
Abstract. This program showcase discusses the responses of 
two large undergraduate programs at a large R1 land-grant 
university to the challenges posed by Covid-19. After the sus-
pension of face-to-face learning in spring of 2020, the admin-
istrative team of our department asked three guiding ques-
tions: 1) What do we need right now, in this moment of great 
disruption? 2) What do we need to know or learn to better 
respond to and support our community? 3) How can we best 
live up to and honor the work of our students, colleagues, 
and department mission? In reflecting on these questions, as 
well as the ensuing actions, we propose an “archi-strategic” 
model for evaluating program decisions. By demonstrating 
how short-term, crisis-driven decisions can support program 
strategy and expand a program’s mission, we invite educa-
tional leaders and administrators to fully assert their values 
and mission, balance program mission with individual care, 
interrogate department commonplaces so as to lay the foun-
dation for sustainable, equitable, and transparent programs.
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“Archi-Strategy” in an Age of Disruption

Program assessment is “the systematic collection, review, and 
use of information about educational programs undertaken for 
the purpose of improving student learning and development” 

(Palomba and Bantam, 2015, p. 4). However, when a system encoun-
ters great uncertainty, actions within that system both take on added 
weight and are rendered almost impossible. While some disruption–
our country’s reckoning with its racist past/present–is necessary and 
welcome, other uncertainty–Covid-19 and its concomitant budget 
crisis, recent attacks on the democratic process–is not. In the case of 
both positive and negative disruptions, programmatic goals and as-
sessment strategies within technical and scientific communication pro-
grams become untenable. Put simply, it can’t be business as usual, nor 
should it be. Consequently, administrators are left searching for ways 
to advance the mission of their program and support its stakeholders 
without the reliable architecture that robust assessment and strategy 
provide. From a programmatic perspective, being forced into constant 
reaction (tactics unmoored from strategy) can seem akin to bailing 
water from a sinking ship. Yet, these short-term actions geared towards 
immediate survival and support can, and often do, serve important 
strategic goals. In fact, as Lawrence Freedman (2013) argues, “So what 
turns something that is not quite strategy into strategy is a sense of 
actual or imminent instability, a changing context that induces a sense 
of conflict” (p. 611).   

As a group of faculty who work closely together in administrative 
positions within the Department of Writing, Rhetoric, and American 
Cultures at Michigan State University, we found ourselves bearing wit-
ness to an incredible set of challenges and successes since the start of 
the Covid-19 global pandemic. Consequently, as we will discuss below, 
we, along with our department colleagues, program directors, associ-
ate chairs, graduate students, and undergraduate students 1, were left 
grappling with a set of questions about how to meet the mission of 
our department and individual programs during a time of great disrup-
tion to teaching, learning, and institutional processes: 1) How does the 
department carry on its “normal” day-to-day business? 2) How does the 
department support its stakeholders? 3) How can we work to create a 
better future for our programs and stakeholders?  

To provide some context, in addition to our First-Year Writing and 
Graduate programs, our department has two undergraduate pro-

1 While we might be the authors of this piece, none of the work 
outlined here or our reflections on the work would be possible without our 
amazing colleagues and students. We thank them for their tireless efforts and 
commitment to our collective work.
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grams: Professional and Public Writing (P2W) and Experience Architec-
ture (XA). Over the past two years, both undergraduate programs have 
undertaken extensive assessment and curriculum redesign through 
the examination of course materials, collaboration with community 
and industry partners, faculty expertise, and student reflection. Such 
assessment is at the core of both programs as we develop systems that 
can lead (rather than follow) professional spaces. However, conversa-
tions about assessment, strategic planning, teaching, and department 
governance that would normally have been conducted via retreats 
and day-to-day collaborations around teaching, research, and service, 
were rendered nearly impossible. In fact, the “day to day” work during 
a pandemic is unsustainable and can create, reveal, and/or exacerbate 
challenges for students, faculty, and staff.  

In seeking to offset these challenges, support faculty and students 
during the Covid-19 pandemic, and carry out a set of programmatic 
initiatives, we engaged in what we call “archi-strategic” decisions that 
echoes Freedman’s observations about the changing nature of strat-
egy in the face of instability. If we understand “archē” to mean a start-
ing point or origin of action, which includes a set of values or mission, 
and “strategy” to mean the actions that stem from an archē, then we 
propose here an “archi-strategic” perspective that asks administra-
tors not only to reflect on and articulate how their strategic decisions 
follow from a set of values or mission statement, but also how those 
actions can expand the capabilities or uses of the values and mission 
statement. As a result, an archi-strategic perspective reveals that the 
improvisational creation of new processes, supports, or goals, when 
added to existing processes, supports, and/or goals, can elevate and 
extend the original processes, supports, and goals and provide admin-
istrators with new perspectives on and solutions for (a)typical chal-
lenges associated with running programs during moments of crises or 
disruption. Archi-strategic decisions, in other words, are decisions that 
extend individual and programmatic capabilities, despite their seem-
ingly improvisational or impromptu nature. 

By way of a “program showcase,” we offer here a set of descriptions 
and reflections, resulting in what we are calling an “archi-strategic” 
approach to decision-making. It is our hope that our reflections here, 
and the approach we advance, will allow program leaders and admin-
istrators to see the decisions they made during the Covid-19 crisis as 
essential for (re)building sustainable programs where students and 
faculty alike can thrive. To do this, we will provide an overview of our 
institution’s response to Covid-19 before describing a series of inter-
ventions and decisions to support faculty and students–interventions 
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and decisions based on our experience and survey data we collected 
from both populations. Afterwards, we will elaborate on what we are 
calling “archi-strategic” decision-making. We will end the piece with a 
series of takeaways for program leaders and administrators.

