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// Intro // 
Todd: Hi everyone. I'm Dr. Todd Benson and you're listening to COACHECast. Today I'm thrilled to be speaking with the Vice Provost for Faculty Affairs at the University of Arizona, Dr. Andrea Romero. 
Andrea: I stepped in, a lot of people came to my door and said, there are problems and we're unhappy. And I think it's too easy to stop listening or close the door or say, “Hey, it's not so bad.”
This is part of that CBPR training, you listen, you look for the root of the issue, and then you say, “Okay, what are we going to do about it?”
It is about that narrative, right? How do we understand ourselves? What is our story, and what do we want to make that story be in the future?
Todd: Stay tuned.
// Main Chat //
Todd: Welcome back to COACHECast, brought to you by the Collaborative on Academic Careers in Higher Education, or COACHE for short. We're a research-practice partnership based at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. Each episode we're going to be joined by guests from across the higher education sector as we explore the faculty experience and leadership in higher ed.
Again, I'm your host, Dr. Todd Benson, the executive director and principal investigator at COACHE.
I'm delighted to welcome Dr. Andrea Romero, Vice Provost for Faculty Affairs at the University of Arizona, where she's been in that role since January of 2019. Dr. Romero is the lead administrator on faculty matters related to professional development, career advancement, and support. Dr. Romero's discipline is human development and family science, and she's a faculty affiliate in psychology, Mexican American studies, gender and women's studies, Latin American studies. Everybody wants to work with her.
It's great to have you here today, Andrea. Welcome.
Andrea: Thank you, Todd. Happy to be here. 
Todd: You're the Vice Provost for Faculty Affairs at the University of Arizona, but your background is in human development and family science. Very briefly, can you tell us a little bit about how you got to where you are today and the transition into administration and then into your current leadership role?
Andrea: Absolutely. So my original Ph.D., my training is in Applied Social Psychology, and my research for the past 28 years has focused on social, cultural, family, and community factors that contribute to adolescent health and well-being.
I've actually been at the University of Arizona for 24 years. I went through promotion and tenure here.
I've been really lucky that I've had a lot of opportunities for advancement in my career and working with local community partners on my research for so long. It was right after I got promoted to full professor that I had a call from my mentor with an opportunity to become the director for the Francis McClelland Institute for Children, Youth, and Families.
And I felt like it was too soon. I was still working on another book. I had a lot going on with my family and young children. But he really convinced me that this was the right thing for me. And what I liked about moving into that role was that I could continue doing my research but also support other researchers in doing work in that topic area.
And so it was after I'd been in that role for a little bit, I started looking for other admin positions. I thought maybe I'd leave University of Arizona, leave Tucson. And this position came open, Vice Provost for Faculty Affairs. And I really wasn't thinking I would jump so quickly into senior administration. It was only after about nine people came and tapped me on the shoulder that I was like, “Oh, wait a minute. What are they seeing that I'm not seeing?” 
I sat down to reflect, and I realized that I had been supporting faculty on promotion and tenure for years. I had been on panels. I had done mentoring with fellow colleagues. I had done candidate statement workshops. I had dealt with my own challenges within departments. And so other faculty would seek me out when they had problems to give them advice. And I kind of went, “Oh yeah, so I could get paid for doing that.”
Todd: What a novel idea! 
Andrea: And have more influence. What a great idea. So I applied. And, I was really happy that this opportunity came through. I was able to stay here in Tucson at U of A. It's been a great place for me to work. And I really love the work that I do. I find working with faculty through their highest highs and their lowest lows is very rewarding.
Todd: It seems to be a recurring theme with folks in your role that it sounds like you were so focused on the work you didn't think about the job.
Andrea: Right.
Todd: And I think that's why so many folks in your role are intuitive and natural leaders. And you would have still been doing all that mentoring, all that support, all those panels, regardless of whether you took this position, that's a real common thread I see in the profession right now.
You were applying for the job years before you even knew it was a job. 
Andrea: Well, I think it's a good reminder, too, that especially with women of color in higher ed, that sometimes it takes more than one tap on the shoulder to say, this is the pathway for you. And so I think it's a good reminder for all of us, too, to be reaching out when we do see other leaders, other people that are passionate about the work that they do or who would be good in those roles, for us to keep reaching out and saying, “Hey, you know, really think about this pathway. Hey, think about this opportunity.” And support them to be looking at those things.
