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ABSTRACT 

Washington State Community College Leaders: Perceptions of the 2018 American 

Association of Community Colleges Competencies for Community College Leaders 

by Teresa A. Vines McDermott 

Purpose:  The two-fold purpose of this study was to understand how Washington state 

community college vice presidents, deans, and academic faculty members serve in 

leadership positions with the Washington Association of Community and Technical 

Colleges (WACTC) and the Faculty Association of Community and Technical Colleges 

(FACTC) rate the importance of the 2018 American Association of Community Colleges 

(AACC) Competencies for Community College Leaders, Third Edition and to compare 

the differences between the three groups’ views of the importance of the AACC 

competencies.  

Methodology:  A descriptive, non-experimental quantitative methodology was used for 

this study.  The sample was 55 community college vice presidents, deans, and academic 

faculty members serving in leadership positions with the WACTC and FACTC. They 

were also affiliated with subgroups of the two organizations focused on academic affairs 

or student services.  These subgroups were targeted because research indicates over half 

of community colleges presidents descend through the ranks of academic affairs or 

student services.  The sample was selected through purposeful, non-probability sampling. 

Findings: The 2018 AACC skills were found to be  exceptionally important to all three 

groups studied: vice presidents, deans, and academic faculty.  Combined, the groups 

stressed the highest relevance of three primary competency/focus areas.  The study also 
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underscored need for community colleges to cultivate growth and development of its 

leaders to enhance student success and improve institutional performance. 

Conclusions: The data gathered established a need for all community college leaders to 

deepen their understanding of the AACC competencies and apply this competency 

framework to their own personal growth and development to strengthen their current 

positions and prepare for new professional prospects. 

Recommendations: Community colleges should use these findings to create an 

evaluation instrument that evaluates community college leaders using the AACC 

competencies.  These findings should be used by boards of trustees, in partnership with 

other stakeholders, to recruit new community college leaders. These findings should be 

used to construct in-house leadership development programs at community colleges to 

retain and develop future community college leaders and guide succession planning. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Institutional transformation cannot take place without the development and 

continual improvement of a college’s leadership. (American Association of 

Community Colleges [AACC] 2013, p. 2) 

Public community colleges in America have served a critical role in their 

communities for nearly 120 years.  Since their inception, these institutions have offered 

the first two years of education for transfer to a four-year college or university, 

occupational training for the workforce, and community enrichment classes.  The first 

public two-year community college was established in 1901, Joliet Junior College in 

Joliet, Illinois (Joliet Junior College, 2019; Koos, 1925).  By 1923, 50 public community 

colleges were in operation, primarily located in the Midwest and California (Koos, 1925).  

The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2019) reported 297 public 

community colleges operating by 1950 and 846 by 1980.  

Today, a public or private community college can be found in each of the 50 

states (NCES, 2019).  The membership database of the AACC reported 1,050 institutions 

in operation at the beginning of 2020.  There were 942 state colleges, 35 tribal colleges, 

and 73 private colleges among those.  The AACC community colleges had a combined 

enrollment of 11.8 million students in fall 2018, with 6.8 million taking credit-bearing 

classes and 5 million choosing non-credit classes (AACC, 2020, p. 1).  The majority of 

students enrolled in credit-bearing classes, 4.4 million, did so part-time, with 2.4 

enrolling full-time.  Nearly one third of students at community colleges were the first 

generation in their family to attend college (AACC, 2020).   
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With the significant growth of community colleges throughout the years, 

presidents were confronted with a myriad of social, political, and fiscal challenges to 

their environments.  These challenges shaped how stakeholders viewed the role of 

community colleges.  For example, Joliet Junior College initially offered students the first 

two years of a liberal arts education prior to transfer to a four-year college or university 

(McCarthy, 2011; Vaughan, 1985).  However, merely two decades after the creation of 

community colleges, occupational training was added to their mission.  This was 

compelled by employers’ needs for a skilled workforce to keep up with 20th-century 

inventions and reinventions in science, technology, transportation, and communication 

(Cohen & Brawer, 1989; Witt, 1994).  Developmental education, community education 

classes, and student support services also became core functions of community colleges 

during this time (Coley, 2000).   

Tillery and Deegan (1985) described the growth of community college missions 

across five generations since its inception.  The first generation (i.e., 1900–1930) 

operated as an extension of high schools, and the second generation (i.e., 1930–1950) 

served as junior colleges (Geller, 2001).  The third generation, community college, lasted 

from 1950–1970.  The fourth generation, the comprehensive community college, lasted 

from 1970–1985.  Lastly, the new college represented the fifth generation (1985–1999). 

Terry O'Banion coined the term learning community college, which Geller (2001) has 

labeled the sixth generation.   

During the 20th century as community colleges evolved to meet the conditions of 

growing economies, so did the presidents who led them through the many stages of 

development.  Similarly, today's community college presidents are expected to grow as 
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leaders and enhance their talents to meet the needs of a 21st-century economy, consisting 

of continual changes in population growth, globalization, and changing student 

demographics (Cohen, Brawer, & Kisker, 2014; Vaughan, 1989).  Although the first 

presidents were chosen primarily for their scholarly credentials and teaching experience, 

subsequent presidents were chosen to focus largely on the administrative oversight of the 

institution (Vaughn, 1985).  Presidents must manage the demands from a myriad of 

internal stakeholders, such as boards of trustees, faculty, staff, students, and unions.  

