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enu Khator was born into a con-
servative Indian family in Far-
rukhabad in Uttar Pradesh,
India. At 18, an arranged mar-
riage brought her to the United
States, where she had the oppor-
tunity to pursue her dreams of
graduate school. Thirty years later, Khator has far
exceeded her own academic expectations, be-
coming the first female provost and vice presi-
dent of academic affairs at the University of
South Florida.

After nearly two decades of years of working
her way up the academic ladder, the only Indian-
born administrator at a major Florida university
— and one of the very few in the country — has
developed an optimistic approach and a keen

Bl: What were your main goals when you were
appointed provost?

RK: We just finished the strategic plan for the
university and the goal is to be among the top
50 research universities in the country in five
years. To do that, my objective basically was
to make sure that we have two fronts covered
— the faculty front and the student front.

I'wanted to make sure that the faculty could
get the best infrastructure possible to succeed,
because overall recruitment for the last three

“Women make, oftentimes, better
managers because there are certain
qualities that they bring to the table,
a collaborativeness, a more holistic
view, the ability to put themselves in
other people’s shoes.”

ability to listen. She also brought with her an am-
bitious to-do list: empower the faculty, make USF
a top-rated research institution, increase the di-
versity of undergraduate students and put aca-
demics at the heart of everything.

Khator stopped teaching full time in 2001 but
continues to write research papers on global pub-
lic administration, environmental policy and
South Asian politics. She cites both her public
policy background and extended family as part of
her holistic approach to resolving problems. Just
over a year after she was appointed, Black Issues
visited Khator at the university’s campus in
Tampa and spoke with her about her goals for the
university, the impact of globalization on U.S.
colleges and universities and dispelling stereo-
types about Indians and other South Asians.

BI: You have had a long association with USF,
so looking back, what was the appeal of the
university for you? Was it both personal and
professional? And as a young scholar, did you
aspire to become an administrator?

RK: No, actually not at all. That wasn’t part of
my dream. When [ was growing up in India,
having a career wasn’t a part of my dream. I’'m
a Marwari (a fairly conservative class) but
that’s not how | was raised. But one thing |
knew, I loved education. The university at-

years has been absolutely phenomenal. Now
that we have attracted the best and the bright-
est, it becomes my responsibility to give them
that working environment in which they can
succeed.

[ also wanted to make sure that we could
connect with the students who come here. So it
(student affairs) was put together with student
life ... We made that shift last year. The reason
was that I wanted to make sure, first of all, that
we increased the quality and diversity of the
students that we attract here. And once they’re
here, [ wanted to make sure that they succeed,
because our retention rates were not quite as
good. So that became another banner for us, to
say that when we get a student here they should
not have any excuse that classes are not avail-
able. We should have everything possible to
help them succeed. So that’s my other goal.

Bl: What aspects of the job are most
rewarding to you?

RK: The most rewarding job is really to recruit
the faculty, and we’ve done that. This year we
are searching for close to 200 faculty in the
USF system. That day is just the most exciting
day for me when [ get to meet with the new
faculty, because that tells me where we are in
the national scene, the kind of recruits that we
are able to get here.

And then, to see what they are able to ac-
complish in classrooms with the students.
That’s another very thrilling experience. So, I
would say the best part is the part that I spend
with the faculty and trying to see how is it that
I can help them to do what they are here for,
which is to educate and to really extend their
horizons of knowledge.
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mosphere excited me always, but administra-
tion was never actually part of my thing
whatsoever. My husband and I both, we
weren’t even looking at USF. We didn’t even
know USF existed, in all honesty, 20 years
ago. We came to a conference in Orlando, and
we met some professors from USF who said,
“You have to come take a look at USF. It’s a
budding university. It’s a great university.” So
we came here, and then we thought, okay,
Florida is a nice place. Maybe we should stay
here, see the state and then move on.

So it’s not that we never thought about
leaving. As a matter of fact, [ was in the pool
nationally when I was going for the search
here for the dean, and I did have other offers,
but in the end it turned out to be the best fit for
my talents and my skills, and the university
valued what I had to offer.

