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The Theme of The 41sT AnnuAl ACCT leAdership Congress refleCTs The 

extraordinary nature of the past year, which has proven that community colleges are indispensable 

to reinvigorating the economy.  more than just dealing with the economic problems of today, 

though, ACCT and the leadership Congress are looking to the future — with an eye toward 

student success.

last year, ACCT established a new five-year plan called Access for success, which commits to 

maintaining unparalleled levels of higher education access for all Americans, while at the same 

time aggressively pursuing a dramatic increase in student completion rates. in order to take real 

steps to make this happen, ACCT, with the support of The Bill & melinda gates foundation, will 

convene a new one-day summit on Completion. immediately preceding and setting the tone for 

the ACCT leadership Congress, the summit’s findings will be shared during a keynote address 

and town hall meeting. A series of concurrent workshops throughout the Congress also will focus 

on the completion agenda. 

on the following pages, featured Congress keynote speakers lend their thoughts on the role of 

community colleges in the economy and achieving student success.

     Completion 
     Change and 
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BarBara Bellissimo  
ChiEf AgEnt  
stAtE FARM insuRAnCE

BarBara Bellissimo is Chief agent and senior 
ViCe President for state farm in Canada. in this role, she is 
responsible for providing strategic leadership and overseeing 
the insurance company’s Canadian sales and operations. 
Bellissimo joined state farm in 1986 and has successfully 
managed positions of increased responsibility for underwriting, 
training, and field sales consulting.

in addition to her executive leadership, Bellissimo serves on  
a number of boards, including the insurance Bureau of Canada, 
the facility association, and the institute for Catastrophic 
loss reduction. Bellissimo serves as director-at-large for the 
international Women’s forum, is a member of the Campaign 
Cabinet for the United Way of York region, and is an active 
member of the southlake hospital foundation Board.

Bellissimo spoke with Trustee Quarterly about key 
characteristics of strong leaders, the ways in which two- and 
four-year colleges in Canada have meshed, and the importance 
of training students with specific skills for the workforce.

Q:From the standpoints of both your executive experience and your 
experiences as a member of several boards, what do you think trustees 
should focus their time and attention on?

The most important thing is the willingness to understand what 
the business is — and remembering the fundamentals. A critical 
component is being a continuous learner. Board members should 
[also] bring diverse perspectives — you bring industry expertise 
to the table, but you also bring personal experiences to the table.

Q:the u.s. government has lately been investing in community and 
technical colleges’ ability to train, retrain, and refine the workforce to help 
support and create jobs. is there any correlation with this American model 
in Canada?

In Canada, you can choose to go to university or college. 
University degrees can take 3 or 4 years to complete, and college 
provides more technical workforce training over a 2-4 year time 
span. I think that in Canada, there’s more of a meshing of college 
and university Many students today are going to university first, 
and then after they get their bachelor’s degree, they go get 
hands-on experience. In Ontario in particular, universities and 
colleges are offering joint programs so that you can attain your 
degree and diploma together. I think this is very, very valuable.

Q:Why do you think the perception of colleges being less prestigious 
than universities has changed?

In Ontario, college graduates offer a lot of value. They’re coming 
to the workforce and they’re making a difference. They’re coming 
into the communications space, for instance, not just with a general 
knowledge, but with the specific skills that we need, and they’re 
performing exceptionally well.

I think a partnership between business and a particular college 
is really important. I depend on you for a workforce that can write 
exceptionally well, has critical thinking skills, and is able to take 
a look at business issues and solve them, anticipate some of the 
unintended consequences, and deal with those decisions. 

Students who are interested in the business, who are educated 
in the business, come to the table with a different mindset. I think 
that someone who is in a technical program now has a great 
opportunity to demonstrate to a company the value that they bring. 
As an employer, if I need a technical competency, then I know to 
look toward the school with the strongest training in that area.

I believe higher education is something we always need — it’s 
just better business.

