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PART I. 

INTRODUCTION 

 The first part of this paper looks at several attributes that are important for a distance 

education (DE) leader to exhibit when dealing with a higher educational institution. They may 

apply to industrial institutions as well, but rapidly changing environments of colleges and 

universities make for a potent setting. These attributes are not meant to be exhaustive, others  

may be important, even necessary, but those needs are situationally motivated. The five attributes 

cited here are also not presented in any order of importance.  

ATTRIBUTES 

Balance Balance has been discussed from many different perspectives, but to name 

a few: the balance of task dimension with relationship dimension, the balance of technology with 

pedagogy, the balance of synchronous with asynchronous, the balance of long term planning 

with changing market demands. Keeping these elements in the proper balance requires agility. 

Daniel appropriately recognizes that a DE leader needs “to demonstrate nimbleness” (Latchem & 

Hanna, 2001, p. 142). Such athletic terms are appropriate metaphors to describe the variegated 

needs of a successful DE leader.  

The balance of managing task and relationship is particularly crucial in current academic 

leadership. In dealing with the Hersey et al. Situational Leadership® model, it is important to 

recognize that readiness is not a personal characteristic.  Instead, it is a measure of the balance of 
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ability and willingness of the followers in any given situation. Ability and willingness are 

interacting influence systems. Lerstrom notes that as followers 

move through R2 to R3 they may go through a progression of being insecure, 

confident, and then return to insecurity. The primary reason for the return to 

insecurity is the change in the leader behavior. In Styles 1 and 2, decisions are 

leader directed or the leader has been providing structure or direction when 

addressing task issues. As the followers mature and move toward Style 3, their 

higher levels of readiness mean that they should be more self-directed . . .  the 

transition from leader-directed to self-directed decision making often leads to 

some apprehension or insecurity.   (Lerstrom, 2008,  p. 5)   

This emphasizes the need for the leader to be significantly aware of readiness levels in 

order to properly balance leadership in relation to task and relationship dimensions. 

Persistence/patience These two words represent two sides of the same coin. The scope 

of change that faces the DE leader extends from a wide range of stakeholders, administrators, 

instructors, technicians, students and the community at large. A DE leader may find this is much 

like trying to herd cats, while chasing one, another will escape. Therefore, the ability to be 

patient while not giving up is a valuable attribute and a timeless one. Leaders of yesterday, 

today, and tomorrow recognize patience to be a fundamental requirement for successful change.  

Vision/focus  Certainly a DE leader must have a vision, more importantly, the vision 

must be shared with the stakeholders. Burtis and Turman note that a pitfall can occur if the vision 

is “insufficiently attractive” but also that a completed vision must continue to “generate 

enthusiasm.” (Burtis & Turman, 2006, pp. 140-141) Simply having the vision is not enough; the 

vision ownership must be felt by all of those who are involved. Hersey et al. imply this when 
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they state, “leaders must be vision creators” indicating that the vision must be shared by creating 

it in the minds of the followers. (Hersey, et al., 2008, p. 63) 

Knowledge  The debate we have waged in several online discussions centers on the 

amount of technical knowledge vs. pedagogical knowledge that a DE leader needs. On one hand, 

a certain amount of technology is expected at many jobs in DE. A familiarity with Blackboard, 

Moodle or Angel may be a prerequisite to even continuing with an interview. Additionally, 

knowledge of html, flash, or Dreamweaver may be part of the qualifications sought. This may 

reflect a bit of naïveté on the part of administrators, but it is often part of the gateway through 

which we must pass in order to obtain a leadership position.  

Beaudoin says, “too much familiarity with technology can be a liability.”(Beaudoin, 

2005, p. 96) From this vantage point we can see the usefulness of a DE leader orchestrating 

change from the pedagogy perspective. By moving the organizational mindset from being a 

teacher-centered paradigm to a learner-centered paradigm the DE leader may also be making a 

structural change that affects the readiness level of the organizational constituents.  

Aside from technical and pedagogical, a DE leader must be able to balance the task and 

relationship dimensions of the individuals under his/her care. Hersey and Blanchard argue that 

the appropriate balance of Task and Relationship are the underpinnings of effective leadership. 

Maintaining the proper balance of these dimensions as they relate to the readiness level of the 

individuals is a delicate balance that requires a keen sensitivity. 

Passion   How can anyone inspire others if they cannot see passion in their leader? 

Dr. Muriel Oaks summarizes her list of leadership qualification with the word “passion” 

(Latchem & Hanna, 2006, p. 119). This is the one element that is contagious and we desire it to 

be. Passion works to inspire synergy. Synergy is that quality that inspires people to do something 
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more together than they can do alone. Accomplishing more than is expected can be inspiring and 

can increase cohesion among followers. Additionally the passionsynergyinspiration model 

works well with the Situational Leadership® model by moving follower readiness from R1 to 

R4. 

