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Over the next decade, as the community college’s current 
generation of leaders and administrators begin retiring in 
large numbers, important steps must be taken to identify 
and develop future leaders for the institution. A variety of 
internal opportunities (e.g., internships, leadership develop-
ment programs, graduate school programs) provide effec-
tive training for potential future leaders already working in 
higher education. Yet there remains a need for comprehen-
sive leadership and an understanding of issues—besides 
academics—impacting the community college: business-
industry partnerships, instructional technology centers, me-
dia relations, development, facilities and planning, budgeting, 
and risk management. Current college and board leaders 
must look critically at potential leaders inside and outside 
the institution, developing programs and making necessary 
changes to ensure future leaders are available to fill the 
impending void. 

Introduction
A wealth of literature indicates a large percentage 
of senior community college administrators and 
leaders—deans, chief academic officers, vice presi-
dents, and presidents—will retire within the next 
decade (Cooper & Pagotto, 2003; Eddy, 2007; 
Floyd & Laden, 2007; Fulton-Calkins & Milling, 
2005; Hammons & Miller, 2006; Hull & Keim, 
2007; Keim & Murray, 2008; McPhail, Robinson, 
& Scott, 2008; Mitchell & Eddy, 2008; Romero, 
2004; Wallin, 2006). In a study published by the 
American Association of Community Colleges 
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(AACC), Weisman and Vaughan 
(2007) used the 2006 Career and 
Lifestyle Survey (CLS) to collect 
data from 545 community college 
presidents completing the survey 
and compared these most recent 
results with those of four previous 
CLS studies conducted in 1984, 
1991, 1996, and 2001. The most 
recent data show the percentage 
of presidents planning to retire 
within the next 10 years increased 
dramatically from 68% in 1996 to 
84% in 2006.

“There is great concern that 
the pipeline is not producing new 
leaders rapidly enough to fill all 
the resulting vacancies” (Wiess-
ner & Sullivan, 2007, p. 88). To 
address this growing concern, Mc-
Nair, Duree, and Ebbers (2011) 
evaluated the leadership compe-
tencies developed by AACC to 
prepare future community college 
presidents and identified three 
additional reasons for this short-
age. First, fewer advanced degrees 
focused on community college 
leadership were being awarded 
than in the past, leading to fewer 
fully credentialed leaders. Second-
ly, as the institution expanded its 
missions and the diversity of the 
students attending the institution 
increased, the complexity of lead-
ing a community college increased 
as well. Finally, many typical barri-
ers to advancement remained—no 
doctorate; reluctance to relocate 
for available opportunities; and 

limited local opportunities for 
those qualified, but unwilling to 
relocate. The researchers acknowl-
edged that “there is no one set of 
experiences that lead to the acqui-
sition of skills required of today’s 
community college presidents” 
(McNair, Duree, & Ebbers, 2011, 
p. 4).

College leaders and boards, 
despite this clear realization over 
the past several years, continue 
to struggle with how to best meet 
this growing need for the next 
generation of community college 
leaders (Amey, VanDerLinden, & 
Brown, 2002; Mitchell & Eddy, 
2008; Wallin, 2006). In fact, the 
literature gives little consideration 

“as to why and how certain admin-
istrative paths evolve, or what or-
ganizational strategies might be 
appropriate for developing and 
supporting alternative trajectories” 
(Amey et al., 2002, p. 574). Mc-
Nair et al. (2011) concluded with 
a similar research finding, noting 
that “little is known about how 
presidents believe they might have 
better prepared for the role” (p. 3).

Literature Review
Research and literature propose 
two realistic solutions to the in-
creasing need for community col-
lege leaders. The first, generating 
the vast majority of research, is 
growing leaders from within the 
institution (Amey et al., 2002; 
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Cooper & Pagotto, 2003; Eddy, 
2005; Eddy & VanDerLinden, 
2006; Hammons & Miller, 2006; 
Mitchell & Eddy, 2008; Phel-
an, 2005; Pope & Miller, 2005; 
Twombly & Townsend, 2008; 
Wallin, 2006); in fact, entire is-
sues of peer-reviewed educational 
journals, such as New Directions for 
Higher Education and New Direc-
tions for Community Colleges, have 
been dedicated to transitioning 
faculty and other midlevel admin-
istrators into senior leadership po-
sitions within the institution (see 
Henry, 2006; Hoppe & Speck, 
2003; Piland & Wolf, 2003b). 
The second solution, discussed 
to a lesser extent in the literature, 
is hiring leaders from outside of 
the institution (Amey et al., 2002; 
Pope & Miller, 2005). This latter 
solution uses the private sector as 
a learning lab to develop future aca-
demic leaders. Independently, nei-
ther solution is likely to solve the 
problem; a combination of the 
two may ultimately be required to 
meet the national demand for this 
new wave of college leaders.