Dr. esther Brimmer
ASSiStAnt SECREtARy Of StAtE, intERnAtiOnAl ORgAnizAtiOn AffAiRS
u.s. DEpARtMEnt oF stAtE

in her role As AssisTAnT seCreTAry of sTATe for 
international organizations, dr. esther Brimmer leads the Bureau 
of international organization Affairs, which strives to advance u.s. 
interests through international organizations in areas including 
human rights, peacekeeping, food security, humanitarian relief, 
and climate change.

prior to her appointment by president Barack obama in 2009, 
dr. Brimmer was deputy director and director of research at 
the Center for Transatlantic relations at the paul h. nitze school 
of Advanced international studies (sAis) at The Johns hopkins 
university, where she specialized in transatlantic political and 
security affairs.

dr. Brimmer’s previous government service includes roles in the 
state department’s office of policy planning, the u.s. delegation 
to the united nations Commission on human rights, and serving 
as special Assistant to the under secretary of state for political 
Affairs from 1993 to 1995. 

dr. Brimmer has previously worked as a senior associate at 
the Carnegie Commission on preventing deadly Conflict, as a 
legislative analyst at the democratic study group in the u.s. 

“i think thAt soMEonE Who is in A tEChniCAl pRogRAM noW hAs 

A WonDERFul oppoRtunity to DEMonstRAtE to A CoMpAny thE 

vAluE thAt thEy BRing.”   
Barbara Bellissimo 
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house of representatives, and as a management consultant with 
mcKinsey & Company. dr. Brimmer spoke with Trustee Quarterly 
about the importance of international study at community 
colleges, the “rapid transition” in how they are perceived 
overseas, and what students need in the global economy of the 
21st century. 

Q:Why should community college governing boards consider 
international affairs important to their local, community-based 
institutions? Why is “thinking globally, acting locally” important? 

The world is changing, and our communities are changing 
with them. The 21st century is the era of deepening global 
connections, and international affairs touch our daily lives. 
Companies routinely cross national borders — often in pursuit 
of top talent. They reconfigure the way work is done, and 
demand record levels of adaptability among their employees. 
Building a workforce with international and cross-cultural 
knowledge and skills is essential if the U.S. is to retain its 
competitive edge. 

Students are smart. They see this transformation around them, 
and they are studying foreign languages and going abroad more 
than ever before. Yet only about 3 percent of students studying 
abroad are from community colleges, largely because of costs 
and trouble getting guidance. There is a huge opportunity 
for community colleges to develop better programs and 
opportunities for exchange programs and international relations.

When community colleges become more international, they 
can attract diverse talent from abroad in fast-growing technical 
subjects. International students and faculty contribute invaluable 
knowledge and perspectives that enrich the classroom 
experience, add new dimensions to curriculum and instruction, 
and lend currency and relevance to academic and technical 
programs of study. International students who study in the 
United States often stay, joining technology and research fields 
that power local economic development. 

Q:What advice would you give to educational leaders about preparing 
students to be competitive in the global economy? 

Today’s best educational experiences are often international. 
Students should be seeking every opportunity to integrate 
international components into their programs, and educational 
institutions should facilitate that course of action whenever 
possible. In our increasingly competitive global marketplace, 
only those students with exposure to the fullest range of 
worldviews are likely to realize all their potential.

Q:how are u.s. community colleges perceived abroad? 

The image of U.S. community colleges abroad is undergoing 
a rapid transition. Over the last decade, the international 
community has increasingly recognized the benefits of 
community colleges for adult skill development, at-risk youth, 
and as a way to transition to four-year universities. Coupled with 
the prestige of U.S. educational institutions and the increasing 
prominence of community colleges in countries like India, 
Thailand, and Japan, I think U.S. community colleges have a 
bright future in our increasingly globalized world. 

At the State Department, we are actively engaged in 
promoting awareness of U.S. community colleges and 
international enrollment in community colleges. Through our 
EducationUSA centers, we provide information on the U.S. 
community college option to prospective international students 
and their families, many of whom are discovering community 
colleges as an affordable way to begin their pursuit of a four-
year degree. We have also brought hundreds of economically 
disadvantaged students from countries in the developing world 
to enroll in U.S. community colleges. This program helps 
provide students with the vital workplace skills to participate in 
the economic development of their countries and communities.

Q:how can education serve as a mechanism to foster international 
security and peace? 

