
hen Lee Jackson, the longest-
serving chancellor in the 
history of Texas higher 
education, announced three 

years ago that he planned to step down 
from the top job at the University of 
North Texas System, the system’s 
governing board made clear that it wanted 
Jackson’s success to be “mission-
oriented.” 

The search committee certainly took 
that to heart. 

A five-month national search produced 
a single finalist for the post: Lesa B. Roe, 
a proven organizational leader who’d 
logged no fewer than 38 missions. That’s 
38 missions as in space missions. As in 
three, two, one — liftoff. As in boldly 
going where no woman had gone before. 

Roe contributed to the launches of 
numerous space shuttle flights, to the 
mid-orbit assembly of the International 
Space Station, to the deployment of the 
Martian rover Curiosity, and to the 
installation of what amounted to contact 
lenses for the “myopic” Hubble Space 
Telescope — 250 miles above the Earth. 

Yes, Roe was a rocket scientist — and 
a whole lot more. 

In a three-decade year career at 
NASA, Roe took on a succession of 
seemingly varied, but increasingly 
weighty, assignments that took her across 
the country, introduced her to the power 
of cross-team collaboration, and exposed 
her to various facets of the sprawling 
federal agency, which boasts 10 research 
centers, 17,000 employees, and an annual 
budget of nearly $20 billion. 

Roe joined NASA in 1987, a time of 
uncertainty for her and for the agency. 
NASA was reeling from the January 1986 
loss of the space shuttle Challenger and its 
seven-person crew. Roe had only recently 
completed work on a bachelor’s degree in 
electrical engineering at the University of 
Florida in Gainesville, where she’d grown 
up in a household devoid of anyone with 
even a hint of college experience.  

Roe’s first job at NASA was as a 
radio-frequency communications engineer 
for the space shuttle program at Florida’s 
Kennedy Space Center. There, she found 
not only a vocation she loved but also 
love: Co-worker Ralph Roe Jr., would 
become her husband and, eventually, 
NASA’s chief engineer. In 1999, the 
couple transferred to the Johnson Space 
Center in Houston, where he became 
manager of the Space Shuttle Vehicle 
Engineering Office and she became 
manager of the International Space 
Station Research Program.  

In 2003, she was named associate 
director of the Langley Research Center 
in Hampton, Virginia, a massive complex 
employing some 3,600 scientists and 
engineers. Within a year, she was the 
center’s deputy director; within two years, 
its first female director. In 2014, she 
moved to NASA headquarters in 
Washington, D.C., to become the 
agency’s deputy associate director.  

When she left NASA to accept the 
chancellorship of the University of North 
Texas System (UNTS), she was acting 
deputy administrator, the No. 2 position in 
the entire agency. 
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The standing joke at NASA was that 
Roe’s managerial “climb rate” would have 
wowed the launch team at Cape 
Canaveral, especially since her ascent 
didn’t require a witch’s brew of aluminum, 
ammonium perchlorate, iron oxide, and 
millions of pounds of liquid oxygen and 
liquid hydrogen. In Roe’s case, sheer 
brainpower, organizational savvy, and an 
unflagging work ethic supplied the 
necessary thrust. 

“You just don’t let anybody tell you 
that you can’t do something,” she said in a 
just-released installment of the higher-
education podcast Innovators, produced by 
the global executive search firm Harris and 
Associates. “I believe in that old saying, ‘If 
you believe you can or you can’t, you’re 
right.’ I believe I can; that’s just the way I 
am. I run until apprehended — and I 
haven’t been apprehended yet.” 

‘A change agent’ 
oe’s barrier-breaking run at NASA 
was a huge selling point for the 
Board of Regents at UNTS, which 
comprises three institutions in the 

Dallas-Fort Worth metropolitan area: the 
University of North Texas (UNT) in 
Denton, the University of North Texas 
Health Science Center (UNTHSC) in Fort 
Worth, and the University of North Texas 
at Dallas (UNTD). 