Internal Leadership Growth

Much of the literature and re-
search on programs and methods 
designed to build future leaders 
from current institutional em-
ployees focus on three themes: (a) 
on-the-job training or internships, 
(b) leadership training programs, 
and (c) graduate school programs. 

Piland and Wolf (2003a) found 
“community college leadership 
development has included a mix 
of on-the-job training, graduate 
education, and short-term, un-
connected leadership training 
opportunities” (p. 94). Ironically, 
one barrier to developing internal 
leaders is the growing power of 
faculty in the shared governance 
process (Kerr & Gade, 1987). The 
authors noted that as faculty take 
on more of the decision-making 
traditionally reserved for college 
presidents, they become either an-
ti-administration or find they can 
promote their initiatives through 
collective bargaining contracts 
and participatory governance ini-
tiatives, lessening the need to take 
administrative positions to effect 
change. According to Kerr and 
Gade (1987), “only 20 percent of 
college presidents are involved in 
the most primary aspects of aca-
demic life on their campuses” (p. 
34). The rise of shared governance 
and faculty control of many aca-
demic matters has led to challeng-
es in motivating internal leaders 
to become future administrators.

On-the-job training, internship, 
and mentorship

In many ways, on-the-job training 
and internship experience become 
self-directed. Those within the in-
stitution aspiring to be leaders in 
the future should build personal 
portfolios of experiences that 
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support increased responsibility, 
such as committee assignments, 
governance participation, com-
munity development, and public 
speaking (Land, 2003). Raines 
and Alberg (2003) noted formal 
internships provide three impor-
tant outcomes to emerging higher 
education leaders: (a) hands-on ex-
perience, (b) comprehensive view 
of the world of higher education 
administration, and (c) greater op-
portunity for permanent admin-
istrative positions. When intern-
ships are conducted outside of an 
individual’s normal department 
or college, more beneficial men-
torships often take place by pro-
viding an interdisciplinary look 
at issues or challenges that would 
otherwise not be available (Raines 
& Alberg, 2003).

Amey (2006) organized higher 
education leadership resources 
into three themes: (a) learning 
and doing; (b) gender, race, and 
ethnicity; and (c) role-based. The 
literature on learning and do-
ing moved “beyond acquisition 
of administrative and manage-
ment skills” (Amey, 2006, p. 55)—
typical outcomes of internship 
programs—and examined how 
leadership was cultivated and dis-
tributed throughout organizations. 
Through this thinking, transfor-
mative leadership, focused on 
change with direction and vision 
linked to an organization’s past 
and present, becomes a dominant 

model within internships and 
mentorships.

Despite leadership internships 
and on-the-job training programs 
being commonplace in many 
higher education institutions, not 
everyone agrees with the useful-
ness of these opportunities to 
effectively produce future educa-
tional leaders. In fact, Piland and 
Wolf (2003a) noted “on-the-job 
training was, and still often is, un-
organized and entirely dependent 
on the aggressiveness of the indi-
vidual administrator or faculty 
leader and the opportunities that 
present themselves” (p. 94). As a 
result, they advocated for a con-
nection to continuous leadership 
development programs.

To provide the motivation for 
internal institutional employees to 
assume administrative and leader-
ship roles, formal mentoring by 
current administrators and lead-
ers may provide the best encour-
agement. Weisman and Vaughan 
(2007) noted in the 2006 CLS 
study of 545 community college 
presidents that 54% maintained 
formal mentoring relationships 
with potential future community 
college leaders. These mentoring 
relationships coupled with the 
active presidential participation 
in grow your own leaders programs 
show internal candidates the im-
pact high-level administrators and 
leaders can have on the institu-
tion, its missions, and its students.
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Leadership development 
programs