Institutional Context & Disruption 
Like most U.S. colleges and universities, MSU made a series of “piv-
ots’’ as a result of COVID-19. After the first coronavirus cases in early 
March, Michigan’s governor declared a state of emergency on March 
10, 2020 and began coordinating with local governments to mitigate 
the spread of the virus. On March 11, MSU shifted all courses online 
with the hope of returning on April 20, 2020. On March 12, the gover-
nor closed all K-12 schools until April 5. On March 14, MSU cancelled 
commencement ceremonies and extended remote/online learning 
through the rest of the academic year. Acknowledging the difficul-
ties caused by the virus and the sudden shift to online teaching and 
learning, MSU offered a “pass/fail” grade option to students on March 
27, 2020 (“Timeline: Coronavirus spread in Michigan, reaction of public 
and government officials”, 2020). Michigan had 6,517 COVID-19 deaths 
by August 31, 2020 (Michigan Data). And, as of this writing, we haven’t 
stepped foot into a classroom in over a year. 

Our university spent much of summer 2020 preparing for a pre-
sumed return to campus that would feature 50% online, 25% hybrid, 
and 25% face to face instruction. On August 18, 2020, however, two 
weeks prior to the start of the semester, MSU President Samuel L. 
Stanley--an infectious disease researcher--sent a letter to the campus 
community outlining a new plan. He wrote: 

... given the current status of the virus in our country — par-
ticularly what we are seeing at other institutions as they re-
populate their campus communities — it has become evident 
to me that, despite our best efforts and strong planning, it is 
unlikely we can prevent widespread transmission of COVID-19 
between students if our undergraduates return to campus.   

So, effective immediately, we are asking undergraduate 
students who planned to live in our residence halls this fall 
to stay home and continue their education with [redacted] 
remotely. While a vast majority of our classes already were 
offered in remote formats, we will work the next two weeks 
to transition those that were in-person or hybrid to remote 
formats (Stanley, 2020).

Stanley also noted “the university is focused on making the transi-
tion to virtual learning opportunities. We will have more communica-
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tions in the coming days regarding university employees, remote and 
telecommuting options” (Stanley, 2020). Subsequent communications 
extended the timeline of remote learning and outlined professional 
development opportunities for faculty teaching online. 

After the shift to online teaching and learning in spring 2020, the 
university developed a series of online education training programs 
and brought in an external provider for additional support (Profes-
sional development). As Table 1 illustrates, MSU offered a host of 
robust learning experiences that served a variety of needs. Despite the 
innumerable and valiant efforts of faculty, staff, and administrators to 
plan and prepare for the fall 2020 semester, the university’s sudden 
shift to remote learning, the general anxiety of a global pandemic, and 
the labor conditions of most faculty, seemed akin to a scattershot ap-
proach to problem solving.  

Table 1: University Online Training Program Offerings
Name Description
SOIREE 
(Spartan Online Instruc-
tional Readiness Educa-
tional Experience)

synchronous workshops and interactions 
with support staff to help ease faculty into 
teaching online

ASPIRE 
(ASynchronous Pro-
gram for Instructional 
REadiness)

a self paced asynchronous course embed-
ded in our campus CMS that was designed 
to help guide faculty through the problems 
and issues of developing an online version 
of their f2f course

#iTeachMSU Commons a social space for faculty across campus to 
share insights, articles, research, stories, 
and artifacts associated with their peda-
gogy

QM 
(Quality Matters)

a nationally recognized, faculty-centered, 
peer review process designed to certify the 
quality of online courses

To explain, these trainings were by and large offered over the sum-
mer of 2020 and demanded sizable time commitments at a time when 
the majority of faculty are not on contract. One program, for instance, 
included a synchronous component of 20 hours over the course of a 
week. This was even more complicated by the fact that many faculty, 
up until August 18th, had been preparing to return to face to face 
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teaching. Suddenly having to transition two or three classes to a set 
of online learning experiences–and develop the capacity to do so–
meant that many faculty were left starting from scratch a few weeks 
before the start of classes. Faculty, staff, and administrators were also 
concerned about the possibility that many students would simply 
not show up in the fall, which would result in fewer course offerings, 
something we as a department had not had to grapple with in recent 
history. 

It was clear that the unprecedented events of 2020 would result in 
an unprecedented set of challenges for us as a community of teachers 
and learners oriented towards social justice. The fact that the federal 
administration at the time decided to let hundreds of thousands of 
people die rather than coordinate a response to Covid-19 (Rupar, 
2021), while also advancing illiberal and anti-demoratic policies and 
actively working to prop up white supremacy in the wake of the mur-
der of George Floyd, heightened anxieties to a level that we struggle 
to characterize and represent here. We cannot seem to find the right 
words and resist representing the experience of others. Understanding 
that we needed to advocate and make space for people from minor-
itized communities and others who might be taking care of family 
members who may have been infected or lost their jobs, we were 
keenly aware of the mental and emotional strain that was being placed 
on our immediate and extended community. The thought of prepar-
ing for courses in the fall was minimal compared to the national and 
global crises. We had to develop solutions to ensure that whatever the 
university decided, the transition for faculty and students had to be as 
seamless and as supportive as possible - this included working with 
the other administrators in the department and in the college. 

