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CHAPTER 7

Learning to Navigate Online Leadership

An Invitation to Collaborate for Group Project
Skeptics

Erin Lehman, Ivy Tech Community College

Maybe you hated group projects in school because you are a high
achiever and you don’t like working with people you consider “slackers”
or “procrastinators.” Or perhaps you feel that you work better on your
own—though you accomplish less and take on more, you believe those
sacrifices are worth avoiding uncertainty and conflict. Both of these
sentiments describe me when I was asked to serve as the academic voice
for the implementation of a new centralized online delivery hub at Ivy
Tech Community College, the statewide community college system in
Indiana. But being challenged by such a collaborative and fast-paced
professional project expanded my capacity and curiosity. By meeting
IvyOnline’s fast implementation speed and high volume of sections, I
learned to collaborate, communicate, and rely upon others to shoulder
an incredible lift and navigate an uncertain path.

Understanding Today’s Online Department

Within Ivy Tech Community College, IvyOnline supports about 45,000
online seats (this is duplicated headcount) every semester. This volume
of students and sections makes the enrollment and sections management
process demanding. Additionally, as a centralized hub, IvyOnline has

stakeholders throughout the system, requiring collaboration with nineteen
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distinct campuses across the state—each campus with its own set of
vice-chancellors, deans, chairs, faculty and academic advisors. Within
the IvyOnline unit, there are six schools: the School of Advanced
Manufacturing, Engineering, and Applied Sciences; the School of
Arts, Sciences, and Education; the School of Business, Logistics, and
Supply Chain; the School of Health Sciences; the School of Information
Technology; and the School of Public Affairs and Social Services. All six
schools work together to streamline and update processes and discuss
how we should manage various situations and events, such as our
annual online conference.

My area of responsibility within IvyOnline is the School of Arts,
Sciences, and Education, which accounts for 35,000 of the 45,000
enrollments across seventy different courses. I lead a team of ten “assis-
tant faculty leads” (AFLs) who serve as statewide, online department
chairs representing the major disciplines across liberal arts and sciences.
An important component of our work is ongoing team building and
community building practices, which I've found are particularly
important as an entirely virtual team spread across Indiana. Because
of this ongoing virtual team building, we are strong, capable, and
able to respond to a high number of individual student requests and
complaints throughout each term. We review online course success
rates each term and connect outcomes to weekly literature review
sessions to engage with current teaching and learning scholarship in
online course delivery. We create and host weekly professional devel-
opment offerings tailored to online faculty and regularly meet with our
online faculty for hundreds of performance evaluations and teaching
observations each year.

Leading this effort is a big job, and when I describe the scope and
volume of my role to other administrators, their eyes go wide. They
wonder how [ manage it all. The truth is that I rely upon my team of
AFLs to be successtul, something I learned the hard way—by initially
avoiding delegation and promising my direct supervisor and my team
that I could and should handle everything they could throw at me. To
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understand how I landed in that difhicult spot, you should understand a
little bit about my bookish background.

Winding My Way to Online Learning
Prior to joining IvyOnline, I was a traditional department chair for
English and education at a rural campus location of Ivy Tech. I spent most
days alone in my ofhice grading papers, engaged in individual reading
and responding labor (Giordano and Wegner 2020). I was advised by
colleagues that I should spend more time in the hallways talking to
people, and was told it was a shame I spent so much time at my desk. I
had worked my way from faculty to program chair to assistant chair and
then department chair by being detailed, organized, and reasonable—
not necessarily because of any refined leadership skills. I didn’t see my
journey as unique; this career path was a typical route for someone who
wanted to land in academic leadership. I enjoyed the balance of teaching,
stathng, and working with the small group of early childhood education,
education, and English chairs who reported to me within the department.
The administrative role felt manageable, even as I continued to teach
three classes a semester and, after five years, I fell into a comfortable and
predictable routine. Staff up for classes in August, complete program
reviews in December, conduct performance evaluations in February,
and assist with Capstone courses, student awards and graduation in May.
Though I was in my early thirties at this time, [ assumed I would continue
this cyclical and relatively solitary routine until retirement.
Throughout this period, I taught online throughout the academic
year—at first because teaching online suited my personality and weekly
(administrative meeting-heavy) schedule better, and then because I found
ways to become more effective and grew to truly enjoy online teaching
and felt “engaged” by my online students (Hewett 2015, 70). Around
this time, institutions were beginning to shift their online course delivery
from multiple campus sites to one centralized hub to improve efhciency
and save money (Bailey et al. 2018). Though Ivy Tech had unsuccessfully

attempted a similar centralization about ten years eatlier, again in early
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2019, the goal was announced that the institution would be moving
to a single delivery hub for all online courses.

