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NEW SERIES TAKES A VISIONARY LOOK AT 

THE FUTURE OF COMMUNITY COLLEGES.

FROM THE SUDDEN AND OVERWHELMING NEED FOR LEADERSHIP TO REPLACE 

retiring Baby Boomer generation community college presidents to the advent of new 

technologies that allow for better collection and analysis of data that support the student 

success movement, it’s clear that the community colleges of the future will look — and be 

— different from those of the past. Recognizing the need for thoughtful new approaches, 

the Association of Community College Trustees and co-publishing partner Rowman & 

Littlefield this summer announced the Futures Series on Community Colleges. This important 

new book series brings together the experiences and forward thinking of today’s visionary 

community college leaders. ACCT President and CEO J. Noah Brown speaks with the 

Futures Series co-editors Richard L. Alfred and Debbie Sydow about the books — in short, 

why were certain ‘hot topics’ chosen, and what does the series want to accomplish? 

FUTURES
BOOKS
that Build
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J. Noah Brown: As co-editors of the Futures Series on 
Community Colleges, what are you hoping to accomplish 
with this series of books?
Richard L. Alfred and Debbie Sydow: Futures Series books are 
designed to challenge convention and make a difference in how 
community colleges are led and managed. They are developed 
from a leader and managerial perspective and are designed to 
critically examine issues that have not been adequately addressed 
in literature and research or managed in practice. As Series 
co-editors, our goal is to develop high-powered books on hot 
topics for community colleges. By ‘hot topics,’ we mean issues and 
challenges that are just beginning to appear on the radar screens 
of community colleges and those beyond the visual horizon of 
leaders. If we were to use a capsule description to depict the 
Series to reading audiences, it would be, “We are in the business 
of developing books that focus on change, transformation, and 
disruptive innovation and their implications — long- and short-
term — for community colleges.” 

We want Series books to be different — like nothing reading 
audiences have seen before — to encourage leaders to think and 
work differently. Our books are expected to represent the very 
best thinking on a topic at the time of publication. Series books 
must be at the leading edge of community college thought and 
practice, or we will have fallen short of our goal.

Brown: How were the topics covered by the 
Series determined?
Alfred and Sydow: We rely on multiple inputs and sources 
of information to identify topics for Series books. Both of us 
have a penchant for risk that impels us to look for topics with 
two characteristics: they are new and untouched, and they are 
disruptive. We explore literature and ideas in a variety of fields 
including business, education, technology, and public policy. 
We pay particular attention to industries that have undergone 
or are undergoing transformation to identify challenges cutting 
across organizations that will eventually make their way to 
community colleges. 

Beyond our work as idea generators is the important role in 
topic identification and selection played by a 10-member national 
advisory panel made up of community college CEOs, graduate 
program professors, foundation officers, and ACCT leaders. 
The panel meets twice a year to identify issues and challenges 
confronting community colleges that have not been adequately 
addressed in research or practice. Topics currently under 
development in Series books are largely a result of the work of 

the series advisory panel. We also rely on topic suggestions 
from community college practitioners interested in seeing a topic 
addressed in print or possessing the expertise to author a book. 
Series books are by and for practitioners — they are the true 
litmus test of quality and relevance.

Brown: What are the issues of greatest importance to 
community college boards and trustees?
Alfred and Sydow: At no time in the short history of community 
colleges have boards and trustees faced more challenges. Finding 
and retaining capable leaders is certainly at or near the top of 
the list for most boards, but close behind are challenges related 
to mission, enrollment, and resources. To name a few: shifting 
from an access to achievement mission, closing the gap between 
needed and available resources, maintaining enrollment 
and market share in the face of stiff competition, leading and 
managing change, building commitment to a culture of evidence, 
locating new sources of revenue, and rethinking governance. 
These are the challenges that immediately come to mind. 
There are others, of course, but perhaps the issue of greatest 
importance — the one that will drive or inhibit the future success 
of community colleges — is how boards work with leaders to 
address these challenges. 

Community colleges are built on people. Marginal leaders 
reduce staff to marginal results. Finding and developing talented 
leaders is, and must be, the top priority for boards. We know that 
leaders are retiring or separating from institutions in significant 
numbers. We also know that the problem of succession is vastly 
more complicated than simply replacing those who are leaving. 
The real challenge is how to develop leaders for the future. 
The leadership pipeline — graduate education, on-the-job 
experience, mentoring, etc. — is not working as effectively as 
we would like. Boards will need to do their part in rebuilding 
the leadership pipeline as well as building new pipelines. This is 
not a matter of choice — it is a requisite for developing leaders 
who will optimally position community colleges to succeed in the 
uncharted waters of the future.

