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Gathering No Moss: A Tribute to Followership


Good morning, my name is Mike Chappell from the University of Notre Dame and I’m the Chair of the EDUCAUSE Recognition Committee, and it’s my honor this morning to be with you all as we recognize an outstanding leader in our profession, Gordon Wishon.

Gordon’s the winner of the 2014 EDUCAUSE Leadership Award, which, as you all know, is the highest recognition that the association has to offer to a leader in our profession, and the career he’s had is just one that -- so many of us have encountered him in so many different places, and we’re so honored to be here celebrating with him today.
For those of you who don’t know Gordon’s background, he began his career with 20 years of service to our nation as an Air Force officer, and worked his way into higher ed IT through that career when he was appointed the Chief Information Officer at the Air Force Institute of Technology.

Gordon went from AFIT into a career in higher education, serving as the CIO at Georgia Tech and then at Notre Dame where he made one of the greatest decisions of his career and hired me (laughter) and then moved on through the succession of positions at more and more significant institutions where he’s now the CIO at one of the largest universities in the United States, Arizona State.

The contributions that Gordon’s made aren’t limited to the institutions that he’s served, though, he’s also made many contributions to EDUCAUSE and to our profession.
Some of you might know that Gordon is a thought leader at Information Security, and actually was one of the co-founders of the EDUCAUSE and Internet Two Security Task Force, and he’s given back to our profession in so many ways as a leader and mentoring future leaders through -- as a faculty member for the EDUCAUSE Leadership Institute.

The other reason that I’m honored to be here today is the topic that Gordon’s chosen for his talk, and I’m not going to steal his thunder, but so many of you in this room know that it’s a tribute to someone who -- another leader in higher ed IT who was a dear friend to many of us.

So with that, I invite you to join me in welcoming Gordon and recognizing him as the recipient of the EDUCAUSE 2014 Leadership Award, Gordon Wishon.
(Applause)
Well, thanks, Mike. I think you should probably stay up here and give this presentation.

I’d like to thank EDUCAUSE, of course, for this recognition, it’s wonderful recognition, and -- but what I didn't know at the time that Sue Traxler, who’s the Chair of the -- Outgoing Chair of the Recognition Committee -- at the time she called me to tell me of the selection was that the recipient was expected to give a presentation at the annual conference, and those who know me know how difficult that is for me to do because it’s very hard for me to stand in front of a large crowd, personally or virtually, and -- crowd of people and talk.
As I was telling Eric Denna shortly ago, I’ve flown fighter aircraft at a thousand miles an hour, 200 feet above the ground, and I’ve raised cars at 150 miles an hour around some of the nation’s largest racetracks and I just get scared to death standing in front of a group of people (laughter) and talking, so I fear that more than anything and -- so, frankly, the sooner that this is over, the better for me (Laughter).

Also found it difficult because it’s very hard to say -- to find things to say that haven’t already been said, and in most cases by others who have said them much better than me.

And it seemed clear that since EDUCAUSE chose me for the leadership award, I should give some sort of talk of leadership.
The problem is that when I look back at what previous presents had spoken about, people like Brad Wheeler and Erv Blythe and Dave Schwartz, it seemed that there wasn't much left to say about leadership that they hadn’t already said.

And so when I asked the folks at EDUCAUSE what I should talk about, Julie Little and Norma Hall, and simply said that, Well, you’ve had a very unusual career for a higher education CIO, just talk about your career and we think that people will be interested in that.

But that just seems so self-indulgent to me.
But then I began thinking back to my time as a member of the faculty of the EDUCAUSE Leadership Institute, where I sometimes spoke about my 20 years in the United States Air Force and how so many of the lessons that I learned there translated so directly into life in higher education.

And so if you’ll forgive me for being self-indulgent, I’ll talk about some of those.

I should also mention, as Mike did, that when I heard I’d been selected, my first thoughts turned to my good friend Dewitt Latimer, who so tragically lost his life in a motorcycle accident shortly after being appointed CIO at Montana State University.
Dewitt was my second in command for almost ten years at Notre Dame and I’d known him for many years before that through our association, our friendship in the Southeastern Universities Research Association when he was at the University of Tennessee.