JUNE 16, 2005 « 29




Bl: What in your background makes you well-
suited for the provost position, and do you feel
a sense of responsibility for being a pioneer?

RK: I never think of myself as a pioneer. |
would say I’ve never planned my life, and
maybe that has been the thrill of it, because
whatever [ have [ just put my heart and soul in
it, and the doors open.

For an administrative job, I think I have
very solid grounding in the goal of the faculty,
the academic piece of it. That is the unwaver-
ing foundation that [ have.

But the other thing that is important is my
training as a public policy person. That helps
me, because I have noticed when 1 see an is-
sue, I go at it just like I would do for my re-
search. [ take a comprehensive look, and then
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make a decision and I’'m very good about that.
I do not look back and regret my decision, fret
over itatall, good or bad. Nobody here can say
that I don’t make decisions. They might say I
may have made wrong decisions, but not bad
decisions.

Two other things that I have reflected on
— I do think they help me in my job today —
are my upbringing in India and my extended
family. Because what you learn in an extended
family is that you really cannot lead, or at least
as a woman. You cannot simply order things
around. You cannot scream and yell and get
what you want. You really need to sort of work
through the system. You need to inspire oth-
ers. You need to sell your idea. You need to
work as a team.

Bl: How were you received as the first female
provost and what advice would you give to
other women aspiring to positions in higher
education?

RK: There were people who wanted to watch
and see ... to see whether you’ll succeed or
whether you will have the guts to do gutsy
things. I could sense it. My thing has been,
“Well, the task has to be done.” Of course, you
are going to always make some people un-
happy.

I think generally what people say here is |
never tried to get up and say, “Here I am on my
horse and you all come behind me.” I gener-
ally say, “You all go, and I’m sort of just push-
ing from the back,” and I’m there. And it
seems to work. I have the highest respect for
the faculty, for what they do as creative peo-
ple. They have never let me down. I'm very
proud of them.

Bl: What is your advice for professional
women?

RK: I always told my daughters that as a
woman you have something extra special.
Never let go of those characteristics that you
bring to the table as a woman. There was a
time when women had to behave like men. [
just don’t think those times are here today. I
have never done that.

[ am very proud about talking about family.
I’m very comfortable talking about my chil-
dren. So what I would say is, women make,

oftentimes, better managers because there are
certain qualities that they bring to the table, a
collaborativeness, a more holistic view, the
ability to put themselves in other people’s
shoes.

Bl: Comparing the higher education systems

of India and the United States, what aspects of
the Indian system do you think that the U.S.

could adopt to better prepare students?

RK: Well, I think one thing that helped me
tremendously — I did my bachelor’s in politi-
cal science in India. It built a very strong theo-
retical foundation. But here it was more
informal and it was more practical. Having the
foundation first helped me really hone the
skills in practice. I think here we have to give a
little more emphasis to building a very solid
(theoretical) foundation for students.

The second thing I liked in the system in
India was the tutorial approach, which we
somehow don’t have here. You could have a
massive lecture, but then the big group broke
down into 15 or 20 people. You have more
personal attention. And now in research uni-
versities, you sometimes see class sizes of
300, 400, sometimes even 600 or 1,000 stu-
dents. There are graduate assistants, but they
don’t necessarily function in the same tutorial
mode.

BI: What do you think is the biggest stereotype
that Indians face in this country? Have you en-
countered any of those barriers or stereo-

types?

RK: | think the biggest stereotype is that we
are just very good in math and science, (that)
all Indians have a tremendous math and sci-
ence skill. To begin with, I’m not in one of
those fields. I’'m not in engineering, I’'m not in
computer science, I’'m not in medicine, so I
broke that barrier even at that time. [ mean, In-
dians don’t come for political science. I had an
opportunity to change, especially for medi-
cine, if | wanted, but I love my discipline and I
just wanted to stay there.