International educational exchanges are a great means of 
reinforcing the sort of linkages that foster not just mutual 
understanding, but also the sort of interdependent relationships 
that promote international peace and security. The numbers of 
American students studying abroad and international students 
studying in the U.S. are both at all-time highs. That said, we can 
and should do more to strengthen global educational exchange. 
For its part, the State Department supports vibrant official 
exchange programs, including the Fulbright Program. 

In his speech at Cairo University in Egypt, President Obama 
emphasized that international education is part of the solution 
building bridges between the United States and the Muslim world. 
Using new technology, it is easier than ever to share a classroom 
with students in Nigeria, China, Germany, and Chile. Community 
colleges can play a major role in building cultural bridges through 
exchange programs as well.

Community colleges can also promote hands-on international 
experiences without leaving the country. Students can attend 
or one of the dozens of Model U.N. conferences, including 
DAYMUNC, sponsored by Sinclair Community College in Dayton, 

“CouplED With thE pREstigE oF u.s. EDuCAtionAl institutions AnD thE 

inCREAsing pRoMinEnCE oF CoMMunity CollEgEs in CountRiEs likE inDiA, 

thAilAnD, AnD JApAn, i think u.s. CoMMunity CollEgEs hAvE A BRight  

FutuRE in ouR inCREAsingly gloBAlizED WoRlD.” 
Dr. Esther Brimmer
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Ohio. Schools can also join UNESCO’s education networks and 
twinning programs to foster international cooperation through and 
enrich existing university programs.

Q:Community colleges serve a large number of returning war 
veterans and their families. given your experience working for the united 
nations Commission on human Rights on political and military issues, 
what advice do you have for community college trustees and presidents to 
ensure they welcome and provide services to our returning veterans and 
support veterans’ families? 

I think the most important factor is ensuring that veterans 
and their families have the same opportunities as civilians. 
[Colleges] can promote reasonable credit transfer rules, 
reduce residency requirements for service members, and even 
offer credit for military training courses. They can ensure 
that financial aid and admissions staff are up to date on the 
full range of loan forgiveness programs and loan deferment 
options for service members, including on FFEL, Direct Loans, 
and Perkins Loans. Community colleges can also join the 
Servicemember Opportunity Colleges (SOC) Consortium. 

Community colleges also have a unique opportunity to 
assist veterans who may have trouble re-acclimating to 
civilian life. As community institutions, community colleges 
are in a unique position to couple education with community 
engagement and involvement. Schools can incorporate 
them into campus events, such Memorial Day and Veterans 
Day celebrations. Community colleges can also help 
veterans get work study money through the Department of 
Veterans’ Affairs to form veterans clubs and foster a sense of 
community. The opportunities are endless, but veterans need 
to know that their community is welcoming them back with 
open arms. It can make all the difference in the world.

richarD a. Desich  
fOunDER AnD ChAiRmAn 
Equity tRust CoMpAny

riChard a. desiCh is foUnder and Chairman of the 
eqUitY trust Company, the leading provider of self-directed 
real estate iras. through assertive leadership, strategic 
business partnerships, and investments, the veteran trustee 
helped lorain County Community College in ohio evolve from a 
fledgling job-training institution to a full-fledged, academically 
rigorous college and economic engine backed by a powerful 
foundation. 

 over the three and a half decades during which he helped 
lCCC grow, desich was also busy expanding his own company 
from four people to over four hundred — many of whom were 
educated at the college. the outspoken entrepreneur and 
community college advocate spoke with Trustee Quarterly¸ 
offering advice to trustees who are feeling economic pressures 
hit home. 

Q:When you reflect on your years as a trustee, what was the most 
important thing you did?

Hiring a great president.

Q:has the role of the community college changed as a result of the 
changing economic landscape?

At the time I was chairman of the board, community colleges 
were thought of as job training and transfer programs. Along 
the way, it was important to make sure that we were the best 
community college; that was part of what I believed in.

