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         11 October 2019 
 
Dear President Dorsey, and Members of the SIU Board of Trustees, 

I write to share with my concerns, which are shared by many other faculty members, about the 
decision to hire a permanent provost for the SIUC campus via an internal search. In my view 
this highly unorthodox procedure, coming as it does at a sensitive time in the history of SIUC, is 
poorly conceived and could do real harm to this campus.  

I have already shared my concerns with Chancellor Dunn, who replied promptly and 
professionally, but has not, to my mind, addressed the central problems with his proposed 
search.  

The board has taken decisive action to schedule searches first for a permanent president, then 
for a permanent chancellor, ensuring that there is time for a new president to be involved in 
the selection of the chancellor. In doing so, the board has acted wisely to move the searches 
forward in a quick but orderly fashion. Yet Chancellor Dunn has abandoned this prudent 
approach in the case of the provost search. Instead of waiting for a new chancellor to assist in 
the selection of a provost from a deep pool of candidates from a national search, we are 
rushing to hire a permanent provost from a shallow internal pool before a new chancellor can 
be named. 

It is highly unusual to hire a permanent provost via an internal search. Searches for permanent 
administrators at this level (and, indeed, even at the dean level, a level beneath the provost) 
are normally done as the result of a national search. They are done in this way to ensure that 
persons hired in these senior leadership positions are selected via a rigorous process from a 
strong pool of candidates. This rigorous search process in turn provides the individual hired 
with strong institutional support. Any provost hired as the result of a merely internal search is 
going to lack the legitimacy conferred by a full search process, regardless of whether the word 
“interim” is removed from the job title. Indeed, given that many on campus see this search as a 
mere formality to anoint the incumbent interim provost with the permanent title, the result of 
the search may well result in her losing rather than gaining legitimacy. 

Chancellor Dunn has argued that the new chancellor and system president are likely to be 
outsiders, and that it would be advantageous for the campus to have a permanent provost 
from within our ranks. Even if we assume that the chancellor is right about the probable 
outcomes of the other searches, his argument is not a strong one. Any chancellor hired from 
outside the campus should seek advice and counsel from individuals with extensive experience 
on campus, and work collaboratively with all campus constituency groups. But a good working 



  

relationship with the provost will be essential to the new chancellor’s success. A new 
chancellor should therefore have the authority to replace the current provost. But a decision to 
install an internal candidate as permanent provost in the midst of a chancellor search will send 
the signal that SIUC does not want the incumbent provost replaced. It sends the signal that the 
campus is not interested in giving a new chancellor the authority to form his or her own 
leadership team. Thus a new chancellor, even if they have the formal authority to replace the 
provost, would have to expend considerable political capital to replace someone recently hired 
on a permanent basis. This search will therefore make the chancellor position less attractive to 
candidates, reducing the likelihood that we will attract a strong pool. And we may face 
difficulty in attracting a strong candidate pool already, given our recent history and our 
ongoing challenges.  

The argument making the rounds is that we need a permanent provost to provide more stable 
leadership. SIUC does need stability in leadership. But what we need, above all, are successful 
leaders. Administrators don’t become successful simply because the word “acting” or 
“interim” is removed from their titles. And the best way to ensure a high-quality hire is to 
gather a large, diverse pool of qualified candidates via a national search. 

We already have an interim provost, who has certainly been very active on campus. I see no 
sign that her interim status has undermined her authority to do the work the provost’s office 
requires. If her superiors believe that her performance has, despite her high activity level, been 
unsatisfactory, it would seem to me to be reasonable to do an internal search to replace her 
with a more satisfactory interim provost. If the provost’s superiors approve of her 
performance, I do not believe that it is in anyone’s interest to do an internal search to hire a 
permanent provost. This will likely result, and be seen to be designed to result, in promoting 
the interim provost to permanent status. The negative publicity about an “inside job” would 
undermine any added authority the permanent title might otherwise give the incumbent.  

Finally, Chancellor Dunn is nearing the end of his contractual obligation to SIUC, and it is 
possible that there will be some gap between the end of his time at SIUC and the arrival of a 
new chancellor on campus. But I fail to see how a controversial and unorthodox search for a 
permanent provost will provide the campus with more successful or stable leadership during 
any period when the campus lacks even an interim chancellor. 

I therefore urge you to reconsider the decision to continue with this unorthodox and untimely 
search.  

         Sincerely yours, 

 
 
 

David M. Johnson 
President, SIUC FA 

cc: Chancellor John Dunn 


