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Abstract 

The problem identified was the pending turnover of college presidents, the shrinking pool 

of traditional candidates and the need to better prepare a new cohort of individuals, 

earlier in their career for the increasingly complex and challenging role of college 

president. This qualitative dissertation in practice sought to understand the preparation 

needed to become a first-time four-year public college president. The systematic 

grounded theory research design best aligned with the researcher’s postpositivist 

worldview of logic, sequence and interconnectedness.  The aim was to advance a 

framework for preparing aspiring four-year public college presidents that was derived by 

exploring the perception of current first-time college presidents of the preparation needed 

for the position. The overarching research question that drove the study was what is the 

framework that explains the process of preparing aspiring public four-year college and 

university presidents?  Through the prescribed coding steps of systematic grounded 

theory and the use of theoretical sampling and constant comparative analysis, data 

saturation was reached and a framework was advanced. The three-phased presidential 

preparatory model is a visual model that includes learned skills, professional experiences 

and rigorous self-assessment. Two facilitating conditions were also identified. This 

framework informed the development of the recommended solution, the Aspiring 

Presidents Preparatory Program (APPP) that is grounded in the model advanced and 

aligns with the key findings. The conclusion discusses implications for higher education, 

for future research and connections to leadership theory. 

Keywords: college presidency, systematic grounded theory, higher education  

 leadership, leadership development model, aspiring college presidents 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 Today’s four-year college president navigates a higher education environment 

that is more complex, scrutinizing, competitive and demanding than ever before in the 

history of American higher education. Recognizing this environment and the challenging 

role of the college president, in August 2019, the Chronicle of Higher Education released 

a special edition report entitled The Challenge of Leading Today’s Colleges: How 

Presidencies Go Wrong. The report sought to examine the complexity of the job and the 

skills necessary to be successful in an ever-changing and all-consuming role. 

A review of posted job descriptions for vacant presidencies confirms that the 

desired qualifications reflect more of a superhuman than an individual. Beardsley (2017) 

reviewed the job description for an ideal four-year college president in 2013 and 

concluded that “the ideal president would appear to be a kind of superhuman, combining 

the traits of distinctive visionary, CEO, politician, innovator, academic, fund raiser, and 

advanced-analytics marketing expert all in one package” (p. 88). And while previous 

generations may have seen a president remain in his position for more than 10 years, the 

stability associated with the college presidency is eroding (American Council on 

Education, 2017; Greenblatt, 2016). The average college president tenure has decreased 

to just 6.5 years in 2016 compared with 8.5 in 2006 (American Council on Education, 

2017). The increasingly complex and demanding nature of the position coupled with the 

increased expectations of various constituents that lead to early exists through no 

confidence votes and resignations are cited as primary reasons for the decrease in tenure 

(American Council on Education, 2017). 
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 In fact, survey data is confirmed by accepted sector wide projections that there 

will be a significant turnover at the college president level in the next several years due to 

the demographics of those currently in the position (American Council on Education, 

2017; Bornstein, 2010; Freeman & Kochan, 2013; Klein & Salk, 2013; Selingo, Chheng, 

& Clark, 2017; Seltzer, 2017).  The future of the college presidency is further impacted 

by a change in the pipeline as individuals in the traditional position seen as the stepping 

stone to the presidency, the provost or chief academic officer, are opting not to pursue 

that next step. The culmination of these data points is a confluence of factors that indicate 

a shift in who will lead colleges and universities in the near future. As the age of the 

population of current college presidents increases toward retirement age and the 

percentage of provosts who aspire to the presidency gets smaller, the two primary sources 

for college presidents will shrink. This means that the pool of aspiring and potential 

presidents will need to expand to include more individuals that are not in the traditional 

pipeline, as well as engage individuals earlier to enter the pipeline and begin preparing 

for the role (Appiah-Padi, 2014; Skinner, 2010).  