As we went from a cooking school to a high-tech and 
entrepreneurship focus, [we realized that] the strength of the 
community college is the ability to adapt quickly to what is 
needed in your community and state. [These days], a lot of the 
manufacturing jobs are gone, and community colleges can create 
jobs, create businesses. Community colleges obviously weren’t 
built to help small businesses expand, but guess what? If you help 
business expand, you create jobs, you create money, you train 
people. It’s very simple. Just think about it — [at my company], we 
had four people [who had attended] the college doing something 
in accounting. A few years later, we have four hundred. 

At the same time, you have to keep up the quality of education 
for transfers. At our college, we brought some of the four-year 
colleges on our campus and were able to negotiate three years of 
education at the community college level and cost, and the fourth 
year at the other institution, or maybe two and two. All those 
things go hand in hand, as [some] people say, “I need an MBA,” or 
“I need help in computer science or management — I don’t need 
another degree,” and there’s a lot of things besides the traditional 
transfer programs.

Q:What is the role of the board and individual trustees in helping 
their college grow and change?

Hopefully, you have a good mixture of people on the board. 
You don’t want a board with nine business people on it — you 
need four or five dynamic people, a few people who are very 
stable, and people from different walks of life on the board. 

“thE stoRy thAt i WAnt to tEll is hoW you CAn stARt With FouR oR FivE pEoplE 

AnD stAy in youR CoMMunity, AnD thE CoMMunity CollEgE CAn hElp you gRoW 

thRough tRAining, Consulting, FACilitiEs, oR FinAnCing.”
   Richard Desich 
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It is valuable to measure your college against another; I think 
it’s a useful benchmark to say, well, I can get there. I remember 
distinctly that Cedar Rapids, Iowa, and Miami Dade College in 
Florida were two colleges that had great foundations, and I would 
talk to them about what they were doing, why they were doing it, 
and how they were doing it. And I came back and looked at what 
we had and said we’ve got to change.

You can raise the bar and limits of what people can do. But then, 
going back to the board, you really have to have 20 or 30 priorities 
that you want to accomplish for the college over five years, and 
take the top ten each year and rate yourself to see whether you’re 
going to accomplish what you said you’re going to do. 

The second part would be to evaluate how the students did. 
Get their input. Would they recommend the college? It’s the 
number one question in marketing — would you recommend our 
product? If 95 percent said they would, then you’re doing great; if 
50-60 percent said they would, then there’s something wrong, and 
you’ve got to find out what it is. And then the next [question] is, 
were they successful where they went? If they transferred, it’s easy 
to follow up and see how they did. If they went to the job market, 
are they making more money? You have to ask.

Q:you stated that the ACCt leadership Congress and other 
educational events were important to the success of your college’s 
governance. But a lot of trustees have been asked to justify travel expenses, 
given the current economy. in your opinion, do you think it is in the best 
interest of colleges today to send their trustees to this type of event?

It is the most important thing in the world. It’s a reward to trustees 
for volunteering and putting in all that time. But the real value 
is that we always come back with new information that comes 
back to the college. And the information comes from many 
places — from seminars, from motivation from speakers, and from 
networking, which is very, very important. When people have a 
social hour, they talk about the problems at their colleges and how 
they solved them. You have to get out of your community. 

Q:What words of advice do you have for other community 
college trustees?

The ability to have a good development department or a good 
grant writing department is important to get you more money 
and get you more programs. Also, invest in good consultants in 
Washington — which we did, and we got a five-to-one payback. 
Know who has got money to give away, who is training people. 
Put good partnerships together with businesses in the community 
and with politicians. 

I think that in the future, you’re going to have to do more and 
more because everybody has got less. You’re going to have to 
have four or five people [where you used to have one] buying into 
the college to share expenses. It might be that you let people use 
space for the common good, and then if it happens that you need 
a new building, then the city could come up with some money 
and maybe the state and individuals can come up with some 
money, and maybe you can get some tenants to rent. And that’s 
how we have to think about it in the future, in terms of revenue. 

I could give you a roll call and show you all the people who 
we’ve hired who went to the college. That’s the impact that 
we’ve had using the skills and the facility and the knowledge, the 
integrity, and respectability of the college. It always has been the 
highest value we have in our country.

