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GAME 
PLAN
COLLEGES SHARE A PAGE FROM 
THEIR PLAYBOOKS THAT ADDRESSES 
THE LOOMING LEADERSHIP CRISIS.

BY HEATHER BOERNER
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This is not a pep talk. This is critical 
for the college’s future. Forty-seven 
percent of the college’s workforce is 
over age 50, according to Hethering-
ton. Imagine it in 15 years, she says. 
Creating a robust channel of talent 
helps put her and others at ease about 
future transitions, because they know 
the institution will be in good hands.

“Building a pipeline makes sure that 
people don’t get focused on what’s 
going to happen if so-and-so leaves,” 
she says. “People do leave, and we’re 
going to see this going forward. You 
can’t work forever. There’s going to be 
a major exodus.”

The graying of community college 
leadership is an issue across the coun-
try. More than half of all presidents 
expect to retire in five years, according 
to data from the American Associa-
tion of Community Colleges (AACC). 
Succession planning is yet another 
opportunity for colleges already navi-
gating a variety of reforms to inno-
vate. We can and should “grow our 
own,” says Janice Gilliam, president of 
Northeast State Community College in 

Tennessee. But how each college does 
that depends on its culture, history, 
resources, and needs.

The Right Search
Preston Pulliams is owner of Gold 
Hill Associates, a presidential search 
firm, and he’s also been president of 
three community colleges. He knows 
first-hand about the leadership search 
process at today’s community colleges.

His take: Decades of poor succes-
sion planning means that the pool 
of qualified candidates can be thin, 
making searches long and sometimes 
difficult. Finding the right leader, who 
is prepared to lead a college through 
reforms and who reflects the diversity 
of the college’s student population, is a 
tough task.

“It seems like everyone is challenged 
by small pools [of qualified candidates],” 
Pulliams says. “And it’s not just presi-
dents. It’s vice presidents and associ-
ate vice presidents, deans, officers in 
student affairs. There are not enough 
people to fill not just the CEO position, 
but also staff positions as well.”

Once a year, Kathleen Hetherington and her team of vice 
presidents at Howard Community College (HCC) in Maryland spend 
a day with 20 employees who aspire to reach the next level in their 
careers. And each time, Hetherington, who has been the college’s 
president since 2007, tells them: “We see you—the president’s team sees 
you—not only as leaders at what you’re doing now, but also in your 
potential to grow beyond what you’re doing now.”

Kathleen Hetherington, president, 
Howard Community College
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This is a major concern. In 2001, 
AACC issued a report stating that 
three-quarters of community college 
presidents expected to retire by 2016. 
A 2012 AACC survey reported the 
number at 75 percent in 10 years. 

The good news is more than half of 
presidents surveyed in 2007 said they 
were grooming someone for their role. 
And while that’s the traditional way 
to select a successor, it’s not always in 
the best interest of the college—or the 
future president. 

“I could have gotten away with 
grooming someone and bringing 
him to the board and having him 
approved,” Pulliams says of his 
planned retirement as president of 
Portland Community College (PCC) 
in Oregon. “But that president would 
have started his term in a negative 
situation in terms of gaining support 
from the campus.”

That’s because stakeholders such as 
faculty have come to expect a role in 

Tennessee, comes from the old school 
of leadership development. Sure, a 
decade ago he attended the Institute for 
Educational Management program at 
the Harvard Graduate School of Educa-
tion, but nothing guided his trajectory 
like working under Gerald Gibson, 
the president of Maryville College in 
Tennessee.  

“He taught me how to approach a 
college administration, how to look at 
the big picture, and how to lead people 
in an institution,” Seymour says. 
“To me, even though there are more 
formalized programs and institutes, 
probably the most important learn-
ing experience was working as a vice 
president for many years.”  

So it makes sense that at Cleveland 
State the professional-development 
program is an amalgam of districtwide 
professional-development trainings 
and informal mentorship. 