Todd: Let's talk a little bit about your work prior to your current role. You've dedicated a lot of your career to community based research, which is a really important approach to understanding very complicated topics. So, for folks who might not know, can you tell us more about what community based research is?
Andrea: The majority of my research has been community based participatory action research. And this is really designed to create partnerships with local communities in order to prove the health and well-being outcomes. And for me, it was focused more on teenagers but really working with their families as well. The majority of my work really focused on low-income communities with high populations of Latinx and Native American families.
Community Based Participatory Action Research, or what we call CBPR, for the acronym, is really a collaborative research approach that includes community members, youth, families, school, government, and researchers, all as equal partners in conducting, sharing the research, and improving community health for the long term. Really using both knowledge and action, combined together. And it's fascinating work. It's really hard. It's really challenging. Even getting all those same partners in the room together, we did a lot of work in adolescent substance use prevention and trying to get teenagers and parents and local police and community based partners all in the room together to talk about it and be honest and real was really challenging.
So there's some key things I learned when I was doing this work, and I've written about it in several books. My most recent one is called Advancing Educational Equity for Students of Mexican Descent. But some of the things that we learned that really made this work, not only in terms of developing the partnership, but actually creating change in the community, was that first of all, the partnerships had to be based on equal participation. And that means everybody in the room. You know, the 16-year-old kid, the local mayor, the researcher, we're all there as equal participants. It has to be community driven. The community has to really lead some of the topics and the interventions. It can't just be me going in to say as a researcher, “I'm the expert and I know what's going to work.”  It really is about listening to them. And then building capacity there for long-term solutions. Not always relying on the university or the researchers to come in, going forward, but really building capacity there. 
And then the last one is focusing on strengths and assets. And so my students started calling this Barrio Pedagogy. I know, which we love. And what's been so fascinating is bringing that work and that attitude and that approach to the work I do in faculty affairs at the university has really made my work here more effective. You know, breaking down silos, working across divides, staying focused on the mission, and co-constructing goals for long-term success.
Todd: How has your experience in community based research influenced your academic leadership style, especially thinking about building collaborative relationships with faculty?
Andrea: I think that's been fundamental for me. Really learning how to reach out to people, building partnerships that may not already be there, taking time to pick up the phone and call people, taking time to do meetings, to work through hard issues, not being afraid to listen, and listen when people have hard things to say.
Asking those hard questions. I think that's made a big difference for me. When I stepped in, a lot of people came to my door and said, “There are problems and we're unhappy.” And I think it's too easy to stop listening or close the door or say, “Hey, it's not so bad,” but really take the time to lean into that.
And also when people came and said, “Hey, you should do things like, the orientation should be more fun and interesting and interactive.” And I said, “Okay, you want to help?” And they said, “Yeah.” And bringing more partners to the table, not trying to be like a one-woman show has been really productive, really made the work a lot more interesting and fun and better quality.
I mean, research really is about collaboration, right? Science is about how do we work together to make more advancements, do more innovative work. So I think bringing that to this space has been really, really critical for making it more successful.
Todd: Is there a specific example that you might be able to give us for how that's applied in your work?
Andrea: Absolutely. There's more than one, but I have one, I'll start with one.
The first one is, when I stepped into this role, I was in the position for maybe two months and the president came and said, “Will you lead the strategic initiative on organizational health?” And they had gotten an outside company to come in and do an organizational health survey of faculty and staff. There was a lot of pushback on this survey. People said it's too long. It's too corporate. They didn't like the way that it was done, that people weren't consulted internally. And so it was one of those projects where you're like, “Oh, yay. Thank you. The one where everybody's already unhappy.”
What I did is I turned it immediately into a CBPR project because that's what I had already been doing and what I felt comfortable with. So I turned around and said, “Okay, how do we engage the 12,000 faculty and staff across campus to help us interpret the data? And identify solutions going forward?”
So we set up an interactive activity that we took over all of our campuses and openly invited all faculty and staff to come join us, and we shared the data with them in those sessions, worked with them through gallery walks and other kinds of interactive activities, to identify what the findings really were saying and what the solution should be. And we came up with a brief report based on all of that work, five work groups and invited basically the whole campus, whoever wanted to participate in those work groups.
That took about maybe two months to do that work and I had a partner who helped me. We had very little money, so it wasn't like a big team or a lot of money to do this. It's pretty simple, like with the work that we had done in the local community with the adolescent health projects. But this led to major changes. So we were able to make major changes in the annual review policy for faculty. We made major changes and recommendations for salary equity study for faculty on all tracks. And we had one of the work groups come together with our local experts that created a new internal faculty and staff climate survey that we could do on a regular basis and kind of own in house that was more relevant to our U of A specific sort of things.