Brown: Your book, Developing Tomorrow’s Leaders: 
Context, Challenges and Capabilities, came out this 
summer. You present what you call “three tableaus” — one 
of leadership practice in the past, one illustrating the 
challenges leaders face today, and one looking forward into 
the future. How would you summarize — in one sentence 
for each — past, current, and future leadership approaches?

“WE WANT SERIES BOOKS TO BE DIFFERENT — LIKE NOTHING 

READING AUDIENCES HAVE SEEN BEFORE — TO ENCOURAGE 

LEADERS TO THINK AND WORK DIFFERENTLY.”
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Alfred and Sydow: Using one sentence to describe an approach 
to leadership is a tall order. Long descriptions are much easier 
because a host of attributes describing leaders can be pooled 
together and the reader can pick and choose among them to 
come up with an approach to leadership. Having said this, we 
would describe past, current, and future leadership approaches 
as follows:

•  Yesterday: Leaders used a top-down management 
approach in small-scale, predictably resourced colleges 
in which forces inside and outside of institutions were 
largely known, and incremental change was sufficient to 
achieve acceptable performance

•  Today: Leaders work in complex, resource-austere 
organizations in a fast-changing landscape that requires 
a collaborative approach to management carried out 
with multiple constituencies to achieve the goals of the 
organization. 

•  Tomorrow: Leaders guiding institutions in uncharted 
waters will embrace risk and move beyond the known 
— critical skills will include a capability for out-of-
the-box thinking; an appreciation for and understanding 
of strategy; and a willingness to pursue, without 
guarantee of success, opportunities for innovation.

Brown: Looking toward the future, what are the top 
three skills that tomorrow’s community college leaders 
really need? Do these apply to both the governance 
leadership and executive leadership?
Alfred and Sydow: Again, the skillset required of leaders 
managing complex organizations in a turbulent landscape 
is wide-ranging and potentially limitless. A leadership skill 
or attribute essential in one operating context may not be 
essential in another depending on circumstances. As for 
universal skills — skills that are important in almost any 
operating context — we believe there are three: 1) creativity 
and a capacity for innovation, 2) ability to relate to diverse 
constituencies inside and outside the organization, and 3) a 
capacity for envisioning, building, and managing networks. 

Networks will be the name of the game in the future for 
community colleges. The structure of the network a college 
is playing in will ultimately be more important than the 
structure of the college itself. Leaders who have a capacity 
to build and manage networks will do so on the basis of 
creativity (the ability to imagine what a high-performing 
network should look like, who should be part of it, and 
how it should work) and highly developed relational skills 
(the ability to anticipate and respond to the needs and 
expectations of network players). 

Leadership and governance in networked colleges will be 
very different than governance in free-standing institutions. 
We could talk about old power and new power in community 

colleges and what this will mean for leadership in a different 
type of institution. That is a topic better left for another day — 
perhaps as part of a session at the ACCT Leadership Congress 
in San Diego.

Brown: And who are these leaders? Developing 
Tomorrow’s Leaders discusses the nation’s evolving 
demographics — how soon will cultural shifts affect 
the culture of community college leadership and the 
institutions themselves?
Alfred and Sydow: More than any other sector of higher 
education, community college demographics reflect the nation’s 
evolving demographics; therefore, cultural shifts are already 
impacting leaders and institutions. New student cohorts (e.g., 
millennials born between 1981 and the mid-1990s, and the 
i-generation, born after 1994) are placing dramatically different 
demands on current systems, particularly in the area of 
technology. 

By 2050, we may not see the predicted 50/50 split in race 
and gender at the executive level of community college 
leadership, but staff throughout the organization will be 
significantly more diverse than they are today. That diversity 
will become a competitive edge for colleges in which success 
will increasingly depend on ideation and innovation in a 
networked environment. Colleges with broadly distributed 
leadership capacity will have the best chance of succeeding 
in a fast change environment. Most colleges have staff with 
a capacity to become change agents within their ranks, so 
implementing staff development programs designed to teach 
leadership fundamentals will help colleges build a capacity 
for transformation. 