But there are points in which the two 
overlap, like at AACC’s High Perfor-

selecting the new president. A history 
of public searches in academia means 
that internal processes aren’t enough. 
So when Pulliams works with colleges 
on succession plans, he suggests this 
approach: Make sure you have a vital 
internal leadership program that can 
produce competitive candidates, and 
then open the search to external candi-
dates as well.

“As an internal candidate, you have 
an advantage because everyone knows 
you. But you’re also at a disadvan-
tage—because everyone knows you,” 
he says. “Some boards come to the con-
clusion that it’s time to have an infu-
sion of new ideas and approaches, so 
they go in a different direction. Some 
are quite comfortable with where 
they are, so they go with an internal 
person.”

Hybrid Mentorship Models
William Seymour, president of Cleve-
land State Community College in 

Preston Pulliams (center), 
owner, Gold Hill Associates
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mance Team Training, which Seymour 
and his Cabinet attended in January. 

The program matches college 
leadership teams with coaches to 
review their needs and move 
the colleges “from good 
to great,” Seymour says. 
For Cleveland State, that 
meant a lot of work on 
communication among 
the Cabinet members, 
including trust-building 
and problem-solving 
discussions. 

This doesn’t sound like 
mentorship, but Seymour 
says this is on-the-job leader-
ship training for his Cabinet. For 
example, the team walked away 
with its fi rst strategic plan in years. 
Seymour presented his vice presidents 
with the process and directed them in 
how to talk to community members 
and stakeholders about the plan. 

“[My vice presidents] may not have 
the overall responsibility for engaging 
in senior-level activity, but it gives 
them all kinds of experience,” he says. 
“What they’ll fi nd when they do seek 
higher-level positions is that they’ve 
had a breadth of experience that will 
make a big difference for them.”

A New Kind of Training
When Pulliams tapped Linda Blanch-
ette to design PCC’s leadership-
development program in 2007, it was 
a fi rst. Before that, PCC’s professional 
development had mainly consisted of 
half-time release time, in which faculty 
were paid for a full course load but 
worked part time in the classroom and 
also were given time for their own 
learning. Administrative leadership 
training didn’t exist. 

So Blanchette got to work. She did 
three months of research. She went 
to the National Institute for Staff and 
Organizational Development’s com-
munity college leadership and devel-
opment conference. She researched 
other community college leadership 
programs, which largely consisted 
of lectures. In the end, Blanchette 
concluded that sitting in a room for 

program coordinators are charged 
with creating a project initiative 
that will better the campus. The 

participants must design, del-
egate, and manage time. Regu-

lar on-campus meetings 
teach them management 
skills that can be applied 
at work the next week, 
and the aspiring leaders 

meet on their own time 
to coach one another and 
manage the project. 

At the end of the eight 
months, LEAD cohort 

members present their 
initiative proposal to all 

PCC managers. If they want 
the program to continue after the 

cohort ends, they must fi nd a staff 
member or department to own the 

project. From the seven cohorts that 
have graduated the program so far, 
groups have created programs to keep 
college alumni engaged, to fi nancially 
assist students who want to return to 
school and pay down debt, and to help 
foster youth navigate the fi nancial-aid 
application process.

And while the college doesn’t keep 
statistics on how many graduates have 
gone on to take higher-level positions 

“There’s an 
acknowledgment that 
people can be good 

managers—even great 
managers—and still 

need leadership training 
to get to the next level.”
—Janice Gilliam, president, Northeast 

State Community College

several hours and listening to someone 
else talk is not how adults learn best.

So PCC’s leadership development 
program, the Leadership Excellence 
and Development (LEAD) Academy, 
takes a different tack. Every year, a 
dozen of PCC’s 185 department manag-
ers, faculty department chairs, and 

Contra Costa College

Contra Costa Community College District (CCCCD) has announced the search for the next President of Contra Costa 
College (CCC), the oldest and most diverse college in the District. The District is one of the largest multi-college 
community college districts in California serving a population of 1,019,640 people. With an enrollment of about 
10,000 students, the College is located in the Northern California Bay Area about 30 miles north of San Francisco.