And so yeah, that was I think a really great way to integrate those approaches with what we're doing here on campus.
Todd: So much of this kind of work is about establishing trust and credibility. And so having a thoughtful and methodical approach that engaged people right at the beginning of your tenure in this position, that's excellent.
You're currently working through the data from your most recent COACHE survey with your faculty committees, which inform the action plans, and one of the things that I was hoping we could talk about is the fact that not all universities use a faculty committee structure to work through the COACHE data like you do.
Can you talk a little bit more about the process?
Andrea: We've done COACHE for many years at U of A. In previous years before I was in this role, the data had not been shared publicly. And any ways in which they were using it to make institutional change were not transparent. And I get it. If you're not a quantitative person, the amount of data that COACHE provides can be pretty overwhelming.
For us, we were really happy at this moment to bring together a work group of faculty to help us work through the data, interpret the findings, and identify action steps, because having that buy in, having that participation, having their voice from the beginning is going to lead to more specific action steps and them holding us accountable in the future as well. What we did was faculty were nominated by each college. We're collating this effort with our partners in institutional research.
We've been meeting with them once a week I guess for the last six to eight weeks, maybe every other week. And so we shared with them from the beginning, an overview, talked with them through it, gave them access and they wanted more access, and they had more questions.
We use some of the questions that you all provide in COACHE as prompts to get them thinking and talking together. So that made it even easier for us, that there was some structure there already, and they just presented yesterday. We broke them into work groups based on the main themes that COACHE provides, and they took a deeper dive.
And so they really went through all the open-ended responses, they went through in detail, looked at all the differences by demographics. We told them you can give us three slides, present to the group, what are the findings, what are the action steps, and they did a great job.
But what was interesting too is they're still a little bit challenging us, they're like, “What did you do last time? How is this data shared?” And I had to tell them, “That was before my time and you're right, it wasn't.” And we want to do a better job going forward. And we do think this is going to help make change and for us to be able to demonstrate that change.
Todd: A couple things I picked up on in what you were saying. 
The first one is when they're asking questions, that's such a good sign, even if they're hard questions. Just sitting there and accepting the data passively is not helping move things forward. So I love hearing that they came to you with questions and that they're pushing you and that you're receptive to being pushed.
I think that's the other part of it. If it was just perceived as being performative, they wouldn't challenge you. 
Andrea: No, they have to know that it's really authentic, that we're in it with them, we're looking deeply at the data, and we care about making things better.
Todd: The other thing I just, because I had a conversation earlier this week with another partner and she jokingly said, “I've become the de facto COACHE historian!” And that's one of the toughest things is as leadership changes over, making sure that you keep a constant tally on the work that you're doing.
I get the impression that won't be as big of a challenge for you moving forward because it sounds like you're creating the archives for everyone.
Andrea: Yeah, it's taken a little bit of work to go back and find all the old stuff. It wasn't all in one place. But I am hoping too that working in partnership with the institutional research folks, that will help ensure that there is an archive here at U of A that can more easily be gone back to and we can keep track of that.
Todd: That's right. Has any of the COACHE data this cycle surprised you or maybe affirmed a suspicion that you had about things that were going on campus? 
Andrea: We were so excited to get the results, right? We went right away, open it up and look and see what's in there. The results were not too surprising, I would say.
We knew that there were some challenges in terms of leadership and shared governance. What did help was to really place it in relation to our peers and that was super important and really helpful, because I kept looking at it saying, “Oh everyone's having these challenges, we're not the only one facing, budget challenges and facing distrust of leadership,” but when I looked at it in relation to the peers, I went, “Oh yeah, we got some more work to do.”
But it also made some of that work more specific, because of the kind of questions that are there. So it wasn't just the whole, everything’s awful. It was like, okay, we're actually doing pretty good with our departmental leadership. We have more critique of our senior leaders and in particular areas like communication. So it really helped fine tune and put us in relation to peers. That was super important for our understanding of what's going on today, but also in terms of how we move forward, especially now that we have new leaders in place.
Todd: Is there anything that significantly improved since your last survey? 
Andrea: Several things. I was so glad you asked me that question, because I looked at it more carefully and there's some things that we always say.