“Lesa Roe is a change agent and that’s 
what excites me about her arrival to the
UNT System,” Dallas entrepreneur G. 
Brint Ryan, then chairman of the board, 
said in announcing the appointment of the 
system’s first female chancellor. “She led 
incredible, high-impact programs at 
NASA, including the International Space 
Station and the Mars rover landing. As we
got to know Lesa through the search
process, she really checked all the boxes as 
far as skills and experience.” 1 

Robert M. Lightfoot Jr., Roe’s boss at 
NASA, predicted that UNTS wouldn’t 
regret placing its future in Roe’s very 
capable hands. 

“Lesa brings a unique ability to 
develop a strategic vision backed by an 
action-oriented implementation plan to 
achieve the results necessary to 
accomplish a mission …,” Lightfoot said. 
"The UNT System should expect a high-
energy, results-driven leader with a laser 
focus on the mission of UNTS and its 
critical role of preparing the next 
generation to enter the workforce. ” 3

Go at throttle up

A  year after earning a 
BS in electrical 
engineering at the 
University of Florida, 
Roe joins NASA as a 
radio-frequency 
communications 
engineer in the space 
shuttle program at 
Kennedy Space Center.

1987

Roe retires 
from NASA 
after a nine-
month stint as 
the agency’s 
acting deputy 
administrator.

2017

2017

Roe is appointed NASA’s deputy 
associate director. The University of 
Central Florida,where Roe received 
a master’s degree in electrical 
engineering in 1991, recognizes 
the achievement by giving her its 
Distinguished Alumna Award.

Roe makes NASA history 
by becoming the first 
female director at 
Langley, home base to 
3,600 civil servants and 
contract employees.  
What’s more, none of 
the agency’s nine other 
research centers is 
overseen by a woman.

2005

Roe moves to the Johnson 
Space Center in Houston 
to become manager for 
the International Space 
Station Research Program, 
which boasts an annual 
budget of $450 million 
and a workforce of 900 
scientists and engineers.

1999

1999

Roe becomes 
associate director 
of the Langley 
Research Center in 
Hampton,Virginia. 
She’s promoted to 
deputy director of 
the complex the 
following year.

2003

2014

In three decades at NASA, Lesa B. Roe ascended from entry-level engineer  to 

acting deputy administrator, the second-highest position in the agency.
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Lightfoot added that, “as a person, she is one of the most 
genuine and engaging people you will ever meet.” 

Roe had learned of the UNTS opportunity through an 
executive recruiter. She had to admit that the responsibilities 
and expectations associated with the position in question 
seemed like a perfect fit for her background. 

“NASA is all about missions,” Roe would say in her first 
speech on campus, “but now I get to have an even more 
incredible mission, and that’s transforming the lives of 
students.” 3 She sounded a similar theme in an interview with 
Dallas NPR affiliate KERA: “The things that you do for 
NASA missions — breaking down problems, solving them, 
enabling the success of your team — works pretty well in 
higher ed.” 4 

Having honed her strategic-planning, consensus-building, 
waste-busting skills at NASA, Roe figured she would hit the 
ground running in Dallas — that is, once she had a chance to 
break in the Texas-style cowboy boots she purchased in 
anticipation of the move. 5  (Thanks to D CEO magazine for 
that tidbit.) 

“My board chair made it very, very clear that what he and 
the board wanted was an operator,” Roe told Innovators host 
Richard A. Skinner, PhD, a two-time former university 
president who now serves as senior consultant at Harris Search 
Associates. “They wanted someone that’d been a COO (chief 
operating officer) that really knew how to manage operations, 
that knew how to make things more efficient and effective, 
that knew how to work across all of that 

“As chancellor, I’m both CEO and COO of our university 
system.” 

