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PREFACE

The Learner, The Broker, and the Giver
Leadership Journey Through the Dark Side

Chng Huang Hoon, Chua Thian Poh Community Leadership Centre, National
University of Singapore

“Learning to move past the abstraction, to think about people I
sought to lead, their motivations, and the points ofconnection
that we share—those are places where I was able to apply my
/enowledge to standing at theforefront ofvaluable institutional
work, even where having no positional authority to demand that

this work be done.”—Chris Blankenship, chap. 3, p. 78

“.. ifone wants to learn to lead, practicing giving is the place

to start.”—]Jeffrey Grabill, chap. 5, p. 119

It is not every day that someone knocks on our door and gives us a
generous offer—to benefit from the wisdom derived from other people’s
experiences in leadership. And so, when Linda Adler-Kassner and Chris
Gallagher invited me to read their book manuscript and to provide a
preface for it, in spite of my overflowing plate for the coming months,
I just could not let this wonderful opportunity pass me by. I am so glad
that I did not let this one go.

Learning to Lead, Leading to Learn: A Collaborative Syllabus for Higher
Education Leadership is a gem of a book for at least three reasons:

1. This volume gathers a collection of stories from people who are

learners first and leaders/brokers second; and in the process of
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“accidentally” (for most) but intentionally leading, have learnt
to lead. Now that this treasure trove of experiences is offered
to us, we can benefit from this leadership playbook that I know
will facilitate the leadership work of many first-time leaders
or those who are like me, still learning how to lead in spite of
decades in academic leadership.

2. Reading these stories has given learners like me much comfort
because they tell me that someone out there is facing or has
undergone the kind of challenges I have been living with lead-
ing in my own institution. Significantly, these stories demon-
strate that there is no one way to lead, and that context matters
in defining how one leads.

3. Finally, this collection provides us with a ready-made commu-
nity of scholar-leaders that signals to us that we are not alone, we
belong, and we matter. Their experiences inform us that there
are many ways to lead well but only one way to lead happily,
and that is when we listen to those we lead with an open heart
and mind, humbly learning and collaborating with them as
collegial friends, advocating for them through the work that
we have been appointed to do.

Unlike Chris Blankenship (and Elizabeth Wardle, another contributor
who writes about non-positional leadership), in my two decades of
service as an academic leader in my institution, I did enjoy the privilege
of positional authority. I chose Blankenship’s statement from chapter 3
as my opening quote because I share his view that it is crucial to “move
past the abstraction, to think about people ... their motivations, and
the points of connection we share” in any leadership work one does.
Or, as Jeffrey Grabill says in chapter 5, “All work begins and ends in
relationships” (p. 110). My own leadership experience involves much
brokering between those I lead and those I report to. My journey has
been informed by doing the work on a daily basis and regular self-
questioning, and by observing senior colleagues/role models in action.
I have recognized that while institutional goals are important, people

matter even more. While “why lead?” is a fundamental starting point,
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figuring out how we lead is in some ways even more essential. Colleagues’
and students’ welfare matter. And so, in doing change management in
my university, [ actively pay attention to the how. Because for me, the
why is obvious—I give time and energy to enable other people’s and
institutional success. I am in full agreement that “respect is key in creating
sustainable change” (Blankenship, chap. 3, p. 89) and “[hJow we treat
people matters” (Roen, chap. 9, p. 171) because quite frankly, collegial
welfare and trust enable the work all leaders do.

I feel very grateful to the authors in this book who have reafhrmed
and reminded me why I choose to devote time and attention to being an
academic leader, and taught me about the joys and pitfalls of leadership.
Their leadership narratives have also provided me with an opportunity
to reflect on the liminal status of academics like me who have gone “to
the dark side” (Isaacs, chap. 2, p. 60), reconciling one’s scholarly career
and the accidental path in academic leadership. Elsewhere, I have writ-
ten about the challenges of doing work that matters (particularly on the
personal plane) versus work that counts (i.e., institutionally rewarded; see
Wu and Chng 2023). As academics, we are sometimes asked to choose
between two seemingly unreconcilable career pathways. It is therefore
both heartening and also empowering to read that many authors in this
book have not only experienced this very same challenge of negotiating
their identities as scholars-and-leaders, and that they have also, like me,
concluded that the work is sufhciently meaningful in itself to persist
down this path in spite of the rigid rules of the academy. Jonathan Alex-
ander says it well: “Administrative work often rewards with immediate
satisfaction or awareness of your impact (or conversely, your failure, to
be sure). Such immediacy can be very satisfying” (chap. 14, p. 281). It is
indeed satisfying, and I would go so far as saying, it can be a meaningful
life of productive giving if one does work that can make a real differ-
ence in collegial and student welfare. As Adam Grant (2016) has said,
“givers spend a lot of time trying to help other people and improve the
team, and then, unfortunately, they suffer along the way” (n.p.). Like

Grant, [ believe our job is to help foster a culture where givers also get
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to succeed—the dark side is not inevitable if we collectively work to
make this work count.

Quite separate from making leadership work count in academia,
I would like to offer the view that negotiating between an academic
career and a leadership pathway can also be reconciled through the
idea of brokering that is frequently raised in this collection. Travers-
ing boundaries is something all effective leaders know and do well.
I argue in favor of the scholarly leader whose leadership is informed
by scholarship (as many authors in this volume have testified in terms
of deploying their expertise in rhetoric in their leadership work) and
scholarly work being framed in leadership terms. It seems unfortunate
to me that as scholars who are more than mindful of false dichotomies,
many in the professoriate still view scholarship and leadership as separate
domains. I think there is a need for us to bridge these two terrains for
they are essential to our roles as scholar-teacher-leader in institutions
of higher learning,.

In addition to triggering the above useful reflections, I have learnt
several excellent lessons from this collection, too many to numerate. I
would however like to highlight the two that I most appreciate, both
gifted to me by Heidi Estrem in her chapter on “Academic Leadership
Beyond the Academy” (chap. 4, p. 95). Estrem’s emphasis on process
over outcome in transactional task-driven management practice (as
opposed to transformational leadership culture) has my endorsement.
Citing Annie Duke (2018), Estrem iterates that “What makes a decision
great is not that it has a great outcome. A great decision is the result
of a good process ...” (p. 100). If leadership work is all about building
trust and connections, and enabling collegial/institutional welfare,
then a focus on process, on building consensus through dialogue and
negotiation is truer to the spirit of an inclusive institutional culture.
This brings me to the other lesson Estrem underscores in her chapter:
When it comes to culture building and change management, “more
conversation is better than less” (p. 103). Importantly, too, as Jonathan
Alexander cautions in his contribution, “our desire to create engage-

ment and dialogue cannot always be on our terms” (p. 295)—we need
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to listen, without prejudice or judgement to stakeholders’ perspectives
even as we work to drive the institution forward.

I cannot say enough how much I have enjoyed learning from the
generous sharing by the authors whose experiences in leadership are
captured in this important book. I wish to close this opening segment
with a final point about stewardship, an issue close to my heart. For me,
stewardship requires that we do not hold on to the privilege of (positional)
leadership as some kind of personal lifelong project. Instead, all responsible
leaders must in my view work towards obsoleting themselves. To this
end, Jonathan Alexander’s statement that “learning to lead is as much
knowing when to step aside and let others take over as anything else” (p.
296) resonates for me. Leaders must have the grace and the humility to
know when it is time to let go, step off, and allow succession planning

to occur, for the sustainability of their organization.
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