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Dear Search Committee Members,  

I am honored to have been nominated for the University of Cincinnati’s Deanship of the College-

Conservatory of Music (CCM). In response, I write to apply for this position with great enthusiasm. I 

am doing so from my role as Associate Dean of Roosevelt University’s Chicago College of 

Performing Arts (CCPA). This opportunity to serve CCM draws on the areas of my greatest 

successes and arrives at a time when I am seeking to relocate to an institution with CCM’s specific 

profile and UC’s momentum. I will outline below the distinct reasons I am seeking this appointment 

and respond to the skills and experiences identified by this committee as essential for the role. 

Of the reasons I am applying, the first is because I know, admire, and enjoy the city of Cincinnati, 

UC, and CCM especially. I moved to Cincinnati almost twenty years ago to study for the degrees that 

I eventually earned at CCM, the MM and PhD. By the time I left Ohio for a professorship in 

Chicago, I had come to see the city as second to none in its ability to blend and balance its rich 

history with its ambition to shape the future. CCM must maintain an active role in this setting. We all 

desire for the College to understand itself as a storied institution that has sent composers, performers, 

actors, dancers, producers, content creators, and administrators to the forefronts of their fields. We 

also recognize CCM’s potential for doing even more to set the standards in the arts industries we 

wish to see. I seek a CCM that fully embraces the momentum that both UC and Cincinnati’s arts 

institutions have, and I wish to ensure that this moment is led by the bright and artistically rich minds 

of CCM’s faculty, staff, students, and alumni. In doing this, I want to live and work in Cincinnati. I 

want my family to know the city, her people, and institutions in the way I do, and benefit from what 

the Queen City’s identity will be in 2024 and beyond. 

Second, I am seeking an institution with UC’s range of colleges, schools, and departments. When I 

was hired at my present institution it felt so natural because the College included a Music 

Conservatory, Theatre Conservatory, and the degrees that I have been focused on codifying in an 

Interdisciplinary Conservatory. As a student at CCM I saw the opportunities that came from such a 

comprehensive range of offerings, and that has helped me to thrive in occasions to work boldly and 

collaboratively at Roosevelt University. The dean who hired me to Roosevelt’s faculty identified my 

instincts and skills in developing and strengthening programs and initiatives. Following on the 

success of bringing together colleagues to build new pathways for performing arts students within 

our Honors Program, I was appointed to serve as a Program Director. Thereafter, my colleagues 

elected me to posts as a Chair in our College, Chair of the University Senate, Director of our Music 

Conservatory, and my current role as Associate Dean of CCPA, where my portfolio includes 
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management across all of our performing arts areas. These endorsements have been directly related to 

successes in supporting students, growing enrollments, and securing funding for scholarships, faculty 

lines, and partnerships. That said, Roosevelt is a smaller institution than UC. The larger number of 

colleges, schools, departments, and degree offerings across all of UC will allow me to go further in 

the collaborative and forward-looking efforts that have been most professionally meaningful.  

Third, I care about public research institutions who lead their cities, states, regions, and the nation. 

Seeing the efforts and results to date from the 1819 Innovation Hub, Cincinnati Innovation District, 

and especially the investment in STEM careers from JobsOhio is exciting. So, too, are the efforts in 

the Digital Futures Initiative and the Strange Tools Research Lab that appear to be thriving between 

the College of Design, Art, Architecture, and Planning and students and faculty in UC’s other 

colleges. I read the Next Lives Here strategic direction statements as yearning for CCM to be an 

active partner in maintaining the treasury of artistic techniques and disciplines that it has shared with 

students across decades, while also setting a bold agenda for the role of creation, performance, and 

production in the future we are making. I like when an institution has the wind at its back, and the 

need to think clearly, work collaboratively, and set a direction to make full use of its resources. 

 

In sharing this rationale for applying, I recognize that beyond my interest, the committee needs an 

individual who can partner with the outstanding faculty and staff, students, campus leadership, and 

Cincinnati community to provide the innovative education you advocate and the visionary leadership 

that can connect to measurable goals. I bring to this work success in seeing strategic planning from 

the unit, college, and university level, and a joy for articulating how my work as a teacher and author 

in the arts fuels my work as an administrator. I am excited by the plans you have in place and the 

work to come in this setting. Let me describe my skills and successes specific to the areas raised by 

this search committee in your profile. 

 

Administrative Experience and Effectiveness 

Upon entering leadership in my current institution, my dean shared an assessment that conformed to 

what I was seeing: we were at a point of stasis. I was tasked with shepherding a process to reestablish 

concrete goals that would be specific to the college, “shovel-ready,” and supportive of the 

university’s overarching strategic plan. The fruits of these efforts included taking six new programs 

through university governance and out for external accreditor (NASM) approval, beginning an 

application for our Theatre Conservatory to establish NAST membership, defining three new 

fundraising priorities, and securing nine new full-time faculty hires. All of this work has been 

collaborative, and all of it has required the formation of a professional administrative culture. 

In my current role, I am responsible for a budget of $5.5 million, with a full-time faculty of twenty-

nine, two staff direct reports, four Chairs, and more than 150 adjunct, artist, or guest faculty. This is 

an extraordinarily talented faculty with members drawing from the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, 

Lyric Opera, and the city’s vast professional theatre community. I coordinate our course offerings. I 

support our advisors in their efforts to mentor and register students. I support our scheduling, 

facilities, and productions teams in ensuring we have the spaces and equipment for a complex 

performing arts operation.  