They also must manage the expectations of numerous external stakeholders, including 

city, state, and federal governments; business and industry; and community and civic 

organizations.  Ultimately, their leadership position makes them accountable for the 

overall performance of the college (Cohen, Brawer, & Kisker, 2014). 

Consequently, it is necessary for community college presidents to continuously 

develop their competencies to address the conflicting demands on their ever-changing 

institutions.  Researchers have asserted current presidents need vastly different 

competencies than their predecessors.  According to Mrig and Sanaghan (2017), these 

leaders must also be anticipatory thinkers, effective facilitators, risk-tolerant, supportive 

of creativity and innovation, courageous decision-makers, and resilient.  However, with 

the impending vacancies of community college presidents attributed to retirements, 

transitions, resignations, terminations for ineffectiveness, or disagreements with 

stakeholders (e.g., boards, faculty, unions), the pipeline of well-trained leaders to fill 

these roles may be insufficient.  Emerging leaders need the necessary competencies to 

address the challenges ahead of them, yet what those competencies are is up for debate, 

as is the requisite leadership development experiences beneficial for their personal 
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development.  These are just a few of the issues community college stakeholders must 

address during the hiring and evaluation process of a president. 

Numerous professional associations and publications representing higher 

education interests have administered surveys and conducted interviews with presidents 

of community colleges with consistent results revealing an impending leadership crisis.  

Organizations conducting such research have included: Achieving the Dream, the AACC, 

American Council on Education (ACE), the Aspen Institute, the Council of Independent 

Colleges, and Inside Higher Education.  The American College President Study 

conducted by the ACE (2017) noted 54% of all two-year and four-year public, private, 

and for-profit college and university presidents over the age of 60 planned to retire in five 

years.  The survey conducted by Inside Higher Education assessed the talent pool of 

potential community college presidents, wherein their survey results indicated only 29% 

of respondents were impressed with the field of potential candidates to replace them 

(Jaschik & Lederman, 2017).  Interviews conducted for the Crisis and Opportunity report 

by the Aspen Institute and Achieving the Dream (2013) projected there would be 500 

new presidents at the helm of community colleges by 2017. 

In response to the findings from surveys and interviews conducted by professional 

associations and researchers, the AACC identified a competency framework to support 

the development of new and emerging community college leaders.  The first edition was 

published in 2005, which was later updated to a second edition in 2013.  The third and 

most recent edition was released in 2018 and includes faculty in the category of 

community college leaders.  The recent edition of the competency framework also 

examines how leadership development can help community college leaders and faculty 
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address some of the key challenges confronting their environments, such as the 

improvement of student completion rates, innovation and creativity with educational 

delivery methods during an era of dwindling resources, and short-term education to 

support career progression.  In addition, the AACC wanted to assist institutions with 

identifying potential future employees (AACC, 2005, 2013, 2018).  

More importantly, the all-encompassing intent for the development of the AACC 

competency framework was to help existing community college leaders and new and 

aspiring community college presidents assess their skills using the competency 

frameworks as depicted below.  Accordingly, this would contribute to their continued 

improvement and growth and ultimately to the success of their individual institutions.  It 

also provided a competency framework for both the institution’s internal and external 

stakeholders to evaluate the effectiveness of the president.   

Table 1 depicts the changes to the AACC Competencies for Community College 

Leaders as developed in 2005 and modified in 2013.  The changes in 2013 included the 

addition of one new competency (i.e., institutional finance, research, fundraising, and 

resource management) and the removal of two competencies (i.e., professionalism and 

resource management), reducing the framework from six to five competencies.  However, 

the competencies were substantially revised by the AACC in 2018 in response to the 

changing leadership mandates associated with the ever-evolving environments of 

community colleges.   
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Table 1 

AACC Competencies for Community College Leaders  

Competency 2005 2013 
Organizational strategy X X 
Communication X X 
Collaboration X X 
Community college advocacy X X 
Institutional finance, research, fundraising, and resource management  X 
Professionalism X  
Resource management X  

Note.  The 2005 data are adapted from “AACC Competencies for Community College 
Leaders,” by AACC, 2005 (p. 4), in AACC Competencies for Community College 
Leaders. Copyright 2005 by AACC. The 2013 data are adapted from “AACC 
Competencies for Community College Leaders,” by AACC, 2013 (p. 6), 2013, in AACC 
Competencies for Community College Leaders. Copyright 2013 by AACC.  

 

As noted, in 2018 the AACC reworked the competency framework and expanded 

it to 11 main competencies/focus areas (see Table 2) comprised of a combined 59 

subcompetencies. 

 

Table 2 

AACC Main Competencies, 2018 

Competency 
Organizational culture Institutional infrastructure Communications 
Governance, institutional policy, 

and legislation 
Information and analytics Collaboration 

Student success  Advocacy and mobilizing/ 
motivating others 

Personal traits and 
abilities 

Institutional leadership Fundraising and 
relationship cultivation 

 

 
 

In parallel, several leadership development programs exist in Washington state. 