A mentor encouraged me to apply for the interim “faculty lead”
assignment that had been posted. The role was loosely defined and
tasked with voicing the faculty perspective as the institution built a
centralized online department. The College assumed that the faculty
lead role was temporary and, after the set-up of IvyOnline, the faculty
member would return to their previous position because their set-up
work would provide the necessary structure to run online courses.
(Since then, the faculty lead and AFL roles have become the primary
permanent, full-time roles within IvyOnline.) I was offered the posi-
tion, a one-year reassignment which came with no increase in pay
and no title change—merely the chance to try something different
and to influence the future of the online department. I accepted the

assignment with curiosity.

Attempting to Exit the Comfort Zone of One

At the start of my interim assignment the last week of May, my
supervisor and I had less than three months to figure out how to
navigate the process to build the foundation for IvyOnline and launch
forty individual courses (which ended up being 532 sections). We
started the stafhng process in June, and our first online courses would
o live that August. Though this project would be a big lift, it was
initially handled through 1:1s or small-group work—my preferred
way of operating at the time. The situation felt manageable because I
touched everything and I could therefore quality control everything. I didn’t
have to negotiate my ideas with other departments or stakeholders but could
create the ideal situation with the support of a close collaborator.

But as IvyOnline began scaling and stathng up, the volume of
sections prevented me from continuing to operate in my comfort
zone. I learned that I needed to develop the skills to collaborate with
other professionals as equals. Rather than next steps being directives,

there was discussion and negotiation. That uncertainty bothered me
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because I couldn’t plan my way out of these situations or account for
every variable.

IvyOnline’s leadership meetings became a critical place where I began
to learn how to work differently—where I needed to grow, how to
advocate across departments, and more. These meetings were held every
Monday morning and grew to include additional staff: our assistant vice
president, educational technology lead, instructional design lead, and
me. Rather than the cyclical routine I was familiar with as a department
chair, the meetings had start-up energy where every week brought new
and complex issues. For example, we would hash out several impactful
decisions at each: on what date course shells would be released to faculty;
whether courses would have a mid-semester correction and reload; which
department would receive and respond to course errors; how we would
communicate bookstore changes to faculty and who would be responsible
for these; how accessibility issues would be resolved; how we would share
out professional development and event information and who would be
responsible for this communication; who would draft a team presenta-
tion; who would represent IvyOnline on relevant committees and why.
Because of the number of decisions and the stakeholders in the room,
the environment in these meetings was challenging and, depending on
the participants and the task, could become combative. As temporary
faculty lead, I would often be put on the spot to speak for faculty. If
I didn’t persuade the permanent IvyOnline staff with backgrounds in
technology and instructional design to see my perspective, then I would
easily be outvoted and outmaneuvered in the meeting.

As someone who had hated the friction and uncertainty of group
projects as a kid, I found Mondays were days of intense pressure for me
as I started this new role. It was hard to gain my footing in high-stakes
discussions where I was often the last person to speak up and voice my
opinion. I learned that one reason I disliked group projects and avoided
combative environments was because I was sensitive to the power dynam-
ics that often put me at a disadvantage. I didn’t want to dominate the
conversation, and I didn’t want to create unnecessary conflict. Some-

times the conversation and the takeaways would become jumbled for
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me—either because the conversation was moving too swiftly among
the virtual and live attendees, or there were technical terms or jargon
I didn’t understand.