Institution-wide Collaborations 

With regards to institutional collaboration, my experience began at the most foundational level. In 

2015 CCPA had stable enrollment in some areas, but we had started to observe declines in others. I 

proposed that a Bachelor of Musical Arts degree, which was already on our books, contained 
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extraordinary potential, if revised. At that time the BMA had one student enrolled and no recruitment 

plan, functional catalog definition, program marketing, or donor support. I partnered with the 

University Honors Program, and developed a revised Honors BMA in which students are admitted 

simultaneously into CCPA and Roosevelt Honors. Resulting from this connection, we melded 

elements of the Music Conservatory’s professional programs with honors learning objectives for 

students seeking secondary areas in Computer Science, English, Math, Philosophy, Physics, and the 

list goes on. In so doing we attracted students with greater racial, ethnic, and socio-economic 

diversity than all other programs in our College. In the revised program’s first year we enrolled six 

students, grew to twelve in the second year, and by the third year hit the program’s original twenty-

student goal. 

 

In 2020 I offered a College Music Society fireside chat on ways to lead this type of degree revision. 

At the heart of my efforts are the goals of helping competitive students to be positioned to perform, 

produce, and create on the world’s biggest stages, while also demonstrating that studying in the arts 

can lead to varied career possibilities, such as with a the new BA in “Art, Entertainment, and Media 

Business,” which I developed between CCPA and our College of Business, the enhancement of our 

“Music and Computing” program, in coordination with our Computer Science Department, and the 

work I have underway between our Philosophy Program and music and theatre areas to address 

applied ethics for artists. These efforts led to an invitation in 2021 to speak at the national meeting of 

the Arts School Network on how I have designed programs that make use of DEI best practices by 

ensuring first-generation and marginalized students have thorough knowledge of learning outcomes 

and robust advising to plan for the careers that arts alumni encounter.  

 

Prioritize Fundraising and Engagement 

The program development that I described above as an entry point into strategic leadership provided 

a case study in academic collaboration, recruiting success, and the marshaling of resources. 

Subsequently, when Roosevelt’s advancement team identified a lead donor for our Honors BMA, I 

worked to establish the program’s first endowed scholarship. This partnership was so successful that 

when I explained to the donor the structures we had in place for awarding their gift, they agreed to 

enhance the gift to allow for two awards in the founding years and provided a verbal commitment to 

bring other friends to this fund, for which work continues now.   

 

As an associate dean, I have been leading efforts toward a $600,000 campaign for purchases to 

improve our piano fleet. I have also developed a long-term, two-partner fundraising effort to endow a 

highly selective post-baccalaureate diploma program in opera that we offer in collaboration with 

Chicago Opera Theatre. Each of these areas—scholarships, equipment, and programmatic growth—

has required work with our Advancement team, briefing of the College’s advisory board, and 

identification of new donors. The successes have grown from my enthusiasm for discussing the 

quality of students’ and faculty members’ work, and how with the partnership of the philanthropic 

community, we can meet our goals. This is work in which I am making a concerted effort to specify 

the institution’s potential, market its value, and celebrate our successes. 

 

Recruit, Retain, and Reward a Diverse Workforce 

Beyond funding and launching programs, I have worked overtly to develop a range of communities 

for my college’s students, faculty, and staff. For students I created a seminar series in which we bring 

in industry experts beyond those encountered routinely on campus. I invite orchestral librarians, 

intellectual property attorneys, instrument builders, and philanthropists to discuss how their work 

intersects with the more familiar areas of that our programs and degrees address.  
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For faculty I developed a monthly research and creative activity colloquium that is now beloved in 

part for drawing together refreshments from Chicago’s exceptional bakeries with a welcoming 

environment for faculty members to share and gather feedback on early-stage and in-progress 

research and creative activity. This effort has been essential to increasing our college’s overall 

production of collaborative research and grant writing. While tasty, it is not the doughnuts that secure 

more grants! Rather, these events have created a culture that encourages members to think boldly 

about increasing research expenditures and opportunities. 

 

In all of these settings I have revised CCPA’s hiring practices using industry best-practices for 

diversifying our faculty and staff. This has resulted in the appointments of a first Latino Program 

Director in our Jazz and Contemporary Music Program, first non-binary Musical Theatre instructor, 

and the growth of our full-time Black faculty.  

 

My Life in Teaching, Research, and Service 

My administrative appointments have built on my successes as a teacher and author. As a researcher 

this has included the growing list of publications, conference papers, and grants provided in my CV, 

as well as routine national recognition, including receipt of the 2016 Hay-Nicolay Prize from the 

Abraham Lincoln Institute for advancing national understanding of Lincoln and Civil War legacies, 

the New York Festival’s finalist status for a 2017 radio show, and the Newberry Library’s 2019 

Rudolph Ganz Fellowship in American Music. For all of this work—and with the support and 

encouragement of my department, dean, and provost—I will apply this academic year for promotion 

to full professor. 

 

In my most recent review, my dean noted, “If Tom’s advocacy for change is scholarly and data 

driven—based on careful consideration and masterful understanding of market trends, best 

pedagogical practices, alumni surveys, and perpetual self-assessment, his success in achieving 

change is person driven: he is unfailingly collegial and principled, and his interaction with others is 

always done with a spirit of humility.” In this same spirit, I am excited to partner with the faculty and 

staff at a time of considerable change in the arts and considerable hope for CCM’s role in shaping 

this future. I am eager to advocate for CCM in every venue, collaborate with colleagues on 

supporting and growing the strongest academic programs, as well as seeking fundraising, grants, and 

partnerships to ensure faculty and student efforts have considerable resources. To do this work, I look 

forward to learning more about you and your goals.  

  

 

             Sincerely,  

  
 Thomas J. Kernan, PhD  

Assoc. Dean, Chicago College of Performing Arts 

Roosevelt University 


