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Among the traditional professions – engineering, clergy, law, architecture and medicine – 
engineering is the one being drawn from for university presidents and provosts. This suggests 
career paths might be forming, albeit, not necessarily within universities but among them as 
engineering professors are recruited by and relocate to another institution. 
 
In this report, I describe the findings of an analysis of information about current deans and 
interim/acting deans of engineering, including how they arrive at deanship as indicated by the 
universities from which they earn their doctorates1, the administrative positions held prior to the 
deanship, whether they assume the deanship while remaining with their previous institution or 
by relocating to another or from outside academia. 
 
In addition, who these current deans are is considered in terms of their gender and race/ethnicity 
as well as whether they have been employed outside higher education. This last factor is 
somewhat problematic since engineering entails frequent and in-depth engagement with sectors 
beyond the campus. For this analysis, work outside of academia was defined as full-time 
employment by entities other than colleges, universities, engineering associations and 
professional societies. Appointment to one of the rotating assignments of the National Science 
Foundation is considered outside employment. 
 
The deans of engineering included in this analysis were drawn from 200-plus who were 
signatories to the diversity pledge of the American Society of Engineering Education as of 
November, 2017. Deans of schools or colleges that house engineering and other disciplines and 
who are themselves not engineers were not included in this analysis. As a result, the total sample 
size is 186. 
 
Who Deans of Engineering Are 
 
Historically, academic and professional engineering was very much a white male province. That 
remains the case today. Women deans make up less than one-fifth (18%) of the sample analyzed. 

                                                        
1 All but one of the 186 deans and interim deans possess the doctorate. 
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In contrast, a 2015 study of gender and deanship reported approximately one-third of arts and 
sciences deans are women.  
 
By comparison, more than 80% of engineering deans in the sample used are men and men 
constitute 47% of deans of education at those universities in the sample offering teacher 
preparation, a field in which women vastly outnumber men.  
 

Table 1 
Who Are Deans/Interim Dean of Engineering 

 
Gender Race/Ethnicity Foreign-born or -educated 

     Female  18% (  33) African-American     7%   (13)      Yes          29% (  54) 
        Male   82% (153) Asian-American      14%   (27)       No          65% (121) 

 Caribbean                   0.5% (1)       UTD          6% (  11) 
 Latin/Hisp/Chicano   2%    (4)  
 White                        75% (139)  
 UTD2                             0.5%  

(1) 
 

 
For that matter, as Warner (2014) reported, representation of women is striking across a whole 
array of educational and employment categories In the U.S., but not in leadership positions. For 
example, women are one-third of all physicians and surgeons, whereas 16% of medical deans are 
women.  
 
Today, women earn nearly half of all law degrees, medical degrees and MBAs, are 47% of the 
labor force and 59% of the college-educated, entry-level workforce. But leadership positions in 
virtually all professions remain disproportionally male. 
 
As Warner notes, [w]omen of color face an even wider gap.” The representation of persons of 
color in the sample is just under one quarter, with Asian-Americans the largest among that 
portion. Combining race and gender produces two African-American women deans of 
engineering in this sample of 186 deanships. 
 
A broader perspective than that of professional education alone reveals that nationally women 
earn nearly 60% of undergraduate degrees and 60% of all Master’s and constitute 30% of college 
and university presidents. Seldom are either men or women appointed provosts or presidents of 
a university without some previous academic administration experience. So given the relatively 
low representation of women in decanal roles in engineering, simple math suggests a barely-
trickling stream of women of color making its and their ways to provost or president offices. 
 
As resourceful as engineers are, they do not control the place of their origin any more than they 
influence their gender or race, so where they come from is more an attribute than the result of 
                                                        
2 UTD – Unable to Determine. 
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choice, at least on the part of the deans. The number of foreign-born and/or foreign-educated 
deans of engineering reflects a number of factors, including changes to American immigration 
policy in the 1960s, political upheavals in countries with educated populations (Iran and its 1979 
change of government is especially significant in the sample used here) and rapid growth in world 
demand for engineers spurred on by national space programs and international competition, 
increasing world appetites for oil and other extractive resources, and the emergence of 
information technologies. In most cases women were not part of the demand and thus did not 
benefit from it. 
 