You know, one of the reasons I came to University of Arizona, 24 years ago, was because people said collaboration is important here and interdisciplinary work and that's a lot of the space that I operate in as a faculty member. But when I looked at our data, I saw that there was not only a lot of support for collaboration, interdisciplinary work and mentoring, but that we had improved a good bit from where we were even last time.
So that means we are leaning into those strengths. That's exciting to see. I also saw that, during this time that I've been in the role, we have improvements in perception of tenure policies, having more clarity of expectations, and more support for promotion to full professor. So that was exciting to see that some of those efforts that we had made in those spaces were being realized and reported by faculty.
The other big area that we saw a lot of improvement in was with departmental leadership, departmental collegiality, departmental engagement, and department quality. So we've been doing a lot of work with department heads and onboarding of new heads, and so it's good to see that's really paying off.
Todd: The thing about faculty and the academic workplace is it really does happen at the department level. And even just having that as a foundational piece, that’s a good place to start, because that's where faculty really experience their lives and their work
Andrea: And department heads are often the ones making those immediate decisions about faculty workload, about resources and support for research and for grad students. So those department heads and department contexts are really critical.
Todd: Yeah, that's true. 
While you're an expert in research, many of your stakeholders in the COACHE work may not be. Data is a powerful tool, but it can be overwhelming. How have you found success in sharing the data with stakeholders and telling the story of what it shows, especially with folks who may be less familiar with working with large data sets?
Andrea: What I really appreciate that COACHE has given us is the graphs and the visualizations that really help convey the message about the results in a really clear manner. And so it's a lot easier to talk through the graphs and understand the movement, not only for comparison to ourselves in our last survey, but comparison to peer institutions.
I think that's been really useful, and we had faculty on our work group who are from all the different disciplines. And so some are very familiar with surveys, with people, some are not, some are familiar with graphs and visualizations, some are not, but it was bringing that group together from all the different disciplines to really have some insight and talk through the findings that really made a big difference for us. I think that's going to make it better then to share out with the whole campus too, because you'll have all those different voices telling the same story, but with a different insight.
Todd: Sensemaking is a community exercise. Or at least, from our perspective it should be. And so, that very much rings true with what you're describing, 
Andrea: Right, because it is about that narrative, right? How do we understand ourselves? What is our story and what do we want to make that story be in the future?
Todd: Looking back, if you could give one piece of advice to someone in their first week as a vice provost, what would you tell them?
Andrea: My advice to someone in their first week as a vice provost of faculty affairs, or any vice provost role, honestly, would be to listen. You know, oftentimes we come in and we think, oh, we're experts. And we know, and we got chosen, because we have something to add. And, as faculty, we lecture, we teach and we're used to talking. And the important thing is just to really be quiet and listen, really listen deeply to what people are telling you. Because I know when I came into the role, a lot of people wanted to come knock on my door or send me an email. It's easy sometimes also to be defensive. And be like, “Oh no, but we have a program for that.” Or we're doing this or it's not that bad, but really listen and ask questions to understand what the issues are, what the challenges are, who their challenge is for.
And again, this is part of that CBPR training, is you listen, you look for the root of the issue, and then you say, okay, what are we going to do about it?
And so asking people, for ideas for solutions has been… I mean, we've got some smart folks here, right?
These are some smart people. They’ve got some great ideas and, being able to solicit those ideas and work in partnership with faculty or other people on campus in different departments has been really great. Really fun and really helpful.
Todd: Listening is such a key component of community based research, so I'm sure to a certain extent it was intuitive to follow that path when you took on this role. 
So, switching gears a little bit, you're the current president of the APLU's Committee on Faculty Affairs, having assumed that role in November. Can you tell listeners who are not familiar with the organization what the CFA is and what it does? 
Andrea: The committee on faculty affairs is through the APLU or the American Public Land Grant University Association. And the committee on faculty affairs is a community of practice for anyone who works in faculty affairs. It's not just the vice provost, anyone who's in faculty affairs. We have a very active listserv, which is fantastic. People will throw out questions and can get some feedback right away from peers, they get ideas about different kinds of programs or initiatives people are working on. We have regular virtual workshops twice a semester on upcoming topics or things that are pressing issues right now.
Sometimes we bring in experts from the field to talk about things, but we also do work breakout groups so you can talk with your peers during those workshops So it's been really effective for us and we have an annual retreat and the annual retreat has been really fantastic. In fact, we've had more people that sign up than we can have even been able to accommodate in the spaces in the last couple years, this year.
