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What happens to a dream deferred?

Does it dry up

like a raisin in the sun?

Or fester like a sore

And then run?

Does it stink like rotten meat?

Or crust and sugar over

like a syrupy sweet?

Maybe it just sags

like a heavy load.

Or does it explode?

A  D R E A M  D E F E R R E D
Hughes, L. (1995). The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes. (A. Rampersad 
& D. E. Roessel, Eds.) (First Vintage Classics). Vintage Classics.  
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In Memoriam, Reflections on Dr. Peter Vaill 

 Renowned scholar Dr. Peter Vaill was a member of GSLC’s faculty as Professor of Management  
from 2003 through 2008 when he was awarded Professor Emeritus status. He impacted our learning 
community in many ways and we are pleased to share these reflections from friends and colleagues.  
Dr. Al Guskin, Antioch Chancellor Emeritus and former GSLC faculty member shared his reflections.

I was deeply saddened by Peter Vaill’s passing and it led me to reflect on the five 
years we spent together as faculty members. As most everyone in the Program 
knows Peter was a giant in the world of organizational leadership and change. In 
fact, my first memory of Peter was from reading his wonderful book Managing as 
a Performing Art and using it as a reading for an Antioch University Leadership 
retreat when I was Antioch’s President in the early 1990s. But that moment pales 
in comparison to a phone call I received from Laurien in 2003 saying that Peter 
was applying for a faculty position in our PhD in Leadership and Change program. I 
couldn’t believe it. My response was, “Let’s hire him now.”

We were really only a year old at the time, having just secured provisional 
approval by the Ohio Board of Regents. We had created an innovative highly 
student learning oriented hybrid program that some viewed as controversial—no 
buildings, no courses, no “real” library, a few faculty (a couple of whom were seen 
as administrators!) who lived in different parts of the country and students coming 
from across the country to meet in intensive residencies four times a year. In 2003 
why would that be controversial!! 

We had to go before the Ohio Board of Regents for permanent approval. The 
leadership of the Board of Regents did not believe we could entice the quality of 
faculty needed for a PhD program—and they said so bluntly back in 2001. Well, 
we had been able to recruit Elizabeth Holloway, Dick Couto, Jon Wergin and Peter 
Vaill! It blew their minds! And we had developed an incredible student-oriented 
digital library way before its time. We received permanent approval soon after the 
meeting.

Peter joined our program because he truly believed in the student learning 
focus, in always pushing the edge of educating adult practitioners to be scholar-
practitioners, in a focus on whole person education and learning, and in a 
humanistic approach to organizational leadership.

As I think back to those days as we strove to develop a values-based, innovative, 
high-quality hybrid PhD program for practicing professionals, there was always the 
worry that others in higher education and the organizational leadership and change 
world would not see us as a legitimate alternative to traditional graduate education 
worthy of Antioch’s values and the granting of a PhD. Peter’s presence on our 
faculty created a legitimacy that was invaluable and surprising to many.

While I did 
not know Peter 
personally prior 
to his becoming 

a faculty member in the program, since 
the mid-1980s (when I first became 
acquainted with his writings) his ideas 
have had a significant impact on my 
own thinking and work as a university 
leader; he has been and still is my 
favorite management/leadership scholar. 
What a wonderful treat to have him as a 
colleague. Teaching with him, being with 
him in faculty discussions and serving 
on a dissertation committee with him 
have been high points for me. I never 
cease to be amazed and impressed by 
Peter’s uncompromising commitment to 
focusing on the student learner, by his 
willingness to try out new ways of doing 
things, by his memory for ideas that 
he read long ago and how he can apply 
them to a discussion or student work, 
by his insistence that leadership always 
deals with change, by his emphasis on 
the need to look at the spiritual side of 
leaders, and by his enormous courage and 
perseverance in facing 
life’s difficult realities. 
It has been a privilege 
and pleasure to 
work alongside 
Peter for these 
last five years.

In 2008 I wrote 
the following on 
Peter’s retirement:

http://www.antioch.edu/gslc
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 In the world of permanent whitewater, one cannot 
know where the next opportunity or threat is going to 
come from. Yet when it comes, a great deal depends on 

possessing or being able rapidly to acquire a useful 
way of thinking about it so that courses of action one 

has underway will not be shattered. This job that calls 
for the whole person is enormously absorbing.

The longer I have reflected on what permanent white 
water calls for, the more I think the ability to let go 

and move with the energy of the system is key. We say 
don’t push the river.”

ON PERMANENT 
WHITE WATER:

ON THEORY AND 
PRACTICE:

Theory and practice do not integrate; they dance 
with each other, sometimes lustily, but just as often 

ploddingly or with one lording over the other or 
warily and with stony indifference. But it also 
must be said that in a school of administration, 

management, leadership, or practice, if theory and 
practice do not dance with each other somehow, the 

learner will graduate not knowing much about 
practice nor having gained any increment in concrete 

skill nor remembering any of the theories that were 
intended to be relevant in the future.”

As I end these reflections I would like to leave you with some quotes from Peter that reflect 
some of the key concepts that have influenced my own thinking over these last three decades 

and informed the PhD in Leadership and Change at a critical time in its formative years.

In Memoriam, Reflections on Dr. Peter Vaill

Peter Vail was enormously influential to me in many ways. He’s the one who told me “I belonged back 

in school” when we happened to meet at the airport one day six years after he was my University of St. 

Thomas (UST) MBA capstone course professor. He mentored me, unofficially, throughout the PhDLC 

program, providing me with the triple gifts of healthy skepticism about my Edge Leadership topic, 

supportive critique during my research, and final academic attribution for my work. We stayed in touch 

after we both left the program. He appeared as a guest lecturer for a few years when I taught my own UST 

MBA Leadership classes. We talked a lot about “Managerial Leadership” and “Practice,” and I still refer to 

his lessons and require his writings in my work as a Leadership and Management instructor and mentor 

to Executive MBA students. I’ll miss him a lot, but I have his books, written and video musings, and many 

good memories to keep. As I wrote at the front of my dissertation, he was right; I did belong back in school. 

DR. LYNN OLSEN, PHDLC ALUMNI (COHORT 5)

http://www.antioch.edu/gslc
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