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This incident was critical to her presidency because she believed that she had been given 

a mandate for institutional change, and the issue of governance was critical to the 

changes she was attempting to implement. She was asserting her views about the role of 

the faculty in institutional governance. The message was that she will do what she 

believes is best for the institution, and while the faculty have a voice in how changes will 

be made, she will have the authority to make the final call. The fact that she was willing 

to risk losing her job is a powerful statement about her level of commitment to this 

principle. 

Whether new norms were established in the per-credit tuition issue is difficult to 

ascertain, but there are indications that administrators at College C altered their views 

substantially as a result of the controversy. Most stated that she had demonstrated 

remarkable tenacity and perseverance: 

She's not afraid to say this is what we need to do.... When I say every cost, it's 

not necessarily financial, but if it means knocking down policies or laws or 

whatever, we're going to go in there and try to get a change. (CAO C, p. I) 

In the years to come, the per-credit controversy may become a story that helps transmit 

not merely the legend of President C's tenacity, but also the underlying statement about 

the degree of authority accorded to the faculty. 

Budgeting and resource allocation communicate what leaders believe is 

important. The process for deciding budgets, the programs that are supported with 

resources, and who has authority all communicate important values and beliefs. President 

A sent a clear statement about his values when he discontinued intercollegiate athletics in 

favor of intramural sports. He stated that it was more important to serve a greater number 
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of students with the same resources. An important part of President B's management 

strategy is to allow the division deans complete latitude with their annual budget. The 

fact that they have so much autonomy with their budgets communicates to them that they 

have the authority and the responsibility for their programs, "That's what keeps their 

motivational level high" (President B, p. 3). 

A critical statement made by President D concerns his symbolic role in the 

budgeting process. One of President D's core beliefs is that all of the initiatives at the 

college should attain a high standard of excellence, illustrated by the metaphor of the 

Olympic silver medal. But President B is not willing to expend the resources that he 

believes are necessary to attain national prominence in any one field. In this instance, the 

allocation of resources reflects his core belief about the level of quality attainable by the 

institution. This value has been communicated and internalized by the organization to the 

extent that within the established parameters, the budget allocation process is virtually 

automatic. Consider President D's comment on resource allocation: 

I make a lot of resource allocation decisions but if you look below that surface, 

you'll see that what I'm really doing is announcing the conclusions and decisions 

that some of those processes have made. I'm not really doing that personally. 

(President D, p. 8) 

In this instance, President D has been so successful in inculcating his beliefs about what 

resource allocation is appropriate, that the results seem to be an inevitable outcome of the 

process itself. 

Schein (1992) listed two other primary mechanisms for influencing organizational 

beliefs and assumptions: role modeling, teaching, and coaching; and the criteria used for 
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selection, promotion, and excommunication. When President B states "I'm particular, as 

people will tell you," it is plain that he is aware that others in the institution know that he 

pays attention to detail, and he wants others to be "particular" as well. This is clearly an 

example of role modeling. In the same way, although the presidents did not discuss the 

potential impact on institutional culture that result from personnel changes, it is clear that 

they are aware of its significance. For example, President A commented at length on the 

effect on the institutional climate of a person who was rude to students, concluding that 

"maybe they're not just appropriate for the job" (President A, p. 12). President A also 

mentioned that he saw the wave of retirements sweeping through his institution as an 

opportunity to change the institution: 

What this means is that those pioneers—those originators of this institution—have 

moved on, and now we have a whole new group of faculty coming in with 

different perspectives and different ideas. What we want to do is hire, first of all, 

people that are looking at the same values and image of the future that we are. . . 

so that the institution will be able to naturally transform. So the hiring and who 

we hire and how we hire is going to be our major opportunity here to shape this 

place for not just the next five years but probably for the next twenty years. 

(President A, p. 6) 

In this statement President A demonstrates that he understands the cultural ramifications 

of hiring new faculty. 

In their discussions of leadership, each of the presidents interviewed emphasized a 

different leadership theory. None of the presidents described their leadership theory as 

cultural; however, a cross-case analysis revealed that each president's discussion of 
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leadership theory also contained elements of cultural leadership and demonstrated an 

awareness of the importance of at least some of the mechanisms critical to cultural 

leadership. 

Constituent support 

This section consists of a cross-case analysis of the evaluations of the president 

made by the three strategic constituencies—administrators, faculty, and board members-

identified by Birnbaum (1992). An additional section analyzes student evaluations of the 

president. 

Administration 

Because the chief academic officer is the primary point of contact between the 

administration and the faculty, the person who holds this office has tremendous influence 

on the internal operation of the college and is critical to the president's success 

(Birnbaum, 1992; Vaughan, 1990). The fact that the majority of community college 

presidents hold the position of CAO prior to assuming the president (Vaughan & 

Weisman, 1998; Ross & Green, 1998), and the tact that presidents consistently cite the 

importance of mentoring and prior experience on the job in preparing for the presidency 

(Vaughan, 1986; McFarlin, 1997), further emphasize the importance of this position. In 

all four cases researched for this study, the presidents demonstrated their understanding 

of the importance of this critical position, and in every case the CAOs were positive in 

their evaluations and supportive of the presidents. 

Because of the CAO's close working relationship with the faculty and the 

president's heavy external role, the position of CAO is critical to the president's relations 

with the faculty. At College A, the President created the CAO's position shortly after he 
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assumed the presidency. The CAO is able to work closely with the faculty; the president 

is involved only when major issues arise. There was no CAO position under the former 

president at College A. The former president chose to work directly with a group of 

deans. Both Faculty A and CAO A stated that the deans did a remarkable job under the 

previous president even though the deans were in a very difficult situation. Faculty A 

stated that under the former president the deans were not a part of the decision-making 

process. They were forced to implement many unpopular directives of the president. 

The creation of the CAO's position at College A was considered to be a positive 

move by the faculty. Faculty A recognizes that the president cannot devote the necessary 

time to work directly with the faculty on academic issues and believes, moreover, that the 

creation of the CAO's position has led to greater participation in college governance 

since it gives the faculty more opportunity to have their voice heard. The faculty believes 

that the president could never devote the necessary time to work through the issues 

important to them without an intermediary to help carry the load. Allowing the CAO to 

carry the load of the detail work has freed the president to concentrate on critical issues 

with the faculty. At College A, the CAO supports and admires the president. He 

expressed his view most eloquently when he stated, "If I ever become a president, I 

would try to emulate [President A], He embodies all the things that I see as important: a 

wealth of experience, wonderful personal relations, and the ability to tolerate an awful 

lot" (CAO A, p. 9). 