 The new cohort of individuals entering the pipeline to the presidency will 

advance to a position that carries significantly different expectations than the previous 

model of college president. According to Thomason (2018), the departing chancellor of 

the University of Texas system, William H. McRaven, proclaimed leading a college or 

university as president was “the toughest job in the nation” (Thomason, 2018). Thus, 

understanding the college president position through the lens of what existing college 

presidents wish they had known before they assumed the position is essential for 

individuals aspiring to the presidency. The new pipeline of aspiring presidents need to 
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know what the position entails so that they can professionally develop and prepare 

themselves for the chief executive officer role on a college campus before they apply for 

the position. 

Statement of the Problem  

Relatively few college presidents are prepared for the skills and abilities required 

of a position that carries varying expectations from a variety of constituents and have had 

very little formalized training (Bornstein, 2003; Teker & Atan, 2014). While higher 

education, as a sector, is filled with leadership development programs for administrators 

to engage in during their career, there are few that are tailored specifically to preparing 

and developing individuals for the role of college president and even fewer that focus on 

the public college presidency. Instead, most of the executive leadership development 

programs are broad in audience and focus on preparing individuals for senior 

administrative roles at a college. Those that do focus specifically on the college 

presidency tend to follow two formats:  those that focus on navigating the application 

process for the presidency or those that are aimed at individuals once they have been 

selected as a college president (American Council on Education, 2018; Teker & Atan, 

2014).  

Smerek (2013) acknowledged that much of the literature about the college 

presidency comes from two primary sources:  longitudinal studies of college presidents as 

well as accounts and reflections of presidents. These sources aim to provide demographic 

trends of the presidency as well as advice and recommendations for practitioners 

(Smerek, 2013). Unfortunately, what the literature does not identify is a preparatory 

process, or framework, that aspiring presidents should complete before applying to the 
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position. As such, there is an immediate need to develop an empirically based curriculum 

or a model to shape training for aspiring college presidents based on the lived experiences 

of existing first-time four-year college presidents. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this systematic grounded theory study was to understand the 

preparation needed to become a four-year college president and advance a framework to 

prepare college presidents. The framework informed the development of a recommended 

program targeted to aspiring presidents to fill the void in preparation of college 

presidents.  

Research Questions  

 The overarching question driving this qualitative study was: What is the 

leadership framework that explains the process of preparing aspiring public four-year 

college and university presidents? The research subquestions were: 

1. What types of experience(s) would have been beneficial to have before assuming 

the presidency?   

2. What advice would current presidents give to aspiring college presidents on 

preparing for the role? 

3. Knowing what they know now, what would college presidents have done 

differently to prepare for the role? 

Aim of the Study 

 The aim of this study was to advance a framework for preparing aspiring four-

year public college presidents. The framework was derived by exploring the perception 

of current first-time college presidents of the preparation needed for the position. This 
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study fills a void in the literature that does not address empirically based preparation for 

aspiring presidents. The framework developed could also be utilized by national 

professional organizations to develop curriculum and professional development 

experiences targeted to emerging leaders who may aspire to the presidency and want to 

better understand the position before they apply for it. This study aimed to advance a 

program for a particular company to add to their existing leadership development 

programs aimed at college presidents.  

Methodology  

 A qualitative research approach was utilized to acquire the professional insights 

of college presidents. Qualitative research was most appropriate because the nature of the 

problem was not quantifiable and requires insights to be gained from in-depth interviews 

and personal interactions with participants (Babbie, 2017; Creswell & Creswell, 2017). 

To ultimately inform the development of a framework for aspiring presidents as outlined 

in the purpose, the researcher must have the opportunity to ask open-ended and broad 

questions that allow existing first-time four-year college presidents to explain, in their 

own terms and without constraints, the lived experience that is unique to being a college 

president.  