Whether internally cultivated or externally sourced, 
tomorrow’s leaders will embrace values and skillsets, and 
possess knowledge and experience, that were previously 
undervalued in community colleges. New leaders may not have 
the appearance or tangible attributes of leaders that were so 
characteristic of past and current leader generations. 

It may be useful for boards to begin to use “opposite think” 
to identify desirable characteristics in leaders. It would go 
something like this: What characteristics of leaders past and 
present have we valued that did not work — attributes that 
did not pay off? What might be considered the opposite of 
these attributes, and would they be effective in a networked 
organization? For example, we have consistently valued 
“strong” leaders who make timely decisions and hold people 
accountable for results. This often takes the form of top-down 
management with minimal staff input. Would this approach to 
leadership work in networked organizations in which power, 
authority, and influence are distributed? What would be the 
opposite of top-down leadership, and how would it work in 
a networked organization?
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Brown: As Baby Boomer generations are retiring from 
the workforce, higher education is seeing what some are 
calling a “leadership pipeline crisis.” How do you think 
younger-generation college presidents and trustees will 
operate as compared with older, more traditional leaders? 
What lessons can the next generation glean from those 
who came before them? And what could traditional-
minded leaders of today learn from younger, more 
technological approaches?
Alfred and Sydow: As Baby Boomers cycle out of the workforce, 
we would like to believe that a creative tension will exist 
between trustees and presidents who are generationally different 
from young employees, i.e., old power and new power. 
Different worldviews and approaches will yield positive effects 
for an industry in great need of a jolt to its system. As described 
in a recent Harvard Business Review article, old power is a kind 
of currency — it is held by a few, is closed and inaccessible, 
and is leader-driven. It downloads in organizations. New 
power, by contrast, works more like a current — it is open 
and participatory and created and used by many. It uploads 
and distributes. 

Think social media. It is almost certain that new-generation 
trustees and presidents whose lives have been lived to a greater 
degree online in an on-demand world of cyberspace will be 
more facile with technology and its many applications for 
delivering on the community college mission. At the same time, 
old power’s penchant for seizing a target and utilizing every 
available resource to get the job done would be a useful tool 
for new leaders reaching for closure. 

Linguistic theory suggests that speaking multiple languages 
boosts neural pathways and mental acuity, so there’s definite 
value in getting generations to learn one other’s language. The 
next generation can learn the value and power of utilizing 
structure — customs and rules — from those who came before 
them. Tradition-minded leaders can learn the benefits of 
tapping into individual creativity and capacity for growth, and 
capitalizing on the desire of staff to participate in organizational 
strategic actions without being directed. Boards would be wise 
to seize this opportunity to drive knowledge and skill-sharing 
between generations within and throughout the college.

Brown: How can community college boards prepare for 
impending changes? What do they need to know or do 
that they may not already be learning or doing?
Alfred and Sydow: Although it will be a dramatic change 
for those who are accustomed to overseeing self-contained 
organizations where resources — tangible and intangible — are 
tightly controlled, boards need to understand that in a networked 
organization with multiple partners, investment must be focused 
on core strength, not dispersed to areas that add questionable 
value. Boards will need to become adept at tapping into expertise 

for hire. They will also need to become adept at envisioning, 
building, and hiring talent to manage networks. This will have 
entirely different ramifications for the exercise of power and 
influence and will lead to a shift in the approach to governance. 
Networked organizations distribute authority and power or they 
don’t work. Boards will need to look for and hire presidents who 
know how to distribute power while simultaneously motivating 
staff to pursue and achieve core purposes of the institution.

We would suggest that rather than grooming a single successor 
within a college, boards should consider grooming a stable of 
leaders primed to take over leadership positions at all levels. Not 
all those trained will advance in-house, but another institution, 
most likely a community college, will benefit from the investment 
in leadership development. Although boards may bristle at the 
idea of widespread employee grooming for fear of losing their 
investment, placement of former employees in new institutions 
builds the corps of leaders and strengthens the sector as a whole.

Finally, the board’s role is increasingly valuable in ways that 
extend well beyond presidential selection. While board members 
often bring with them leadership experience from other sectors, 
most do not have formal training or experience in leading 
community colleges. ACCT has long been the gold standard for 
delivering training to help trustees perform their role. Boards 
should take advantage of this resource, particularly as it relates 
to understanding academic cultures and the unique contextual 
environment of community colleges. Decisions made by boards 
have far-reaching consequences. Beyond understanding the 
basics of the community college mission and structure, boards 
should possess knowledge and foresight into what the future 
will bring and how colleges can succeed in a vastly different 
operating environment.