The CAO at College B was identified by a number of those interviewed including 

the board member as a leader. The CAO has been at the college for over 30 years and 

provides tremendous continuity. Faculty B remarked that it was important for her to be 
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able to go directly to the CAO with problems. At College B, the president made it clear 

that the day-to-day operation of the instructional programs is the responsibility of the 

CAO. The CAO and president at College B maintain a very close relationship. CAO B 

keeps the president informed about internal affairs and the president kept the CAO 

informed about external issues. At College B, the CAO said that his personality and the 

president's did not overlap by five percent, but he was supportive of the president and 

stated, "I think we've got presidents ... who are more like me, and therefore less 

successful. They need to be like [President B]" (CAO B, p. 5). 

At College C, the CAO is new to the position. The former CAO was asked to step 

down shortly after President C started when it became apparent that the CAO would be 

an obstacle to change. The fact that President C found it necessary to replace the CAO 

demonstrates that she considers this a critical position. In order to implement her agenda 

for change she needed someone in this key role who was supportive. The new CAO is 

enthusiastic and supportive of her initiatives, "She's not been wrong yet. She's hit the 

mark every time.... She sees it out there. She sees an area that can be tapped, and she 

goes after it. She takes her leadership team and gives us a lot of room to make decisions 

and go do it" (CAO C, p. 2). He is anxious to see changes and was disappointed in the 

previous president's attitude towards new programs and pedagogy. He is of the same 

mind as the president especially with regard to exploring new methods of educational 

delivery. 

President D praised CAO D and stated that he did not want to interfere with the 

vice president's oversight of instructional programs. President D demonstrated the high 

level of confidence that he has in CAO D when he commented, "From a practical point of 
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view, we have probably have as close to a co-presidency as you could have" (President 

D, p. 7). President D stated that he goes out of his way "to give him the autonomy and 

recognition that I think he deserves" (President D, p. 7). For his part, CAO D 

demonstrated his regard for the president by describing him as "a leader of the highest 

caliber" (CAO D, p. 4). 

It is clear that the presidents in this study understand the importance of the CAO 

to their success. The fact that President A believed that he needed to create the position of 

CAO in order to expand the role of the faculty in governance shows how critical this 

position is in a community college. The leadership of the CAO at College B provides 

continuity and satisfies the need for faculty to have someone that they can consult with 

directly on issues that they believe are important. The fact that the CAO was replaced at 

College C in order to facilitate change illustrates the magnitude of the CAO's influence 

with the faculty. The importance of this role to presidential success was apparent in all 

cases. In each situation, the president enjoyed the support of her or his respective CAO. 

Faculty 

From the faculty vantage point, the issue of governance is critical to their 

satisfaction with the president. Other issues are important, but all faculty considered the 

degree to which the president supported shared governance as a criterion in their 

evaluation. Faculty A was pleased with the president because he was helping move the 

institution closer to the type of structure in which faculty could play a more significant 

role in decision-making. His primary criticism of the previous president was that he was 

too authoritarian and dictatorial. It is plain that President A was scrutinized carefully 

when he first became president to determine his position on the role of faculty 
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governance. Faculty A stated that President A had quickly veered away from a course of 

action early in his presidency that would have offended the faculty's sense of what their 

role in governance should be. 

Governance was not in tension at College B, but Faculty B made it plain in her 

very positive evaluation of the president that his efforts to achieve consensus were a 

central part of why she believed that he was a good leader for the college. At College C, 

the faculty were not pleased with the degree to which they were allowed to participate in 

decision-making, and the uproar over the per-credit tuition model is evidence that they 

were willing to go to extraordinary lengths to have their voice heard. At College D, the 

faculty's expectations for shared governance were met, and this was a factor in their 

positive evaluation of the president. 

Although faculty expectations for a share in the governance of the institution 

varied, in general, they were very modest. Faculty A was pleased with the degree of 

participation in governance achieved by the faculty although he looked forward to an 

expanded voice in the future. He stated that, "ultimately everyone realizes that he [the 

president] is the person who is going to make the decision. Sometimes we feel better 

about it than others. It seems obvious to me that he's not just listening but processing that 

information" (Faculty A, p. 5). Likewise, Faculty B was pleased with the efforts of the 

president to achieve consensus. At College C, where governance was most in dispute, 

President C believed that she gave the faculty an adequate voice in the decision-making 

process. She pointed to the fact that in the per-credit tuition controversy, the original 

proposal was modified as a result of faculty suggestions. Clearly, Faculty C did not agree. 

The vice president for operations offered a useful insight when he opined that decisions 
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needed to be allowed to percolate through the academic channels, even if it took longer. 

He understood that sometimes the way in which the decision is made is as important as 

the outcome. Finally, Faculty D also recognizes that the president makes the final 

decision, but is impressed that the faculty is at least asked their opinion stating "at least 

they don't just institute it like some despot" (Faculty D, p. 4). 

The data in this study suggest that presidents who wish to enjoy the support of the 

faculty will need to consider the faculty expectations for shared governance. From the 

foregoing, it is clear that faculty at these institutions are not asking for broad authority in 

running the institution, they simply want to have the opportunity to have their voice heard 

and their opinion taken seriously. Given that faculty are the most crucial of the 

president's strategic constituencies (Birnbaum, 1992), community college leaders should 

work to ensure that their expectations are met. 

Board members and community leaders 

Each of the presidents enjoyed the support of her or his governing board. This is 

not a surprising finding especially for presidents with lengthy tenure since without the 

support of the board, it is doubtful that the president would be able to retain her or his 

position for an extended period. What is significant is that in their evaluation of the 

president, all board members included the expectation for serving community needs. 