The “4 Disciplines of Execution” (4DX) podcast, which I was listen-
ing to for work because our institution was using the 4DX platform for
project management, offered me a lifeline for the challenging power
dynamics I was facing. The podcast host explained his method of paus-
ing the conversation to gain clarity by summarizing what was said and
asking the listener or group if that summary was correct (McChesney
and Downs 2021). It is a simple step that never occurred to me. But as
a minority woman working in higher education, it was often hard for
me to take up meeting space and verify my (mis)understanding. I was
the only non-white individual in these leadership meetings, one of the
youngest people in the room, and a woman. Pausing the conversation
to summarize what I thought I heard as well as expected next steps,
which were often unspoken, was a game changer. Advocating for my

own comprehension built my confidence as a leader.

Struggling Against a Workload Fit for Many

Navigating communication across departments was one challenge,
but I was also trying to build the structure, processes, and team culture
for my school. I still have the 1:1 notes from my first year in this
position. In them, I see someone thinking through the practical steps
of a large group project and the challenges of trying to manage a
growing list of tasks and responsibilities without anyone to delegate
to. For example, I asked how to offer adjunct faculty members course
assignments. Without an HR team, we weren’t sure how to write and
send contracts for those course offers once accepted. In our early notes, I
had questions about hiring and communicating, and discussed creating
a communication plan, creating a shell of resources for faculty, stathng
online courses, ways to meet and get to know faculty, how to audit
online sections with Educational Technology department, and how
to create a scoring system for faculty that would create transparency

around the course offer process.
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One of the unspoken responsibilities of my temporary position
was to onboard liberal arts and sciences faculty and encourage them
to engage with this new online unit. I decided to meet 1:1 with all
faculty who would be in my online department, which ended up being
seventy individual meetings via Zoom that first fall semester. Based upon
feedback from dozens of faculty, I started developing and managing a
Canvas course shell of resources. I uploaded resources, links, and dozens
of in-house created videos to this Canvas shell and started directing faculty
to it. Today, the shell has become a rich course site that my team continues
to maintain for faculty. The content is readily available. Plus, since the
shell can function like an online course, we model the behaviors we are
hoping to see in online faculty—posting weekly announcements, facili-
tating discussion boards, posting relevant recorded videos, and updating
resources connecting content to Current events.

If this sounds like an incredible amount of work for one person to take
on, it was. During this first year, I strained to keep up with my ballooning
workload and complete tasks I had promised to do. I also struggled to
say no or to express that I had hit my maximum workload capacity as
more tasks (anything faculty-facing) were directed my way. Looking
ahead, the volume and demands would only increase because additional
courses would be shifted to our centralized unit each semester until the
entire college catalog was available through IvyOnline. But eventually,
because of the anticipated volume, I asked for additional help and ended
up hiring eight new part-time AFLs. These were chairs and faculty at
an Ivy Tech campus who also applied, interviewed for, and accepted an
interim assighment with IvyOnline.

It made sense to hire additional help, but it was difficult to move from
my individual, start-up mindset to instead put my energy into building
and training a team. Because [ had already taken on so much to avoid
the potential conflict of more group work, I had little time and capacity
to train the new team so they could do the job effectively. Diverting
from the tasks at hand felt impossible, like an indulgent decision that
would only create more work later. Plus, as someone who understood

the drowning feeling of work, it felt unfair for me to land my work with
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my new and inexperienced team. This was a period where I felt drained
by Teams messages and notifications, the influx of constant emails, and
back-to-back Zoom meetings scheduled for hours of every workday.
[ had too few boundaries and devoured lunch in the two minutes I
would get between scheduled Zoom meetings. My eyes, neck, and
back ached from long hours sitting stiffly in the same position, and at
the end of most days, I felt sick looking at a screen.

Here is an example of my mindset a year into the faculty lead role.
The excerpt below comes from a Google form that I set up to try
to capture my thoughts and experiences during this implementation
project. However, I was so overwhelmed by other tasks that I only
submitted two entries to the form. You will see that the numbers are
different from what I've mentioned in this piece so far because all online
courses were transitioning to IvyOnline over a two-year period, and

the numbers reflect the summer term:

The biggest challenge in my role these past few weeks
has just been the workload...my small team is work-
ing with 12,000 students/seats and over 450 sections this
semester. It’s hard to even wrap my head around those
numbers. I know that my team of mostly part-time AFLs
is overworked at this point, and I am starting to feel bad
about the workload that I have assigned to them. At the
same time, 've had a difhcult time completing my own
workload as well—and I need the AFLs to continue to get
caught up and pick up the pace. Scaling up has been the
biggest challenge this semester by far. I didn’t realize the
volume of courses I would be dealing with. Frankly, it’s
been a steep learning curve. (Collection Point for IvyOn-
line Leadership, June 22, 2020)