Brown: And when selecting future executive college 
leaders — chancellors and presidents — what should 
they be looking for that will be necessary for tomorrow’s 
community college?
Alfred and Sydow: As discussed earlier, new power favors 
informal, networked approaches to decision making. At its core 
is a belief in the power of networks, not big organizations, 
to acquire resources and deliver service. Boards should seek 
to understand and work within this new reality. They should 
look for leaders who have the ability to manage complex 
organizations that work within a network. Tomorrow’s leaders 
will need to communicate effectively with different worker 
generations and multiple network partners in a period of 
transition between old power and new power. 

Leadership training up-and-down and side-to-side in 
the organization will be a “must” for growing future talent. 
Training might concentrate on skills for creating and leading 
transformation, predictive analytics and business intelligence, 
managing culture change, creating and operating networks, 
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and generating new revenue streams. Boards should look 
for leaders who know how to leverage relationships, build 
coalitions, and shape policy dialogue to achieve desired results. 

In the book, we explore how governing boards might think 
differently about what leaders must know and be able to do. 
We know that graduate degrees have historically been the 
collateral needed to make the cut for positions of executive 
leadership, and increasingly for mid-level positions. We’re 
curious about what it would take to move away from the idea 
of obtaining a graduate degree as a credential for leadership to 
developing and demonstrating competencies that are essential 
for leadership. Competency is fast becoming the new standard 
of learning at the undergraduate level, so why not apply 
the concept of competency to the training of leaders at the 
graduate level? 

Boards should also give more time and attention to the idea 
of transitioning leaders to community colleges from outside 
of education. The transition can be made easier if prospective 
leaders have a grounding in the mission and philosophy of 
community colleges. Pulling these leaders into the community 
college sphere in advance through work on advisory or 
governing boards is one way to provide exposure to values and 
culture. Contextual experience of this type exposes prospective 
leaders to the academic culture and helps them learn ways 
of working within this culture while simultaneously changing 
it. Hard charging change agents are short-lived if they do not 
figure out effective ways to deal with academe’s entrenched 
resistance to change. 

Brown: You refer to President Obama’s America’s College 
Promise proposal in the book, asking “who could have 
imagined even a decade ago that the Commander in Chief 
of the United States would put forth a proposal to make 
community college education free to all Americans as he 
did in 2015?” How does universal cost-free community 
college education fit within your vision of tomorrow’s 
community college? Are college promise proposals 
realistic? If not, what other value do they hold? 
Alfred and Sydow: No matter how sweet the rhetoric, and how 
tempting it is to indulge in the fantasy of universal cost-free 
community college education, it’s unlikely that the federal 
government has the wherewithal and resources to deliver. Still, 
there’s value in the rhetoric and in the fantasy. In addition to 
keeping legislators and the public at large focused on the need 
to make higher education affordable, in the interest of realizing 
the societal and the economic benefits that accrue from a 
college degree, President Obama’s America’s College Promise 
proposal acknowledges and elevates the role of community 
colleges in the higher education industry. At a time when the 
majority of America’s colleges and universities are struggling 
to establish relevance, let alone financial sustainability, there 

Ten Market Conditions Institutions and Leaders  
Will Soon Confront 

1.    Environmental forces will strengthen in intensity 
and impact.

2.  Education-to-work linkages will be strengthened.

3.  Rules of competition will change.

4.    Community colleges will lose distinctiveness as a sector 
through merger and acquisition.

5.   Boundaries between college and community will 
become more permeable.

6.    Big data and analytics will reshape teaching, learning, 
and operational practice.

7.  Networks will evolve as a business model.

8.    New models of accountability and accreditation 
will emerge.

9.    Private support will supplant traditional revenue streams 
as a basis for institutional operations.

10.  Externally driven conceptions of performance will 
supplant institutional conceptions in the definition of 
institutional success. 

From Developing Tomorrow’s Leaders: Context, Challenges, 
and Capabilities

is growing clarity about the fundamental role of community 
colleges in educating America’s citizens and preparing its 
workforce. The branding alone of this fundamental truth 
is invaluable.
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