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ABSTRACT
This study explores the transformation of the University of Illinois at Urbana-

Champaign (a large, selective, land grant, research institution) during the years of 1968 to 2001
through the eyes of an intended change agent. Following the April 1968 assassination of Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr.. the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign decided to admit 500
“talented” minority students for the fall 1968 semester and to create a Special Educational
Opportunities Program. Utilizing story telling as scholarship, epistemological considerations of
race and talking across differences, and drawing from a theoretical framework of servant
leadership, a portrait of a gifted administrator emerges. This study contributes to the discussion
of how much and what kind of transformation has occurred during the last thirty years at one

selective university.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

American higher education has been in a state of development since the founding of
Harvard College in 1636. From this beginning in colonial America, today’s complex system of
two-year and four-year institutions that range from community colleges to liberal arts colleges
to comprehensive research universities has emerged. Students may commute to classes. reside
on the college campus or enroll in a virtual university where all courses are taught on-line.

Harvard and the other colonial colleges were small liberal arts colleges modeled after
the English residential colleges at Oxford and Cambridge. The curriculum was designed to
train elite males for the clergy or civic leadership. After the Revolutionary War. new college
development followed the westward expansion of the Euro-American population. The purpose
of the college curriculum remained largely unchanged despite a growing interest in science and
technology.

The first Morrill Act, passed during the Civil War, was designed to expand the college
curriculum to include agriculture and the mechanical arts and to open college doors to the
children of the industrial classes. During the latter half of the nineteenth century. many
colleges adopted the German university model and transformed themselves into research
universities. Faculty began to create as well as transmit knowledge, specialization occurred.
and graduate student education was introduced. Universities adopted a three part mission of
teaching, research, and public service which has continued to the present.

During the last century, college enroliment increased dramatically. The first great influx
of students occurred after World War I. The GI Bill, passed during the latter stages of World

War II, guaranteed education benefits to returning veterans who enrolled in college.
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Enrollments swelled nationwide as millions of veterans, including many who otherwise would
not have attended or been admitted. enrolled at colleges and universities. The final great influx
occurred during the last third of the century, when case law and federal legislation expanded
access for descendants of enslaved Africans and the economically disadvantaged. Following
the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, many selective colleges and universities altered their
admissions practices and policies to include racially based affirmative action selections (Bowen
and Bok, 1998). Institutions admitting disadvantaged and minority students of latent talent
have created support services and programs designed to offer personal and tutorial assistance.
improve retention. and encourage graduate or professional studies.

The University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC). founded in 1867. is the state’s
land grant university. UIUC is a large. residential, comprehensive research university, with a
selectively admitted. predominantly white student body. Prior to 1968. UIUC made little effort
to recruit minority or disadvantaged students. Consequently, very few black students attended
UTUC in 1967-68. Following the assassination of Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. in April 1968.
UIUC created a Special Educational Opportunities Program (SEOP) designed to admit and
support 500 disadvantaged. mostly black students for the fall 1968 semester (Williamson.
1998). Although it is still a predominantly white campus, UIUC has significantly increased its
minority student population since then. Nearly all of the currently admitted minority students
meet the same selection criteria as white students. However. UIUC admits a limited number of
latently talented minority and white students deemed desirable to the institution (M. Moore,
personal communication, April 2, 2002).

This dissertation is an attempt to understand the experiences and perceptions of the first

director of the Special Educational Opportunities Program, Clarence Shelley. Mr. Shelley was
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an employee of the Detroit School Board who had been relieved of his teaching duties to serve
in a district-wide effort to identify and recruit disadvantaged but talented students for college
admissions. He had been given temporary leaves of absence to do the same work with other
schools. When he was recruited by UIUC in May 1968 to direct its new program, the Detroit
School Board agreed to lend him to UIUC for two years, beginning July 1, 1968. Mr. Shelley
moved to Champaign-Urbana, expecting he would give advice on the creation of appropriate
programs and services for students unlike those UIUC had previously enrolled. Mr. Shelley
learned on his arrival that little planning or coordination had occurred to that point, and that the
University was not even sure exactly how many SEOP students would arrive (Shelley. 1969e).
Two months later, 583 students arrived at UIUC one week prior to the start of classes. At the
conclusion of that week-long orientation, several students staged a protest at the student union.
and were ultimately arrested (Williamson, 1998).

Despite the chaotic start of the first year. the arrests. and his initial expectation that his
work at UIUC would be temporary, Mr. Shelley did not leave after two years. Instead. he
resigned his position with the Detroit School Board, and settled into a career at UTUC.
Although he remained committed to his initial role of advising and supporting minority
(particularly black) students, Mr. Shelley was promoted several times. He was the Dean of
Students for several years and retired as Associate Vice Chancellor for Student Affairs on
October 1, 2001. Mr. Shelley’s long tenure on campus and increasingly responsible
administrative positions offered him a unique opportunity to influence as well as implement
change. When he arrived. there were so few black faculty and administrators on campus that
he was an anomaly. By 2001, the faculty and administrative staff had been diversified to

include women and minorities.