CONCLUSION  

 These attributes are by no means exhaustive. There are several other attributes that a 

successful DE leader, or any leader, need to cultivate to be successful at negotiating change in 

contemporary organizations. Latchem and Hanna add risk taking, ability to tolerate ambiguity, 

and a sense of humor. (Latchem & Hanna, 2006, pp. 236-237) Beaudoin suggests that a good 

leader should be able to conceptualize, implement and evaluate. (Beaudoin, 2005, p. 87) Hersey, 

Blanchard and Johnson cite the skills of fluency, sociability, and diplomacy. (Hersey, et al. 2007, 

p. 77) Despite the variability of a potential list of attributes, I have chosen those that I believe are 

most valuable to a leader who may be facing well entrenched values in an institution where 

educational changes are imminent.   

 

PART II  

INTRODUCTION  

 This part of the paper examines several issues that a DE leader might face in order to 

affect change in the institution. Again, these issues are not offered in any particular order 

although they may manifest themselves chronologically and thus demand attention on a first 

come, first served basis.   
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ISSUES 

Public relations In many institutions DE is a relatively new concept. At schools like 

the University of Richmond, online programs are just in the beginning stage; therefore, 

resistance may be encountered from a variety of constituents. Administrators may not understand 

how an online program will further the mission of the institution; instructors may not understand 

why a DE class differs from the more familiar face-to-face classroom; librarians may not realize 

the demands that may be placed on resources; students may feel nervous about their 

responsibility in a new learning environment; and the community may misunderstand the quality 

of education that is possible in a DE program. The burden for a leader in this stage of 

development may be more demanding than in later stages. Providing knowledge and guidance 

are part of the necessary tools to forge a positive experience in the minds of a skeptical 

constituency. 

Dealing with change The issues of introducing a new paradigm require an understanding 

of the nature of organizational change. Jian says. “Most cases of organizational change can be 

categorized as episodic change, which is characterized as „discontinuous, infrequent, and 

intentional.‟ ” (Jian, 2007, p.7) I further find that three related theories may be reasonable guides 

to initiating change in today‟s environment: incrementalism, uncertainty reduction, and 

participation. The theory of incrementalism is a reasonable way to approach Jian‟s 

„discontinuous‟ category of change. Incrementalism simply means that larger changes can be 

realized by making smaller ones, i.e. micro-motives can change macro-behaviors. Incremental 

changes may appear less threatening to individuals and create a sense that there is less distance 

from the more secure status quo.  
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Also fear of the unknown can be threatening to those involved in change; therefore we 

should heed Tubbs‟ advice “changes will be accepted if they do not threaten our security.” 

(Tubbs, 2007, p. 351) Frequent changes can produce uneasiness among individuals because there 

needs to be some history with one change before the comfort level allows a sense of ease with 

another change. My projects with University of Richmond are designed to offer one new idea, 

such as the DE training webinar, and then to wait for the instructors to get used to it before 

moving on to something else. Thus infrequency may reduce uncertainty. 

Finally, intentionality may be created by allowing individuals to take a part in the 

development of change. Rothwell observes “people are more likely to accept change when they 

have a part in the planning and decision making.” (Rothwell, 2004, p. 216). Therefore those who 

have had a hand in developing the change will approach change with a positive intention.  

Developing the vision This is a special talent that a DE leader must either have or 

develop. It includes “both the promise, or desirability of the group‟s goals, and the actual 

substance of its land, or its final products.” (Burtis & Turman, 2006, p. 42). This is an especially 

useful attribute for the DE leader because the vision may not be easily grasped by the other 

constituents. The leader needs to have a focused but flexible concept of the desired outcome in 

order to accurately relay the vision to those who will need to achieve it. At the University of 

Richmond, changes such as the arrival of a new President, and updates in our technology, will 

require me and other leaders to reposition our vision of DE within the institution.  

Funding The issue of funding is important at all levels of DE leadership. On the 

micro level, it is important to provide additional funds to recognize the additional time and effort 

that is required of instructors to make the shift to DE teaching. At the meso level, dealing with 

funding issues to develop and maintain useful, not necessarily newest, technology appropriate to 
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the goals of the DE program is a major concern. At the macro level, the DE leader needs to be 

literate enough to position the DE program within the constraints of the administration‟s 

budgetary concerns. The DE leader who can develop and obtain outside funding will be valued, 

and, in turn, the program will become an asset instead of a financial risk. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 Like the attributes in Part I of this paper, the issues mentioned here are representative of a 

larger list. But they are also more dependant upon the particular circumstances that the DE leader 

faces. Individual institutions will offer different opportunities and threats while different 

personnel will offer different strengths and weaknesses. It is against this variegated background 

that the DE leader must be ready to summons the appropriate attributes to deal with the unique 

challenges that institutional issues will present. 
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