In describing President A s strengths, Board Member A cited the fact that, "He's 

worked with me and has begun work on dealing with underserved populations such as 

African-American men and others where there are untapped resources to strengthen our 

local and regional economy" (Board A, p. 2). Board Member B stated that serving the 

community was the most important part of the college's mission and added that the 
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college needed to reach "every nook and cranny" of the service area so that it was not 

"just that college downtown" (Board B, p. 1). In his evaluation of the president, Board 

Member C pointed out "her ability to really have a grasp and relate very well and make a 

very concerted effort to understand and to work with business leaders and political 

leaders in the community. It's very important, and she's done that very well" (Board C, 

p. 1). Board Member D cites the president's "great relationships with our community 

partners" and the fact that "he's been a leader in the community like in economic 

development" as the president's strongest qualities (Board D, p. 3). From their comments, 

board members make clear the expectation that the president will have a significant 

external role in addressing community needs. 

Community leaders also emphasized the external role of the president, especially 

in economic and workforce development. For example, Community Leader A stated that 

the most critical issue facing the community was workforce development. He does not 

believe that the college or anyone else can solve the problem, "frankly, it's unsolvable," 

but he admires the president's willingness to work at it: "That is not a disappointment; 

I'm saying that I think that they're there when most people would say that we couldn't 

solve this or say let's do something easier. They're not afraid to take on a big project" 

(Community Leader A, p. 3). In his evaluation of the president, Community Leader A 

states that "he has an unusual ability to sort of reach out in the community, to do a lot of 

partnering and collaborating with a lot of entities" (Community Leader A, p. I). 

Community Leader B emphasizes the college's responsiveness and cites industry 

partnerships as a signal achievement of the president. Similarly, in his evaluation of the 

president, Community Leader C praises her for her efforts in workforce development, 
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"One of the focal points that [President C] has really brought to bear for the benefit of the 

community is that she has attempted to develop programs that train young people to 

support the businesses that work here or that employ people here" (Community Leader C, 

p. 2). Community Leader D also focused on the president's role in economic and 

workforce development in her evaluation of the president. 

It is clear that the board members and community leaders in this study expected 

the president to develop relationships with the community in order to serve its needs, 

especially in the area of economic and workforce development. The board members and 

community leaders evaluated the presidents based on their perception of her or his 

success in meeting this criterion. 

Students 

Students are not identified by Birnbaum (1992) as a constituency that is strategic 

for presidential success, but students were interviewed for this study, and their views on 

leadership are revealing. At each college, student leaders were interviewed following the 

same protocol as the other participants. Their philosophies of leadership tended to be 

oriented towards providing leadership through modeling, inspiring, or serving others. 

Given the fact that most of their leadership roles (student senate, clubs, and so forth) 

involved positions with very little actual authority, this is not surprising. 

All of the students were supportive of the presidents, although none had extensive 

contact with them. Their beliefs about the president's leadership were formed indirectly 

and were shaped by their individual experiences at the college. In every case they 

believed that the president was responsible for the college's successes, crediting the 

president with new buildings, ongoing funding, and a positive campus climate. In this 
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sense, their theory of leadership is attribution based. They may erroneously attribute 

successes or failures to the president that she or he may not be responsible for (Bass, 

1990). 

Leadership preparation 

Since the presidents' beliefs about what shaped their leadership development was 

one of the key research questions, they were encouraged to speak at length on this point. 

Three of the four presidents stated that they had gravitated towards leadership roles at an 

early age. However, President D remarked dryly, "Outside of my mother, no one saw me 

as a particularly dynamic leader" (President D, p. 2). Early life experiences were not 

cited as a significant factor in their leadership development. Instead, the presidents 

emphasized the role that previous jobs and mentors had played in preparing them for the 

presidency. None of the interviewees set out to become a college president. 

President A had been both a counselor and Dean of Students. He cited these two 

positions as his best preparation experiences for the job of president: 

I learned so much there about being a good listener and diagnosing a situation 

before you make a decision, and understanding that there are always more sides to 

a story than what first appears, but also to be somewhat creative in problem 

solving. I had to do a lot of that as Dean of Students by helping students work 

through different issues and helping faculty work through issues with students. 

(President A, p. 2) 

President A also stated that two presidents that he worked for had provided mentoring 

that helped in his leadership development. One of the presidents he worked for told him 

flatly that he needed to get more education and that he should prepare for a presidency, 
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"If it hadn't been for her encouragement, I'm not sure that I would have ever really taken 

the step" (President A, p. 2). 

President B stated that mentors were the most significant influence in his 

leadership development. It was a superintendent that he worked for who encouraged him 

to go back to graduate school. By far the most important mentor was the first community 

college president he worked for: 

The real influence is when I got an opportunity to come to [College B] to work 

with [the former president], I got very, very close to [him]. I learned a lot. I could 

never manage a large organization without the experience from [the former 

president] because he knew how to delegate. His traits in how to delegate and 

how to establish expectations, how to establish direction, how to not ever be 

satisfied with where we are today, I learned from him. That's what I'll be forever. 

(President B, p. 1) 

President B spoke with the greatest respect for his mentor, the former president, but, 

significantly, he also understood his mentor's weaknesses. Several administrators who 

worked with the former president described him as blunt, dictatorial, and aggressive. 

President B made a conscious effort to avoid those aspects of the former president's 

leadership style that tended to alienate people: "What I've tried to do is to blend that can-

do attitude and constantly pushing people but with more diplomacy and with more input. 

I give people more voice and direction in decisions than what I probably saw [the former 

president] doing" (President B, p. I). 

President C stated that while she did have several people who acted as mentors, 

she did not have any one particular mentor that was of more significance than the rest. 
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President C stated that she learned 85% of what she needed to know for the job of 

president from work experience. She developed a comprehensive view of the community 

college as a result of holding a wide variety of positions. She stated that her background 

in nursing was excellent preparation for the presidency because it taught her 

communications skills, problem solving, ethics, and accountability. From the grant 

writing position, she learned politics and public relations. Her job in student services was 

also helpful. 

All of the presidents interviewed hold doctorates in education. Two of the 

presidents believed that their graduate programs were a significant factor in their 

leadership development. President A stated that his doctoral program "had a tremendous 

impact" (President A, p. 3). He began the program with a cohort made up of people from 

a variety of backgrounds, not just education. The program gave him the opportunity to 

consider organizational and leadership theory in light of his work experiences: 

It was a great reflecting time where I could step back from my career and think 

about those things. I could look at it from the perspectives of these theorists. I 

could take the best of the ones that seem to fit me best and internalize it. And it 

became a part of my approach. (President A, p. 3) 

President A believes that the doctorate is an important credential for people he hires as 

administrators. He believes that it demonstrates discipline and commitment, and it also 

adds stature to the institution. 