The ”internationalizing” of higher education leadership in  the U.S. is worthy of note. Presidents 
of the 60 American member institutions of the Association of American Universities (AAU) – the 
most prestigious of all research-intensive universities – number twelve foreign-born persons 
among them, with representatives from China, Australia, India, Venezuela. To provide some 
perspective on that number, consider that the total number of women presidents whose 
universities are AAU members is 13 and two of those are also among the foreign born. Three of 
the AAU presidents are African American (Skinner, 2018 forthcoming). 
 
Internationalizing is also apparent among the top 25 American universities in the TIMES HIGHER 
EDUCATION Rankings: eight presidents or chancellors are foreign-born (Canada [two], Britain, 
Venezuela, Cuba, Iran, Taiwan, India) and four American-born leaders earned degrees from 
British universities. 
 
And this does not take into account American-prepared deans who are recruited to universities 
outside the United States. Nor do the data cited above take into account the significant number 
of Indian academics who have become business deans at American universities such as Harvard, 
University of Chicago, University of Maryland or, in the case of Dipak Jain, became dean at INSEAD 
in France after serving as dean of the Kellogg School at Northwestern. 
 
Engineering deans at American institutions appear to reflect their decanal peers in terms of being 
foreign-born and –educated and surpass American university presidents. 
 
To reiterate, then: American academic engineering leadership remains a male domain, 
somewhat less white than was the case in the past, and having benefitted by the immigration of 
talented male engineers. 
 
How Do Academic Engineers Become Deans 
 
The path to a deanship in academic engineering is a relatively short one with only a few rungs in 
the career ladder that are influenced by choice and circumstance. The institution from which a 
dean earned the doctorate is not a unilateral decision on the part of the individual, but does 
reflect aspiration, application and some element of luck. The sample of 186 deans and interim 
deans reflect doctoral degrees from 84 universities, with some concentration in 21 institutions 
(Table 2). 
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As with any professional program, engineering deans are engaged with persons and 
organizations outside of academia, including practicing engineers. But as is also the case in other 
professional fields, the importance of having worked full-time beyond the campus varies. 
Nevertheless, an effort was made to determine if the 186 deans in the sample had been 
employed, not so much as consultants (although that is more or less common among academic 
engineers), but in industry, government (including two- and three-year NSF assignments) or 

Table 2 
Where Deans and Interims Deans Earn Their Doctorates 

 
Number of Deans/ 

Interim Deans 
 
University Awarding Doctorate 

13 MIT 
 8 Berkeley, Stanford 
 7 Michigan 
6 Caltech 
 5 GaTech, NC State, Penn State, Rice, VaTech 
 4 Carnegie Mellon, Ohio State, Minnesota 
  

3 
Cambridge, Cornell, Notre Dame, Purdue, Texas Tech, 
Cincinnati, UC Boulder, UT Austin 

2 17 universities 
 1 45 universities 
 4 Unable to determine/MBA 

 
with not-for-profit organizations. Actually determining the extent of such employment turns out 
to entail a goodly measure of judgment using publicly-available information), so the data 
reported here are likely less reliable than they should be. 
 
But even after allowing for some error, the results reported in Table 3 suggest some significant 
variation in the experience of the deans and interim deans in the sample. 
 

Table 3 
Employment Outside Academia 

 
 

Number 
Employed Full-time 
 Outside Academia 

  57% (107)               Yes 
39% (  72)                No 
  4% (    7)             UTD 

 
Recent years have included a great deal of reflection and discussion within academic engineering 
concerning the relevance; “real-world” applicability of curricula, pedagogy and learning formats; 
and the workplace readiness of engineering graduates, so experience in the practice of 
engineering may well be a factor in consideration of engineering dean candidates. 
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Where Do Deans Come From 
 
As noted above, the path to an engineering deanship is a relatively short one with few way 
stations between faculty status and the dean’s office. Full Professor rank is, however, almost 
universally held up as a minimal requirement for a deanship. Accordingly, analysis here focuses 
on only a three-step progression, the fourth step typically being the assumption of the dean post, 
although the data indicate the likelihood of “leap-frogging” a stage or even two as well as 
something less than a single, unilateral path (Table 4). 
 