In this short reflection, I see a leader struggling to iigure out how she
will lead. I hear a leader who is buried in work and trying to get ahead

of her team so that she can lead effectively. Someone who has difhculty
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delegating and knowing when and how much to challenge her team.
Throughout my education and career, I declined to rely on others because
I thought I preferred and found success by doing tasks myself. But to
build IvyOnline, I had to change my mind and my inclination to do it
all myself. As you can see, I learned this lesson the hard way—by trying
to power through the work, rather than listening and being strategic

with my time and energy.

Humbly Inviting in Others

A key moment in my leadership trajectory is when I was so overwhelmed
with daily tasks that I couldn’t provide any vision for my team and
department. I was meeting with the lead AFL on my team who had
incredible leadership experience—Dr. Marsha Turner-Shear was a former
K-12 school superintendent—and I shared that I wanted to hold a few
events during the summer for the team to connect, build relationships
with each other, and establish our own leadership philosophy and team
guidelines. I could see that these items were missing but had no capacity
to develop a way to counter the situation. Dr. Turner-Shear said she
enjoyed this type of work and asked to plan the event. Though I was
hesitant—I wanted to plan the event by myself because I thought that I
should—I was so time poor that there was no other option. Dr. Turner-

Shear put together this simple but effective agenda:

Topic: Leadership Philosophy (3.5 hours, Zoom) Thursday

or Friday morning or afternoon

* Icebreaker: Describe one of your proudest accomplishments
from high school or undergrad college years.

* Favorite leadership book (Advance Assignment)

* Share title, author, etc.

* Main take-aways

* How it has influenced your leadership style

* Brainstorm ASE leadership philosophy together
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During the Zoom session, each person shared one leadership
book that shaped them and explained what they learned from that
item—leadership lessons and experiences that were funny, shocking,
engrossing, or wise. Dr. Turner-Shear facilitated the session, and her
plan and approach modeled the way a leader invites others to bring
their expertise into a space to enrich the community and learn from
each other. She demonstrated the assurance and trust that is needed to
develop a team on their own terms.

The experience of participating in this first “Summer Session”
humbled me and opened my eyes to the deep talent the team already
had, as well as their potential.  underestimated the skill, ambition, and
capabilities of my team. I underestimated how strong they were. I failed
to realize that for them, most opportunities are good and desired, not
dumping my work onto them. This event resituated my leadership
approach. I saw clearly that every professional on my team already
had the leadership skills they needed and so didn’t need my protection
from the big scary IvyOnline group project.

This first event and our subsequent “Summer Sessions” (we have
several every year as a team that AFLs help plan) helped me muster the
confidence to develop a shared vision to motivate my team, despite
challenges and uncertainty in our new online department. I learned
to lead by encouraging and supporting the people around me and
highlighting their voices and their abilities. I learned to trust my team
and to work on ways to earn their trust. This trust isn’t always returned
“purely” and openly. There have been times that colleagues have taken
advantage of my trust and goodwill in the workplace—and this is pain-
ful to experience. But I've also come to terms with the vulnerability of
my trust because I've learned what type of leader I aspire to be. I want
to be someone who invites people in, acknowledges their skills and
potential, and elevates others’ voices. Through the challenges I faced
building IvyOnline, I've learned that I have the strength and capacity
to aim to lead with generosity, kindness, and trust.

In order to succeed in leadership, I needed to overcome my fear

of group projects and collaboration. I thought I preferred working on
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my own because this approach was functional in my early career, and it
helped me avoid conflict. But I'm not conflict averse. Instead, it turns out
that I feel discomfort in combative environments where power dynamics
put me at a disadvantage. Perhaps the same is true for you, fellow group
project skeptic. I encourage you to reframe your perspective to be a
group project leader who invites in every voice and perspective, who
has the strength to rely on the expertise of others; who reads the room
and listens carefully to the stories, lessons, and ambition that every person
already has. You might find that you enjoy group projects after all.
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