‘Greater as a whole’ 
oe and her team at UNTS headquarters in Dallas handle 
the bulk of the system’s nonacademic operations, 
including procurement, information technology, legal 
affairs, government relations, facilities management, 

and human resources — a hefty responsibility given that the 
system employs more than 10,000 people. The arrangement, at 
least in theory, frees up the presidents of the system’s three 
institutions to focus on students, faculty, and research — “our 
core business lines,” as Roe puts it. 

The chancellor’s office also works with the Board of 
Regents to develop, implement, and refine strategic goals, 
priorities, and performance metrics. In other words, it’s up to 
Roe to make sure that the system has a well-reasoned, well-
articulated plan for long-term success and that the system’s 
institutions, schools, and departments, academic and 
nonacademic alike, are abiding by it — or, at the very least, 
pulling in the same direction. 

“We’re working on developing a strategy that cuts across all 
of our universities — a strategy focused on strengthening our 
core, on driving strategic growth, on creating value across all of 
our universities,” Roe said in the podcast. “To me, that’s very 
much the same kind of thing that I did in my years at NASA.” 

To promote a sense of unity and connection within the 
system and to heighten its profile beyond, Roe introduced a 
new logo — known formally as the “Chancellor’s Mark” — 
that emphasizes one overarching brand: UNT World. According 
to the UNT System Brand Identity & Communications Guide,  

UNT World is “the collective of our institutions, aligned as a 
team and driven by our shared purpose to transform lives and 
create economic opportunity through education.” The logo 
itself, meanwhile, is  “an illustration of the System as a unified, 
singular entity that is greater as a 
whole than as the sum of its parts.” 6 

In keeping with her long-held 
belief that institution-wide buy-in 
requires regular, robust 
communication, Roe hosts a 
quarterly town hall meeting. The 
location of the event varies — to 
highlight a wide range of “UNT 
World” facilities, programs, and 
people and to make the gathering 
more accessible to faculty, staff, and 
students across the multicampus 
system. Folks who can’t make it to 
one of the meetings are invited to 
watch a live stream of the event. 

Roe also endeavors to connect 
with off-campus stakeholders, 
including elected officials, potential business partners, and 
prospective students and their families, not to mention everyday 
Texas taxpayers. To that end, six months into her tenure as 
chancellor, Roe launched a monthly podcast, Bridging Gaps. 
“As the only university system based in Dallas-Fort Worth, I’m 
keenly aware of our responsibility to serve the community as a 
state-funded entity,” the chancellor said in a news release 
announcing the outreach tool. “Part of our duty — as a state-
funded institution of higher education — is to provide thought 
leadership and be actively engaged in North Texas and 
beyond.” 7

REACHING OUT 
To build a sense of community, UNTS 
Chancellor Lesa Roe hosts a quarterly 
town hall meeting (above) and 
produces a monthly podcast, 
Bridging Gaps, featuring campus 
leaders, such as Michael R. Williams, 
DO, MD, MBA, president of the UNT 
Health Science Center (left).

The “Chancellor’s Mark” 
is  “an illustration of the 
System as a unified, 
singular entity that is 
greater as a whole than 
as the sum of its parts.”
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To be clear, as far as Roe is concerned, engaging means 
more than simply providing “thought leadership.” It’s as much 
about listening as much as it is about talking.  

“Our vision is about being an accessible, caring, innovative, 
and industry-connected community,” she said in the podcast. 
“It’s all about bringing out the full potential of those we serve. 
You can’t do that on an island, without being connected to 
where we’re going — to what the market needs, to what the 
companies that are all over this growing Dallas-Fort Worth 
region need. You need to be connected with where those 
companies are going — with where our community needs to 
be. Connectedness is fundamental to what we do across our 
university and in all our divisions.” 

UNT System Headquarters 
Responsibilities: Provides executive leadership; spearheads the development of educational mission, policy, and programs; oversees system-wide financial planning and analysis; 
supervises compliance with federal, state, and local laws; engages officials at all levels of government on issues affecting higher education; coordinates external relationships.