Dr. mark DaviD milliron
DEputy DiRECtOR fOR pOStSECOnDARy impROvEmEnt 
thE Bill & MElinDA gAtEs FounDAtion

dr. mark daVid milliron serVes as the dePUtY direCtor 
for Postsecondary improvement with the Bill & melinda gates 
foundation, leading efforts to increase student success in the U.s. 
postsecondary education sector. an award-winning leader, author, 
speaker, and consultant, milliron works with universities, community 
colleges, k-12 schools, corporations, associations, and government 
agencies across the country and around the world. in addition, 
he serves on numerous other corporate, nonprofit, and education 
boards and advisory groups; guest lectures for educational 
institutions nationally and internationally; and authors and moderates 
the Catalytic Conversations blog.

milliron founded and served as Ceo for the private consulting 
and service group Catalyze learning international (Cli). in addition, 
he previously served as an endowed fellow, senior lecturer, 
and director of the national institute of staff and organizational 
development in the College of education at the University of texas 
at austin; Vice President for education and medical Practice with 
sas, the world’s largest private software company; and President 
and Ceo of the league for innovation in the Community College.

in 2007, the american association of Community Colleges 
(aaCC) presented milliron with its national leadership award for his 
outstanding accomplishments, contributions, and leadership.

milliron spoke with Trustee Quarterly about the foundation’s 
role in convening a summit on Completion and other community 
college initiatives, the goals he believes should drive the 
development of the Voluntary framework of accountability (Vfa), 
and the importance of looking at the completion agenda as a 
“social justice goal.”

“thE REAl gAME-ChAngER FoR loW-inCoME young ADults is A 

postsEConDARy CREDEntiAl.  WhAtEvER DAtA you look At, it’s ClEAR 

thAt A postsEConDARy CREDEntiAl is thE pAthWAy oF possiBility.”
Dr. mark David milliron
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Q:president obama has announced a goal of increasing the 
nation’s educational attainment by 50 percent by 2020. What 
challenges do community colleges face in spearheading this effort?

The biggest challenge for community colleges is taking the 
completion challenge to heart and owning it the way they 
owned the access challenge. I would argue that community 
colleges have been the champions of higher education access 
for the past 30 to 40 years. They are at the heart of why we 
have been successful in opening the doors to higher education 
for diverse populations and low-income individuals. Now is 
the time not only to embrace access, but also to embrace with 
equal vigor the completion agenda — always underlining both 
access and completion. It’s going to take a willingness to look 
at all of our systems and processes and figure out how we 
can structure them the best way so that the most students can 
complete at high levels.

Q:What steps need to be taken to make that happen?

One is getting clear on what your data are saying about what 
is happening at your institution, and deeply analyzing where 
you’re losing students and getting clear on the associated 
challenges — what we call loss points. If we can analyze our 
loss points and our momentum strategies, we can begin to 
do the work of putting together an intentional system that 
helps students become more successful in completing. We 
can innovate against anything if we know the challenges, 
but the first step is getting clear about what the challenges 
are. Our data shows that the biggest challenge for most 
colleges is in developmental education. In short, if you don’t 
get developmental education right, then it will be almost 
impossible to rise to the challenge of increasing college 
completion rates for low income students. 

The first step is getting your arms around your own data and 
understanding what is happening at your institution, and then 
the second step is coming together as a leadership team and 
working with your board and your faculty and staff to see what 
you need to do differently.

Q:how has the Bill & Melinda gates Foundation’s work in 
education evolved to embrace completion?

The Foundation has invested close to $5 billion in the last 
decade on education-related programs. Three years ago, after 
the Warren Buffett contribution to the Gates Foundation, 
the question was asked, “What else should we be doing in 

the world of education beyond the commitment to college 
readiness?” After a significant amount of research about all 
the different types of issues we could help the country tackle, 
the answer that came back was that the real game-changer 
for low-income young adults is a postsecondary credential. It 
breaks the cycle of poverty. And because of that, a commitment 
was made to double the number of low-income young adults 
who graduate from college with a credential. Given that 
community colleges are the primary gateway for low-income 
young adults in our country, we’ve focused our energies there 
in a big way. 