We're moving into a new space. We're going to be at University of Iowa and Ames, June 4th through 6th, and it's just a great opportunity to sit down with folks who are in your same role, facing the same challenges that we're all facing in higher education right now, and who are working actively on how to support faculty, how to help them advance their careers, and also how to work with the challenges that we're seeing with faculty on campuses, in the last few years. Because things have been changing so rapidly, that we have just some new challenges in front of us and we're all trying to figure out, at the same time, “How do we make changes? How do we do things better?”
Todd: What I like about this community and this committee is that you are the only one doing your job at your institution. And that's similar for most of the folks who are in your position. And it's so clear, to me anyway, how much the folks in these roles value that community of practice. It's energizing. 
Andrea: Yeah, it's easy to feel alone on your own campus when you don't have someone else who's in the exact same role. I mean, I'm really lucky I have a small team of people who work with me. and I do a lot of things with faculty work groups and things like that, and that helps a lot. But being able to sit down with another vice provost of faculty affairs, and share with them, has been so rejuvenating. And then you feel like, okay, I’m not alone in what we're looking at and there's some ideas or some support from other people. Plus, I think people in faculty affairs, we tend to be more human focused. We put people first. And so I think it's fun to be in that space too, where you're around all the other faculty affairs people who are like, people matter!
Todd: What are the main issues you anticipate will be at the forefront of the minds of academic leaders and faculty affairs professionals as you take on this role? 
Andrea: Well, I think one of the biggest ones for many of us right now is faculty morale.
Todd: Mm hmm
Andrea: So that's where the COACHE survey is actually super helpful to give us insight into job satisfaction and retention issues and how we're negotiating what's in front of us right now that are challenges to faculty.
We're under more scrutiny than ever. And one of those topics is around academic freedom, what kind of work that faculty do, what they publish on, what they teach in the classroom, it's a bit more in the public eye than what we've been in a while and it's all different kinds of topics.
You know, it's not just one part of the university. It's like faculty in many different disciplines. So I think, revisiting what academic freedom, what the origin of it was, what it really means, and how do we enact it today in 2025? That's going to be an important discussion, I think going forward.
And, of course, compensation is always an issue as universities face budget challenges and changes to the budget models. That just continues to be a topic that comes up.
Todd: And compensation not just in terms of dollar value, but benefits, what does retirement look like? They're all catching up in a really complicated way. I'm excited to see where you lead the group.
Andrea: Thank you. Looking forward to it.
Todd: Is there anything else you want to plug or highlight? How can listeners find you?
Andrea: You can find us at the University of Arizona, facultyaffairs.arizona.edu. We have a really great website with lots of resources, data, and reports that we do internally. One of the things I really want to highlight that we're doing in Faculty Affairs is the mentor institute that's under us. And that's something that we all really highly value. It's something that came out in the COACHE surveys. We're doing really well as mentoring. And so we have developed our own internal training for faculty and grad students to improve the quality of mentoring and to really make a cultural shift on campus. And that program has a lot of different elements to it. But we created our own training, that's been really successful here. And now we're offering it to individuals and outside institutions.	Comment by Ann Lundquist: Show notes	Comment by Ann Lundquist: :Link for show notes: https://facultyaffairs.arizona.edu/mentor-institute
So you can buy it and use it and it can help satisfy the requirements for NSF and NIH for mentor training. And so you can find that on our website. 
Todd: We'll make sure we put those links in the show notes as well. 
Andrea: And I would also encourage people to look for us in the APLU Committee on Faculty Affairs and think about joining our annual retreat this summer, June 4th through 6th at University of Iowa in Ames. You can also join our listserv at facultysuccess@listserv.aplu.edu. 
Todd: Just to make sure everybody's aware, you do not have to be an APLU institution to be part of this group. It's very inclusive and I've seen partners of ours that are from private institutions and have come in and been to the summer retreat and I hope more people take advantage of it.
Andrea: Absolutely. 
// Outro // 
Todd: That's our show. Thanks so much for joining us. Be sure to check out the show notes for the transcript and links to any resources that were mentioned today. Andrea, thank you again for joining me today on COACHECast and sharing your experiences and insights with us. 
Andrea: Thank you, Todd. It's been great to be here today.
Todd: Make sure to tune in for our next episode, listen wherever you get your podcasts, and be sure to subscribe.
I'm Dr. Todd Benson, and I'll see you next time.
// End // 
 