University of North Texas 
Health Science Center 

Founded: 1970 (became part of North Texas State 
University in 1975)
Primary location: Fort Worth

Enrollment: 2,219 (Fall 2019)

Academics: Encompasses six schools: Texas 
College of Osteopathic Medicine; Graduate 
School of Biomedical Sciences; School of Public 
Health; School of Health Professions; UNT System 
College of Pharmacy; and TCU and UNTHSC 
School of Medicine, an allopathic program that 
accepted its inaugural students last summer
Research expenditures:  $46.4 million (2019)

University of North Texas 
at  Dallas 

Founded: 2000 (became independent institution 
in 2009)
Primary location: Dallas

Enrollment: 4,059 (Fall 2019), of which 85 percent 
are minorities and 70 percent are first-generation 
students, a result of the university’s commitment to 
being a “pathway to socioeconomic mobility” 

Academics: Features six schools: School of Business; 
School of Education; School of Human Services; 
School of Liberal Arts & Sciences; Graduate School; and 
Collegeof Law
Research expenditures: $.04 million (2019)

University of North Texas 
Founded: 1890

Primary location: Denton

Enrollment: 39,330 (Fall 2019)

Academics: Comprises 14 colleges/schools: College 
of Liberal Arts and Social Sciences, College of 
Education, College of Engineering; College of Health 
and Public Service; College of Information; College 
of Merchandising, Hospitality and Tourism; College 
of Music; College of Science; College of Visual Arts 
and Design; Mayborn School of Journalism; Ryan 
College of Business; Honors College; New College; 
and Toulouse Graduate School
Research expenditures: $74.2  million (2019) 

‘Dreamers and doers’  
espite Roe’s emphasis on a singular, all-for-one, and 
one-for-all brand identity, the institutions that make up 
UNTS have disparate missions and constituencies:  
UNT, founded in 1890 as a teachers college, is the 

system’s flagship. The institution bills itself as “a community 
of dreamers and doers” —  a place where “talented students 
define their path to greatness.” 8 The university frequently 
boasts of its R1 designation — signifying “very high research 
activity” — in the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of 
Higher Education. Together, its 14 colleges and schools offer 
more than 230 degree programs, a number that’s sure to grow

D

University of North Texas System



in 2023, when UNT completes construction of a 100-acre 
branch campus in Frisco. 9 

UNTHSC opened its doors in 1970 as Texas College of 
Osteopathic Medicine. It now features five additional 
schools: the Graduate School of Biomedical Sciences; the 
School of Public Health; the School of Health Professions; 
the UNT System College of Pharmacy; and a fledgling 
allopathic medical school that’s operating in partnership 
with Texas Christian University (TCU), a private 
institution. The collaborative venture, thought to be the first 
of its kind in the country, welcomed an inaugural class of 
60 students last summer. Because the UNTHSC is 
dedicated exclusively to health-related graduate programs, 
its total enrollment is a fraction of that at UNT (about 2,000 
vs. nearly 40,000). 10  

UNTD is the newest and fastest-growing of the system’s 
three institutions, with an enrollment that surpassed 4,000 
for the first time this past fall. Established in 2000 as a 
branch campus of UNT, the university gained its 
“independence” a decade later. It opened a law school in 
2014. Like its former parent, UNTD offers a wide 
assortment of undergraduate and graduate programs. Its 
student body, however, is quite different from UNT’s and 
UNTHSC’s. About 85 percent of students on the Dallas 
campus are minorities, and more than 70 percent are first-
generation college students. 11 

Such figures are no accident. UNTD prides itself on 
offering an “affordable pathway” to a college degree. 
Indeed, according to the student-loan clearinghouse 
Lend.edu, the institution ranks No. 1 in Texas and No. 3 in 
the country for lowest average student debt upon 
graduation. 12 

“It’s pretty incredible,” Roe said. “We’re truly changing the 
nature of Dallas with the work that we’re doing there.”


