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David Garland (left), interim president of Baylor U., attends a reception for arriving students.

D

avid E. Garland has a lot on his plate.
He became Baylor University’s interim president in June, in the wake of a

scandal involving its handling of sexual-assault cases.
Mr. Garland, a professor of Christian scriptures at Baylor’s George W. Truett
Theological Seminary, was in Colorado, in the middle of working on his 24th book,
when he was asked to serve as interim president.
“It caught me entirely by surprise,” he says.
But this is not the ﬁrst time that Mr. Garland has ﬁlled that job. He served in the same
role for nearly two years, from 2008 to 2010, after the Board of Regents ﬁred John M.
Lilley. This time around, it was Kenneth W. Starr who was removed from the
presidency.
Few people have taken the position of temporary president of their own college more
than once. Those who have done so are chosen because they know their institutions
well and have earned trust there. But they also face some common challenges, which
include stepping in during unexpected crises and trying to provide stability while
setting agendas and paving the way for growth.
Joseph S. Johnston Jr., a senior consultant at AGB Search, which specializes in highereducation leadership, distinguishes between what his ﬁrm calls “acting presidents,”
who are chosen from within the university, and “interim presidents,” who are
outsiders asked to step in. He has written about the pros and cons of both types of
appointments.

“If people somehow view you as ‘president light’
or a weak person, they’re going to be less likely

to want to make commitments that will go
beyond your term.”
Leaders from outside can commit to the job full time rather than have to continue
existing duties that can’t be handed off, and they are untouched by any controversies
surrounding past leadership, Mr. Johnston says.
As for why an institution would pick a leader from inside more than once, Mr.
Johnston says, “these individuals must be known to the board, and the board must
have extraordinary conﬁdence in them, which is borne out by what they actually
accomplish during their terms.”
Richard M. Englert, acting president at Temple University, says having a good
relationship with the governing board is crucial for someone in his position, in order
to be seen as having the full power of the presidency. He was named acting president
last month, after the president, Neil D. Theobald, announced that he would step down
following a vote of no conﬁdence by the Board of Trustees.
“If people somehow view you as ‘president light’ or a weak person,” he says, “they’re
going to be less likely to want to make commitments that will go beyond your term.”
Mr. Englert, a professor of educational administration, served as acting president once
before, in 2012. During that time, he worked with the board to freeze in-state tuition.
Patrick J. O’Connor, chairman of the board, says its members do not expect Mr.
Englert to simply “steady the ship.”
“I think an ‘interim leader’ is a misnomer,” Mr. O’Connor says. “He is our president.
He will act in the best interest of Temple. He is not a lame duck. Whatever current
initiatives we have will move forward. Whatever new initiatives he wants to present
will be presented.”

The board chose Mr. Englert to lead Temple again because of his experience, Mr.
O’Connor says. According to the university, Mr. Englert has served in 16 leadership
positions at Temple, including provost, vice president for administration, dean of the
College of Education, and acting director of athletics.
‘Sound a Couple of Notes’
Hunter R. Rawlings III, who is in his second term as interim president at Cornell
University, says his familiarity with many administrators and faculty members helped
him adjust quickly. Unlike Mr. Garland and Mr. Englert, he had been permanent
leader of a university before — and more than once. He was Cornell’s 10th president,
from 1995 to 2003, and president of the University of Iowa from 1988 to 1995.
He takes an active approach to the interim position, he says. “I have to concede that
I’m not very good at minding the store. On the other hand, I’m mindful that my term
is brief, and I don’t want to try to accomplish a lot of new things.”
Mr. Rawlings became Cornell’s interim president in April, after the president,
Elizabeth Garrett, died of colon cancer just eight months into her term. He also served
as interim president from 2005 to 2006. During that time, he strengthened Cornell’s
relationships with universities in China by completing exchange programs with
Tsinghua University and Peking University.
In the interim position, he says, he tries to “sound a couple of notes, you might say,
that can be themes for the university, try to suggest some ideas that might be helpful.”
He declines to characterize what those “notes” might be.
Mr. Garland, at Baylor, must oversee the university’s implementation of the 105
recommendations made by the law ﬁrm Pepper Hamilton, which conducted an
independent investigation of what the Board of Regents called the university’s
“fundamental failure” to protect sexual-assault victims on the Texas campus. His goal,
he says, “is that we learn fast from the mistakes, and that we ﬁx it fast.”

“It’s one thing to address the issues related to policies and procedures,” he says. “It’s
another thing to help prevent these kinds of assault from ever happening again.”
He acknowledges that he is managing a university in crisis and must make sure that its
operations are running smoothly, but adds that Baylor will not be “standing still” until
the next president is named.
“It may be I’m interim,” he says, “but my view is everyone in this life is interim, and I
take the responsibilities of president very seriously.”
Ronald L. Cook, an associate professor of Christian scriptures at the Baylor seminary,
says Mr. Garland has been able to gain the trust of the faculty during both of his terms
as interim president because he comes from the faculty’s ranks.
“We had to have someone we could trust amidst the horriﬁc things that have
happened and the sense of shock and grief and disgust that we all feel,” Mr. Cook says.
“We know David will be open and candid and address the problems that exist to the
best of his ability.”
At Cornell, Michael I. Kotlikoff, the provost, says Mr. Rawlings is already using the trust
he has earned over the years to work on maintaining the main campus’s relationship
with the university’s New York City locations and to advocate for greater integration of
the liberal arts into the Cornell curriculum.
“Because of that history with the institution and the individuals, he’s able to do some
things during this interim period that would be very difﬁcult for a new president to
do,” Mr. Kotlikoff says.
As for advice he would give to other interim leaders, Mr. Rawlings says “the main thing
is to try to be a steady hand, to speak publicly about the leading values of the

university, to reassure people that those are going to continue, and that you can even
gain momentum at an interim time like this if everyone pulls together.”
We welcome your thoughts and questions about this article. Please email the editors
or submit a letter for publication.
LEADERSHIP

RELATED CONTENT
Confronting a Racial Divide, Missouri’s Interim President Finds Anger and FingerPointing
Serving as a ‘Temp': The Challenge and Power of an Interim Presidency
A ‘Rent-a-President’ Service Helps Colleges in Transition

1255 23rd Street, N.W. Washington, D.C. 20037
© 2020 The Chronicle of Higher Education