President D also cited the doctoral program as an important preparation 

experience for the presidency. He stated that he had attended graduate school during a 

very dynamic period in the development of vocational education. One of the most 



196 

important benefits of the program was the opportunity to meet and work with some of the 

national leaders in the field. The network of contacts that he developed during his 

graduate work was instrumental in achieving his first presidency. 

Of the two presidents who did not cite their graduate work as a significant factor 

in their leadership development, one was noncommittal, and one believed that while she 

learned some things from the doctoral program, it was essentially "a union card." Both of 

these presidents, however, did feel that formal leadership development programs can be 

useful. President C attended the National Institute for Leadership Development and found 

the guidance and networking gained in that program was very helpful in taking the final 

step into the presidency. President B strongly recommended the League for Innovation's 

Executive Leadership Institute to aspiring administrators and identified a number of 

current presidents who had attended the institute prior to obtaining their first presidency. 

All of the presidents had suggestions about how to prepare future community 

college leaders. For those seeking to advance to a higher administrative post, President A 

suggested work in a community organization, internships, or even a leave of absence to 

work in a different organization. Experience in a different setting, he explained, will help 

them have a broader view. President B stated that graduate programs in education should 

focus more on leadership than management. His approach would be to allow people to 

spend time with people recognized as outstanding leaders in their field. 

President C criticized graduate programs for their internal focus. She stated that 

the programs did an admirable job teaching what goes on within the college, but that they 

typically failed to emphasize the external dimensions. Politics and media relations are 

especially important to the president of a community college, yet she believed that these 



197 

areas receive little emphasis in most programs. Finally, President D suggested a case 

study approach that gives students a feel for the dynamic nature of the president's role. 

For example, what do you do when you are putting on your tie on Sunday morning and 

you receive an emergency call from the dorm? What do you do first when you are 

informed that a student drowned in the college pond? 

Work experience is the common theme that runs through the presidents' ideas 

about preparing for top administrative roles. None of the presidents cited significant 

childhood experiences. The graduate degree program was a significant factor for two of 

the presidents interviewed, but all believed that mentoring and previous job experience 

were significant factors in their preparation for their leadership role. Mentors were 

important not merely for what they taught the aspiring leaders, but for the encouragement 

that they provided. 

As a qualitative study, the findings of this research are not intended to generate 

generalizations that can be extended to larger populations. However, the data collected in 

this study does parallel some of the findings of Fisher, Tack, and Wheeler (1988) who 

asked 18 "effective" college and university presidents what they believed had helped 

them prepare for leadership roles. The presidents interviewed in Fisher, Tack, and 

Wheeler (1988) preferred the case study method of leadership training, but favored 

general education and interdisciplinary courses over "how-to" courses in educational 

administration. They also emphasized the importance of mentoring and internship 

programs. 
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"Outstanding" presidents 

Peer nomination has been used in a number of studies of college presidents 

(Crittenden, 1997; Fisher, Tack, and Wheeler, 1988; McFarlin, 1997; Roueche, Baker, 

and Rose, 1989; Vaughan, 1986). Bimbaum (1992) argues that when peers identify a 

president as an exceptional leader they are "presumably responding to some visible 

aspect of the president's accomplishments" (p. 53). He believes that other presidents can 

have only a superficial understanding of another's leadership within the institution where 

much of what is significant in leadership takes place. 

To some extent, this study can be seen as an explication of what is meant by an 

"outstanding" president in the study conducted by McFarlin (1997). McFarlin (1997) 

used a peer nomination method to identify outstanding presidents. The survey did not 

include a definition of "outstanding" or criteria to be used by the presidents who 

participated in the survey. This study provided an in-depth look at four of the presidents 

who were identified in McFarlin (1997). It provides a richer picture of who the people 

were that were chosen as outstanding and how they perceive their role as well as how 

they are perceived by their strategic constituencies. 

From these case studies, it is possible to identify some commonalities that might 

suggest why these particular presidents were identified rather than other presidents within 

their states. For example, in each case considered for this study, the president maintains a 

high profile in the state. President A is president of the state association of community 

college presidents. President B is not only active in state organizations and legislative 

work but is also visible on the national level. Both President C and President D are active 

in the state legislature and in state organizations. 
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In addition, each college has building projects under way or has recently 

completed building projects. All of the presidents are active in the area of workforce and 

economic development. While the initiatives are at very different stages in each of the 

colleges, running the gamut from very mature and successful at College B to the nascent 

efforts at College A and College C, each president is active, visible, and vocal about the 

importance of economic and workforce development. All have recently completed 

successful capital campaigns. 

There are several factors that might have influenced people to select a particular 

president that are not common to all the colleges. One of the colleges is the largest in its 

home state, but one is among the smaller colleges in the state. Only one of the colleges 

boasted high-profile athletic teams. The presidents' tenure varied: President A, 10 years; 

President B, 16 years; President C, 6 years, and President D, 20 years. Three of the 

presidents are longtime residents of their states, but one is not. 

Clearly all of these presidents were involved in highly visible external activities, 

and this may have been the reason why their peers nominated them. However, with the 

exception of President C, all receive the support of the strategic constituencies of 

administration, board, and faculty (Birnbaum, 1992). Even President C is strongly 

supported by her administrative team and her board, and the participants' view of her 

relationship with the faculty may have been influenced by the fact that the per-credit 

tuition conflict had taken place so recently. But this is only one issue, and with the 

passage of time, it may be viewed differently. This study was not intended to provide 

validity for the peer nomination method of identifying outstanding presidents used by 

McFarlin (1997). However, if one measures the effectiveness of leadership by the degree 
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of support received from strategic constituencies (Birnbaum, 1992), then this study lends 

support to the peer nomination method. 

Gender and leadership 

It is not possible to make generalizations about gender and leadership from this 

study. Gender was not the focus of the project. However, in this particular instance, there 

did not appear to be any support for gender-based distinctions among the presidents 

regarding leadership style or theory. Each articulated a different theory of leadership. 

There was nothing in the interview with President C, the only female president in the 

study, which indicated that her leadership theory emphasized connectedness or 

relationships more than the other presidents in the way suggested by DiCroce (1995). It is 

possible, however, that women are selected for leadership roles based on the degree to 

which they possess leadership traits and behaviors that are considered traditionally 

masculine (Birnbaum, 1992; Amey & Twombly, 1995). 