However, it is unclear if these programs align their curriculum with the AACC 
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competencies.  It is also unknown if and how community colleges use the competencies 

to hire and evaluate the performance of community college leaders.  This creates 

confusion and leaves a void for those who wish to move into a presidency or senior 

leadership role.  To position themselves to thrive during these leadership transitions, it is 

important for the Washington State Community and Technical College system better 

understand the significance of the AACC competencies from an operational lens.   

Background 

Early Higher Education in the United States 

The origins of higher education in the United States began with the establishment 

of Harvard College in 1636 in Cambridge, Massachusetts.  Harvard and other early U.S. 

colleges were modeled after the universities of Oxford and Cambridge in England.  Their 

mission was to provide a liberal arts education to the future leaders of the church and 

state in colonial America.  Although referred to as liberal arts education, the curriculum 

was somewhat prescriptive over four years of study and included the study of classic 

authors, math, natural philosophy, physics, debate, and the languages of Latin and Greek 

(McCarthy, 2011; Potter, 1944; Thelin, 2011). 

The growth and change of America during the 18th and 19th centuries ushered in 

the need for expanded higher education as the population rapidly grew due to 

immigration and the westward expansion of societies in the United States.  Elementary 

and secondary school attendance grew, placing even greater demands on higher 

education.  These growing economies and industrialization also pressured communities 

for skilled workers.  Colleges were encouraged to train students in the liberal arts and 
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provide practical skills for careers.  This also led to the creation of additional higher 

education institutions in the 19th and 20th centuries, specifically community colleges.   

Introduction of Community Colleges in the United States 

Although Joliet Junior College in Illinois was given the designation by many 

researchers as the first two-year public institution in 1901, some scholars contend 

otherwise.  By their accounts, other institutions existed in the early 1800s in such forms 

as six-year programs, normal schools, or private two-year colleges as those noted below:  

• Monticello College (1835) in Illinois, 

• Lasell Junior College (1851) in Massachusetts, 

• Susquehanna University (1858) in Pennsylvania, and 

• Vincennes University (1899) in Indiana (Geller, 2001; Lasell University, 

2020; Lewis & Clark Community College, 2020; Susquehanna University, 

2020; Vincennes University, 2020).   

These six-year programs were considered extensions of high schools, normal colleges 

were schools for teacher preparation, and some private schools catered to women (Geller, 

2001). 

University presidents, the early advocates for junior colleges, had something 

different in mind for these two-year institutions (McCarthy, 2011).  Their hope was to 

ease the burden on institutional capacity at four-year institutions.  These presidents also 

viewed their universities as research institutions.  They wanted to train the gifted students 

and leave the education, primarily occupational training, of the average students to 

community colleges (McCarthy, 2011).  To further advance their intentions, these 

advocates proposed awarding a two-year degree to students at the completion of a 
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community college education, thereby hoping students would be satisfied with their 

accomplishment and less inclined to pursue any further higher education (Brint & 

Karabel, 1989). 

At that time, most community college students had different intentions for their 

educational goals (Brint & Karabel, 1989; McCarthy, 2011).  They wanted to complete a 

liberal arts education in preparation for classes at the four-year institutions.  Community 

college presidents also considered it their duty to educate the masses; 20th-century 

working class citizenry of their communities.  Both community college students and 

presidents of the day believed continuing their education at the university was the best 

means to upward mobility and social and economic progress (Brint & Karabel, 1989; 

McCarthy, 2011).   

Importance of Community Colleges 

Since their early roots, community colleges have established themselves as 

“economic engines for the nation” (Boggs, 2010, p. 2).  These institutions assumed a 

much broader role throughout the decades than envisioned by their early supporters.  

Along with providing a transfer option to the four-year universities, community colleges 

offer a variety of professional/technical degrees and credentials to meet specific 

workforce training and industry needs.  They also partner with businesses to upgrade the 

skills of employees in response to ongoing technological advances.  In 2006, more than 

50% of all students awarded a bachelor’s degree previously attended a community 

college (McPhee, 2006).  Other significant findings about community colleges noted by 

the AACC (2009) indicated they: 

• certified approximately 80% of first responders (e.g., police, firefighters); 
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• trained approximately 60% of allied healthcare workers; 

• served nearly 40% of international students in U.S. institutions; 

• served nearly half of all U.S. undergraduates, including 43% of African 

American, 45% of Asian/Pacific Islander, 52% of Hispanic, and 52% of 

Native American undergraduates; and  

• awarded over 900,000 certificates and associate degrees each year. 

The AACC Facts and Figures (2020) reported about national community college 

participation for the prior year:  

• 11.8 million individuals enrolled in either credit or non-credit classes, 

• 59% qualified for some type of student financial aid, 

• 50% were from traditionally underserved populations, 

• 29% were first generation to attend college, 

• 20% were students with disabilities, and  

• 15% were single parents.   

These statistics give only a glimpse into the varied student demographics 

attending community colleges and their divergent needs.  Yet, these institutions continue 

to fulfill their expected responsibilities of providing open admissions, access, and 

affordable education for their communities.  For many individuals, community colleges 

provide education and training toward a better way of life.  Cole (1997) asserted, 

“Education is the single most consistent and powerful instrument for the advancement of 

an individual and people” (p. 37).  It is further noted these same individuals typically 

become leaders in their communities through public service and civic engagement 

(National Commission on Community Colleges, 2008).   
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Community College Presidents  

The president functions as the chief executive leader of the community college.  

