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SEIZE the
OPPORTUNITY

Even with the unprecedented focus on the nation’s 

community colleges of late, 2015 was a banner 

year. So when 2,000 trustees, presidents, and other 

community college leaders convened in San Diego 

for the 46th annual ACCT Leadership Congress, they 

were urged to seize the opportunity to make two 

years of college universal — and continue improving 

students’ opportunities to succeed.  
1. Over 2,000 community college leaders attended the 2015 ACCT Leadership Congress;  
2. 2014-15 ACCT Chair Robin M. Smith

ACCT’s 46th Annual Leadership Congress  
focused on equity, student success, and the 

promise to make two years of college free for all.
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1.San Diego Community College District Chancellor Constance Carroll welcomes attendees; 2. Wednesday 
keynote speaker Roger W. Ferguson, Jr., president and CEO, TIAA-CREF; 3. Thursday keynote speaker 
Janet Napolitano, president, University of California
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“It’s an ideal time,” said University of California President 
Janet Napolitano, who formerly served as both U.S. Secretary 
of Homeland Security and governor of Arizona. “There has 
been an entire national dialogue this year based on community 
colleges, their importance, their role, and their being a key 
ingredient of higher education in the United States.”

“This really is a tremendous moment,” agreed ACCT 
President & CEO J. Noah Brown. “I’m asking all of you to join 
us to work hard to make this a reality. We will not see another 
opportunity like this in our lifetime.”

Keeping the Promise
A White House official urged ACCT Congress attendees to help 
expand access to college in much the same way high school 
became free and universal a century ago.

With the administration’s goal to increase the number of 
Americans with a postsecondary degree or credential by 2020, 
“we can’t get there without our community colleges as the 
catalyst driving that train,” Roberto J. Rodriguez, deputy assistant 
to the president for education, told Congress attendees.

On the heels of the Obama administration’s America’s 
College Promise initiative, the White House has worked to build 
coalitions to advocate for the idea of universal two-year college, 
Rodriguez said — an idea which is beginning to take root. 
Along with the national Heads Up America (headsupamerica.
us) campaign, nine states and communities have already 
implemented similar free tuition programs. In fact, one-quarter 
of the nation’s community colleges are now located in places 
with free or near-free tuition policies. 

“We have launched a movement,” Rodriguez said. “The effort 
is intended to live on beyond the arc of our administration. 
We’re open to all variations of the idea.”

Efforts are also accelerating at the local level. Karen Stout, 
president and CEO of Achieving the Dream, told attendees 
that the majority of community college presidents fully 
support the initiative, identifying academic and career 
advising as the most critical additional needs to ensure it 
works for all students. 

Jeff Turp, executive vice president and COO of Ivy Tech 
Community College in Indiana, said the 44-campus college 
has created a 40-member advocacy group to build support 
for the concept among state lawmakers. The state’s chamber 
of commerce, manufacturers association, and other business 
groups have endorsed the concept, which Turp said is a 
reflection of workforce needs in the state.
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“They’re saying you may not want to do [Obama’s] version, but 
you have to do something,” Turp said.

Scott Svonkin, board president of the Los Angeles Community 
College District, said that his board of trustees unanimously 
passed a resolution endorsing the proposal. “It’s about getting 
people good jobs and a four-year degree,” he said. “It is the 
foundation of what the country is built on.”

Joe May, chancellor of the Dallas Community College District, 
urged trustees to focus discussions on the growing number of 
jobs that require more than a high school diploma. “Colleges get 
hung up on what America’s College Promise is and don’t talk 
enough about why it’s so important,” he told trustees. “Many of 
us know it intuitively, but sometimes we forget how the needs of 
our society have changed in our lifetime.”

ACCT and the American Association of Community 
Colleges (AACC) have developed an advocacy toolkit for 
community college trustees and presidents, which can be 
downloaded at www.acct.org/news/college-promise-toolkit-
trustees-and-presidents.

Measurable Impact
Congress speakers also urged community college leaders to 
continue to find ways to ensure that students meet their goals 
once they do enroll. With the student success agenda now nearly 
a decade old, speakers pointed to successful efforts and the 
importance of meeting the needs of students who have been 
historically underrepresented in higher ed. 

City University of New York Chancellor James B. Milliken 
urged ACCT Congress attendees to focus their efforts on 
“smart, targeted programs with measurable impact” to improve 
completion rates.

“It’s not enough for us to provide only access and 
opportunities for advancement. We must take responsibility for 
giving [students] the tools they need,” he said. 

Milliken pointed to CUNY’s success with targeted efforts to 
improve completion on its campuses, including its nationally 
recognized Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP), 
which provides students with financial aid, transportation costs, 
cohorts grouped by major, and intensive counseling and advising, 
resulting in dramatic gains in completion. Despite the increased 
costs of the program, per-diploma costs have fallen as ASAP has 
scaled up in recent years, Milliken said. 

A key to ASAP’s success is its demonstrable benefits, Milliken 
said. Research shows that every dollar invested in ASAP yields 
three in social service savings — a message likely to resonate 

1. Attendees meet at the membership celebration luncheon; 2. Friday keynote speaker James B. Milliken, 
chancellor, City University of New York (CUNY); 3. A record number of participants used the ACCT mobile 
app; 4. 2015 ACCT Awardees; 5. General session attendees

1

2 3

4

5



T R U S T E E  Q U A R T E R L Y   W I N T E R  2 0 1 6 19

1. Saturday keynote speaker Chuck Underwood, host of America’s Generations with Chuck Underwood; 
2. Student trustees; 3. Zárate gives closing remarks

as community college leaders continue to advocate for scarce 
public funds. 

“It’s become almost reflexive for politicians to say that you can’t 
improve schools by throwing money at them,” said Milliken. “By 
investing in well-designed programs, the payoff to our students and 
our country can be tremendous… That’s the case you and I should 
be making to political leaders. I believe it’s one it’s impossible to 
argue with.”

UC’s Napolitano touted another proven strategy, the use of 
pathways to ensure successful transfer to four-year institutions. 
Calling UC’s transfer pathways initiative “a major step towards 
simplifying and streamlining the process,” Napolitano said that 
the additional 11 pathways now being developed will ultimately 
cover more than two-thirds of all majors pursued by California 
community college transfer students. 

“Anything we can do to simplify and clarify that transfer process 
will help all students, but particularly unrepresented minorities, 
many of whom start in community colleges,” she said. 

As student success initiatives continue to mature, there’s a 
redoubled emphasis on ensuring that they support the growing 
numbers of traditionally underrepresented students entering 
community college campuses. Attendees continued discussions on 
equity issues begun during the sixth annual Invitational Symposium 
on Student Success, held immediately before this year’s Congress 
(see p. 10), and demographer Chuck Underwood returned to 
the Congress for a second year to encourage leaders to develop 
generational strategies for a broad range of campus activities. 

Sharing the Recipe 
Incoming ACCT Chair Roberto Zárate told Congress attendees 
that the association will focus on “sharing the recipe for student 
success” in the coming year (see profile, p. 20).

As a trustee of the Alamo Colleges board in Texas, “I have seen 
the impact a governing board and great leader can have on student 
success and completion,” Zárate said.

Along with sharing best practices, Zárate said ACCT will invest 
in and promote efforts that strengthen governing boards and 
emphasize the use of data to foster student equity and completion, 
including the Governance Institute for Student Success. With a 
change in the White House on the horizon, he also urged trustees 
to continue advocating for the unprecedented levels of attention 
and support community colleges have received in recent years.

“This is the moment to forcefully argue for our rightful place in 
higher education,” Zárate said. “This is the moment to step up for 
student success.”
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