Leadership development pro-
grams take on a variety of charac-
teristics and may be offered within 
or outside an institution. The 
Community College Leadership 
Development Initiatives (CCLDI) 
Leadership Academy, sponsored 
through the University of San 
Diego School of Leadership and 
Education Sciences, is one such 
program. The academy offers a 
four-day workshop covering such 
important leadership topics as 
communication, systems think-
ing, team building, and leading 
change (Cooper & Pagotto, 2003). 
The Wo Learning Champions 
initiative, administered through 
the University of Hawaii, focuses 
on leadership growth within the 
state’s two-year colleges (Cooper 
& Pagotto, 2003). Using a cohort 
concept, each generation of Wo 
Learning Champions participants 
brings back into the community 
college system an understanding 
of leadership that focuses on the 
needs of colleagues. Two other 
programs in professional educa-
tion at Harvard focused on lead-
ership provide additional devel-
opment opportunities for those 
individuals already in higher 
education considering advance-
ment into administrative and 
leadership positions. According 
to the Harvard website, the Man-
agement Development Program 
(MDP)—focused on deans, direc-

tors, and department heads—pro-
vides a broader understanding of 
effective leadership and leader-
ship teams in higher education 
and covers topics such as institu-
tional and personal transforma-
tion; strategic planning, budget-
ing, and financial analysis; and 
professional development. The 
Institute for Educational Manage-
ment (IEM) with its higher focus 
on presidents, vice presidents, and 
other executive-level cabinet mem-
bers provides an opportunity to 
engage in learning and discussion 
on topics including internal and 
external leadership roles of higher 
education senior leaders, effective 
operation of a senior leadership or 
executive team, and institutional 
vision and the ability to motivate 
others to pursue that vision.

Regardless of focus, leadership 
training programs “are prevalent 
and ...offered by many profes-
sional organizations and colleges 
that see the wisdom of grooming 
current administrators” (Land, 
2003, p. 18) for future leadership 
positions within the institution. 
Kim (2003) developed an abbre-
viated list of local, regional, and 
national leadership development 
programs described in documents 
from the Educational Resources 
Information Center (ERIC) data-
base. These programs are offered 
through such well-known organiza-
tions as the American Association 
of Community Colleges (AACC), 
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Association of Community Col-
lege Trustees (ACCT), League for 
Innovation in the Community 
College, and Community Col-
lege League of California (CCLC). 
Despite the importance of these 
leadership development programs, 
Piland and Wolf (2003a) found 
disconnects with other internal 
leadership training opportuni-
ties such as on-the-job training, 
internships, and graduate school 
programs.

Graduate school programs

There is a relatively small number 
of doctorate programs throughout 
the United States focused on com-
munity college leadership. Rep-
resentative institutions include 
Colorado State University, Or-
egon State University, California 
State University at Long Beach, 
University of South Florida, Uni-
versity of Southern California, 
and University of Texas at Austin 
(Kim, 2003). In addition, to en-
sure more leaders are developed to 
eventually assume leadership roles 
at community colleges, AACC has 
focused on identifying leadership 
programs by state and degree, and 
making this information available 
on its website.

McPhail, Robinson, and Scott 
(2008) conducted a survey study of 
50 cohort students enrolled in the 
Morgan State University (MSU) 
community college leadership 
doctoral program. The study also 

included a separate group of 20 
students serving as a focus group. 
While the study found some nega-
tive impacts of the cohort expe-
rience, positive results were dis-
covered in structure, instructors, 
networking, and curriculum. Ro-
mano, Townsend, and Mamiseish-
vili (2009) also found 63.9% of 
students enrolled in these types of 
programs were female and 70.6% 
were white, non-Hispanic. And, 
although 94.7% of the students 
entering and completing commu-
nity college leadership programs 
intended to “seek administrative 
leadership positions within the 
community college . . . not all 
students felt well prepared in all 
leadership competencies identi-
fied by AACC as necessary for 
effective community college presi-
dents” (Romano, Townsend, & 
Mamiseishvili, 2009, p. 319).

To a certain extent, the faculty 
and administrators of these gradu-
ate programs ultimately determine 
a portion of the future leadership 
within the community college 
institution. This occurs through 
specific program admissions cri-
teria, cohort diversity, and pro-
gram-unique curriculum (Land, 
2003). Through a national sam-
pling of community college presi-
dents that included nearly 400 
responses, Hammons and Miller 
(2006) found university-based 
preparation programs “while well 
perceived, need to do a better job 
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of interacting with the practitio-
ner community and using real-
world cases in their instruction” 
(p. 373). Finally, while doctoral 
programs are desirable for future 
community college leaders and, 
in some cases, necessary for presi-
dency, the degree does not serve 
as a termination point for leader-
ship knowledge acquisition (Wal-
lin, 2006). Ultimately, there is a 
continuing need for short-term, 
specific professional development 
opportunities.