Although the president is considered the person in charge, the board provides broad 

governance for the institution (Vaughn, 1986).  The board is responsible for hiring the 

president; however, they typically receive input from faculty, staff, and community 

members when selecting a new president.  Weisman and Vaughan (2007) administered 

the Career and Lifestyle Survey (CLS) to community college presidents and reported 

53% of presidential tasks included internal activities: administrative, college meetings, 

and informal meetings or interactions.  Over one third (34%) of their tasks involved 

external relations: community activities, fundraising, and legislative advocacy.  In 

addition, 19% of their time was spent on professional development and other activities: 

professional meetings, reading or writing, and teaching (Weisman & Vaughan, 2007).  

Vaughn (1986, 1989, 1998), one of the leading researchers on the community 

college presidency, further stressed the president’s role was to provide the educational 

leadership for the institution, wherein the academic dean/chief academic officer provided 

the academic leadership.  He further described the president as the face of the institution 

and the individual responsible for managing, communicating, and interpreting the 

mission and educational initiatives to all stakeholders.  Yet, Vaughan (1989) had 

cautioned presidents to also understand their personal limitations.  He advised them to 

leave the day-to-day operations to other campus leaders, thereby reserving time for such 

things as scholarly work and examination of the overall institution.   
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Leadership Crisis 

Jaschik and Lederman (2017) shared one in four colleges replaced presidents in 

2015 due to the presidents’ ineffectiveness or conflicts with trustees or faculty.  Smith 

(2016) reported the number of presidential transitions due to either resignation or 

terminations doubled from 134 to 269 between 2011 and 2015.  Smith further stated 

performance issues, decision-making errors, and/or conflicts with trustees and faculty as 

some of the reasons for these presidential departures.  Frequently, these departures create 

turmoil for the institutions; inside and out.  In some instances, turnover caused 

organizations to lose stakeholder trust, prompted closer scrutiny from funding entities, 

and generated concerns about the institutions ability to meet the education and training 

demands of its communities (AACC & Association of Community College Trustees, 

2018).  

Along with the resignations, transitions, and terminations are the ongoing 

projected retirements of community college presidents.  ACE sounded an alarm as early 

as 1986 about the looming shortage of community college leadership due to impending 

retirements.  Thirty years later, the organization’s 2017 study disturbingly showed similar 

findings (ACE, 1986, 2017).  Three consecutive studies conducted by Gallup (2017, 

2018, 2019) on community college presidents noted at least 21% plan to retire in the next 

two years.  Further, compounding the leadership crisis is the anticipated retirements of 

faculty and other senior community college administrators, many belonging to the baby 

boom generation, born between 1946–1964, who typically serve as the pipeline to replace 

college presidents.  Combined, these factors are expected to create a loss of historical 

knowledge and experience in community college systems nationwide as many of these 
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individuals have worked at their particular institutions for at least 20 years (Amey & 

VanDerLinden, 2002; Shults, 2001).  

Leadership Competencies 

Whether gained through a doctorate or other advanced degree in education, on the 

job training, or a professional leadership development program, stakeholders concur 

community college presidents must have essential competencies to be effective leaders 

(Amey & VanDerLinden, 2002).  To help with the leadership preparation of community 

college presidents, the AACC identified leadership development as a priority in 2003 

with their Leading Forward project.  This project led to the identification and publication 

of a set of six critical competencies for community college leaders in 2005: (a) 

organizational strategy, (b) resource management, (c) communication, (d) collaboration, 

(e) community college advocacy, and (f) professionalism (AACC, 2005, p. 3).  The 2nd 

edition of the competency framework, released in 2013, contained five competencies: (a) 

organizational strategy, (b) communication, (c) collaboration, (d) community college 

advocacy, and (e) institutional finance, research, fundraising, and resource (AACC, 2013, 

p. 6). 

Overall, the AACC’s competency framework was developed to help leaders 

understand and evaluate their progression along the leadership continuum, whether as an 

emerging leader, someone new to the job, or an existing community college president 

(AACC, 2005, 2013, 2018).  The third edition of framework AACC (2018) contained 11 

main competencies/focus areas – with an expanded 59 combined sub-competencies:  

• organizational culture  

• governance 
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• institutional policy and legislation 

• student success 

• institutional leadership 

• institutional infrastructure, information and analytics 

• advocacy and mobilizing/motivating others  

• fundraising and relationship cultivation 

• communication  

• collaboration 

• personal traits and abilities.    

AACC President and CEO, Walter Bumphus, emphasized the expanded list of 11 

main competencies or focus areas would serve as tools for leaders to respond 

appropriately to the needs of their institutions.  Bumphus further conveyed the framework 

supported “student success and access,” which has become the “North Star for 

community colleges” (as cited in AACC, 2018, p. 3). 