Only 28 current deans or interim deans progressed through all three stages to reach the post of 
dean and Table 4 is clear that the role of department or school chair, head or director (this latter 
not to be confused with “director” of a center or laboratory) is the predominant route to 
becoming an engineering dean, since the post most clearly reflects the primary responsibilities 
of the dean, including fund-raising. The one caveat is that among some of the smaller universities 
included in the sample are ones in which department chair is the highest administrative role 
associated with engineering  

Table 4 
 

How Many Steps Where Are Needed to Become an Engineering Dean 
 

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Appointment as Dean 
100% (186) 42% (78) 15% (27) P 

    
Position Held Position Held Position Held Appointment as Dean 

Dept Chair/Head 
(72) 

Dept Chair/Head 
(28) 

Dept Chair/Head 
(10) 

P 

Associate Dean 
(26) 

Associate Dean 
(17) 

Director 
(10) 

P 

Interim Dean 
(23) 

Director 
(10) 

Associate Dean 
(2) 

P 

Dean 
(19) 

Dean 
(4) 

Interim Chair 
(2) 

P 

Director 
(18) 

Interim Dean 
(3) 

 P 

Faculty 
(12) 

Interim Chair 
(3) 

 P 

Outside Academia 
(4) 

Associate Provost 
(2) 

 P 

President 
(3) 

  P 

Senior VP 
(2) 

  P 

Vice Provost 
(2) 

  P 
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Assorted 
(4) 

Assorted 
(7) 

Assorted 
(2) 

P 

UTD 
(1) 

UTD 
(1) 

UTD 
(1) 

P 

 
But even allowing for some “inflation” of the number of chairs, that position still trumps all others 
as more or less the sine qua non for gaining appointment as a dean. In addition to mirroring the 
dean’s duties and responsibilities, the role of chair typically requires having to have established 
collegial ties and respect in a peer-driven setting. 
 
Next in frequency of roles performed is that of associate dean. Depending on the size and 
complexity of the engineering program, the scope of responsibility of an associate dean can be 
everything from the equivalent to a chief operating officer of the college or school (and therefore 
experience in most, if not all, of the functions of a dean) to oversight of internships, co-op and 
student international experiences. 
 
Not surprisingly, experience as a dean or an interim dean is very good preparation for winning 
appointment as a dean and not only within the same institution in which one served as an interim 
or acting dean. Several deans of major programs served as interim dean at one university and 
within 1-2 years were appointed dean elsewhere. In general, service as a dean is a premium 
advantage for pursuing the position elsewhere, especially when the appointment is to a peer 
program or university, as discussed below. 
 
The positions of associate/assistant dean and director appear to be viable paths for women and 
persons of color to embark upon in pursuit of an engineering deanship. Deans are usually 
accorded considerable latitude in selecting their staff and can therefore appoint associate and 
assistant deans who may not have had experience as a department chair or the opportunity to 
develop rapport with their most-immediate colleagues. Indeed, to the extent that women and 
persons of color are not accorded the same treatment as white men, the route of 
associate/assistant dean or center/laboratory director affords them the chance to demonstrate 
their administrative skills without the support of peers. 
 
Deans also arrive as such by coming from a different institution. Indeed, the data analyzed here 
reveal “outsiders” make up 63% of current deans, and taking into consideration that interim and 
acting deans are almost invariably “insiders,” the percentage of outsiders is likely even higher 
once the dean post is filled. The lesson to be drawn from this finding is a sobering one in that one 
may be required to forsake professional and personal ties to a university and its home in order 
to gain an engineering deanship. Data from a survey of arts and sciences deans (Behr and 
Schneider, 2015) reveal some gender-related patterns in academic administrative careers at a 
national level. 
 

Seventy-eight percent of female respondents [and women are one-third of arts 
and sciences deans] reported being married or in a long-term partnership, with 71 
percent indicating that they had children under age eighteen living at home. For 
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men, these proportions were greater: 94 percent of male deans reported being 
married or partnered, and 88 percent indicated living with children under age 
eighteen. 
 
Roughly half of all respondents, regardless of gender, reported either that they 
had left a job for the sake of a partner’s career, or that a partner had done so for 
them. Deans’ partners were more likely than deans to have made such 
accommodations, with 42 percent of women and 37 percent of men reporting that 
their partner had left a job in service to their career. Thirteen percent of deans 
who are women had left a job in support of a partner’s career as compared with 
7 percent of men who reported having done so. 
 