External Leadership 
Growth

A very limited amount of literature 
discussed opportunities to locate 
future higher education leaders 
by searching outside of the institu-
tion. Proven leaders from business 
and industry as well as nonprofit 
organizations become applicants 
to consider as colleges begin to 
focus more on “business-industry 
incubators, continuing education 
units, instructional technology 
centers, and centers for teaching 
excellence” (Amey et al., 2002, p. 
573). Pope and Miller (2005) also 
noted “the relationship and al-
lusion of college management to 
private business management has 
grown substantially in recent years, 
especially as increased specializa-
tion of administrative units has be-
come more sophisticated” (p. 746).

Business management 
experience

Current and future community 
college leaders are tasked with  
myriad duties unrelated to aca-
demics, leading some to question 
the traditional path to senior lead-
ership positions through academ-
ics alone (Amey et al., 2002). In 
fact, “with tasks that range from 
handling investments and budgets, 
to public relations and risk man-
agement, college administrators 
are perhaps more akin to their 
private-sector colleagues in lead-
ership positions than ever before” 
(Pope & Miller, 2005, p. 746). 
College leaders have been recruit-
ed and hired from nonacademic 
organizations, in part, because of 
this kinship (Seagren, Wheeler, 
Creswell, Miller, & VanHorn-
Grassmeyer, 1994, as cited in Pope 
& Miller, 2005).

Community college leaders al-
ready emerge from three distinct 
labor sectors: community col-
leges, business and industry, and 
nonprofits (Pope & Miller, 2005). 
No one sector produces leaders 
knowledgeable of all the issues fac-
ing community colleges, such as 
academics, accreditation, media 
relations, development, facilities 
and planning, budgeting, and risk 
management. The challenge for 
those hiring future community 
college leaders is to find the ap-
propriate balance of experience 
and talent that meets the needs of 
the institution.
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Decision-making experience

Another area of concern for fu-
ture leaders is the ability to make 
decisions. Pope and Miller (2005) 
noted leaders in business and in-
dustry follow rigid guidelines in 
making decisions and expect a 
set of strict outcomes. Conversely, 
leaders in higher education follow 
a more open and diffused deci-
sion-making process, leading to 
lengthier decision time lines and 
more flexible outcomes (Pope & 
Miller, 2005). The management 
and business aspects of the com-
munity college require more rigid 
decision guidelines and stricter 
outcomes than emerging lead-
ers within higher education are 
accustomed.

Many leaders face special chal-
lenges in motivating tenured or 
represented faculty and staff to ac-
complish all aspects of their jobs. 
Maghroori and Powers (2006) 
noted, in academic environments, 
standard managerial consistency 
may not apply. When tenured 
faculty or contract employees re-
fuse to serve on committees, miss 
deadlines, take advantage of liber-
al sick time, and, in general, refuse 
to do their share of the work, the 
morale of those who do work hard 
is affected. The authors argued 
against the traditional managerial 
principles that govern most orga-
nizations; instead, they noted that 
effective community college lead-
ers must understand their organi-

zations, practice good judgment, 
and treat each person on indi-
vidual merit. This means that in a 
noneducational system where pro-
gressive discipline actually leads to 
the dismissal of a poor employee, 
treating everyone equally works. 
In a public education institution, 
leaders may instead need to find 
ways to marginalize the substan-
dard performer in order to set a 
higher standard in the academic 
system.

Further compounding the de-
cision-making process is the influ-
ence of boards on campus opera-
tions. For colleges to be successful, 
presidents and boards must have 
clearly defined relationships that 
set the tone for decisions to be 
made on the campuses (Boggs & 
Smith, 1997). However, one of 
the most complex issues for the 
college president is directing the 
operations of the institution while 
reporting to the board (Kerr & 
Gade, 1987). In a study of 18 cur-
rent or retired presidents, Boggs 
and Smith (1997) found “most of 
the presidents agreed that there is 
a trend toward boards microman-
aging and not respecting the line 
between policy and campus opera-
tions” (p. 45).

Elected board members, in par-
ticular, often mistake community 
activism with establishing policy. 
In a study involving 59 college 
presidents and their experiences 
with board members, O’Banion 
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(2009) examined the issues arising 
when a trustee is motivated by a 
political agenda. The author con-
cluded the problems caused by a 
rogue trustee were long-lasting, 
and few community colleges had 
policies in place to deal with or 
dismiss an errant trustee, despite 
the potential damage to an institu-
tion (O’Banion, 2009).