The AACC work also confirmed the importance of the competencies to 

community college leaders who participated in the Leading Forward project, as they each 

rated the competencies “essential to the effective performance of a community college 

leader” (AACC, 2005, p. 2).  Since the release of the first edition of the competencies, 

researchers have continued to examine how they align with practice and reviewed them 

for future enhancements in response to the varying community college environments 

throughout the United States (Eddy, 2012; Nevarez & Wood, 2010). 
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Statement of Research Problem 

Weisman and Vaughan (2002, 2007) reported turnovers of community college 

presidents continued to increase due to resignations and retirements.  In 2007, their CLS 

survey indicated the average age of community college presidents was 58 years and 84% 

of those respondents intended to retire in the next 10 years.  This retirement number was 

up 15% from their first CLS survey conducted in 1998.  As a result of these impending 

retirements, community colleges are expected to face a leadership void negatively 

impacting their ability to meet the needs of their communities. The following graphic 

depicts the responses to the 2006 CLS survey.   

  

 

Figure 1. Estimated years until retirement. From “The Community College Presidency 
2006,” by I. M. Weisman, and G. B. Vaughan, 2007, in Research Brief Leadership Series 
No. 1, American Association of Community Colleges, p. 6. In the public domain.  

 

Additionally, the traditional pipeline for community college presidency has been  

senior-level administrators and faculty.  However, the majority of these individuals are 

over the age of 50 and retiring at the same rate (Shults, 2001).  According to Weisman 

and Vaughan (2007), 55% of community college presidents previously served in an 
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academic position.  Moreover, 88% had teaching experience at a community college 

before assuming their first presidency, 49% previously taught full-time, and 48% 

previously taught part-time during their careers (Weisman & Vaughan, 2007). 

At the same time, the job of the community college president has become more 

complex, as they must juggle the expectations of both internal and external stakeholders.  

Presidents revealed one third of their time was spent on external relations requiring 

contact with either government officials, business and industry leaders, or K-12 school 

representatives.  More than 90% also reported they served on local community boards 

and participated in community service.  Thus, presidents are increasingly required to 

understand how these external entities operate and balance expectations from internal 

stakeholders (Weisman & Vaughan, 2002, 2007).   

In terms of preparing community college presidents to handle the complexities of 

their role in the 21st century, the AACC (2013) stressed, “the expectations we have of 

our leaders are different from past expectations . . . priorities must shift towards greater 

accountability and improving student success” (p. 2).  As a result, the AACC advocated 

for transformational leaders who can use such things as risk-taking and change 

management skills, as described in their competency framework.  Yet, adoption of the 

AACC competencies by community college leaders, leadership preparation, and higher 

education doctoral programs have been slow and limited to a few (Eddy, 2009). 

Ongoing changes in the community college environment and the impending turnover and 

retirements of its presidents are expected to present a leadership crisis for institutions, 

which could negatively impact their ability to meet community needs.  Hence, the 

leadership development of aspiring community college presidents and its future leaders is 
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vital to student success (AACC, 2005, 2013,  2018).  Despite Washington state 

community colleges’ membership in the AACC, it’s uncertain how many colleges are 

familiar with the competency framework, find them important, and/or understand how to 

use them to prepare future leaders for success. Additional research is needed to better 

understand the perceptions of vice presidents, deans, and academic faculty members 

serving in leadership positions in the Washington state community college system about 

the importance of AACC competencies and differences in perceptions between the three 

groups.  

Purpose Statement 

The two-fold purpose of this study was to understand how Washington state 

community college vice presidents, deans, and academic faculty members serving in 

leadership positions with the Washington Association of Community and Technical 

Colleges (WACTC) and the Faculty Association of Community and Technical Colleges’ 

(FACTC) rated importance of the 2018 AACC competencies for community college 

leaders, 3rd edition and to compare differences between the three groups’ views of the 

importance of the AACC competencies.  

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided this study. 

1. How do Washington state community college vice presidents, deans, and 

academic faculty members that serve in leadership positions with the 

Washington Association of Community and Technical Colleges and the 

Faculty Association of Community and Technical Colleges rate the 

importance of the 2018 AACC competencies? 



 

18 

2. To what extent do Washington state community college vice presidents, 

deans, and academic faculty members that serve in leadership positions with 

the Washington Association of Community and Technical Colleges and the 

Faculty Association of Community and Technical Colleges differ in their 

ratings of the 2018 AACC competencies? 

Significance of the Problem 

The imminent turnover and retirements of community college leaders are 

expected to leave a void in the leadership pipeline, with more than 50% planning to retire 

in the next five years (ACE, 2017).  As a result of these upcoming vacancies, a number of 

colleges and universities, professional associations, and national organizations undertook 

initiatives to ensure community college leaders have the necessary competencies to lead 

these institutions.  In particular, the AACC initiated its Leading Forward project in 2003, 

which resulted in the identification of six competencies introduced in 2005, later refined 

to five competencies in 2013 and recently expanded in 2018 to 11 main 

competencies/focus areas (AACC, 2005, 2013, 2018).   

Nevertheless, it is unknown to what extent community college leaders, 

specifically in Washington state, are familiar with and/or are utilizing the AACC 

competency framework.  This study will help: 

• community college presidents understand the importance of the AACC 

competencies for themselves and their community college leaders; 

• community college leaders assess their leadership competencies and 

effectiveness; 
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• aspiring community college presidents to determine their preparedness for the 

position; 

• professional associations, national organizations and professional 

development personnel employed at community colleges to design 

professional development training to offer their memberships; and 

• guide boards of trustees and community college hiring committees in the 

screening and selection process of future community college leaders. 

