in which systems are understood as interdependent and causal interactions 

are complex. It does not seem accidental that the Carnegie Foundation, under Lee 

Shulman’s leadership, was an active participant in reshaping medical education 

in the United States and was, at the same time, one of the leading advocates 

for the notion of the engaged university (via its creation of a framework for 

assessing engagement). Seeking to understand complex systems and to apply 

that understanding to action seems to be the very essence of American higher 

education, particularly of AASCU institutions.

Becoming a Steward of Place shares the challenge of bringing the parts together to 

understand the whole. While it is necessary to our understanding that we consider 

the issues of civic engagement, P-12 partnerships, economic and community 

development, and internationalization separately, in practice, these commitments 

must be understood as interdependent efforts that are parts of a whole. 

A new call for integration is taking many forms, from the creation of student 

service centers that bring together functions formerly housed in separate offices, 

to the demand for interdisciplinary approaches to the issues we face as a society. 

A commitment to being a steward of place can be played out in many different 

initiatives. Yet, unless an institution creates an integrated approach to the central 

commitment of aligning its teaching, research and service initiatives with the 

challenges and opportunities evident in the region it serves, independent efforts 

are not likely to reach their potential and the university as a whole will not create 

the synergy and impact it might otherwise create.

For example, for most of the last 150 years, Central Minnesota has been culturally 

homogeneous; in fact, 70 percent of all Minnesotans trace their ancestry to the 

Scandinavian countries and Germany. When St. Cloud State University declared 

that internationalization would be a cornerstone of its identity and strategy, the 

case for doing so was not obvious to many—including faculty members, board 

members and citizens who wondered if this was a good use of taxpayer dollars. 

However, two facts that were not self-evident to the voting public made the case. 

First, the “Great Recession” impact on Minnesota was less than elsewhere in the 

United States, in part because of its engagement in export markets. Second, in 
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2000 there were essentially no Somali residents in St. Cloud, Minnesota, but today 

Somalis represent 10 percent of the population. Further, more than 40 different 

languages are now spoken in St. Cloud’s school system. Without question, Central 

Minnesota is part of the global economy and part of a global community. It is our 

job to prepare our graduates to work and live in this community.

Thus, economic development and internationalization must be considered 

together, with the strategy for one incorporating the strategy for the other. Six 

years ago, when St. Cloud State University first participated in a governor’s trade 

mission to China, the local press raised concerns about where the money to pay 

for the trip was coming from and why this regional university would be involved. 

In contrast, when our president and dean of business visited Germany with the 

governor in 2013 and met with the CEO of a German company that is opening 

a plant in St. Cloud, there was celebration of the role that St. Cloud State and 

its partner, St. Cloud Technical and Community College, had played in bringing 

the company to the community. St. Cloud State now hosts a Minnesota Trade 

Office satellite with spaces next to the SBA-funded Small Business Development 

Center. The combined work of the two entities supports regional efforts to reach 

global markets. When voters ask questions now, it is easy to turn to CEOs in 

bio-technology, manufacturing, agriculture and transportation to answer those 

questions. Internationalization is essential to the economic development of the 

region and the university’s role in this work is indispensable.

In the P-12 arena, however, the case has been a little more difficult to make. 

Teacher education has not traditionally included internationalization as a theme 

in its curriculum model. The Minnesota Department of Education has recognized 

the need to change this if teachers are to have the understanding and sensitivity 

to deal with many cultures in their classrooms. A recent statewide summit 

brought hundreds of educators together to work on this challenge. The School of 

Education at St. Cloud State University now offers exchange opportunities in Chile, 

China, Korea and South Africa. Teachers from China and Chile come to the School 

of Education to prepare to teach in language immersion programs in schools 

throughout the state. This work is supported in part by a new Confucius Institute 

model that involves a partnership between Jilin Province in China, the Department 

of Education of the State of Minnesota, and St. Cloud State University. This new 

emphasis is also part of a multi-state partnership funded by the Bush Foundation 

of Minneapolis to transform teacher education at the 14 institutions engaged in the 
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consortium. Moreover, the transformation project takes place in an environment 

in which the university is present in the schools with “access and opportunity” 

programming, It is this programming that opens the doors to higher education 

for underrepresented students, many of whom are the sons and daughters of 

immigrant families that have come to St. Cloud. Internationalization and P-12 

education must not be considered separately. They are part of a whole.

The integration of economic development and internationalization may work to 

gain public support. It may work for faculty members in professional schools that 

are driven by the economy. It may not work for other faculty members. Therefore, 

the rationale for internationalization must be rooted not only in the curriculum 

goals, but also in our responsibility to prepare our graduates for life, citizenship 

and work. What must an educated person know and be able to do in both 

today’s world and the world as it will be in the future? Furthermore, what kinds 

of institutions, environments, character and values must be evident if we are to 

deliver the type of education that our students need?