The other thing about the Indian stereotype
is that parents really control their children’s
educational lives. It is a positive message that
they stay very engaged and very involved,
which is true. ... But at the same time, I think
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it’s about push, you know, when the Indian
student here says they want to go into medi-
cine, the first thing is that your parents are
pushing you for it.

So I think for Indians, the biggest challenge
and the biggest break in the stereotype is for
them to know, for their parents to know, for the
community to know, that there is a whole
world out there to explore and to find what you
like to do best in your life. And if it happens to
be playing drums, like the son of my best
friend here, so be it. I think it’s a great thing.

A lot of times | have noticed bright brains
who do not want to take the leadership roles.
That’s another barrier that I ended up breaking
because I was introduced to the world of ad-
ministration through an administrative intern-
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SOURCE: AMERICAN COUNCIL ON
EDUCATION, 21ST STATUS REPORT ON
MINORITIES IN HIGHER EDUCATION;
THEY RECEIVED THEIR DATA FROM THE
U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION,
NATIONAL CENTER FOR EDUCATION
STATISTICS - INTEGRATED POSTSEC-
ONDARY EDUCATION DATA SYSTEM
(IPEDS), FALL ENROLLMENT SURVEY,
199170 2001 (ANALYSIS BY
AUTHOR).

ship program. I guess because of my public
policy background I just always had an opin-
ion on an issue.

But now we are seeing that a lot of Indians
are coming on the political scene. I’ve seen
doctors who are taking television spots now,
there are several deans now, and there are also
provosts now ... This is going to help our chil-
dren see some role models in leadership as
well, not just simply do the brain work.

BI: Do you sense a feeling of “Indian envy” in
terms of outsourcing? Did you ever find any re-
sistance among Americans to accept Indians
as more than software engineers and doctors?

RK: From my point of view, [ have definitely
seen questions being raised. They will say,
‘well, now the Indians are taking over all these
technical jobs.” And I say, ‘well, nobody ques-
tioned when all of the Indians were leaving
their country to contribute to the brain power
here.” If it’s a global world, there is going to be
competition both ways, so what are we afraid
of? We just have to rise up here in America
and do different kinds of things.

I have recently done research work and
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About the University of
South Florida

m Location: Tampa (main campus),
St. Petersburg, Lakeland and Sarasota/
Manatee

m History: Main campus founded 1956;
first classes in 1960

m Degrees Offered: Undergraduate and
graduate/doctoral/professional degrees
conferred in all majors

m Ethnic Background: Non-resident Aliens
(4.6 percent); Black (11.3 percent); American
Indian (0.4 percent); Asian/Pacific Islander
(5.2 percent); Hispanic (9.9 percent); and
White (66.7 percent)

® Enroliment: 42,590 undergraduate and
graduate/professional students. Class of
2004: 17,204 (men) and 25,386 (women)

SOURCE: WWW.USF.EDU

Full-Time Asian American/Pacific Islander
Administrators in Higher Education

| Total
137,711

NOTE: DETAILS MAY NOT ADD TO TOTALS BECAUSE OF ROUNDING.

presented in different conferences on out-
sourcing and call centers in India. Personally, |
haven’t faced that kind of a thing, that they do
not like India or they resent Indians yet. But I
think if they do, they will have to get adjusted
very quickly because the phenomenon from
India and China is not disappearing soon.
Both countries are very well situated and I
think they have placed emphasis on English as
a second language and higher education, par-
ticularly India. ... And India was at the right
time, the right place, with the right tools to re-
ally take advantage of this new global techno-
logical wave. And I think it’s here to stay. So,
if people are feeling that way, it becomes im-
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portant for us to educate.

BI: Your life s philosophy is, “When life gives
you lemons and everyone else is busy making
lemonade, think about making margaritas!”
Can you explain the times in your life when
you hadto do that?

RK: Every life is bound to give lemons. It’s
just a part of life. The important thing is to ba-
sically take lessons from whatever it has been.
Look at the positive thing. I just believe in
looking at the glass as half full. And every
time I just bounce back and move on, and then
bounce back again and moveon. =
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