Statement of the Problem
Tali Sharot (2017) reminds us that “When we are stressed, we become 
fixated on detecting dangers; we focus on what can go wrong,” and “[t]
his creates excessively pessimistic views, which, in turn, can cause us 
to become overly conservative” (137). In the face of great uncertainty 
and disruption to the day-to-day business of teaching, learning, and 
administering programs, we, along with our colleagues, asked three 
foundational questions: 
1. What do we need right now, in this moment of great disruption?
2. What do we need to know or learn to better respond to and sup-

port our community? 
3. And, finally, how can we best live up to and honor the work of our 

students, colleagues, and department mission? 
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Asking these questions allowed program leaders to “reframe the 
message to highlight the possibility for progress, rather than doom” 
(Sharot, 2017, p. 107). Instead of focusing on all that went wrong, could 
go wrong, and would go wrong (which was a long list!), asking these 
three questions allowed program leaders to the crisis into a moment 
of inquiry and curiosity paved the way for a three-fold response: (1) 
emphasizing high-priority tasks and working to provide the necessary 
support to help in carrying-out those tasks, (2) collecting data on the 
experience, such as student and faculty surveys, and (3) leveraging 
our department and program mission statements to guide decision-
making.  

Taking Stock: What’s Happening? 
While Covid-19 created a series of pressing challenges that warranted 
immediate response, it also compounded the difficulties of conducting 
rather routine day-to-day work such as curriculum revision, developing 
internships for students, and room scheduling, to name a few. Taking 
stock and assessing the landscape allowed us to identify new prob-
lems, better understand old challenges, and better prepare for future 
challenges. Conducting a rather thorough analysis of the moment 
allowed department administrators, faculty, and staff to better coor-
dinate and respond to the host of challenges. Though largely prelimi-
nary, working towards a common understanding of the challenges has 
important ramifications for shaping responses. As Steven Sloman and 
Philip Fernbach (2017) note: 

Sharing attention is a crucial step on the road to being a full 
collaborator in a group sharing cognitive labor, in a com-
munity of knowledge. Once we can share attention, we can 
do something even more impressive--we can share common 
ground. We know some things that we know others know, 
and we know that they know that we know (and of course we 
know that they know that we know that they know, etc). The 
knowledge is not just distributed; it is shared. Once knowledge 
is shared in this way, we can share intentionality; we can jointly 
pursue a common goal (p. 115).

Below, we detail a series of archi-strategic actions department 
leaders made in order to identify and share important knowledge 
about challenges, which laid the foundation for future action and de-
veloped a sense of common action–shared intentionality.

To explain, immediately following the president’s shifting of the 
campus online in the spring, we made moves of our own to respond 
to the most pressing issue: scheduling courses and ensuring access to 
preparation and training. First, we emailed faculty and students to see 
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what resources they needed to move back home, teach from home, 
and have access to necessary hardware and software. It is perhaps no 
surprise that, given the sudden nature of the president’s statement, 
very few people responded to our emails. At the next curriculum 
meeting for both programs, we agreed that whatever resources we 
had for the remainder of the year, and for the entirety of our being 
online, would be devoted to student experiences: internships, jobs, 
awards–anything that might alleviate the uncertainty of the situation. 
At the departmental level, while budget constraints led to a freeze on 
faculty travel funds, those funds were sometimes redirected to student 
support. After this agreement, we continued to email students, but 
again, the hectic nature of the semester’s final days made it difficult for 
students to stay connected. 

As we continued to communicate with faculty, students, and 
administration across campus, we found that with only a week left in 
spring semester and with no real information to go on, we needed to 
ask faculty to prepare over the summer for three possible scenarios for 
fall 2020: 1) teaching entirely online, 2) teaching entirely in person, or 
3) teaching hybrid courses. Understanding the urgency of providing 
training and resources in the event of remote work, we developed PD 
workshops over the summer. To inform these workshops, we cre-
ated and then sent out a Google document that listed each class and 
column where faculty could fill out resources needed for hardware and 
software. When the university finally gave us some direction as to what 
we might expect for the fall, we added a column for the new University 
Covid Identification acronyms that would be used by our Registrar to 
list classes for fall. Faculty could then list their preference for teaching 
either asynchronous (COA), synchronous (COS), or hybrid (COH). We 
chose a Google document instead of a survey for two reasons: first, we 
wanted to see what faculty needs overlapped–so that if enough asked 
for certain types of hardware or software, we could make the case for 
resources to be funded by the college; second, we wanted those peo-
ple teaching the same course to see what the other was doing in an ef-
fort to coordinate resources, funds, community partners, lesson plans, 
and so on. The goal was to gather information and to give those of us 
in administration the opportunity to find the resources faculty needed 
to be successful in the fall, but also allow faculty to see one another as 
a resource as well. 

While there are several of our courses that require certain types of 
software and hardware, our document design courses require the use 
of Adobe Creative Suite, which is usually found in our computer labs 
where these courses are taught. But with the shift to remote learning, 
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students lost access to those labs and we realized we had to purchase 
accounts for students for the remainder of the spring semester. We 
were lucky that the hardware students already had at home were able 
to run Adobe, but students in other courses had hardware breakdowns 
and we had to loan out Chromebooks from our own department hard-
ware library. Also, as all of our faculty lost access to our labs, we peti-
tioned the college to secure software licenses for faculty who needed 
the software for publishing obligations. 