And so those who know him well will recognize the tagline of this presentation, Gathering No Moss.

It’s one that he used as part of his email signature.
And I know that he would have been proud to hear that I was selected for this award.

Dewitt was a tremendously talented engineer with a seemingly inexhaustible curiosity, a real passion for excellence, and dedicated to learning how to be a better leader.

He also had a quirky personality and it took some people a little time to get used to it and to get accustomed to his style, but what stood out most for me about Dewitt was his deep commitment to the people who worked for him.

He was always on the go, gathering no moss, working with his team, helping them, supporting them, and leading them.

He was also, of course, supporting me in the direction that I had set for the organizations.

So thinking about Dewitt got me to thinking about all the other people who supported me over the years, who worked for me, who followed me, and who ultimately are responsible for the successes that we achieved at those great institutions and which are so often inappropriately attributed to the leader, for no one achieves success, especially in our business, without the help of many, many others.

So I decided to speak, as I had done on occasion for the Leadership Institute so many years ago, about followership.

Followership is, of course, the other side of the leadership coin.

One cannot be a leader, of course, without someone following you, right?

And unless you can convince someone to follow, you certainly cannot be a leader.

Learning to be a good leader, then, is essential to being -- I’m sorry, a good follower is essential to learning to be a leader.

Leadership skills are essential because every leader, of course, are always following others’ directions, whether it’s the CEO following the direction of the Board of Directors; whether it’s the quarterback following the coach’s directions; whether it’s the general officer following the orders of the Commander in Chief or the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

So followership skills are essential ingredients of any successful leader, but it’s not often that we talk about what those skills are.

And where does one go to learn about followership skills?

There’s a huge amount of information available about leadership -- just do it.

A Google search on leadership will return somewhere in the order of 150 million hits; and if you do the same search of followership, you’ll get about a half a million.

And then entire academic departments have been formed to teach -- have been created to teach people about leadership skills, but I’m not aware of one that talks about followership.

Yet a successful leader must first know how to follow. 

But I’ll come back to that in just a minute.

First let’s get to the self-indulgent part of the presentation.

So, yes, that’s a picture of me about 35 years and probably 35 pounds ago when I was a young officer in the U.S. Air Force.

I joined the Air Force actually right out of high school, enlisted in the Air Force at a time in which the Viet Nam War was just wrapping up.

And unfortunately many of the young men of my age were drafted into the military at those times and most of those who were drafted actually were drafted into the Army and immediately sent to the jungles of Southeast Asia.

I chose to avoid that fate, and instead enlisted in the Air Force, and spent the next several years learning how to operate and program computers at a military intelligence installation at Wright Patterson Air Force Base, the foreign technology division.

After that, I left the Air Force, picked up a degree, undergraduate degree in computer science, and promptly turned around and went back into the Air Force because the Air Force, at that time, promised me that I could fly.

So from that point, that’s what I did.

I flew in the F-111, which those of you who are familiar with Air Force aircraft will know as the first all-digital aircraft in the United States Air Force -- at least all-digital fighter aircraft.

And it was at a time when the Air Force was just beginning to integrate digital computer systems into their onboard avionic systems, flight control systems, fire control systems, warning systems, and so I spent the next couple of years flying F-111s, but actually my time in the cockpit was rather short because, as I said, in their efforts to integrate computer systems into the fighter aircraft, they struggled quite a bit, because the system engineers that were building the aircraft didn't often ready understand what it was that the pilots needed.

And instantiating pilots’ way of thinking into software was a very difficult challenge for them, so I transitioned out of the aircraft and headed to Tactical Air Command headquarters at Langley Air Force Base, where I was asked to head up a small group of people with computer backgrounds who also understood how to speak pilot-speak, and essentially for the next four years, I translated pilot-speak into engineer-speak.

Now as I said, this was at a time when the Air Force was just beginning to integrate computer systems and, of course, the Air Force, the Army, the Navy, took an approach to applying standard technologies and standard platforms across all of the weapon systems that were operated.

