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A few weeks ago, a secretary caught me on my way to a meeting to ask if I could meet with some

physical plant employees to decide on a location outside our building for a bicycle rack. Somehow, that

is just not a question I thought I'd have to address when I decided to seek a chair position! Although

most physical resource questions are more important, this incident drove home the point that a chair has

to be steward of many departmental resources, both animate and inanimate.

Departmental faculty members considering making the leap to departmental chair might not be

aware of the chair's role in managing the physical resources of the department. Although these demands

will vary depending on the size of the department and the physical layout, they can be significant. I am

finishing my first year as chair of the Department of Psychology at the University of Mississippi (UM),

and this year has involved more management of physical resources than I had anticipated. I hope this

article on my experiences this year will interest and help other chairs or those considering the move to

chair.

PHYSICAL PLANT MANAGEMENT

The most important factor in the management of the physical plant involves the configuration of the

physical space. Departments housed within new buildings that are shared with other departments may

have few physical facility issues to deal with. But at UM, the psychology department is housed in a

building that was built in 1912 and has not had a major renovation since 1970. We occupy the entire

building, and the department chair is responsible for the use of the space. The chair's duties include

assigning office and lab space to faculty and students, noting problems with the building, and dealing

with security issues, such as making sure the building is secure on football weekends.

The chair shares responsibility with the "Building Mayors," faculty or staff members who act as

liaisons between the department and the physical plant maintenance office for a particular building.

Designed to improve operation of each building, the Building Mayor program targets five areas:

cleanliness, minor repairs, security and safety, recycling, and climate control. These mayors meet a few

times a year to discuss physical plant policies and modifications. Each mayor is knowledgeable about
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the building and assists the chair with decisions about physical plant operations. However, daily

maintenance issues and plans for space utilization still typically fall upon the department chair.

USING THE WINDOW OF OPPORTUNITY

As soon as I became chair, my dean told me that the provost was most likely to consider our building

needs during the first few months of my tenure. The administration strives to help new chairs by being

as supportive as possible during the first year, so there is a kind of "window of opportunity." I was

encouraged to take an inventory of all of the needs in our venerable building and to give the list to the

dean as soon as possible. The dean would forward it to the provost.

Thus, one of the first things I did as new chair was to walk around the building, noting such

things as a leak in the basement, peeling paint and crumbling plaster on some walls, and cracked floor

tiles in classrooms. After compiling a rather lengthy list of needs, I was asked to talk with individuals in

the physical plant who could estimate the cost of the repairs. This information was then submitted to the

provost for approval. I am happy to say that most of these repairs were approved, and work has begun

on these items. These repairs will refurbish the building until it receives a major renovation, scheduled

to begin in four or five years. But my point is that I had not anticipated being so involved in the upkeep

of our building, in making many important decisions about what needed to be repaired, and in setting

the priority of these repairs. Many chairs, including myself, may have little experience that prepares

them for these decisions.

PLANNING A MOVE

Another activity this past year related to the physical plant was planning to move our psychology clinic

out of the current department building to another site on campus. This move freed the office and lab

space we needed for incoming faculty and placed the clinic in an office building on campus with better

parking access for clients.

This process entailed taking an inventory of the space the clinic used in our building and

mapping that onto available space in the other building. Various faculty members and I met several

times with the university architect to design the most effective layout for the new clinic space. My major

function was as a facilitator between the architect and the faculty who will be using the space and know

best what is needed.
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ASSIGNING SPACE

In many departments, the chair is ultimately responsible for the assignment of space. This can be a

difficult management area, given the chronic shortage of space at most universities, the varying needs of

faculty for lab space, and the different levels of faculty aggressiveness in claiming departmental space.

Our department at UM has a space committee, consisting of three tenured faculty members who discuss

space requests and make recommendations to the chair. This system is valuable not only because it uses

the expertise of others in the department, but also because it may help to defuse some of the inevitable

dissatisfaction with space assignments.

Dealing with issues surrounding space and the physical plant of the department can be time-

consuming and frustrating, but it also can be rewarding. It is rewarding to see tangible evidence of your

leadership making a difference in the department. Department faculty and staff appreciate office and

classroom improvements and the chair's role in that process. I am lucky to be in a situation in which the

upper administration has agreed to fund improvements in our building and the staff of the physical plant

has been responsive to our needs. This process has also allowed me, as a new chair, to work closely with

a number of important offices on campus and get to know important individuals in those offices.

SUMMARY

Managing the physical resources of a department is an important and sometimes overlooked part of a

chair's duties. Depending on the type of building that houses the department and whether the building is

shared by other departments, the role of the chair in physical plant maintenance can range from having

little involvement to having major responsibilities for the building's upkeep and security. In the latter

case, an incoming chair may have little experience upon which to draw. To be a good steward of the

physical facilities, the chair must have good working relationships with both the upper administration of

the institution and physical plant personnel.