The same report also found that nearly three-quarters of women did not seek out their first 
academic administrative post, while 57% of male arts and sciences deans expressed the same.  
Moreover, a larger proportion of women (59%) indicated that their next career step would be 
based on remaining in the same current geographical location, whereas 41% of men made the 
same statement. 
 
One more indication is available by considering whether those engineering deans who moved 
into that post from another university did so from a peer institution. Establishing peer groups has 
become important for universities, but the use of commercial rankings or distinguishing between 
current peers and aspirational peers remains more of an experiment once working with 
institutions other than those reputational leaders.  
 
Still, it is possible in a specific case to compare two institutions on the basis of Carnegie 
classifications, external funding of research and the like and determine whether a dean has 
moved to an institution roughly comparable to the one left or moved up or down. While by no 
means precise, such a judgment seems practical in application. 
 
Only those instances in which the candidate actually moves to another university can be used, so 
118 cases were analyzed. The results are depicted in Table 5. 
 

Table 5 
 

Engineering Deans Move to New Institutions, Lower or Higher 
 

New Institution   . . .  
is peer of previous 41% (49) 

is less than previous 43% (51) 
is more than previous 12% (14) 

 or previous institution is not university   3%  (  4) 
 

Moving to a smaller or less prestigious institution or between peer universities are the two 
prevailing patterns of engineering deans relocating. Much less frequently does an individual 
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move to a deanship in a university of greater prestige or more success in competition for external 
funding: it happens but not very often. 
 
 
Discussion and More Questions 
 
The American Council on Education (2016) contends the “’pipeline myth’ – the idea that there 
are too few women qualified for leadership positions” in higher education cannot be sustained 
as a reason for why women are not more fully represented” among deans, provosts and 
presidents. 
 

[D]ata indicate women are moving through the pipeline and being prepared for 
leadership positions at a greater rate than men, with female students having 
earned half or more of all baccalaureate degrees for the past three decades and 
half of all doctoral degrees for almost a decade. . . . [But] women do not hold 
associate or full professor positions at the same rate as their male peers. 
 

The data and analysis presented here do not mirror ACE’s assessment in every detail. Women 
still do not enroll in or graduate from undergraduate and graduate engineering programs in 
numbers comparable to men. And the number of African-American women who hold Full 
Professor rank is so small that they can be assembled in a single medium-sized room. Until that 
changes, the numbers of engineering deans who are African-American women will remain 
small. 
 
Indeed, the pipeline of women and African-American women is not yet flowing fully, evidence 
the reality that there are two, only two, African-American women deans among the nearly 200 
universities examined here. As important as are measures such as the National Science 
Foundation’s ADVANCE program, the past decade has not been a time during which women of 
color and, more specifically, African-American women made substantial gains in leadership 
positions in engineering. 
 
That judgment prompts questions, including -  
 

§ How dynamic are the changes in gender and race taking place within academic 
engineering? Change is underway, but what is the pace of that change? 

§ Is there reliable information detailing which circumstances and resources improve the 
likelihood of African-American women advancing their careers in academic engineering? 

§ If as suggested here, the conventional route to an engineering deanship does not 
translate into more women and more African-American women becoming deans, is the 
alternative involving sitting deans taking unilateral initiatives by appointing women of 
color to associate or assistant deans or directors of school- or college-wide initiatives 
without formal peer voting more likely to expedite and increase the numbers of African-
American women (or, for that matter, any under-represented group) able to move into 
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a career path? Or, will such appointments vitiate the “legitimacy” of the appointees 
since peer approval was not involved? 

§ How have the African-American women who have become deans and full professors in 
engineering achieved these milestones, other than and in addition to their sheer effort, 
determination, and persistence? Are there common elements to the narratives these 
successful women can share powerful enough to serve as systemic factors by which to 
assist their junior colleagues and students advance in the profession? And can or should 
these successful women be called upon to render such assistance? 

 
As this report is readied for distribution, first, to a group of African-American women engineers 
who gave of their time to come together to begin seeking ways for more women of color to 
achieve professional success, the issue of women’s treatment by men in powerful positions 
dominates the news and gives signs of perhaps effecting lasting change in the professional and 
personal relationships between women and men. Such change has been a long time coming. 
 
Two African-American women are deans of engineering and their promotion to those positions 
occasions celebration and acknowledgement of those women’s achievements. But two African-
American women deans also serve as reminders that there is much more to be done. 
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