And at the time the dominant platform was the MIL-Standard-1750A instruction set architecture, which was 16 bits of computing power that ready was applied to virtually every system on every aircraft that the Air Force operated.

And as I was looking around the Internet for some pictures or something to describe the MIL-Standard-1750A processors, I came across this slide and it’s interesting to me that even today there are companies out there that are writing emulations of obsolete processors.

Why in the world they would want to do that, I don't know, but I’m sure that there’s a very, very active cottage industry for emulations of MIL-Standard-1750A 16-bit processors.

And as a side, and this is mostly for my friend Brian Voss (phonetic) it caused me to think of maybe our next career opportunity of VP Technology (inaudible) emulating obsolete CIOs somewhere down the road. (Laughter) 

So, at any rate, after several years of helping to design systems on fighter aircraft and simulator systems, missile systems, early-warning radar systems, that led to an appointment at the Air Force Institute of Technology, which -- if I can get this going -- is a facility located at Wright Patterson Air Force Base in Ohio in close proximity to the Air Force research laboratories there.

AFIT is the counterpart to the Naval postgraduate school, who some of you will know provides graduate level education to, in this case, Air Force officers and civilians.

And it was a unique institution in which the administration was very much a military organization, but the faculty was very much a civilian faculty.

And so serving for several years at AFIT gave me the opportunity to experience life in higher education through the graduate level education and research that was conducted at the Air Force Institute of Technology.

We had very close affiliations with other universities in the area, Wright State University, Ohio State University; AFIT was a member of the Ohio higher educational computing community, an organization which still exists today.

And after serving several years there and doing some interesting things with such things as the Star Wars programs back in the mid to late ‘80s, early ‘90s, and running into an overzealous Daily News newspaper writer, I had the benefit of being exposed, in particular, to the research environment and research computing, and the research computing world in higher education, and it gave me, I thought, a great exposure to opportunities in higher education.

And it was through those opportunities that I ultimately ended up at some very fine institutions, at Georgia Tech, at Notre Dame and, of course, at Arizona State now.

At Georgia Tech, I think that they were interested in me partly because of the leadership capabilities that I brought to them, but also because of the fact that I had extensive program and project management background through the Air Force, having been asked to run a number of those very large programs for the Air Force.

And Georgia Tech at the time, in 1994, was preparing for their very own very large program, the arrival in 1996 of the Olympic Games, and Georgia Tech was the home of the Olympic Village for those games and the first project that I was handed when I moved to Georgia Tech was preparing the infrastructure for the Olympic Village, which, with the help of a lot of other great people we succeeded in, I think largely, and it was a very great experience, very good learning experience, and then went on to stay at Georgia Tech afterwards as CIO and doing sort of the normal higher ed CIO kind of stuff of implementing ERP systems and supporting student computing and faculty computing.

But, as I said, I kind of thought that they were interested in my leadership skills and, in truth, those leadership skills were fully developed yet and so I had the opportunity to learn a lot.

And, in fact, I was often, at that time asked -- you know, asked about the transition from military life to academic life, which, as we know, are hugely different cultures.

And, in fact, I remember, probably at one of these very meetings that EDUCAUSE hosted hearing a very well-respected CIO at that time talked about and bemoaning the fact that the new chancellor for the system in which he worked was a retired general officer and going on a rant about how it was the case that no one from the military could ever be successful in a leadership role in higher education, then predicting his ultimate failure as the chancellor of that system.

And sitting back in the audience, listening to that, and looking around, knowing that there were probably a half a dozen other CIOs with ex-military experience in the audience, it struck me as a little bit odd.

But I think that the common perceptions of military leadership styles are that they’re fundamentally incompatible with higher ed culture, and I could envision my good friend giving that speech, thinking of military leadership in this way.

But in fact, as I grew more experienced in higher education, recognized that it was -- it was very common to use the same leadership skills, leadership styles, that we learned in the military in higher education, and they were perfectly applicable.