Contra Costa College is a comprehensive community college that primarily serves the residents of West Contra 
Costa County. The College is designated as a Hispanic Serving Institution, is a leader in community college education 
and has a history of program excellence with strong ties to the community it serves. The College has two major 
construction projects slated for completion next year including a new classroom building and a new campus center 
which will include all student services functions, dining, the bookstore, and new college administrative offi ces.

The new President will report to the CCCCD Chancellor and will serve as the Chief Executive Offi cer of the College. 
The President is responsible for the delivery of educational and other services provided by the College. The District 
seeks an innovative leader who will provide vision and direction for the college’s future.

For the position profi le and information about the search, please visit: http://apptrkr.com/583903

The target date for applications is: April 20, 2015

For additional information, nominations, and confi dential inquiries contact: 
Pam Fisher, Ed.D., at pamfi sher@bresnan.net or (406) 570-0516 
Narcisa Polonio, Ed.D., at npolonio@acct.org or (202) 276-1983.

A premier Community College

Search for a President
San Pablo, California
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at the college, Blanchette says she 
regularly sees reference to employees’ 
LEAD Academy work in promotion 
announcements. 

“There’s an acknowledgment that 
people can be good managers—even 
great managers—and still need leader-
ship training to get to the next level,” 
she says. “People know it’s valued, so 
they feel willing to throw their hats 
in the ring for positions when they 
become available.”

A Focus on Appalachia
While Seymour’s Cleveland State 
doesn’t have its own internal leader-
ship program, it is part of a regional 
effort. The Community Colleges of 
Appalachia, of which Cleveland State 
is a member, will hold its fi rst regional 
leadership-training program in June to 
help colleges develop future presi-
dents without the resources to create 

a months- or years-long leadership-
training program in-house.

The program is based on the Tar-
geted Leadership Development 
Program (TLDP), now in its fi fth year 
at Northeast State Community Col-
lege. The two-year program brings 
together 20–25 aspiring leaders for 
monthly meetings. The fi rst year is 
traditional training on law, media, 
personality typing, confl ict resolu-
tion, and decision-making; the second 
year requires participants to pursue 
a president-approved campuswide 
initiative to benefi t the campus, put-
ting everything they’ve learned in the 
previous year to work. 

The conference, which will be held 
June 22–26 and is sponsored by the 
Community Colleges of Appalachia, 
is meant to give two aspiring leaders 
from each of the region’s commu-
nity colleges a chance to experience 
something like TLDP in an abbreviated 
form, said Don Cameron, former presi-
dent of Guilford Technical Community 
College in North Carolina and the 
architect of Northeast State Commu-
nity College’s TLDP and of the June 
conference.

His hope is that it will inspire col-
lege leaders in the region to fi nd the 
funding to create ongoing programs at 
their institutions.

“A week is great but it’s not ongo-
ing,” he says. “We’re hoping that it will 
catch on.”

So far, the TLDP program at  North-
east State is showing results, says 
Gilliam. She estimates up to half of the 
fi rst cohort’s graduates have already 
moved up at the college. For Gilliam, 
who started at a community college 
before earning a doctorate, retirement 
seems far off. But leaving the college 
in good hands is the most important 
thing she can do.

“With each leader trained, the whole 
college rises another level,” she says. 
“To me, this is the biggest legacy I can 
leave—to train people forward, to give 
back to the community that helped me 
so much.”

HEATHER BOERNER is an education writer 
based in San Francisco. 

PLAN FOR IT

AACC’s High Performance Team Training can help your leadership team. Find out how to apply at aacc.nche.edu. 

“With each leader 
trained, the whole 

college rises another 
level. To me, this is the 

biggest legacy I 
can leave.”

—Janice Gilliam, president, Northeast 
State Community College