While polling faculty via email, we soon realized that a number of 
our faculty were comfortable teaching online because of past experi-
ence. On the other end we found out that some had little to no expe-
rience and that faculty in both groups rarely used the campus CMS 
(D2L). The summer workshops we developed for faculty were hosted 
by Sarah Gibbons, a department colleague with extensive online 
teaching experience, and Mike Ristich. While our faculty were off con-
tract for summer, Jackie Rhodes paid the workshop hosts to build the 
topics around prospective gaps in faculty skills and confidence regard-
ing teaching online. As the workshop hosts were being paid, faculty 
attending these workshops were off contract and volunteering from 
their time off to learn. This was a massive undertaking by the workshop 
organizers and the department as a whole. Faculty who normally take 
the summer off to work on external projects, write, conduct research, 
or travel to inform their scholarship, were suddenly pulled back and 
told to rethink how they might offer their usual face-to-face course in 
an online environment. 

We also realized that the normal workflow channels of discussion 
and knowledge sharing were disrupted. The office space, normally a 
central hub for dialog and conversation, evaporated when the campus 
was closed and everyone was sent home to work remotely. Trying to 
get people together who were off contract to even check emails was 
difficult, as the bulk of teaching faculty in our undergrad programs are 
taught by NT faculty. Consequently, a series of older initiatives–lean-
ing into antiracist teaching and learning and the establishing of a new 
minor in writing–were made all the more difficult. 

At the urging of our graduate students and direction of the depart-
ment chair, both curriculum committees worked to develop anti-racist 
teaching materials and diversity learning goals for our programs. 
This work was, and continues to be, informed many scholars, some 
of whom have been published in this series, but we cannot list them 
all here. As noted in Technical Communication After the Social Justice 
Turn, “Social injustices require coalitional action, collective thinking, 
and a commitment to understanding difference that is not necessar-
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ily demanded by other technical communication problems” (Walton 
et al., 2019, p. 1). Over the semester, committee members divided the 
work and decided to read texts and report back to the main commit-
tee on what had been found. The data showed that our programs were 
lacking in terms of anti-racist teaching materials and diversity learn-
ing goals. We also found that by having solid program learning out-
comes via both major curriculum overhauls in the past two years, both 
programs were ideally positioned to make change. The pandemic and 
the events of 2020 have moved us to take action and develop a new 
strategy for how to combat racism within institutional structures, but 
we know we have more work to do. 

In parallel to this effort, we were developing a minor in writing that 
we believed the university needed desperately. Given the documents 
coming out of our own university’s communications, the miscommu-
nication on pandemic details coming from the federal government 
(treatment, precautions, and more), we knew that the world could 
use more socially conscious, caring, and intelligent writers. While yes, 
ideally, we want them to major in our own undergraduate program, 
we know that a minor in writing that offers new courses we developed 
around writing in corporate contexts, medical writing, and govern-
ment policy, can help extend our mission of using writing to change 
the world for the better. 

Taken together, these short-term responses to immediate needs, 
as well as our ongoing department work, set the table for a more fo-
cused response to Covid-19 crisis.

Collecting Data on the Experience: What Do We Need to 
Know?

After assessing the landscape and responding to the most pressing 
problems, we sought to collect data on the experience from both 
students and faculty via surveys. Understanding, of course, that there 
would be new challenges in the coming weeks and months, we 
viewed the faculty survey as an opportunity to uncover and document 
experiences from spring 2020 that would inform decision-making as 
programs finalized plans for the fall 2020 and spring 2021 semesters. 
Simply put, we knew there was much we didn’t know, and we needed 
to better understand the situation of our students and colleagues.  

The faculty survey was deployed mostly through emails and con-
stant queries. The director of the program repeatedly shared a Google 
doc for fall 2020 online course support with faculty in an effort to see if 
there were any updates or problems that were arising. You can see this 
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Google doc in Figure 1¬–it is an updated variation of the one that was 
deployed in the spring to get initial feedback from faculty about their 
needs for professional development over summer.  

Figure 1: Fall 2020 Online Course Support Document

Most of the feedback returned via email from faculty showed they 
were doing well in terms of pedagogy, hardware, and software. The 
real struggles were with workload and mental and emotional health. 
Both programs struggled with trying to find ways to get faculty en-
gaged without overloading them. Other departments within the col-
lege decided to suspend their curriculum and advisor committees, but 
both of our programs still held curriculum meetings every two weeks 
to continue the governance of the programs, develop anti-racist teach-
ing materials and diversity learning goals, and develop the new minor 
in writing. 

While the curriculum committees continued to work and faculty 
began to collaborate and support one another, we wanted to get 
a larger picture of the work students were doing in and out of the 
classroom. We developed an end of the fall 2020 semester survey for 
students on both programs to help us make informed and strategic 
decisions for spring 2021. 

Out of 194 majors between both programs, we had a response rate 
of 18%. We understood the number might be low given the current 
nature of the world and how the last thing anyone probably wanted 
to do was take a survey, but we gathered the data and found it to be 
helpful to better understand the experiences of our students. 
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While many of the questions in our surveys requested information 
about internet access, learning goals, and workload, when prompted 
by open-ended questions, students revealed experiences that cen-
tered the importance of relationships, observation, and reflection. In 
regards to learning during a pandemic, one student observed: 

It was humbling. I felt fear in a way I had never felt before. Un-
derstood the fragility & fleetingness of life so close to my heart 
in a way that I hadn’t before. Seen so many people vulnerable 
and sad and trying to take care of themselves in a way that I 
hadn’t before. It’s changed my perspective on people. Profes-
sors, parents, friends - everyone is so human. With all of the 
uncertainty, anger, ambiguity, and questioning. I stopped and 
really thought about what I valued in life.