It is important to realize that men still dominate the top leadership positions in 

community colleges (Ross & Green, 1998). Women in executive positions in community 

colleges are isolated. President C mentioned the fact that she had had only one female 

role model. The women who work in the institutions included in this study have few 

female role models in executive leadership. All of the academic vice presidents were 

male, although the vice president for student services at two of the colleges were female. 

Community Leader C commented on the fact that as a female, President C provided a 

role model in what was a "traditional" region. Without regard to their leadership style, 

women who aspire to leadership roles at the community colleges in this study generally 

lack role models and female mentors. 
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Answers to Questions Guiding the Study 

This section provides a summary of findings to the questions that guided the study. 

1. What leadership concepts, theories, and practices are employed by presidents 

identified as outstanding by McFarlin (1997)? 

Presidents interviewed for this study described a wide range of leadership 

theories. They did not identify their approach with a formal leadership theory, but it was 

possible to find a pattern of evidence in the presidents' statements that suggested a 

general leadership theory that they used to inform their leadership actions. President A's 

approach was relationship oriented and most closely fit the path-goal model (House, 

1996). President B's statements paralleled the high task, high consideration model of the 

Managerial Grid proposed by Blake and Mouton (1978). President C utilized a 

transformational approach (Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985) but also described a model of 

decision-making that was similar in concept to the Vroom and Yetton (1974) model. 

President D's concept of leadership was significantly trait oriented but also incorporated 

elements of servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1996) and Continuous Quality Improvement 

(Comesky, 1993; Spanbaur, 1992). In addition, President D emphasized the relationship 

of power and influence to leadership (French & Raven, 1959). 

2. What are the differences among the leadership theories, concepts, and practices 

employed by the presidents identified as outstanding by McFarlin (1997)? 

Four themes emerged from the cross-case analysis of the presidents' leadership 

theories. First, while each of the president's leadership theories was different, each was 

appropriate for the specific organizational context. Second, despite the emphasis on 

transformational leadership in popular leadership (Bennis, 1989; Gardner, 1990; Kouzes 
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& Posner, 1987; Nanus; 1992; Senge 1990) and the prevalence of the model in studies of 

community college leadership (Fryer & Lovas, 1991; Roueche, Baker, & Rose, 1989), 

only one of the presidents interviewed in this study could be considered transformational 

following the model of Burns (1978) and Bass (1985). Third, in contrast to the organized 

anarchy model of college and university governance set forth by Cohen and March 

(1986), the presidents interviewed for this study clearly believed that they had substantial 

influence and control over their organizations. Fourth, each of the presidents 

demonstrated an awareness of some of the primary mechanisms used by leaders to 

influence culture (Schein, 1992). 

3. Are the presidents identified by their peers as outstanding in McFarlin (1997) 

viewed positively by strategic constituencies within their own institution? 

Birnbaum (1992) found that of the three strategic constituencies, the faculty's 

support is the most important. Presidents who had strong faculty support always had the 

support of the board and administration, but those who failed to gain the support of the 

faculty often did not receive support from the others. 

This study lends support to the idea that those community college presidents 

identified as outstanding by their peers are viewed positively by their strategic 

constituencies. The possible exception is President C who faces considerable faculty 

unrest within her institution, but the timing of the campus visit shortly after the 

controversy over the implementation of the per-credit tuition model may have affected 

their response, and from the vantage point of her board and her community, she is 

regarded highly. In addition, at the time that McFarlin (1997) conducted his study, the 

per-credit tuition controversy had not yet taken place. 
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Internal constituencies in this study—administration, and particularly faculty-

tended to evaluate the president on the basis of her or his willingness to delegate 

authority and to achieve consensus. External constituencies—the board and community 

leaders—evaluated the president on responsiveness to community needs. Assuring the 

financial stability and procurement of resources was a common concern for all 

constituencies. The evaluation of the president, however, was generally dependent on 

context. The president of College A was valued for his patience, listening skills and the 

creation of an administrative structure that allowed for greater enfranchisement of the 

faculty. President B was valued for his willingness to seek consensus, but also for the fact 

that he created a climate that supported innovation. By contrast, President D was 

evaluated positively for not taking too many risks. 

Like the leadership theories employed by the presidents, the evaluation of their 

success depends to a great extent on the institutional context. A common criterion in the 

evaluation all presidents in the study was their ability to form external partnerships in 

response to community needs. A common criterion among internal constituencies was 

their perceived success or failure in sharing governance of the institution or at least 

giving people an opportunity to have their voices heard. 

4. How do presidents identified as outstanding perceive that they were prepared for 

the presidency? 

The presidents interviewed for this study identified experience on the job and 

mentoring as the most important preparation experiences for the presidency. The mentors 

were described as providing both valuable opportunities for leadership and 

encouragement to pursue executive leadership roles. Experience gained from previous 
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jobs included the ability to delegate, an understanding of the importance of listening, and 

an understanding of the various departments within the college. 

In addition, two of the presidents cited the doctoral degree as a significant 

preparation experience. The two presidents who did not emphasize the doctoral program 

as a significant preparation experience did, however, cite formal leadership development 

activities as important factors in their leadership development. 

Significantly, none of the presidents believed that there were any early life 

experiences that helped prepare them for their role. All stated that they gravitated toward 

leadership roles early, but did not cite these experiences as critical. 

5. How do outstanding community college presidents believe that we should prepare 

future community college leaders? 

The fact that presidents interviewed for this study emphasized the role of 

experience in preparing them for their role as president implies that those who aspire to 

the presidency ought to hold several administrative positions in order to prepare them for 

the presidency. In addition, President B stated that internships could be a valuable 

preparation experience, but also acknowledged that good internship experiences were 

difficult to arrange. President A suggested that leadership roles in organizations outside 

the college would provide boundary spanning experiences that would help prepare people 

for the presidency. 

According to President C, graduate programs should include more emphasis on 

the external aspects of the presidency including politics and media relations. President D 

believes that case studies and "in basket" exercises are effective strategies for teaching 
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executive leadership skills. President B and President C recommended leadership 

institutes as a practical way to develop leadership skills. 