Presidents must look at their institutions from several perspectives. Lee Bolman 

and Terry Deal have been among the most helpful scholars to address this 

challenge. Bolman and Deal suggest that there are four frames through which 

one can see and assess an organization: structural, human resources, political and 

symbolic.1 In shaping an integrated approach to becoming a steward of place, 

the structural frame addresses how one would organize to achieve this objective. 

The human resources frame focuses on building the workforce and culture to do 

this work; the political frame explores how to develop support in the “jungle” of 

competing interests; and the symbolic frame—perhaps the most important for the 

president—attends to the meaning and significance of the subject. It is within the 

symbolic frame that one tells the story that brings a commitment to life. This is 

where the president must build a vision for the identity of the institution. Identity 

does not emerge from a collection of initiatives—it is driven by a core commitment 

manifested in a number of complementary elements that make sense as part of a 

whole. A commitment to build an institution that can appropriately function as a 

steward of place is such a commitment. This can be fulfilled by the creation of a 

distinct identity—one that is formed through the mindful, intentional development 

of an integrated array of strategies rooted in the character of the region that the 

institution serves. 
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It is unfortunate but true, however, that one has to descend from the symbolic 

plain to the realities of how you are going to do this. When an institution declares 

a commitment that should make a difference in the lives of faculty, staff and 

students, it is not enough to be able to show off a few model programs that touch 

a fraction of the university community. One must consider how the institution will 

make this commitment real for every member of the community. This is the great 

dilemma faced by every higher education leader today. We have been content to 

lay out the banquet and let those who choose to do so take part. Today, as public 

institutions, we are expected to ensure that everyone gets a healthy diet and no 

one goes hungry. If we declare that we are preparing our graduates to live in a 

global community, how do we ensure that every graduate has had the opportunity 

to develop the knowledge and skills to do so?

The answer, of course, lies in the curriculum. You cannot actualize a commitment 

to internationalization or civic engagement unless this commitment is reflected in 

the learning outcomes expected of our students—outcomes which are, in turn, 

embedded in the curriculum. This means that a president can’t simply declare 

this commitment, or any other, for that matter, that affects a student’s education. 

Whether stated as an aspiration to direct future efforts or reflected as the outcome 

of a long process of shared governance, this commitment must be embraced as 

the work of the faculty. This is the terrain surveyed through Deal and Bolman’s 

political frame. While it is relatively easy to create isolated initiatives that are 

consistent with the ethos of being a steward of place, it is much harder to create 

an integrated approach that touches every student. This takes time—perhaps a lot 

of time—and it is likely that separate initiatives will be part of a long-term strategy 

to shape the identity of the institution.

It is just as difficult to identify the resources to support a commitment to being a 

steward of place, in particular, if we think of this commitment as being additional 

to our core business.  An integrated plan that becomes part of the university’s core 

identity and the way that the institution works requires fewer new resources. An 

approach that repositions and focuses the institution on being a steward of place 

fosters a learning environment that is more likely to support students in achieving 

learning outcomes that include civic engagement, multi-cultural and global 

awareness, and the skills needed to put classroom learning into practice.
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The greatest difficulty in realizing a commitment to stewardship of place, however, 

is a difficulty that all presidents share—finding the time to think. While it’s an odd 

malady for the head of an institution of higher education to have, it seems to be 

an epidemic among academic leaders. Nevertheless, we must create the time to 

develop an intentional, integrated strategy that takes into account the needs of our 

many stakeholders and that reflects the understanding that we gain from looking 

at the institution through several different frames. We need to not only engage our 

colleagues in our thinking, but listen to their thinking as well. In other words, we 

need to lead.

Few of us have completed the journey to the reality we hope to create, but along 

the way a great deal of good, important work is being done. We are discovering 

interdependencies and opportunities for synergy. We are creating the substance 

that will allow us to tell compelling stories about institutions that make a 

difference for our students and the communities that we serve. We are even doing 

this work with greater efficiency and fewer resources. We are driven by the belief 

that if we can sufficiently develop the evidence of our impact, we can secure a 

place in the future of American higher education. As leaders, this is what is at 

stake. We are stewards of a great enterprise that America needs, even if, at times, 

it does not seem to think so. As leaders of AASCU institutions we know this, and 

this is why we have made a common commitment to build institutions that are 

stewards of place. This is why we were created, and this is what we must be. 

There is no greater satisfaction as a leader than to see an institution live up to this 

commitment.

Endnote
1Bolman, L., & Deal, T. (2013). Reframing organizations: artistry, choice, and leadership (5th ed.). San 

Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
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