Definitions 

Administrators of Color Leadership Program (AOCLP) is a one-year program 

designed to prepare Washington state community college administrators of color to 

assume an executive leadership position (SBCTC, 2020a, para. 4). 

American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) is a national advocacy 

organization representing more than 1,000 two-year institutions. The AACC was 

established in 1920 and considers itself the “voice of America’s community colleges” 

(AACC, 2020, p. 1). 

Community college is a public higher education institution, also referred to as a 

junior college or two-year college, providing the first two years of studies for transfer or 

technical education. 

Community college leaders are defined in this study as community college vice 

presidents, deans, and academic faculty members serving in leadership positions with 

WACTC and FACTC. 

Community and Technical College Leadership Development Association 

(CTCLDA; formerly known as The Association) is a professional association providing 
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knowledge, experience, and professional connections through conferences and leadership 

training for Washington state administrators and exempt staff (SBCTC, 2020b, para. 5). 

Competency framework refers to the AACC (2005, 2013, 2018) recognized core 

leadership skills for community college leaders. 

Dean’s Academy is a 1-year leadership training program for Washington state 

workforce deans (SBCTC, 2020c, p. 1). 

Dean is an individual that serves in a midlevel position, who leads other 

contributors of the organization, typically reporting to a vice president, is responsible for 

specific departments of the institution, such as basic education, enrollment, instruction, 

student development, and workforce development. 

Faculty refers to an individual who teaches at a College. 

Faculty leaders are defined in this study as individuals who teach at a college and 

serve in leadership positions with WACTC and FACTC.  

Faculty Association of Community and Technical Colleges (FACTC) is a 

Washington state board for community and technical colleges (SBCTC) organization 

working to address critical system-wide instructional issues, improve teaching and 

learning, and enhance communication among education and policy groups focused on 

issues relevant to faculty (SBCTC, 2020d, para. 1). 

Leadership development experiences are defined as activities and assignments 

improving knowledge, skills and abilities of leaders.  

President is an individual providing overall administration of the College and 

ensures adherence to the mission, vision, and values of the institution.  
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State Board for Community and Technical Colleges (SBCTC) is a governor-

appointed board of nine member advocates coordinating and administering activities of 

Washington's 34 public community and technical colleges (SBCTC, 2020e, para. 1).  

Vice President is an individual serving in an executive or senior-level position, 

who typically reports to the president and is responsible for a large functional area of the 

institution, such as business affairs, diversity and equity, human resources, instruction, 

and student affairs. 

Washington Association of Community and Technical Colleges (WACTC) is 

an organization of community college presidents in Washington state acting on common 

issues to develop uniform procedures for member colleges when appropriate and work 

with the SBCTC and its stakeholders (SBCTC, 2020h, para. 1). 

Washington Education Leadership Association (WELA) is a one-year 

leadership training program to help aspiring Washington state senior administrators 

develop a valuable network of colleagues and connections throughout the college system 

and learn communication, leadership, and career skills. (SBCTC, 2020i, para. 1). 

Delimitations 

This study was delimited to community college vice presidents, deans, and 

academic faculty members serving in leadership positions at one of the 34 public 

community and technical colleges in Washington state.  The study was further delimited, 

based on time, costs, and accessibility of all parties, to the following two professional 

organizations, WACTC and FACTC, and were affiliated with a subgroup focused on 

academic affairs or student services. 
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Organization of the Study 

There are five chapters in this study followed by references and appendices. 

Chapter I includes the background, statement of research problem, purpose of study, 

research questions, significance of study, definitions of terms, and delimitations.  Chapter 

II provides a comprehensive review of the literature as it pertains to higher education in 

the United States, specifically evolution of community colleges, and leadership 

competencies and development of community college leaders. Chapter III presents the 

methodology of this study as it relates to research design, selection of population and 

sample, instrumentation choice, and data collection process.  Chapter IV presents the data 

analysis and findings of the study.  Chapter V provides a summary of the study, findings, 

conclusions, and recommendations for further research. 
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Leadership should be born out of the understanding of the needs of those who 

would be affected by it. 

-Marian Anderson, allauthor.com, para. 1 

 
In response to the projected leadership crisis in community colleges, the 

American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) created a competency 

framework to support the development of leaders such as presidents (i.e., current, new 

and aspiring), mid- and senior-level leaders, and faculty (AACC, 2018).  The intent of the 

competency framework was to further equip community college presidents and leaders 

with the necessary skills to help them guide their institutions in meeting the needs of an 

evolving 21st-century workforce for the communities they serve.  The AACC has 

encouraged the use of its competency framework in university-based programs, 

national/state-based programs, and grow-your-own (GYO) programs.  Researchers have 

continued to examine the use of the competency framework since the first edition was 

released in 2005.  Subsequently, over the last 15 years, the AACC has released two more 

iterations of the competency framework in 2013 and 2018. 