The recommendations made by the presidents in this study parallel those made by 

the effective presidents in Fisher, Tack, and Wheeler (1988). While this study is 

qualitative and it is not its intent to generalize its findings to the larger universe of 

community college presidents, these findings do tend to support the general conclusion 

that presidents believe that mentors, internships, and the experience of successive 

administrative posts within an academic setting are key preparation experiences. They 

also favor graduate programs that emphasize the practical or applied aspects of 

leadership. 

Conclusions 

In addition to the answers to the questions guiding the study, the data collected for this 

research project suggest the following: 

1. The success of a given leadership theory depends on context. Presidents use 

a variety of leadership theories to inform their behavior and decision-making. Each 

president interviewed for this study used a different theory to explain her or his 

leadership. While these theories were appropriate within the context of a given 

institution, some theories would not be appropriate for other contexts. 

The clearest example is President B. He is the logical successor to a series of 

aggressive, innovative presidents all of whom were supported by the board. The board 

plainly wants the college to be an innovative cutting edge institution, and the president 

must be someone who has the same philosophy. President B's idea that no matter what 

the college achieves he wants it better and bigger tomorrow fits their expectation. The 
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faculty expects this kind of leadership and made it clear that anything else would be an 

anomaly. 

In the same manner, President A is the person needed at College A at this time. 

He is pursuing the workforce development that the board and community seek; at the 

same time he is helping heal the wounds of his predecessor. It is hard to imagine either 

President B or President C enjoying success at College A. President B is markedly 

impatient and would undoubtedly be as frustrated with the pace of change that is possible 

at College A However, it is also doubtful that the board of trustees at College B would 

hire a president who did not aggressively push change. 

A clear example of the way in which the president fits the institution can be found 

at College D. President D demonstrated a high degree of awareness of how the culture of 

the college would reject a leader who attempted to disrupt the course set by the previous 

president who was perceived so positively. When he began as president, he was 

circumspect and "earned a spot on the team" before attempting any initiatives. Even now, 

20 years later, every new initiative is carefully researched and tested before he 

implements it. The community would not support the risk taking of President B, and 

certainly not the open rift between the faculty and the president that manifested itself in 

the newspapers at college C. 

Transformational leadership was appropriate at College C because of the board's 

desire to see the institution transformed into a comprehensive community college. 

Transformational leadership may not be the modal leadership philosophy because it is not 

necessary or desirable in all instances. Other institutions within the study did not feel the 

same need for change as College C 
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In consideration of the importance of institutional context, it is noteworthy that in 

three of the four cases in this study, the previous presidents were viewed negatively as a 

result of their autocratic behaviors. Founding presidents of community colleges tended to 

be autocratic and dictatorial (Vaughan, 1986; Cohen & Brawer, 1996). The fact that the 

organizations bristled against a style of leadership that was once acceptable is paradoxical 

in light of Schein's (1992) assertions about the primacy of founder values in an 

organization's culture. Weber (1947) may offer an explanation for this finding. 

Weber (1947) asserted that as organizations mature and become more 

bureaucratic they require a different kind of leader. As the organization becomes more 

bureaucratic, the leader does not so much make decisions about the direction of the 

organization, but rather tends to engage in bargaining, coalition building, and 

compromise to get movement among deadlocked power blocs. The maturing of 

community colleges may reflect just such a change. As the colleges matured, a different 

kind of leadership context developed. 

In a similar vein, Kerr and Jermier (1978) argue that with the formalization of an 

organization substitutes for leadership develop. The substitutes for leadership include the 

subordinates' ability, professional orientation, and the desire for autonomy. Task 

direction from formal leaders was actually found to be counterproductive. Bensimon, 

Neumann, and Birnbaum (1989) suggest that under these conditions "it may be more 

fruitful for administrators to assume the role of facilitator than controller' (p. 46). 

The fact that the early presidents were unable to adapt to changing expectations 

lends support to Fiedler (1967) who argued that leaders are essentially unable to change 

their basic behaviors and must therefore be matched to situations that are appropriate for 
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them. The closeness of the match between presidents in this study and the context 

supports Fiedler's (1967) contention that leaders must be chosen for the situation. Fiedler 

also argues that there is no such thing as either effective or ineffective leadership; there 

are only leaders who are well or poorly matched for a given situation. 

The leadership theories of the presidents and their leadership practices are 

dependent on context for success. What works in one college would most certainly fail in 

another. This study supports the idea that successful leadership among community 

college presidents is context dependent. In this respect, this study lends support to the 

broad concept of contingency theory which states that leader behaviors must be 

appropriate for the organizational context in which the leader and followers work 

(Northouse, 1997). 

One conclusion that we can draw is that leaders need to select a theory that is 

appropriate for the setting in which they lead, or, conversely, leaders may need to be 

selected based upon their philosophical compatibility with the leadership context. It is 

also apparent that there is no single leadership theory that is appropriate for all settings. 

2. Board members and community leaders tend to evaluate the president 

based upon the president's success in developing relationships outside the college, 

especially in the area of workforce development. Board members and community 

leaders were positive in their evaluations of the presidents in this study. Of importance in 

their evaluation of the presidents was the heavy emphasis they placed on external 

activities, especially workforce development. President A s statements indicate that he 

believes the movement into external activities to be part of the natural evolution of the 

community college: 
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In the early days of our development—and it wasn't just this institution; I think it 

was all community colleges—we were so busy building our campus, our 

curriculum, our culture, and our reputation.... it was all internalized, we weren't 

looking at the world outside.... Now we've reached a maturity and a leveling... 

. Now it's time to look outside and say, "How can we better serve?" (President A, 

p. 6) 

President A stated that he believes that it is time to "throw open the doors and the 

windows and the shutters of this place to the outside world," but he is frustrated that the 

resources are not there to support the activities (President A, p. 6). He complained that 

while he would like to do more, external groups simply do not understand the community 

college's capacity to respond: 

So the legislators are complaining about why these colleges aren't more 

responsive and why they aren't doing this.... I'm saying it's because you're not 

giving us the resources. We just can't turn it around. I can become very 

impassioned about my frustration because it is a true dilemma. (President A, p. 7) 

President A elaborated on the lack of resources stating, "We're really limited here. We 

have a very lean administrative staff.... To expect somebody to stop what they're doing 

to take on a new venture is just not realistic. I've done it, and it just doesn't work" 

(President A, p. 7). For President A, the will to expand the activities is there, but he 

experiences frustration because of the lack of resources. 