Not unlike trustees who 
struggle with a dual allegiance to 
constituents and the institution, 
Longanecker (2006) observed that 
appointed boards also have a diffi-
cult task of “serving multiple mas-
ters” (p. 105). Appointed board 
members have a legal responsi-
bility to the institution or system 
served, but are also beholden to 
the state board or governor who 
appointed them, compounding 
the challenges for administrators 
hired by and accountable to the 
boards. Ultimately, it is the presi-
dent who is the one to leave if the 
board and president cannot find a 
way to work together for the good 
of the institution and its students 
(Boggs & Smith, 1997).

Discussion
There is no clear process for in-
ternally developing leaders within 
the community college. In a sur-
vey of 389 incumbent community 
college presidents, Hull and Keim 
(2007) reached several conclu-
sions. Most importantly, nearly 

70% saw a need to expand and 
improve in-house development 
programs. The survey also found 
86% of colleges offered leadership 
workshops and seminars; 49% 
offered internships; and 18% of-
fered other opportunities, includ-
ing graduate studies. While size 
of the institution resulted in a sta-
tistically significant difference in 
leadership development opportu-
nities (smaller institutions offered 
fewer opportunities), 89% of the 
presidents found these programs 
valuable to participants and 87% 
found value for the institution.

It is also clear from the litera-
ture that no one sector is capable 
of producing the perfect leader 
for the community college. Any 
leader emerging from the commu-
nity college, business and indus-
try, or nonprofit sectors, brings 
a certain set of limitations based 
on the comprehensive leadership 
needs of the community college. 
With myriad issues community 
colleges are now facing, consider-
ation should be given to a more 
integrative approach in finding fu-
ture leaders. Combining the best 
portions of the internal leader-
ship growth processes—on-the-job 
training, internship, mentorship, 
leadership development programs, 
and graduate school programs—
may provide an opportunity to 
develop well-rounded commu-
nity college leaders. At the same 
time, finding external applicants 
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with private sector, business, and 
industry acumen, willing to cross 
the bridge into the public sector 
may provide new and insightful 
leadership to the institution. This 
latter concept is often practiced in 
today’s higher education environ-
ment. The Board of Regents for 
the University of Alaska—a state-
wide system charged with oversee-
ing university and community col-
lege missions in the state—recently 
appointed as its new president the 
former president and chief execu-
tive officer of the Alaska Railroad 
Corporation.

What is absent from the litera-
ture is discussion and analysis on 
the opportunity to find quality 
leaders in other sectors of higher 
education. While the primary mis-
sions of community colleges and 
universities may be different, the 
focus is similar—postsecondary ed-
ucation that allows individual stu-
dents to pursue better lives. This is 
one area within the discussion on 
filling the impending leadership 
gap within the community college 
that warrants further analysis and 
review.

Higher education institutions 
must also find innovative ways to 
stem the tide of presidential attri-
tion and encourage new constitu-
ents to take on leadership roles. 
As the college presidency becomes 
more challenging and less reward-
ing (Boggs & Smith, 1997), fewer 
leaders will seek administrative 

positions to the detriment of stu-
dents, faculty, and staff associated 
with community colleges.

Summary
An abundance of literature and 
research evaluates and analyzes 
internal community college lead-
ership development opportunities, 
such as on-the-job training, intern-
ship, mentorship, leadership de-
velopment programs, and gradu-
ate school programs. Yet, within 
this abundance, little is said about 
whether there is integrative power 
in combining these distinctly sepa-
rate programs.

Conversely, the literature has 
begun to slowly recognize the 
leadership potential of business, 
industry, and nonprofit profes-
sionals to the community college. 
As community colleges begin to 
focus on an array of nonacademic 
issues—business-industry partner-
ships, instructional technology 
centers, media relations, devel-
opment, facilities and planning, 
budgeting, and risk management—
promoting only from the internal 
academic ranks into critical senior 
leadership positions within the 
community college may become 
self-destructive.

As a large percentage of senior 
community college administrators 
and leaders enter into retirement 
over the next decade, the institu-
tion must not stand idle, assuming 
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the leadership development and 
growth opportunities of the past 
will suffice for the future. To do 
so will potentially be a detriment 
to the community college, its mis-
sions, and the students it serves. 
Current college and board leaders 
must look critically at the avail-
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