It is important to understand that our decisions impact more 
than our Zoom cameras can capture. We have a lasting impact on the 
learning and growth not just of programs, but of faculty and students. 
Learning that an undergraduate student had stopped to think about 
what they value in life during the pandemic reminds us why we built 
our program the way we did: we want to center reflective moments 
that inform and construct a lens to see the world and engage it for 
change. This quote is an inspiration and a reminder of what happens 
when we rely on our programs’ missions to guide and make decisions.

  
Leaning into the Mission: How to Honor the Work of Stu-

dents and Faculty?
As mentioned earlier, both programs underwent significant curriculum 
revisions, giving us solid artifacts to lean on and turn to while think-
ing through and making decisions. Revised learning outcomes and 
mission statements directed our decision-making. Brené Brown (2018) 
notes, “If we want to be value-driven, we have to operationalize our 
values into behaviors and skills that are teachable and observable. 
And we have to do the difficult work of holding ourselves and others 
accountable for showing up in a way aligned with those values” (p. 
216). Harnessing our values and learning goals in this way allowed our 
programs to work through options and make decisions about teach-
ing online and developing support systems for teaching online, which 
strengthened our confidence and resolve to use such a kairotic mo-
ment to advance our goals and values by putting them into action. 

The mission statement from our Professional and Public Writing 
major notes that we are “to provide experiences, relationships, and 
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resources that help students become more versatile, inventive, empa-
thetic, and engaged writers.” Likewise our Experience Architecture’s 
mission statement notes that “We believe that people deserve to 
engage with usable, accessible, and sustainable spaces.” By asserting 
these values, being mindful of the needs of individuals and the pro-
gram, and reexamining the commonplaces guiding our day-to-day 
work, we have sought to make good on the promise we make to our 
students.  What we found in terms of our actions directly related to 
our revised program goals. In both programs we talk and teach so-
cial justice, open access, empathy, design, and much more. We offer 
classes in project management, social justice, design thinking, research 
methods, digital rhetoric, technical writing–we found these topics to 
be valid reminders that as we teach these subjects, we are also practi-
tioners. We were headed towards a better program, but this crisis ac-
celerated the process, and we were suddenly reminded of our own skill 
sets and began to once again model what leadership can look like. This 
modeling is crucial, for it shows students how to lead in spaces beyond 
the university. Being archi-strategic emboldens an agile approach built 
on a solid foundation laid by well researched and supported program 
goals. It means you can pivot, change, and rewire parts of your pro-
gram so that the primary hub of inspiration does not change, but the 
manner in which it is enacted is able to change. 

With data in hand, we both used our mission to interpret the data 
and used it to better articulate our mission, especially as we had to 
make and communicate programmatic decisions. 

In the survey at the beginning of the spring 2021 semester, the 
first question we asked students was “How would you describe your 
feelings when you learned that your courses would be online for Fall 
2020?” Of the total number of respondents, 62% said that they were 
relieved, happy, or neutral. 

The survey also asked students to rank what issues they found to 
be “most challenging, somewhat challenging, or not challenging at all.” 
Students ranked “Staying on top of all the assignments,” “not having 
the ‘college experience,’” and “concern about their safety and the safety 
of their loved ones” as being most challenging and somewhat chal-
lenging. The director of both undergrad programs reminded faculty 
on several occasions via email, and in curriculum meetings, to directly 
share support and resources with students. While he sent many emails 
to the listservs for both programs to students, such as mental health 
initiatives on and off campus as well as reminders to contact advisors, 
the director, and their instructors, it was clear that students wanted to 
hear from their teachers. 
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Perhaps not surprising, as our students are mostly sophomores, 
juniors, and seniors, students also said they found “learning new 
technologies” as “not challenging at all.” While both of our programs 
are cutting-edge in terms of topics and pedagogy, we still reiterated to 
faculty to use simplified systems that students would already be famil-
iar with, such as D2L, the university CMS. One student noted that this 
had begun in fall 2020: “I really appreciated the professors who took 
the time to lighten our course load and check in with us frequently. 
These were the same professors who made sure we knew it was okay 
to ask for extensions if needed. These professors made online learning 
feel manageable.” 

However, the experience of utilizing several different course 
management systems and communication tools over the course of the 
semester left some students feeling overwhelmed: 

Please. For the love of anything. Institute SOME sort of consist-
ent guidelines for professor-student communication regard-
ing work that needs to be done. D2L, Microsoft Teams, Google 
Drive, Email, I’ve seen all of them and it was a nightmare and 
a half trying to keep up with it all. My biggest stressor this 
semester was the constant worry that I had forgotten to check 
some random tab and thus was unaware of some giant project 
due that night.

As MSU is a large R1 institution where students, faculty, and staff 
are engaged across campus via different information streams and 
technologies, this type of disconnect occurs regularly and is some-
thing schools might view as an embarrassment of technology riches, 
but it can also lead to confusion and frustration. The assessment of our 
programs in the previous year revealed how diverse our faculty are 
when it comes to deploying various technologies in our courses. While 
options are great, simple problems and issues that could have been 
explained or fixed by faculty in a face-to-face setting were exacerbated 
in the online space. The student quote above revealed these issues 
and surfaced a new problem for us that we need to think hard about 
as we continue to align our values and actions. Going forward, we may 
offer multiple PD opportunities for faculty to learn new technologies 
to enhance their pedagogy, but they will need to be done in a way that 
minimizes complications regardless of the modality. 

