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DISRUPTION. EVOLUTION. TRANSFORMATION. WHATEVER 
you call it, change is a constant part of the natural order. The 
newest title in ACCT’s Futures Series on Community Colleges 
in partnership with Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, 
grapples with the beast of Unrelenting Change, Innovation, and 
Risk: Forging the Next Generation of Community Colleges.

Authored by Dr. Daniel J. Phelan, 15-year president and 
CEO of Jackson College in Michigan, Unrelenting Change offers 
practical examples for community college leaders who seek to 
thoughtfully and strategically align their institutions for today’s 
dynamic world of higher education. The book offers insights 
into the change process, including institutional assessment 
and readiness, consideration of cultural implications, and, 
strategic intentions toward innovation, as well as risk, failure, 
and success. 

Following is an excerpt from the book’s third chapter, which 
focuses on change and innovation.

The Vital Role of Board Preparedness 
and Leadership in Innovation
Preparing the college for a culture of change and innovation 
begins at the board level. Through its expressions of policy, 
mission, planning documents, and direction to its president, the 
board declares its intentions. From the very outset, the board, 
together with the president, must be confident and in agreement 
that the potential benefits of undertaking an institutional 
strategy of change and innovation are worth the anticipated and 
unanticipated risks, when compared to the remaining steady-state. 
To arrive at this conclusion, the board must engage in its own 
self-assessment and ask essential, introspective questions:

•  What kind of future do we envision for our 
community college?

•  How do we intend to respond to the national challenge 
regarding the completion agenda?

• Are we satisfied with our performance?
• How are we contributing to student failure?
•  Why do we operate with an outmoded, industrial-age 

business model? What are our options?
•  Are we prepared to bear up under any institutional stress 

that may develop from advancing a culture of innovation?
• How committed are we to this path?

•  Do we have the support of community stakeholders for 
this new course?

•  What are the consequences for our students and our 
organization if we do not transform our current thinking 
and related practices?

•  Are there thresholds of institutional or board stress that 
we will not cross?

Essential board leadership requires unembellished 
honesty in this self-assessment, and a future focus. Trustees 
must develop a clear frame through which they see their 
organization, in a process called generative thinking.

Authors Richard Chait, William Rayan, and Barbara Taylor 
describe it as the mental confluence of goal setting and 
direction setting: “The contributions boards make to mission-
setting, strategy-development, and problem solving certainly 
shape organizations. But it is cues and frames, along with 
retrospective thinking, that enables the sense-making on 
which these other processes depend. A closer examination of 
nonprofits suggests something else: although generative work 
is essential to governing, boards do very little of it.”

For the first time in the history of our country, the present 
generation of college-aged U.S. citizens will be less well 
educated than the generation of their parents. This is a very 
sad commentary on the effectiveness of our collective work 
as educators. With so much at stake, regionally and nationally, 
the board cannot relegate this work nor give only cursory 
attention to generative thinking about their organization. It is 
the board who must take responsibility for and lead this work.

However, the board prospers in this work through the early 
involvement, experience, insight, and utilization of the president 
and expert consultants, as necessary. The president must assist 
the board with this work, particularly in the strategy setting for 
transformative change. The president, in turn, benefits from 
a clear understanding of the board’s position, direction, and 
expectations. The generative thinking, self-assessment, and goal-
setting process is also a great time to clarify the responsibilities 
of governance and those of the CEO.

A related question that bears asking is what role the board 
should play in the change process. How involved should 
they be? An article that appears in the fall 2014 MIT Sloan 
Management Review asks this essential question. Though 
focused upon corporate boards, I believe the research 
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of authors Didier Cossin and Estelle Metayer has direct 
application to community college boards. 

The writers suggest that many boards lack clarity of 
strategy, which, at best, can result in confusion and, at worst, 
in operational problems. They recommend a structured 
assessment of board responsibilities that defines roles early 
on, with the understanding that these roles might evolve 
over time.

 In a world where business models are evolving rapidly and 
new competitors can emerge almost overnight, strategic 
thinking — especially at the top of the [organization] — is 
more important than ever to an [organization’s] survival. 
Unfortunately, boards have no clear model to follow when 
it comes to developing the strategic role that is best suited to 
the [organization] to oversee. At one extreme, the board does 
little more than rubber-stamp the CEO’s decisions, while at 
the other, the board constantly second-guesses the executive 
team. Neither adds value.
Optimally, they argue, a board must provide the support 

and involvement needed, together with the executive, to best 
meet the organization’s needs and strategic priorities. The role 
of the board must involve three components: 1) Supervisor: 
monitoring and evaluating executive and organizational 
performance; 2) Co-creator: contributing to overall strategy 
by providing insights about the external environment as 
well as those individual experiences and skill sets; and 
3) Supporter: helping the institution avoid pitfalls, garnering 
support, and assisting the president in his or her work with 
the government and various constituencies.

Naturally, these roles can be assumed concurrently or 
independently, change based upon the situation at hand, and 
evolve over time. The early clarification of the board’s role, 
and that of the president, eliminates any ambiguity regarding 
responsibilities and intended outcomes. These are crucial 
inflection points to consider because ultimately it will be the 
president who transmutes the board’s strategic initiatives into 
action and achievement.

The Partnership of the 
Board and President Toward 
Transformative Change
As an element of the partnership between presidents and 
boards of trustees, boards should ensure that they themselves 
have ample opportunity for professional development. To 
appreciate the many challenges associated with change and 
innovation, their continuing development as institutional trustees 
is imperative. 

As representatives of the public, the board will also 
undoubtedly receive a full measure of criticism when any 
significant innovation is advanced. The minute the public, 
union, or others perceive the break in ranks that occurs 

when a trustee or two buckles under the pressure, the entire 
project is at risk, as is the relationship between the board 
and the president. The work of the president must always be 
to support his or her board, particularly during the work of 
innovation and change.

From practical experience and work with many 
trustees and boards over the years, I have developed five 
touchstones for my work and support of the board of 
trustees at Jackson College. Optimally, the president, board 
chair, and, ultimately, the full board must build trust and 
work well together for the health and advancement of all 
concerned. To that end, these touchstones have helped me 
to build trust with the board, to prepare for change, and to 
face operational difficulties. I call them the Phelan Phive, 
and I offer them here for your consideration and use:

1.  Wherever two or more trustees are gathered, there the 
president should also be; 

2.  Never, never, never surprise your board — 
communicate regularly; 

3.  Choose battles wisely, as not all bumps in the road are 
hills upon which to die; 

4.  What one trustee knows, all should know; and
5.  The president should consistently demonstrate humility 

and acknowledge and respect the board’s leadership 
and contribution — always.

While these axioms are fairly easy to remember, they 
take considerable time and effort, and they have saved my 
bacon on more than one occasion. As we move through the 
four [Strategy Archetype for Innovation and Leading] SAIL 
battens in preparation for change, I consider it important to 
incorporate these ideas, as they have served me well.

 In addition to discussing how college leaders can most 
effectively collaborate to transform their institutions, 
Phelan’s book lays out various forms and dimensions of 
change, institutional preparation and culture; planning, 
assessment, and evaluation of innovations to ensure that 
the efforts boards and presidents invest in innovations 
aren’t just riding the waves of trends, but are serving their 
colleges and their students’ needs.

Unrelenting Change, Innovation, 
and Risk: Forging the Next 
Generation of Community 
Colleges by Daniel J. Phelan is a 
2016 publication of Rowman & 
Littlefield in partnership with the 
Association of Community College 
Trustees. It can be purchased at 
www.rowman.com. 