The purpose of this dissertation is an attempt to understand Mr. Shelley’s perceptions of
the transformation of the UTUC campus during the period from July 1968 to October 2001. Mr.
Shelley arrived just prior to the influx of a significant number of students who did not fit the
typical profile of students then being admitted. This influx of students had a major effect on
the UIUC culture, which had endured for a century, but was about to undergo a sudden.
substantial, controversial change. Further, the chancellor imposed the new admissions policy
on the campus by fiat, ignoring the usual practice of seeking consensus and approval from the
faculty senate (Carpenter, 1975). Although he had the support and assistance of many others at
UIUC, in 1968 Mr. Shelley was clearly identified as a campus change agent at the time of his
hiring. Mr. Shelley’s responsibilities included fostering the transformation of attitudes and
behaviors so the climate for minority students would improve (Shelley, 1969¢e). Gabelnick
(2002) discusses the role of change agents in institutional transformation as follows:

It is part of the leaders’ role to uncover and understand [organizational] stories so as to

be able to internalize them and, through a process of (conscious and unconscious)

shared management, guide the organization to transform itseif to work within a deeper
experience and expression of its primary task. [Leaders] who can work with the
narratives and metaphors embedded in their universities and can enable the institution to
articulate, challenge and develop their stories are transformation leaders. While they
manage the rhetorical and practical challenges of the role... they must also create a way

to speak about the lived experience of learning in a community that has a history, a

culture, a set of values and an interpersonal and organizational connectedness. (p. 3)

Understanding how an actor who was intimately involved in transforming activities
views them at the conclusion of his career is crucial to understanding the changes that occurred
at UIUC between 1968 and 2001. Understanding the actor himself is crucial to understanding
his perceptions. The intent of the research is to identify the transformation of UTUC through

the eyes of Mr. Shelley, an intended change agent.
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Theoretical Framework

The framework for this dissertation is based largely on Greenleaf s model of servant-
leadership. Chapter two places UIUC within the broader context of American higher education
and contemporary society. Chapter three identifies issues of epistemology and methodology
relevant to the servant-leadership model. Drawing from interviews, observations and
documents, chapter four relates the experiences of Clarence Shelley in the form of narrative
text. Chapter five describes the history of the UIUC during the last third of the twentieth
century.

Using the actor’s voice, the portrait is an effort to understand both his pre-UIUC and
UIUC experiences. An analysis of the portrait framed in observations. the data. the literature
and history of the campus is included in chapter six. Chapter seven draws conclusions as to the
legacy Clarence Shelley leaves at UIUC.

Greenleaf (1998) defines servant-leaders as those who take a holistic approach to their
professional work. The hallmark of servant-leaders is that they lead by serving others. The
servant-leader often acts intuitively, although he may have to explain his intuitive actions or
decisions logically, particularly if he works in a university setting. Servant-leaders eschew
coercion in favor of persuasion. The servant-leader is a person of integrity. an able persuader,
and a dedicated servant of the institution whose perspectives are trusted by many in the
institution. This dissertation places Clarence Shelley into the servant-leadership model.

The theoretical framework also takes into account epistemological considerations of
race and talking across differences. Stanfield (1993) argues that mainstream researchers often
ignore asymmetric power relationships between themselves and their subjects while

simultaneously ignoring class. gender and race differences. Andersen (1993) believes it is



possible for researcher and subject to talk across differences, but because researchers’
standpoints are acquired, majority researchers can understand the experiences of minorities.
Attention to these considerations is required to permit a Euro-American female to understand
the experiences of an African-American male.

The methodological considerations in this research include story-telling as a form of
scholarship, researcher’s and actor’s voices. and reflexivity. A researcher who wishes to
understand others is required to understand their experiences. Stories give shape to
experiences. Researchers make sense of others’ lives by telling stories with beginnings.
middles and ends (Denzin. 1994). Stories are a form of scholarship that permit researchers to
study actors within the context of their work and history. Story-telling is an integral part of
portraiture, which places the actor’s voice within an historical and institutional context
(Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). Mr. Shelley’s story is framed within the historical
context of the Korean War, the Civil Rights Movement and the post-civil rights era. This
context is particularly important to our understanding the experiences of an actor of color
during that era.

Readers, authors, and actors are also involved in the narrative text or story. The
researcher brings her own perspectives, experiences, and interests, which are never neutral, to
the interviews. The researcher’s voice is evident in the narrative, which permits readers. who
bring their own perspectives, to assess the researcher’s perspective. The researcher’s voice is
evident in the framework and content of the narrative she produces. While the actor’s voice
predominates, the researcher makes no effort to purposely silence her voice (Lawrence-

Lightfoot & Davis, 1997).