This strategy was born out of a social-justice goal. We’re 
trying to make the American Dream real for young adults, and 
what we’ve found is that the best use of our resources is to 
try to catalyze greater completion in postsecondary education, 
in particular in the 16-26 year old age range. If you make a 
difference for those folks, then you change the game not only 
for them, but also for their kids and sometimes their extended 
families. Of course, we care about all secondary education, but 
we’re pretty focused on low-income adults and using education 
as a springboard to opportunity for them. That’s been the goal 
of our program from the very beginning.

Q:ACCt, with the support of the Bill & Melinda gates 
Foundation, will be convening a summit on Completion immediately 
before the 2010 ACCt leadership Congress. Why is this summit 
necessary, and what does the Foundation hope to come of it?

If trustees in community colleges understand the completion 
challenge, embrace it, and understand that we need to be as 
aggressive on completion as we have been on access, then real 
change can happen. 

Trustees have to own this agenda for anything to really 
happen on the ground. There are clearly institutional 
practices that are going to have to change if we’re going 
to take this seriously and make an impact, but there are 
broader institutional policies that enable, inform, and guide 
those practices that are all driven by trustees. Trustees are an 
incredibly important audience in this conversation. They are 
the ones who need to be the vanguards for many of these 
discussions because they are the link to the community, to the 
larger purpose here. So for us, starting this conversation with 
trustees is absolutely essential. We want them to be a key part 
of the conversation.

Q:the Foundation is committed to advancing postsecondary 
student success through a variety of different projects, including your 

“A soliD, quAlity ACCountABility systEM CAn’t BE invEntED FRoM on high. you hAvE 

to CoME togEthER on thE gRounD to FinD out WhAt thE CoRE issuEs ARE so thAt 

thE Right piECEs AnD pARts CAn BE put in plACE. thAt’s Why thE vFA MAttERs.”
  Dr. mark David milliron
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support of the new governance institute for student success (giss), 
a partnership between ACCt and the university of texas at Austin’s 
Community College leadership program. What is the Foundation’s 
particular interest in this state-based model?

We at the Foundation are big believers in networks. 
Networks allow you to scale more elegantly. Clearly, 
community colleges in the United States are not uniform. 
Every state seems to have a different structure for finance, 
governance, and for operations. Because of that, we believe 
in starting the conversation not just nationally about the 
broader completion agenda, but also on the issues in a state 
that are going to be either helpful to college completion or 
have to be tackled to make the transformations easier. 

Our biggest interest in the state-based training programs 
is to see if we can make an impact in that state network 
and help everyone in a state get on the same page to begin 
to tackle their system, and then hopefully learn from that 
process and transfer it to other states. The goal is to leverage 
that state network as a way to make a bigger, broader change 
in a system of colleges given the way they’re governed.

Q:the voluntary Framework of Accountability (vFA) for 
Community Colleges encourages community colleges to measure 
their performance with data to aid in measurable improvements. 
how will the vFA benefit colleges and the students they serve?

I think the danger of the completion initiative is coming up 
with simplistic solutions. The truth is that you could increase 
completion rates pretty easily. One of the ways to do it is to 
lower standards — just give out degrees easily. Or you could 
just close the doors to the hardest-to-serve students and bring 
in the best and the brightest, and your completion rates will 
go up. Neither of those outcomes is what we want to happen, 
but if you put the wrong accountability standards in place, 
you could actually incent those things to happen. 

So one of the [goals] for the VFA is to ensure that we have 
an incentive structure so people will be motivated to serve 
the hardest-to-serve students and then reward them for 
doing the hardest work, like developmental education. We 
can also set it up so that colleges get the credit they deserve 
for the work they’re doing in any given state. But a solid, 
quality accountability system that would incent positive 
behavior, drive college completion, and allow for productive 
conversations on the ground can’t be invented from on high. 
You have to come together on the ground to find out what 
the core issues are so that the right pieces and parts can be 

put in place. That’s why the VFA matters. 
This isn’t about explaining away challenges; it’s about 

facing tough realities and developing the right kinds of 
incentive programs. The goal is to help the most students 
be successful. The VFA is a mechanism that can help start 
conversations within the state, within institutions, and deeper 
than that in program decisions. When you think about the 
contributions that community colleges make in a state around 
transfer education and multiple pathways to completion, 
you think about them as part of a family of higher education 
providers. That will help us be much more nuanced and 
smarter about how different pieces and parts of higher 
education are incented. We need trustees and presidents to 
help us understand what the right measures are.