And as I’ve talked about in the past at the Leadership Institute, looking at some of the leadership principles that the military has, gives us some insight into how we should prefer ourselves as leaders as well.

And so I went out and in this case I found the Eleven Leadership Principles of the United States Marine Corps.

Now I used the Marine Corps because, of course, the Marine Corps has a reputation of being the most gung-ho of all of the military services, so one would think that if leadership principles in the Marine Corps are ready so gung-ho, they couldn’t possibly be compatible with leadership skills in higher education.

But I want to run through these very briefly.

I won’t spend a lot of time -- if I can get this clicker to work -- and you can see for yourselves, as we go down this list, how they can be perfectly applied in higher education.

And as I looked at this, I -- it suggested to me by the changing of one simple noun this could be lifted directly out of the Marine Corps Leadership Principles and applied in our own organizations.

So I’ve used these as a guide to my own leadership career and continue to try to refine and develop those, and actually learn from what I experienced in the Air Force and apply them in my everyday life in higher education.

So I’d like to leave you with a few of those lessons that I learned from the Air Force, and hopefully some of you will find them useful in your own leadership experience in higher education.

First of all, you know, It’s a good landing if you can get the doors open, which means strive for perfection, but remember that what we’re doing is hard and that we can accept less than perfection from people.

Always remember that you fly an airplane with your head and not your hands, and no matter how technically proficient you may be, you must think hard about how to apply those skills, especially when dealing with other people.

Never let an airplane take you somewhere your brain didn't get to five minutes earlier and, simply, that means plan ahead, you’ll benefit from it.

If it’s red or dusty, don’t touch it.

Be careful where you step, especially if you don’t know anything about the subject.

One of my favorites -- Don’t drop the aircraft in order to fly the microphone, and this is simply about remembering your priorities, especially in crisis situations.

Ultimately, you start with a bagful of luck, an empty bag of experience, and the trick is to fill the bag of experience before you empty the bag of luck, and so learn fast.

And then, You can only tie the record for flying low (laughter) so beware of hubris.

Some of these -- some of you will recognize, especially those who work for me will recognize this one: If you must make a mistake, make it a new one.

As Admiral Hyman Rickover famously said, Learn from others’ mistakes; you will not live long enough to make them all yourself.

And then, finally, Will Rogers never met a fighter pilot; there really are some people out there that you won’t get along with, and just accept it. 

So let me turn to followership now.

What about followership?

What makes a good follower?

What are the skills that followers should work to achieve?

And what’s the relationship between leaders and followers?

Well, as I said before, not everyone can be a leader; you all can’t sit in the front seat; we all can’t sit in the front seat; and as that famous philosopher Bob Dylan said, You’re going to have to serve somebody.

And the truth is, if we’re going to service somebody, at least I am going to service them well.

And as Joe McCarthy said, it’s -- you know, followership is just a different perspective on leadership, and in order to be a good leader, you must first be a good follower.

Now there’s a great deal of material, as it turns out, written about followership and I’m not going to go into all of the theory, but there are some very good books, a couple of them identified here in particular, Barbara Kellerman’s book.

And in these books you will find a fair amount of material about theory, the 4D Followership Model that Roger Adair published.

You’ll see the Curphy-Roellig Followership Model and the description of how people sometimes move through that followership journey.

I particularly like the adjectives that they’ve chosen for the Slackers and the Brown-Nosers, and some more adjectives that Robert Kelley used.

And Effective Followers, as you can see, are those that are in the top right quadrant, high levels of -- high degree of critical thinking and high levels of participation.

So you might imagine the people around you in your organizations who fit in various quadrants, categories.

And the question then is how to move from the lower left to the top right quadrant, and what skills does one need to have.

And it’s important, first of all, to understand that followership is a discipline.

As you see what Paul Beedle has written about that, and . . . Not submission, but the wise and good care of their leaders, done out of a sense of gratitude for their willingness to take on the responsibilities of leadership, and a sense of hope and faith in the leader’s abilities and potential.