While some responses gave us new lines of inquiry, several con-
firmed what we already knew to be true: our colleagues had done 
amazing work to support students during an unprecedented moment. 
Several students noted the help and comfort they received from fac-
ulty aided in their ability to stay afloat in the course and beyond. One 
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student noted: “The XA/WRA professors were really helpful and under-
standing, I wouldn’t have been able to make it through this semester 
without them.” In fact, students indicated repeatedly that faculty were 
generally available, empathetic, and flexible. 

While faculty supported students, department colleagues banded 
together to support each other, too. The college generated a COVID 
relief fund, which sparked faculty in our own department to pool 
together their professional development/travel money to support one 
another. A number of faculty (both non-tenure-track and tenure-track) 
donated their funds to the department relief effort and helped others 
secure hardware, software, ring lights, and ergonomic office equip-
ment in order to teach effectively from home. In essence, our depart-
ment offered its own professional development workshops to facili-
tate the skills needed to successfully teach online, and in turn faculty 
donated their own professional development funds to continue that 
mission. 

What is more, a particularly salient example of aligning our actions 
and values, is the revision to our department’s annual review process. 
The normal annual review process was too complicated even under 
the best circumstances, and the crises led us to proactively change. 
The president of our university had made it clear there were to be 
no merit raises for the 2020 review year, except for the unionized NT 
faculty who had a contract with the university that guaranteed a pool 
of money for raises.  The entire union agreed to forgo any ranking and 
split the merit funds evenly–every person in the union got the same 
amount. Tenure-line faculty and academic specialists, who were not in 
a union, were not going to receive a merit raise. This simplified every-
thing since annual reviews are separate from merit review anyway, so 
we could just focus on review. We revised our by-laws to make it easier 
to submit documents for the review committee: a Google form was 
created for people to submit two things. 
1. Curriculum vitae 
2. Two narrative reports, combined into one no-more-than-4-page 

document
• Narrative 1 focused on teaching
• Narrative 2 focused on discussing effort and how it fits into our 
ongoing work

While simplifying the process, we also created opportunities for 
faculty to include artifacts that were more representative of their 
work and teaching. Whereas the earlier annual review process asked 
most faculty to submit teaching materials (syllabi, course documents, 
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rubrics, and so on) and student evaluations, the new process allowed 
for faculty to be more flexible in what they included. Faculty could now 
include external letters of commendation, peer-observation reports, 
exemplary student work, presentations related to teaching and learn-
ing. In short, faculty were invited to think creatively about their work 
and tell a different story than the student evaluations and syllabi could 
tell during Covid-19. The revision of these deliverables meant that the 
review committees could focus more on offering feedback and sug-
gestions to faculty for finding resources to help and support them in 
their time of pedagogical and emotional need. This approach was sup-
ported by the creation of a process document for transparency by the 
NT review committee. The document contained all of the committee’s 
meeting times, notes, topics, and action items. At the end of the docu-
ment, the committee suggested that the department do more than 
just send a letter to faculty congratulating them on a great year. It was 
suggested that the narratives and stories submitted by faculty in their 
reviews be voluntarily submitted and collected so that 2020 would not 
disappear into the annals of history, but could be collectively celebrat-
ed for the amazing accomplishment by our faculty, staff, and students. 

And to continue to spread the good will, both undergraduate 
curriculum committees, in keeping with our pledge from spring 2020 
to invest what funds we had in student initiatives, decided to split the 
large monetary prize of our Outstanding Senior Award into three Out-
standing Senior Awards: three for each program. We did this specifi-
cally to find ways of bringing a spotlight on the amazing student work, 
and in doing so, promote them with artifacts and acknowledgments 
that might catch the eye of prospective employers. We also did this 
to help aid students who might have lost their job, be taking care of 
friends or relatives who are sick, or are sick themselves and are unable 
to work. We reinvested in our students. 

Decision-making as Archi-Strategic 

Crises both foreclose and create opportunities. What they foreclose is 
often painfully obvious while the opportunities remain opaque. In this 
way, program stakeholders can readily detect the limits of program 
strategy. The perennial question “What is to be done?” can all too easily 
be met with a hopeless shoulder shrug. Yet, during the Covid-19 pan-
demic, we know many faculty, administrators, and leaders have made 
important decisions that have supported their students, colleagues, 
and programs. And, while those decisions might have seemed (or 
continue to seem) to be “one-time” decisions made in the face of great 
uncertainty, we encourage our colleagues to view those decisions and 
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actions as archi-strategic. As we’ll elaborate below, archi-strategic deci-
sions have three parts: 
1. They allow a program to fully assert its values instead of fearing 

what might be lost as a result of some crisis.
2. They provide administrators the opportunity to balance the 

program mission with individual care because a shift towards one 
endangers the other.

3. Finally, in asserting values and supporting program goals and the 
individuals who give to the program, administrators can inter-
rogate commonplaces and orient towards a better programmatic 
future. 

Taking advantage of these three opportunities results in increased 
program transparency and sustainability. 