 Within the broad definition of qualitative research, grounded theory is the selected 

research approach for this specific study because the intention is to move beyond 

describing the presidency and advance a framework. Grounded theory is a qualitative 

design that allows the participants to shape the development of a framework through an 

iterative data collection and analysis process (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Creswell and Poth 

(2018) advanced that grounded theory is best suited for research problems when there is 
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not a theory or model available about the population of interest, and grounded theory is 

particularly useful for describing a process or action, such as preparing for the college 

presidency. I identified first-time four-year public college presidents to be interviewed to 

generate overall themes that derive from the lived experience of college presidents. 

Definition of Relevant Terms 

 Higher education and the terminology that permeates campuses across the United 

States can be described as language of its own. Recently, the influence of business 

language has influenced terminology used to describe organizational structures and 

outcomes (Gaston, 2014). The following definitions seek to orient and clarify for the 

reader the meaning of terms within the context of this study. 

 College/university president: The chief executive officer of a single institution, 

responsible for all operations and administration of the college. The president is 

appointed ultimately by a Board of Trustees or Governors and is accountable to that 

board. Some campuses may call this position a chancellor or chief executive officer. 

 First-time college president: An individual who is serving, or has served in only 

one college president position. The individual must be appointed full-time to the position, 

progressed through a search process and has served in the role for at least two years at a 

not for profit four-year college. 

 Provost/Chief academic officer: On most college campuses, this is the position 

identified as second in command after the president, also known as the first vice president 

among equals. This individual is charged with both promoting and maintaining the 

academic vision of a college as well as ensuring the college fulfills its mission (Ferren & 

Stanton, 2004; Mahroori & Powers, 2007).  
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 Traditional pathway to the presidency: The traditional career path of college 

presidents must begin with an appointment to a full-time tenure track faculty position, 

advance into academic administration typically first as a chair and then a dean, and then 

ascends to the Provost or chief academic officer position prior to becoming a college 

president (Birnbaum & Umbach, 2001; Hatley & Godin, 2009). 

Nontraditional pathway to the presidency: Any college president that has never 

served as a full-time faculty member or advanced within academic administration and 

instead has experience as a non-academic administrator with experience in other facets of 

higher education, the military or the private sector (Beardsley, 2017; Birnbaum & 

Umbach, 2001). 

 Internal President: A college president whose prior job was at the same 

institution where s/he became president. 

 External President: A college president whose prior job was at either another 

institution of higher education or another organization, company, non-profit, sector, etc. 

 State System of Higher Education:This refers to how public colleges and 

universities within a state are organized and governed. In state systems, they are 

collectively governed by a central office, managed by a Chancellor who ultimately 

reports to a State System Board of Governors. This structure varies state to state, but it 

reflects a centralized oversight process as it relates to educational, fiscal and personnel 

policies. For instance, the Pennsylvania State System of Higher Education is comprised 

of 14 universities, each with a president that report to a Chancellor (About the System, 

n.d.).  The Pennsylvania State Board of Governors is responsible for appointing the 



TRAINING COLLEGE PRESIDENTS  

 
 

8

chancellor, the president at each campus, approving new degree programs, sets tuition 

across the state and approves the system operating budget (About the System, n.d.). 

 Derailment: This occurs when a president is fired or forced to resign before the 

end of his/her first term contract, “an involuntary departure” (Trachtenberg, Kauvar, & 

Bogue, 2013, p. 1). 

 Presidential search firm: An external organization that is appointed by the 

college’s board to facilitate the search for a new president (Beardsley, 2017). 

 Board of trustees: Individuals who are elected or appointed to the position on a 

college or university’s governing board which is responsible to carry out fiduciary 

responsibilities (Balch, 2008). As such, trustees are responsible for oversight of the 

financial, human, reputational and capital resources of a college. Among its major 

responsibilities is the selection and annual assessment of the college president 

(Association of Governing Boards, Jan. 7, 2015). The function of these boards varies 

across states but are typically appointed by the Governor. A 2016 survey found that 

69.9% of trustees on governing boards of public colleges and universities are appointed 

by the state governor or legislature (Association of Governing Boards, 2016) 

Collectively, these definitions will help to contextualize, clarify and concretize topics 

discussed throughout this study.  

