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universities for the first time in its history.63 President Nesbitt stated, “The legacy [of the

strategic plan] is that, to me, the University of Georgia became a flagship university, and

it really frankly had not been.”64 Arlethia Perry-Johnson stated, “The big picture is that it

helped put the system on the national map because we were doing so many cutting-edge

policies simultaneously that it made people begin to wonder what on earth was going on

in Georgia.”65

President DePaolo had worked in the University System of Georgia for 18 years

prior to Portch’s administration, but she was at Western Carolina University in North

Carolina prior to her appointment as President of Georgia College.66 She recounted:

I had been from ’75 to ’93 in this very sleepy system [Georgia] where nothing
was really going on, and then, I started hearing about Steve. That was the key
time of Steve and Zell Miller, and their two agendas were unified and making
things happen…. When I came back to the system, what I saw was so stunningly
different. It felt different. It was different. In that four years, the system had been
transformed…. No one was saying anymore, “Thank god for Mississippi.”67

Jim Muyskens recalled, “After I was here a couple of years, I went to a meeting of my

counterparts, and two years in a row, I would always be the one who was asked to speak

last. It sort of annoyed me until I figured out that was because no one wanted to follow

what was happening in Georgia. The strategic plan was the key.”68 Tom Daniel also said,

“There was a period of time there where you started seeing the university system

mentioned more in The Chronicle of Higher Education, where you had people in the

university system being asked to give presentations at national conferences. That was a

63 FY 2000 Annual Report of the University System of Georgia,
http://www.usg.edu/usg_stats/annual_rep/2000/challenge/p18.html (accessed October 6, 2008).
64 Nesbitt, interview.
65 Perry-Johnson, interview.
66 Minutes, November 1997.
67 DePaolo, interview.
68 Muyskens, interview.
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new development. It was a positive and exciting development, and it was rewarding to

see the system starting to get some recognition, and he deserves a lot of credit for doing

that.”69 Gail Weber remarked, “It’s now a given that Georgia is very serious about higher

education. That can be destroyed, but it hasn’t been. Somehow we went from being

nobody to being the talk of the nation on many of those initiatives…. I think that it made

us a very serious state in higher education.”70

Not only did Portch effectively change the perception of the system from the

outside, but he also changed the way people in the system viewed themselves and their

work. First and foremost, institutions genuinely began to think of themselves as part of a

larger system. Linda Daniels said:

I think, for me, the groundwork that it laid of really thinking of and looking at the
system as the whole is greater than the sum of its parts…. The system previously
was more of a loose confederation of institutions than a governing board over a
system of institutions… and I think with the strategic plan, I started to both realize
the beauty of the system and what the whole Board of Regents was established
back in the ‘30s, you know, what that vision was then. It was almost like that sort
of cyclical revival of [the idea that] the system can be and should be and will be
greater than the sum of its parts.71

Jimmie McEver stated:

Because of his leadership, the strategic plan took a form that was ambitious and
feasible and attractive and something that the whole university system could get
behind. It really was aimed at not just tweaking things here and there but really at
transforming the University System of Georgia into being something that really
was more than a collection of 34 independent colleges and universities that just
happened to be under the governance of this board. It was an attempt to try to
bring those schools together… a system that is more than the sum of its parts.
That really was his vision. In my view, that strategic plan was a roadmap for
transforming the University System into something that he had a vision for, and I
think that in fundamental ways… because of that strategic plan and because of the
ambition of some of the initiatives that were in that plan, I think people in the

69 Daniel, interview.
70 Weber, interview.
71 Daniels, interview.
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system and people in the system’s colleges started viewing themselves differently.
They started viewing themselves with an eye toward the future, with an eye
toward well, what is it they want to be and what is the role that they play in this
bigger thing and how can the assets that we have on our campus leverage things
that are going on on other campuses?... It was one of these things that it wasn’t
just an administrative strategic plan. It wasn’t just a management strategic plan. It
was a leadership strategic plan. I think that it in real ways changed the nature of
the system.72

“I think it came as close probably as the system could at the time of creating an

articulated system,” said Rick Skinner. “It came close, as close as it probably could get,

and by that I mean, for a while, the institutions had a sense of what they were about and

where they wanted to go. I think that was lost fairly quickly after Portch departed, and I

don’t think we have an articulated system now.”73 Indeed, the strength of “speaking with

one voice” has diminished over the years. “The way [Portch] operated, his leadership

expected us to be less political and not more political,” said President Lord. “Today, I

find that is completely reversed…. Everybody lobbies.”74

Portch was able to achieve this sense of a “whole that is greater than the sum of

its parts” using his ability to persuade and aspire through the language of the strategic

plan and his public speeches. “The written word can be very powerful. It can transcend

for thousands of years, and the written word in this case is a living document, and it

pulled people up,” said Annie Hunt Burriss, adding, “I don’t think we’ve followed it

since Steve left, unfortunately.”75 Rick Skinner stated, “Maybe because of his

background in teaching literature, he was very, very careful about language. He used

language that sort of invoked the better angels of ourselves almost, to quote Lincoln, and

72 McEver, interview.
73 Skinner, interview.
74 Lord, interview.
75 Burriss, interview.
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he was very careful to do that.”76 Jimmie McEver also remarked, “The nature of the

language was something that you hadn’t really heard before coming out of the

chancellor’s office, and I think it’s something that was lost when he left.”77

What is not lost, however, is the influence Portch had on those who followed him.