Like a proud mom trying to explain the divergent 
personalities and interests of her three equally successful 
children, Roe has no difficulty reconciling the institutions’ 
distinctive qualities. 

“It is definitely not an ‘or’ proposition,” she said. “It doesn’t 
have to be preeminent or accessible. It’s an ‘and’ proposition — 
and we’ve proven that it’s an and proposition. I just don’t think 
you follow the paths of the pasts. You have to think differently 
with different students and populations.” 

Roe points to the “60x30TX” plan, a strategic target 
established in 2015 by the Texas Higher Education Coordinating 
Board. Among other things, the plan calls for at least 60 percent 
of Texans between the ages of 25 and 34 to have a college 
degree or certificate by 2030. 13  

“You can’t do that,” she said, “without really reaching 
different populations in different places — and that’s what we’re 
focused on at our universities. We want to be accessible. We 
want be there for all students.”  

Writing the next chapter 
Roe is looking forward to the next chapter of the UNTS 
story. More accurately, she’s eager to help write it. 
Chalk it up to being “mission-oriented.” 
“NASA had a fabulous mission, a real sense of purpose, 

and, for me, working on truly civilization-changing discoveries 
was just something that mattered to me,” she said. “I’ll tell you, 
I couldn’t be somewhere where I didn’t feel that. Coming here, 
it’s really getting at that same sense of purpose and that same 
sense of mission.”

‘NEW HEIGHTS’ 
In her most recent annual 
report, Chancellor Lesa Roe 
offered an upbeat assessment of 
the three institutions her office 
oversees: the University of 
North Texas in Denton, UNT 
Health Science Center in Fort 
Worth, and UNT Dallas. “The UNT 
System is reaching new heights 
as all of our teams strive to 
transform lives and create 
economic opportunity through 
education,” she wrote in the 
report. “We are setting records 
in almost every critical 
measurement of success as it 
relates to strategic goals —  
enrollment, fundraising, 
research, legislative funding 
and academic excellence.”
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About Harris Search Associates  
Harris Search Associates is a leading global executive search and talent advisory firm. Established in 1997 by Jeffrey G. Harris, the 
firm focuses on the recruitment of senior leaders to support the growth of the foremost universities, research parks, institutes, national 
laboratories, academic health centers, hospital enterprises, and organizations driving global innovation and discovery. Based in Dublin, 
Ohio, a suburb of Columbus, Harris Search Associates maintains regional offices in Dallas and San Francisco. The firm is a 
shareholder member of IIC Partners, one of the largest global retained executive search organizations, with 47 offices in 32 countries. 

About the Innovators podcast 
The Innovators podcast features timely conversations with global thought leaders in the areas of higher education, 
research, engineering, technology, and the health sciences. The audio segments, which give listeners an opportunity to 
learn from national leaders who are changing the landscape of innovation and discovery, are available on the web at 
harrisandassociates.com and on leading podcast platforms such as Apple Podcasts, Libsyn, Google Podcasts, 
Overcast, Stitcher, and Spotify. 

About Jeffrey G. Harris, MBA 
Jeffrey G. Harris is founder and managing partner of Harris Search Associates. He is an active member of CUPA-
HR, the American Council on Education (ACE), the American College of Healthcare Executives (ACHE), and the 
Executive Search Roundtable, an association of professionals dedicated to the development of best practices in 
higher education talent recruitment. Mr. Harris holds a bachelor’s degree from Ithaca College and an MBA from 
the University of Dayton.  

About Richard A. Skinner, PhD 
Richard A. Skinner is senior consultant at Harris Search Associates. He formerly served as president of Clayton 
State University in Atlanta and as president and vice chancellor of Royal Roads University in Victoria, British 
Columbia. Dr. Skinner also was senior vice president for programs at the Association of Governing Boards of 
Universities and Colleges. He holds a PhD and a master’s degree in Government and International Studies, both 
from the University of South Carolina.
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