Q:how has the current economic climate has simultaneously 
enhanced the role of community colleges and presented unique 
challenges to these systems? 

Community colleges have suddenly been thrust into the 
national spotlight. Many people are returning to community 
colleges because they are changing careers, and they’re 
reskilling and up-skilling at the same time. When we moved 
from a time when only some of our population needed to 
be college educated to a time when most need to be college 
educated, suddenly the role of community colleges became 
not just nice and important; it became vital. It’s a great 
position to be in — but, boy, the stakes are high. 

I come from a community college background — I 
wouldn’t be doing what I’m doing now if I hadn’t started at 
Mesa Community College in Arizona and done deep work 
later with the League for Innovation in the Community 
College, American Association of Community Colleges, 
and ACCT. I think this is the time for community colleges 
to shine and not the time to explain away problems, point 
fingers, and talk about how challenging things are. It’s the 
time to step up and actually show the difference that we’re 
making. It’s the time to own our challenges, to understand 
where we’re not doing so well, and be courageous in taking 
steps to make sure that our colleges can help our students 
have greater opportunities. 

This is a special time in the community college 
movement. It’s a time when we’re explicitly embracing 
a broader mission — access, quality, and completion. 
Our ability to rise to this challenge will make a powerful 
difference in our nation, states, communities, and most 
important, with the students that continue to walk through 
our open door.

“thE BiggEst ChAllEngE FoR CoMMunity CollEgEs is tAking thE 

CoMplEtion ChAllEngE to hEARt AnD oWning it thE WAy thEy 

oWnED thE ACCEss ChAllEngE.”
Dr. mark David milliron
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Attention Community College Trustees,

Increasing community college student completion has become a major national focus and a key priority for 
AACC and ACCT. Business leaders, policy makers, and leading foundations are emphasizing the importance of 
increasing the number of students who complete degrees, certificates, and other credentials with value in the 
workplace. We are writing now to ask you to join us in a call to action to engage our institutions to advance 
what has come to be called the completion agenda. 

Last April, AACC and ACCT joined with four other national organizations to express our shared commitment to 
student completion. Partner organizations including the Center for Community College Student Engagement, the 
League for Innovation in the Community College, the National Institute for Staff and Organizational Development, 
and Phi Theta Kappa Honor Society participated in an unprecedented joint signing ceremony, committing 
our organizations to assist our members to produce 50 percent more students with high quality degrees and 
certificates by 2020. The signatory organizations have posted the call to action on their Web sites. See www.
aacc.nche.edu/About/Pages/calltoaction.aspx and www.acct.org/2010/04/acct-co-signs-democracys-chall.php 
for the AACC and ACCT postings. We believe it is time now to expand the commitment beyond organizations to 
our campuses.

The timing of such action is important. Community colleges are currently in the national spotlight, but the 
increased attention also means increased responsibility to our communities, our states, and our country — 
as well as to our students. Both AACC and ACCT have been working to help our member colleges and their 
students through aggressive federal advocacy efforts; the creation of a voluntary framework of accountability for 
community colleges; and professional development institutes for trustees, college leaders, and future leaders. Our 
public commitment to raising student completion rates further underscores the transparency and accountability 
community colleges are courageously espousing. We invite you to join us at the ACCT Leadership Congress, the 
AACC Convention, or any of several institutes to learn more about these growing priorities.

To assist you in accepting the completion challenge for your college, we have attached a draft template 
that you may want to adopt, adapt, or use in other ways. To access the template, simply go to www.acct.org/
CompletionSample.doc. Please keep us informed of any action your college takes to accept the completion 
challenge as this information will be valuable to us in our federal advocacy efforts.

Sincerely,

A Call to Action

  
    
GeorGe r. BoGGs 
AACC President And Ceo 

J. noAh Brown
ACCt President And Ceo