College C has strong roots as a traditional junior college. The board and 

community want the college to become a comprehensive community college with a 

substantial workforce and economic development mission. Although President C has 



210 

been successful in implementing the change, and while she has received praise from the 

board and community leaders for her efforts, it is also at the root of many of the problems 

she has with faculty. They believe that she expends too much energy on external 

activities, "If you talk to any of the business people in the community, they're going to 

tell you that she's the best thing that ever happened to the college.... lot's of what 

[President C] does is external. I'm not sure that's good" (Faculty C, p. 6). 

Commentators have emphasized the importance of community colleges in 

supporting the economic well being of the country through their economic and workforce 

development efforts (Drucker, 1999; McCabe, 1999). Workforce development has been a 

traditional component of the community college mission since its inception (Cohen & 

Brawer, 1996), and was reaffirmed by the Commission on the Future of Community 

Colleges (1988) more than a decade ago. Yet, some commentators argue that the 

emphasis on workforce development has come at the expense of other critical 

components of the community college mission (Raisman, 1996; Dougherty, 1994). 

Presidents interviewed for this study embraced workforce development as an important 

part of their mission, but it is apparent that the potential exists for tension between the 

external and internal activities that causes conflict for some presidents in their leadership 

role. 

3. Faculty members tend to emphasize the president's support for shared 

governance in their evaluation of her or his effectiveness. Faculty interviewed for this 

study used a variety of criteria to evaluate the president, but the president's support for 

shared governance was the most important The faculty's expectations for shared 

governance were modest. They were not seeking broad authority for running the campus. 
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All recognized that the final authority for decision-making rested with the president, but 

they wanted to have their voice heard and their views taken seriously. 

The fact that the faculty evaluates the president using different criterion than the 

board and the community has the potential for conflict. Conflict may result when the 

board and community call for changes in direction that are not supported by the faculty. 

When the board and community are anxious for rapid and dramatic change, presidents 

may have to choose between rapid transformation of the institution and alienation of the 

faculty on the one hand, and forgoing change until consensus is reached on the other. 

4) Culture is important to an understanding of leadership in a community 

college setting. Culture consists of the expectations, assumptions, and beliefs that people 

use to interpret and make meaning out of experiences and events (Schein, 1992). Some 

striking examples of the importance of culture to leadership emerged from this research. 

For example, it is remarkable that each of the leaders was compared to their predecessor 

without regard to how long the current president had held the presidency. In every case, 

at least some members of the president's strategic constituencies used their perception of 

the previous president as a basis of comparison in their evaluation without having 

actually known the previous president. This suggests that beliefs about the previous 

president are communicated to newcomers, accepted, and used as the basis of evaluation 

of presidential leadership. 

Culture also affected the ability of the presidents to effect change. At College A, 

faculty still harbor hurt and resentment from the previous president to a remarkable 

degree. They resist changes that the president tries to implement, even though these 

changes would increase their own voice in governance, something that they desire. The 
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faculty opposes change because they are suspicious of the administration as a result of 

experiences with the previous president who left nearly ten years ago. At College B, the 

culture of innovation that was established by the two former presidents helps President B 

make changes because the expectation already exists that the college will play a leading 

role in change. At College C, the transformation that the institution is undergoing is 

essentially a shift in values and beliefs, a cultural transformation from the paradigm of 

the traditional junior college to a comprehensive community college. Finally, at College 

D, the conservative, risk averse culture of the community dictates that a successful 

president plan and research new initiatives thoroughly and only undertake projects that 

are certain to succeed. 

This study suggests that founding presidents and the values and beliefs that they 

have helped establish have enormous influence on the evaluation of community college 

presidents and on the ability of presidents to implement change. This phenomenon 

implies that institutional culture is critical to an understanding of presidential leadership, 

and lends support to the idea that "leadership and culture are two sides of the same coin" 

(Schein, 1992, p. 15). One can conclude that those who seek leadership roles in 

community colleges would be well advised to develop an awareness of the role of culture 

in determining the success or failure of leadership. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

This study raised questions that suggest opportunities for further research. The first 

series of questions is based on the fact that only presidents who had been identified as 

outstanding by their peers were considered for this study. 
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1. What leadership theories do presidents who are not identified as outstanding by 

their peers employ? 

2. How do their strategic constituencies evaluate them? 

3. Do their leadership theories fit the context? 

The second series of questions was based on the fact that no ethnic minority presidents 

were included in the study. 

1. What leadership theories do ethnic minority presidents employ? 

2. How do their strategic constituencies evaluate ethnic minority presidents? 

3. What is the nature of the interaction of the leadership theories of ethnic 

minority presidents with the culture of a predominantly white institution? 

In order to provide answers to these questions, the following research is recommended: 

1. A qualitative, multiple-case study in which community college presidents 

identified as outstanding using a peer identification method are compared with 

normative presidents. 

2. A qualitative, multiple-case study of ethnic minority community college 

presidents that would identify the special cultural issues that they encounter as 

leaders. 

In addition, research should be conducted to examine the unique experiences of female 

community college presidents including a qualitative, multi-case study of outstanding 

female community college presidents identified from the research conducted by McFarlin 

(1997). The research should focus on the evaluation of the presidents by their strategic 

constituencies (Birnbaum, 1992) and also attempt to identify experiences unique to 

female community college presidents. 
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The fact that the presidents interviewed for this study described leadership 

theories that matched the institutional context strongly suggests the need for governing 

boards and others involved in the presidential selection process to understand the 

importance of context and culture to leadership. Additional research should be conducted 

to determine the extent to which those who are responsible for hiring community college 

presidents understand the importance of finding the appropriate match between the 

president's leadership theories and the institutional context. Moreover, research should be 

conducted to determine the degree to which those who hire community college presidents 

understand the institution's culture, especially the faculty's expectation for shared 

governance and the board and community's expectation for economic and workforce 

development. 

Finally, while this study examined the presidents' perception of the experiences 

which they believed were important to their leadership development, the issue of 

appropriate preparation for the community college presidency should be explored further. 