To illustrate what we mean by archi-strategic, we draw from the 
language of woodworking. An important part of woodworking is the 
ability to envision, design, and use “jigs.” These are “custom made” and 
“solve a one-time chore but, more often, it becomes as permanently 
useful as the tool on which it was designed to be used. Many times, 
the project enables you to extend the applications of a tool beyond its 
basic functions” (De Cristoforo, 1999, p. 6-7). For example, table saws 
are designed for long straight cuts. However, through the construction 
of a simple “taper cut jig,” a table saw will be able to cut long tapered 
pieces of wood. The jig doesn’t in any way alter the machine itself; it 
expands the saw’s capabilities. While a novice woodworker, in a situa-
tion that calls for a tapered piece of wood, might attempt a tapered cut 
on a table saw without the aid of a jig, they will have to do so without 
the protection and guidance of the table saw’s fence (a piece of the 
machine that guides the wood as its cut to produce clear straight cuts). 
While the resulting piece of wood might suffice for a given task, this 
method results in cuts that are imprecise, unpredictable, and nearly 
impossible to replicate. Too, without the use of a jig or the tool’s own 
safety features or equipment, woodworking becomes drastically more 
dangerous. Expert woodworkers, on the other hand, can envision, 
design, and employ simple “jigs” that expand the capabilities of the 
machine, thereby producing more accurate cuts and replicable pieces 
of wood, all while making the saw itself more responsive, reproducible, 
safer, and easier to use. By providing a new foundation for the saw’s 
performance, jigs, we might say, are examples of archi-strategic deci-
sions and performance. Such archi-strategic decisions are profoundly 
rhetorical, in that they demand that one recognize the “available 
means” in order to make ongoing adjustments to a given situation.
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As administrators and faculty begin to reflect on the various dis-
ruptions of 2020-2021, we argue that administrators view their actions 
and decisions as archi-strategic. Doing so will allow them to uncover 
and articulate how their actions may or may not have stemmed from 
their program’s mission, as well as how their actions may have expand-
ed the capabilities of their program’s mission. To give an example, our 
department, like many other departments across the country, faced 
questions about the faculty annual review process. The shift to online 
teaching in both the spring and fall of 2020 presented enormous and 
unique challenges to students and faculty alike, and thus there was 
much confusion about how the annual review process: Would the an-
nual process be waived? How could the important work be captured 
and represented in the annual review process? What materials could 
faculty present in their dossiers? As we made our way through these 
problems, collectively in department meetings and as members of an 
ad hoc committee, it became clear that not only could we revise the 
annual review to better respond to the Covid-19 crisis, but also to bet-
ter align with our department goals and values. 

As a result of the ongoing conversations and inquiry about the ef-
fects of Covid-19 on annual reviews and faculty evaluation, the depart-
ment rewrote its bylaws to account for a revised annual review process, 
allowed faculty to select and include a wider variety of artifacts in their 
dossiers, simplified the writing process, and revised the merit review 
committee’s guidance documents. The revised annual review process 
provided a foundation for how faculty members represent their work, 
relay student learning, and document continued professional growth. 
In turn, the revision allowed the departmental merit review committee 
and department leadership to better reward those very things. What 
began as a crisis-driven response to support individual faculty ended 
up supporting and advancing the department’s values and goals, 
which also contributes to the former. In other words, what started as 
a solution to “solve a one-time chore” became “as permanently useful 
as the tool on which it was designed to be used” and “extend[ed] the 
applications of a tool beyond its basic functions.” Consequently, the re-
vised annual review process provided a new f0undation for our larger 
strategy and goals; they become archi-strategic.  

Key Takeaways
After reflecting on this situation and the above list of actions and deci-
sions, we argue that seeing these decisions as archi-strategic allows 
for three important takeaways for program directors and administra-
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tors. Such archi-strategic actions allow programs to fully assert their 
values and goals and avoid focusing on the potential losses a crisis 
might provoke. The actions we have described above, best exempli-
fied through the revised annual review process, allow departments to 
articulate and demonstrate their commitment to student learning and 
effective teaching. The actions of the department to modify and revise 
the annual review process was motivated not just through the im-
mediate needs of faculty during Covid-19, but also through a desire to 
make sure the revisions aligned with our broader program values and 
goals. Because our department has the good fortune of having a well-
defined set of programs and a clear mission statement, programmatic 
decisions ended up as both immediate and crisis-driven, as well as part 
of a larger ethos and mission.

Takeaway #1
 While it is certainly easy to focus on what might be lost during times 
of great upheaval, such moments provide program leaders an oppor-
tunity not only to support the people who make up the department, 
but also to make the department operate better than before, which, in 
turn, also supports the department’s stakeholders and community. In 
other words, we found that paying attention to the health of individual 
programs was an essential part of caring for people. Departments 
and programs provide, apart from employment, pay, and opportu-
nity, a mission, a sense of belonging, and a community. Recognizing 
the impromptu and improvisatory nature as archi-strategic means 
orienting leaders towards what Beronda Montgomery (2021) calls a 
“groundskeeping” model of leadership. She writes, “this distinct form of 
leadership is sense driven and environmentally adaptive; it attends to 
individuals at the same time as tending the ecosystems in which these 
individuals exist (p. 149). The Covid-19 crisis revealed to us the need 
to recognize the symbiotic relationships between individuals and the 
departments/programs in which they invest their time and energy to 
support the growth and functioning of both.

