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In 2011, Lauren Kay Robel had to make a critical career-related
decision: Did she want to serve as Indiana University at
Bloomington’s interim provost?

After almost a decade as dean of the law school, Robel was open
to giving the chief-academic-officer job a try. But first, Robel
recalled, she needed more information about what, exactly, a
provost does.
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member provost than Edward S. Macias. He stuck with the job for
25 years at Washington University in St. Louis before stepping
down in 2013 and retiring from the university four years later.

Ed Macias taught in the chemistry department at Washington U. in St.
Louis (above, in 1981) before starting his 25-year stint as the university’s
provost.Washington U. Photographic Services Collection, Department of
Special Collections

What was behind Macias’ lengthy tenure in the role? “I liked very
much what I was doing, and I had no real interest in being
president,” he said.

Macias’ career path is a prime example of how the road to
becoming a chief academic officer is paved with more
happenstance than intention. He came to Washington U. in 1970,
after graduating from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology
with a Ph.D. in chemistry (a field shared by 11 AAU provosts in the
group analyzed by The Chronicle). In the 1980s, a colleague
offered him a chance to be dean of the university’s summer
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school, a job that would provide Macias with a broad perspective
on the needs of the campus. It proved to be valuable training.

“It’s a little bit like running a university, even though it’s only two or
three months and a much smaller operation,” he said of the four
summers or so he served as dean. “You interact with everybody —
admissions, faculty, staff, registration, the library — and you get an
idea of who’s who and what they do and how to interact with
them.”
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institution, someone is thinking, ‘You’d make a good president.
We’d like to recruit you,’ ” said James Martin, a former provost and
co-author of two books about the position. “There’s the assumption
that if you’re a provost, you want to be a president.”

Macias says he was contacted by recruiters looking to fill a college
presidency. He wasn’t interested.

“I gave it some thought,” he said. “But I never really wanted to do
it. I really liked the job of provost because you’re so close to the
academic heart of the university.”

Even though some provosts find long-term fulfillment in the job, a
notable proportion, 20 percent, moved up to lead an institution in
their next job, according to Chronicle data on AAU provosts.

The list includes some familiar names. W. Kent Fuchs, a former
provost at Cornell University, is now president of the University of
Florida. The University of Maryland’s president, Wallace D. Loh,
was once provost of the University of Iowa. Three former provosts
at the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor went on to become
presidents: Martha E. Pollack is at Cornell, Philip Hanlon is at
Dartmouth College, and Teresa Sullivan recently stepped down
from an eight-year presidency at the University of Virginia.

Although just over 60 percent of the 41 AAU provosts who landed
presidencies did so at AAU institutions, colleges outside that group
were appealing destinations as well. Virginia’s former provost,
John D. Simon, is president of Lehigh University. Neeli Bendapudi
left the University of Kansas to become president of the University
of Louisville. And Iowa’s former provost, P. Barry Butler, is now the
head of Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University.

And sometimes they take over at the university where they served
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responsible for government relations, athletics, and meeting with
community organizations, donors, board members, and alumni.
But some provosts, Martin said, may be eager to leave behind
some of the academically centered aspects of their job that they
find unappealing (think faculty meetings), and see becoming a
college president as a welcome departure.

A handful of provosts in the group left academe behind.

When Daniel Linzer stepped down in 2017 after a decade as chief
academic officer at Northwestern University, he was keenly aware
that he couldn’t just resume his faculty life where he’d left off.
Reigniting his research agenda would be impossible to do with a
shuttered lab and no active federal grants.

“I wasn’t a member of the club anymore,” said Linzer, who had
also served five years as dean of the college of arts and sciences
at Northwestern. And he had no hopes of attracting talented young
people to work with him as a way to further their own careers.

As provost, Linzer liked shaping the academic enterprise at
Northwestern and supporting the work of the researchers there, an
impact he couldn’t have as dean or individual scholar. He
wondered if he could have similar influence doing some of the
parts of the job that he enjoyed, but in a different context.

Linzer talked with Earl Lewis, a friend and former provost at Emory
University, about Lewis’s decision to run the nonprofit Andrew W.
Mellon Foundation after eight years as a chief academic officer.
Afterward, “I could see that kind of pathway was possible,” said
Linzer, a molecular biologist, who sought career advice from
Macias as well.

When the Research Corporation for Science Advancement, an
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Arizona-based foundation, offered Linzer a job as president and
chief executive officer in 2017, he saw that path even more clearly.
“I get to support bright scientists at college and universities” by
awarding them funding to do research, he said, instead of having
to resolve the kinds of problems that provosts are called on to fix.

For some provosts, neither continuing to advance up the ladder
nor staying put feels quite right. One out of five AAU provosts
eventually returns to the faculty.

Vicki L. Colvin rejoined the faculty ranks sooner than most. About
six months into serving as provost at Brown University, Colvin
could no longer ignore the pull she felt to focus more on her
research on how nanoscale particles interact with the environment
and living systems. But she knew she couldn’t balance her
research with the demands of being a chief academic officer. After
an academic year as provost, she stepped down in 2015.
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