Bass (1990) found that leaders rate themselves more positively on leadership assessment 

instruments than either their subordinates or their bosses, and Birnbaum (1992) argues 

that leaders' self-assessments may be a reflection of what they think they should do rather 

than what how they actually behave. Given the natural human revisionist tendencies and 

self-serving biases, a study that focuses exclusively on preparation experiences should 

include more than just interviews with the presidents themselves. Interviews that focus on 

preparation experiences should also be conducted with the president's mentors, graduate 

program professors, colleagues, and family members. 
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APPENDIX A. PARTICIPATION LETTER 

Dear 

A 1997 study conducted by Charles McFarlin at Iowa State University utilized a peer 
selection method to identify 96 community college presidents as "outstanding" from the 
entire population of community college presidents in the United States. You were 
identified by your peers as one of the outstanding community college presidents. With the 
help of Dr. Larry Ebbers, Professor of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies at Iowa 
State University, I am conducting research into the preparation experiences of 
outstanding community college presidents. 

In order to conduct this research, I would like to interview four of the outstanding 
presidents along with a member of their board of trustees, selected members of their staff, 
faculty, and students. Interviews with the presidents will require one to two hours. Other 
interviews would take about one hour. All information will be kept strictly confidential, 
and the results of the study will identify interviewees only by an alphanumeric code. 

If you agree to participate in the study, I will spend several days visiting your campus 
learning as much as possible about the leadership environment and context. I would like 
the opportunity to attend a board meeting and participate in any other activities you deem 
appropriate to further my understanding of the uniqueness of your college. 

The results of this study will help search committees and boards identify excellent 
candidates for the office of president and guide those who seek the office of president. In 
addition, it will help universities develop more effective leadership preparation programs 
and help current presidents be more successful. 

Please contact me by telephone or e-mail if you agree to participate or if you have 
questions about the study. I recognize the pressures of your schedule, and I am grateful 
for your consideration. 

Sincerely, 

Stan Vittetoe 
Executive Dean, Technologies 
Indian Hills Community College 
(641) 683-5252 
vittstan@ihcc. cc. iaus 
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APPENDIX B. INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR PRESIDENTS 

Preparation: 

Describe the career path that led you to the presidency. 

How do you feel that prior positions helped to develop your leadership skills? 

Did you have a role model or mentor that was influential in your career? 

How did formal educational experiences contribute to your development as a leader? 

How do you feel that work experiences outside education have influenced your 
development as a leader? 

What personal barriers have you had to overcome to be successful? 

What values or beliefs sustain you in times of crisis? 

Leadership: 

Do you have a personal philosophy of leadership? 

What are the most important attributes of a leader? 

How do leaders accomplish their purposes? 

What are your strengths as a leader? 

In what areas do you feel that you would like to improve? 

Has your leadership style changed over time? 

Who are other leaders in the college? 

The Presidency: 

What is the president's most important job? 

To what extent does the president serve as a symbol for the institution? 

What is most gratifying about the presidency? Most frustrating? 

What are the major challenges that you have faced as a president? 
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What accomplishment are you most proud of? 

What is your biggest disappointment? 

Mission and Vision: 

What is the most important part of your college's mission? 

Do you have a vision for the future of your institution? 

How did you arrive at that vision? 

To what extent do others share this same vision? 

How do you communicate that vision to others? 

Is there a set of shared values held by those who work at the college? 

What are the major challenges that you feel face the institution at the present? 

What would you include in a graduate program to prepare future leaders for the 
community college? 

What advice would you give to future community college leaders? 
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APPENDIX C. QUESTIONS FOR OTHER PARTICIPANTS 

Mission, Vision, Values: 

What is the most important part of the college's mission? 

What vision do you have for the future of this institution? 

How did you arrive at that vision? 

Do others share that vision? 

What values do those who work in and with the college share? 

What challenges has this institution had to overcome? 

How was this managed? 

What are you most proud of at this college? 

What are the most significant challenges facing this institution? 

Is there anything that the college has failed to do or that is a disappointment to 

Leadership: 

How do you think people become leaders? 

What are a leader's most important qualities? 

How do leaders accomplish their purposes? 

Who are the other leaders in the institution? 

What experiences do you think will help people become leaders? 

Presidency: 

Is this president a good fit for this institution? Why? 

What are the president's strengths? 

Are there areas where he or she could improve? 



219 

What has this president been able to accomplish? 

What is the president's most important job? 

To what extent does the president serve as a symbol for the institution? 

How often do you see the president? 
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APPENDIX D. CONSENT FORM 

You are requested to participate in a research project designed to help further 
understanding of: 

a) the preparation experiences of college presidents who have been identified as 
outstanding by their peers, and 

b) the way in which those presidents identified as outstanding create a shared 
vision of their institution's future. 

1. This research will be conducted through a series of interviews and 
observations. 

2. No risks to participants are foreseen. All participants will remain anonymous. 
3. The results of this research should improve our understanding of leadership 

preparation and visioning. It should be valuable to those who aspire to the 
community college presidency, to those who develop graduate programs to 
prepare community college leaders, and to boards of trustees involved in the 
presidential selection process. 

4. Please feel free to ask any questions about the proposed research either before 
or after it is conducted. 

5. Be advised that you are free to withdraw your consent to participate at any 
time without prejudice. 

6. Your name will not be used in this study. You will be identified by a code (PI, 
SI, etc.). You will be given the opportunity to review any transcriptions or 
summaries of interviews to verify their accuracy. 

7. Your participation in the study should require about two hours, and a shorter, 
follow-up interview may be necessary to insure accuracy and completeness. 

8. Interviews will be tape-recorded. 

Your signature on this document indicates your willingness to participate in the research 
project described above. 

Signature Date 

Principal Investigator: Major Professor 

Stan Vittetoe 
145 '/2 East Maple Ave 
Ottumwa, Iowa 52501 
(641) 683-5252 

Dr. Larry Ebbers 
N226 Lagomarcino 
Iowa State University 
Ames, Iowa 50011 
(515) 294-8067 
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APPENDIX E. SUMMARY LETTER 

Dear , 

At last I have finished my college visits, generated transcripts, and am now able to sit 
down and prepare summaries. I have attached a summary of our interview and enclosed a 
self-addressed stamped envelope if you wish to make corrections or comments. 
Alternatively, you can send me e-mail at: stanv@netins.net. Even if you have no 
corrections or additions to make, I would appreciate a note or e-mail to insure that you've 
reviewed the summary. I'm grateful for your help. It was a pleasure meeting you. 

Thank you once again for your cooperation. I hope all is well with you. 

Sincerely, 

Stan Vittetoe 

mailto:stanv@netins.net
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