This chapter presents a review of the relevant research on higher education, the 

AACC competency framework, and transformational leadership theory, including 

references to works by Downton (1973), Burns (1978, 2003), Bass (1985), and Bryman et 

al. (2011).  This chapter is divided into five parts.  Part I offers a historical overview of 

higher education in the United States. Part II gives a background of community colleges.  

Part III examines community college presidents.  Part IV discusses community college 
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leadership development.  Lastly, Part V provides the theoretical framework and an 

overview of the AACC competencies since their inception in 2005.  

History of Higher Education in the United States 

The 17th-century New England colonial colleges are the underpinning of the 

higher education system in the United States.  These early colonial colleges were 

essential with helping the colonists launch their religious freedom and acquire relief from 

the economic hardship of European England (McCarthy, 2011; Synder, 1993; Thelin, 

2007).  The colonists believed their religious freedom could be ensured by education of 

its citizens (Geiger, 2016).  To accomplish this, colonial colleges trained clergymen for 

the ministry and developed future leaders for public service to assist in the growth and 

establishment of a new country. (Rudolph, 1962, 1990).  It is estimated one fourth of 

graduates prior to 1865 became ministers (Tewksbury, 1932).  Rudolph (1962) 

mentioned four objectives of the university, to “create thinkers, scholars, gentlemen and 

worthy public servants” (p. 30).  “It needed leaders disciplined by knowledge and 

learning, it needed followers disciplined by leaders, it needed order” (Rudolph, 1962, p. 

7).  Consequently, the belief of leadership for the common good of a society, rather than 

self-interest, was the purpose of their education (Morison, 1936).  This opinion was 

reiterated by Brubacher and Willis (1997), who recounted eight of the nine colonial 

colleges were founded by a religious group to promote the teachings of Christianity and 

prepare their students for a public occupation.  

Early Colleges and Universities 

Harvard College in Cambridge, Massachusetts was the first religious colonial 

college established in 1636 by the Puritans (Geiger, 2016; Harvard, 2020).  The founders 
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of Harvard College had backgrounds in higher education, as many were university 

graduates from either Cambridge or Oxford of England.  The teachings at Harvard 

College consisted of a liberal arts curriculum with a substantial emphasis on Christian 

values along with the instruction of Latin and Greek languages (McCarthy, 2011).  The 

first students attending Harvard College ranged from 12 to 19 years of age.  There were 

nine students in Harvard’s first graduating class of 1642.  A pipeline of future students 

for Harvard College was ensured with the passage of the Act of 1647 by the General 

Court of Massachusetts to establish secondary and grammar schools (Thwing, 1906).  

The passage of the Act of 1647 also paved the way for establishment of eight additional 

colonial colleges.  Yet, it was nearly 60 years after establishment of Harvard College 

before the opening of the second college in 1693, The College of William & Mary in 

Virginia.  There were 125 years between the opening of the first and ninth colonial 

college in 1769, Dartmouth College in New Hampshire. Table 3 presents the first nine 

colleges established in the United States. 
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Table 3 

The First Institutions of Higher Education Established in Colonial America 

Year School Location Founders 
1636 Harvard College Massachusetts Puritans 
1693 The College of William & Mary Virginia Anglicans 
1701 Yale College (Collegiate School of 

Connecticut) 
Connecticut Congregationalists 

1746 Princeton College (College of New 
Jersey) 

New Jersey New Light 
Presbyterians 

1754 Columbia University (King’s College) New York Anglicans 
1755 University of Pennsylvania (College 

and Academy of Philadelphia) 
Pennsylvania Only nonsectarian 

college 
1764 Brown University (College of Rhode 

Island) 
Rhode Island Baptists 

1766 Rutgers (Queens College) New Jersey Dutch Reformed 
Church 

1769 Dartmouth College New Hampshire Congregationalists 
Note.  The data are adapted from “History of American Higher Education,” by M. C. 
McCarthy, 2011, Peter Lang. In the public domain. 

 

The majority of the early colonial colleges were ruled by clergymen, with a few 

government officials on the boards (McCarthy, 2011). The colonies tried to keep a 

balance of authority between the clergy and college administrators during the 

construction of these colleges. The Puritans believed in the New World, it was critical for 

no single religion have a footing in higher education. Because the state provided primary 

support in the form of land and/or money, these universities were dubbed "joint church-

state" colleges (Geiger, 2016, p. 16).  However, a shift toward nonclergy leadership 

spread in the mid-1700s.  This shift to a nonclergy leadership eventually led to little or no 

financial support from states as religious diversity and tolerance grew.  Public oversight 

became the norm for governance rather than religious groups.  Curriculum changes 
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occurred to support the needs of useful knowledge, in addition to practical subjects, as the 

prevailing leaders of colleges and the new republic governments deemed essential for a 

new society transforming into its independence (Geiger, 2016). 

Background of Community Colleges 

Often called a 20th-century U.S. innovation, community colleges are 2-year 

public institutions providing college transfer education and workforce training programs 

that lead to an associate degree or certificate.  At their inception, these two-year public 

institutions were commonly called junior colleges (Brint & Karabel, 1989).  Joliet Junior 

College of Illinois, established in 1901, is considered the first public community college 

in the United States (Koos, 1925; McCarthy, 2011).  William Rainey Harper, the founder 

and first president of the University of Chicago, is attributed with starting the community 

college movement.  Although Harper is widely credited as the founder of this movement, 

he was influenced by other educators and their writings early in his career: Henry 

Tappan, president of the University of Michigan (1852), William Mitchell, trustee of the 

University of Georgia (1859), and William Watts Folwell, president of the University of 

Minnesota (1870; Cohen & Brawer, 1989; Koos, 1925; McCarthy, 2011; Palinchak, 

1969).  