Rodger Adair wrote that, A follower shares an influence relationship among leaders and other followers with the intent to support those leaders who reflect their mutual purposes, and it’s important that a leader explain, describe and characterize what those mutual purposes are.

And Barbara Kellerman wrote, Followers are more important to leaders than leaders are to followers.

Why is this so?

I learned from the General Officer I worked for at Tactical Air Command very early on that an organization will only be as successful as those at the bottom are willing to make it, General Bill Creech.

And he also went on to say, Think big about what you can achieve, but think small about how to achieve it, because we get things done through individuals and groups of individuals.

And when I talk to my leadership team, especially the mid-management team, it’s to ensure, to emphasize to them that they are aware most of the work in the organization gets done.

For me, that mid-level management layer is the most critical layer in an organization because they are serving in the roles both of followers and leaders, and all the real work gets done at that level. 

And, of course, Peter Drucker’s famous saying that, No executive has ever suffered because his subordinates were strong and effective.

So what are some of the characteristics of good followers?

Well, some would say, as Warren Bennis did, that if he had to reduce the responsibilities of a good follower to a single rule, it would be to speak truth to power.

In an organization with the critical responsibilities that we have to service our campus constituents, our students, and as dependent as our students are on the services that we provide for their success and their education, and ultimately their lives, we need to have the truth spoken to us as leaders.

We need to understand what is happening at all levels of the organization and with all of the services that we’re providing.

And don’t be blind to the advice of your people.

So Roger Martin wrote about the responsibility ladder, and, for this one, you should read from the bottom up. 

If you’re seeking to improve your skills as a follower, you might think about this ladder.

And this describes several different approaches to followership that some of you may recognize in your own organizations, there are those who are the least responsive who simply will drop a problem on your desk and throw his or her hands up and say I need your help.

That’s okay.

If they need your help, certainly be prepared to give it, but we’d ready prefer to have a little bit higher level of support, at least getting to level four, Describe a problem, ask for help in structuring it or, better yet, generate options for your superior.

And you as leaders, of course, in your followership role, should be pursuing these higher levels of followership.

Providing the options to superior with your own recommendation, which I particularly listen to from my own staff because I’ve always followed the principle that you should hire people who are smarter than you are, and then listen to them.

And then, finally, at the top of this list, the most responsive sorts of followers are what we used to call in the Air Force good Staff Officers.

Now at the other end of the spectrum is this guy, and more of those qualities can be found here.

But, of course, there are bad followers, as that chart indicated, just as there are bad leaders.

And so I’ll wrap up a little bit today, shortly, with some advice for the followers, aspiring-to-be leaders, for followers out there.

Edith Wharton’s famous quote -- and by the way, I use quotes a lot.

My own staff knows this and I’m sure they get tired of hearing it.

It’s principally because I haven’t had an original thought in the last decade.

But I think we can learn a lot about these.

If a man aspires to the highest place, there’s no dishonor to halt at the second.

Leonard Bernstein said, The most difficult instrument to play in the orchestra is second fiddle.

And it’s true.

But learning the secrets and skills of great number twos remain the surest path to becoming number one.

So take note of those people who are providing great support to the leaders in your organization, emulate them, copy them, strive to be like them.

And then for the leaders and followers alike, get up, get out of the water, shake it off, dry yourself off, and tackle it again; you only drown by staying in the water.

Norman Schwartzkopf who famously wrote, Leadership is a combination of strategy and character; if you must be without one, be without the strategy.

And, finally, from Mark Twain, Always do right; it will gratify some people and astonish the rest.

So with that, I’d like to close ready by thanking all of those who worked for me, followed me, helped me lead the organizations throughout my career, especially the career in higher education at three great, great institutions, with great, great staffs.

And if I can get this to play, these are all the people that are truly responsible for the success that I have achieved at those great institutions.

So thank you very much.

I’m very honored to have been selected for the EDUCAUSE Leadership Award this year.

Thank you.

(Applause) 

Thank you.

I think we have some times for some questions.

If you have any, please step up to the mic, about five minutes or so.

And if not, thank you for your attention.

Thank you very much.
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