Takeaway #2
 This means, of course, working against the drive to retreat into the 
familiar and well-worn spaces and being open to revisiting and revis-
ing departmental commonplaces, even amidst great uncertainty and 
precarity. We recognize with Anna Tsing (2015) that “Thinking through 
precarity changes social analysis. A precarious world is a world without 
teleology. Indeterminacy, the unplanned nature of time, is frightening, 
but thinking through precarity makes it evident that indeterminacy 
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also makes life possible” (p. 20). While, as a department, we had been 
interested in revamping our annual review process, the efforts were 
incremental and piecemeal. However, Covid-19 meant that the annual 
review process, as well as our approach to revising the annual review, 
had to change. While the annual review was familiar to everyone with-
in the department, it quickly became clear that familiar wouldn’t work 
in the context of a global pandemic. Indeed, it also became clearer that 
the process might not have really supported faculty achievement and 
program assessment the way many thought it did. The familiar, in this 
case, far from providing the respite and comfort we hoped it might 
provide, would have compounded the anxieties commonly associated 
with the annual review process, as well as produced new worries about 
how teaching and learning were documented and rewarded during 
the pandemic.

Takeaway #3 
Finally, by recasting programmatic decisions made during the Cov-
id-19 crisis as archi-strategic, leaders and administrators can contribute 
to fostering a culture of transparency and sustainability within their 
departments and programs. Because archi-strategic decisions invite 
leaders and administrators to declare and align actions with values 
(which means supporting the individuals and programs) and inter-
rogate governing commonplaces, crises like the Covid-19 pandemic 
open the door to transparent decision-making and sustainable pro-
grams and support for stakeholders. Because these decisions take 
place at the limits of program strategy and goals, they are undoubtedly 
public; the effects of such decisions will be seen and felt by stakehold-
ers across the programs.

Consequently, we encourage leaders not only to communicate 
decisions, but to communicate how those decisions will lead to more 
effective and supportive programs as a whole. This requires hard, but 
open conversations with faculty, and invites discussion about past, 
current, and future initiatives. Essentially, this foregrounds a rhetorical 
response–one grounded in ethical praxis–to a crisis situation.

Conclusion
Because Covid-19 has upended the day-to-day work of programs and 
rendered program assessment and planning nearly impossible, which 
has, consequently, obfuscated how decisions are made, viewing deci-
sions as archi-strategic opens the door not only to leading effectively 
through an age of disruption, but to stronger, more transparent, and 
sustainable programs. Indeed, upon reflecting on the previous year 
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and the continued challenges of Covid-19, seeing the programmatic 
decisions as archi-strategic has allowed us–administrators, faculty, 
staff, and students–to articulate and model our programs’ mission and 
values. 

Lawrence Freedman (2013) observes, “A strategic plan, relating 
available means to desired ends through a series of steps which if 
followed carefully and in sequence produces the desired outcome, 
suggests a predictable world, with cause and effect known in advance.” 
However, “such plans struggle to survive their encounters with an 
awkward reality.” At the same time, “the unexpected and the accidental 
can be managed if provision is made from the start to accommodate 
them” (p. 622). By offering a way to account for the decisions that 
happen at the limits of program strategy–archi-strategic decisions–we 
hope program administrators and stakeholders have a “provision” for 
dealing with an unpredictable and “awkward reality,” as well as a way 
to advance their programs towards more sustainable and supportive 
futures.        
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Appendix

Professional and Public Writing Mission Statement
Our mission is to provide experiences, relationships, and resources 
that help students become more versatile, inventive, empathetic, and 
engaged writers. Such writers comprehend that rhetorics, technolo-
gies, and cultures constantly shape each other and that writers must 
adapt to this interplay if they are to do good work in the world. We be-
lieve that writers who can flourish within this constant interplay prove 
invaluable as employees, colleagues, and citizens.
Professional and Public Writing Learning Outcomes
1. Students will demonstrate attention to rhetorical contexts.
2. Students will compose for and with diverse audiences.
3. Students will identify their responsibility as communicators and 

community members.
4. Students will collaborate with attention to project management 

and citizenship.
5. Students will create with attention to their own positionality as 

well as the cultures and communities they create for and within.
6. Students will make research-based arguments that are supported 

by clear claims and evidence.
7. Students will learn how to learn in professional and public writing 

contexts.

Experience Architecture Mission Statement
Experience Architecture (XA) is a cross-disciplinary User Experience 
(UX) degree that makes its essential focus staging improved and just 
experiences in the world. It is a values driven program engaging UX as 
a vehicle for future change agents. We believe that people deserve to 
engage with usable, accessible, and sustainable spaces. We position XA 
students to engage these spaces, and contribute to designing a world 
in which they would want to participate.

Experience Architecture Learning Outcomes
1. Students will emphasize the importance of diversity, equity, com-

munity, and justice in their design and research processes.
2. Students will evaluate how their own experiences and positionality 

influence their design and research processes.
3. Students will reflect on experiences in order to monitor continued 

learning and growth.
4. Students will integrate knowledge of culture and partner commu-

nities into their design and research practices.
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5. Students will apply user-experience research techniques such as 
card-sorting, usability-testing, expert reviews, etc. into their design 
and research processes.

6. Students will analyze how technologies influence human action 
and decision-making.

7. Students will explain the practices and knowledge associated with 
working in fields associated with XA (including user-experience, 
user research, artificial intelligence, computer science, content 
strategy, accessibility, etc.).

8. Students will create projects through iterative and recursive 
processes that include inquiry, research, feedback, reflection, and 
revision.

9. Students will generate projects across a variety of media, such as 
websites, mobile apps, and text-based reports.

10. Students will evaluate the steps and processes involved in execut-
ing multi-step and iterative projects.

11. Students will utilize a variety of modes, including writing, speech, 
sound, graphic design, programming languages, etc. in their de-
sign and research processes.
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