Regent Leebern stated, “I’m a better person because I know Steve Portch, and the State

of Georgia is better, too.”78 Many interviewees stated that the Portch administration was

the highlight of their careers. “I will always literally cherish the time I worked with him,”

said Rick Skinner. “I consider it one of the great honors of my modest career. I wouldn’t

give it away for anything.”79 Linda Daniels said:

You had in the person of Stephen Portch a personality and a momentum and an
energy that made you feel that even in a bureaucracy, you can make a difference
and you can change things, and that I think has made all the difference in the
world in why I stayed in higher education and why I stayed with the Board of
Regents. It’s important to make a difference, to feel like you’re making a
difference in your career, and the way he approached this job and the mission of
education in this state to me was inspiring.80

“He’s sort of my hero,” stated President Nesbitt. “He encouraged me to seek a

presidential position.”81 Sid Bremer also stated, “I don’t think I would have dared to

become a CEO at UW had it not been for the chance to go to school under Steve.”82 In

fact, many of Portch’s senior staff went on to higher level leadership positions, which is

another characteristic of transformational leadership. A transformational leader persuades

subordinates to rise above their own self-interests for the benefit of the team, the

76 Skinner, interview.
77 McEver, interview.
78 Leebern, interview.
79 Skinner, interview.
80 Daniels, interview.
81 Nesbitt, interview.
82 Bremer, interview. Note, Bremer was appointed Dean and CEO of UW-Marinette in August 1995 and
retired in July 2004. http://www.marinette.uwc.edu/uwmarinette/campushistory.htm (accessed October 7,
2008).
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institution, or society as a whole. As with the LMX model, the transformational leader

gives particular attention to subordinates as individuals. The transformational leader

identifies what motivates them and engages them fully rather than simply regarding them

as a way to accomplish tasks. “The result is a mutual relationship between leaders and

followers that may over time convert followers into leaders and may convert leaders into

agents for change.”83

Throughout his lengthy initial interview, Portch emphasized the role of fate in the

success of the 1994 strategic plan. In reflection, he said:

We did raise the standards. We did get the population and policy makers talking
about being better prepared. If you read everything today, other states now are
reengineering their core curricula, things like that. In some areas, we were behind
our times. In other areas, we were ahead of our times. I think it worked out, and
others who looked at the strategic plan think it worked out well, but again, all the
circumstances, all the stars were aligned for it do so. They really did. I mean,
could you have done that during a recession? Could you have done that with a
governor who didn’t have a clue? Could you have done it with a fractured board?
A lot of things did align well.84

Indeed, those were exceptional times in Georgia. The Portch administration and the 1994

strategic plan benefited tremendously from a strong economy, a supportive legislature,

and the excitement and hope inspired by the Olympics. Perhaps most importantly, Portch

benefited from having an ally in Governor Miller. Art Dunning stated, “They were an

extraordinary force, because of their intellectual ability and force of personality. The two

of them [were] very different people but had some of the most common things – high

energy, very smart, and action oriented. They just created an energy around higher

education that I had not seen anywhere.”85

83 Bess and Dee, 841.
84 Portch, interview.
85 Dunning, interview.



242

However, it remains to be seen what the true historical impact of that era will hold

for the long-term welfare of the University System and the State of Georgia. As Gail

Weber said, “It’s going to be a long, long time before we really know what some of these

changes have meant. You’re not going to know that when you finish your dissertation.”86

Indeed, I do not. What I do know is that Chancellor Portch took advantage of a “window

of opportunity” to accomplish a great deal in a short period of time, and he did so by

developing and, more importantly, sticking to a strategic plan. During the Portch

administration, there was a plan that was more than mere rhetoric; it was a living

document that was fully implemented. Both ambitious and attainable, the plan was rooted

in the shared concerns and aspirations of regents, system administrators, and presidents,

but its implementation engaged the faculty, staff, and even students. The 1994 Strategic

Plan put the University System of Georgia on notice that it would operate as “a whole

that is greater than the sum of its parts,” and during that era, the Chancellor placed

systemwide principles over institutional and community politics. The strategic plan put

the State of Georgia on notice that public higher education need not be mediocre, that

access and excellence were not mutually exclusive. Finally, the strategic plan put the

nation on notice that the University System of Georgia was no longer a sleeping giant; it

was wide awake and moving forward. During the Portch administration, the Board of

Regents and the people involved in creating and implementing the strategic plan shared a

palpable pride in the University System of Georgia, what it was and what it could be.

86 Weber, interview.
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