It would be nearly 50 years after Tappan’s (1851) proposed creation of a 2-year 

college before action was taken by Harper.  The community college model of higher 

education began as a partnership between the University of Chicago and Joliet High 

School in Illinois.  The leaders of these two schools, William Rainey Harper and J. 

Stanley Brown, collaborated to offer college-level courses at the high school to transfer to 

the university.  The expectation was to prepare students for either university studies or 
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occupational work after completion of high school.  Thus, allowing 4-year institutions to 

focus on providing research and advanced studies for the most promising students 

(McCarthy, 2011; Skinner & Miller, 2011).    

Growth of Community Colleges 

The number of community colleges rapidly grew during the 20th century.  There 

were reportedly nine community colleges operating in 1901 (Koos, 1925; McCarthy, 

2011).  Their growth doubled and at times tripled over the ensuing decades. During the 

1920s there were more than 200 community colleges, with 600 in existence by the 1940s. 

By the 1980s, the number of community colleges had reached 1,200 – doubling during a 

span of some 40 years (Cohen, Brawer, & Kisker, 2014; Reynolds, 1965).  Until the 

1960s, most community colleges were extensions of local high schools (Pedersen, 2000).  

However, during the 1970s, a shift occurred wherein governance would transfer to the 

community college.  At this same time, one community college was opening each week 

(McCarthy, 2011).  This growth was spurred on by a myriad of factors, such as the 

enactment of the G.I. Bill and the civil rights acts, a growing baby boom population and 

worker retraining to support a growing economy (Phillippe & Sullivan, 2005).  At the 

start of the 21st century, the number of community colleges stood at 1,050 (AACC, 

2020).  Today, these institutions educate nearly 12 million students each year and account 

for 46% of all undergraduates in higher education (AACC, 2020). 

Table 4 presents an overview of the growth and decline in the number of 

community colleges for approximately the last 25 years. 
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Table 4 

Number of Community Colleges from 2006–2020 

Type 2020 2017 2015 2013 2010 2009 2008 1996 
Public 942 982 992 986 991 988 987 968 
Tribal 35 36 35 31 31 31 31 27 
Independent 73 90 96 115 143 158 177 137 
TOTAL 1,050 1,108 1,123 1,132 1,165 1,177 1,195 1,132 

Note.  Adapted from “Building a Nation of Learners by Advancing America’s Community 
Colleges,” by AACC, 2020.  In the public domain. 

 

Expansion of Higher Education 

The need for more colleges was generated by a growing country and expanding 

economy. Nevertheless, colleges’ capacities to serve more students were limited because 

of their size and financial constraints experienced during war time.  The U.S. 

Revolutionary War caused great upheaval from 1775 to 1784 for colleges, as many of 

their buildings were occupied by the military or sustained significant damage during the 

war (Geiger, 2016).  Most suspended operations or offered limited instruction during the 

war. Following the war, more support for higher education was generated due to the 

country’s efforts to promote self-government and an enlightened society serving public 

needs rather than self-interests.  

Higher education institutions of the late 18th and early 19th centuries included 

public and private colleges and universities awarding technical, liberal arts, bachelors, 

and master’s degrees.  Many of these institutions were established with support from 

wealthy philanthropists and the federal government.  For instance, John Hopkins 

University (1876), Carnegie Mellon University (1900), and the University of Chicago 

(1890) were established with endowments from wealthy philanthropists (Veysey, 1965).  

Colleges sought university status by expanding with the additions of medical and law 
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schools or private societies focused on science, history, or architecture.  The universities 

were mostly research focused, and admission and registration varied by institution 

(McCarthy, 2011).   

Nearly 1,000 institutions of higher education served almost 160,000 students at 

the start of the 200th century (NCES, 1992; Synder, 1993).  According to the Carnegie 

Classification of Institutions of Higher Education, there were 4,324 degree-granting post-

secondary institutions in 2017.  The combined enrollment of these institutions was 

reportedly over 20 million students (Congressional Research Service, 2019).  A national 

dialogue on higher education and the passage of the following five Congressional acts 

contributed to the expansion of colleges and universities to support the upward mobility 

of its citizens: 

• Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (also known as G.I. Bill of Rights) 

• Higher Education for American Democracy Report of 1947 (also known as 

Truman Commission Report) 

• Civil Rights Act of 1964 

• Higher Education Act of 1965 

• Equity in Educational Land-Grant Status Act of 1994 

The passage of the G.I. Bill provided aid in the form of tuition and living 

expenses to World War II veterans (Altschuler & Blumin, 2009).  The Truman 

Commission Report, named after President Harry Truman, examined the higher 

education system and its role in supporting democracy.  The report was considered 

radical for its time.  Several key recommendations of the report contributed to the 

development of a curriculum relevant to a growing economy, expanding access to federal 