Limitations, Delimitations, and Personal Biases 

 There are 2,304 four-year non-profit colleges in the United States of America, 

each with one president (National Center for Statistics, 2017). This study was delimited 

to only those public college presidents in the Northeast based on proximity and my time 
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available as well as the criteria of serving as a first-time president who has been at the 

institution for at least one year.  

In this study, the data utilized to generate the framework for aspiring college 

presidents was based on semi-structured interviews with sitting college presidents. Thus, 

self-bias (Babbie, 2017) was a potential limitation where presidents reported answers 

only in ways to maintain their reputation and perception. Additionally, another limitation 

of this study pertained to the accuracy of the responses of the participants. Further, a 

limitation of this study involved the inability to generalize the results to all first-year 

college presidents throughout the United States. The final limitation includes the use of 

grounded theory as the research design. Hussein, Hirst, Salyer, and Osuji (2014) 

identified that a primary limitation of the grounded theory is its exhaustive process for the 

novice researcher. This, coupled with a single coder of themes, presents the potential for 

coding bias or researcher bias. Validity strategies were used to mitigate these limitations 

including the use of triangulation, researcher reflexivity, the use of thick rich 

descriptions, and peer debriefing (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Miler, 2000).  

 As a current senior administration and institutional vice president, I am keenly 

aware of the challenges facing today’s college president. Through weekly senior 

leadership meetings, I am brought into conversations that occur at the state level as well 

as conversations with the Board of Trustees about governance and leadership. Further, 

my experience as a Vice President of Enrollment Management and Student Affairs 

potentially affected my ability to view all presidential matters as equal given my 

familiarity with the challenges of enrollment on a college campus. As a former chief of 

staff to a college president, I possess potential biases in what factors may most influence 
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a president and how a president organizes and prioritizes his or her day. I have spent 12 

consecutive years serving one college president with unfiltered access to the president’s 

calendar, fundraising notes and personal circumstances. As a result, my perspective on 

the college presidency is shaped on a practical level by the experience associated with a 

single college president. While I identify this as a strength to my own professional 

position as an aspiring college president, it also brings a bias that may inadvertently skew 

the results to mirror those I have experienced in the current administration. To mitigate 

this bias, I excluded the current college president I serve from the study and engaged in 

validity measures to uphold the integrity of the results.  

The Role of Leadership in this Study 

 Higher education is an open system because of its interaction with and 

dependence on the external environment (Burke, 2014). The external environment 

confronting today’s colleges is significantly different than those of the past. Challenges 

facing higher education include increased enrollment pressures due to flattening 

demographics, decreased state appropriations, increased concerns over affordability, 

increased accountability measures and regulations imposed by federal and state 

governments, increased competition across all sectors of higher education for fewer 

students, the resurgence of student activism and the increased influence of societal and 

social justice trends on campuses (Bornstein, 2010; Bransberger & Michelau, 2016). 

Beardsley (2017) acknowledged the underlying leadership principle that “when the 

context of an enterprise shifts, the kinds of leaders who seek to be part of it and who 

thrive in it will also change” (p. 60). 
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 However, many researchers argue that higher education has not prepared the next 

generation of leaders to lead its institutions (Bornstein, 2010; Klein & Salk, 2013). In 

fact, Bornstein (2010) argued that “higher education is facing a coming crisis in 

leadership” (p.33) resulting from a significant turnover at the presidential level, a deficit 

of qualified candidates in the pipeline to the presidency, a shifting model of the college 

president pipeline and the pending retirement of many college presidents who will not 

pursue another presidency (Bass & Lanier, 2008; Klein & Salk, 2013). Consequently, at a 

time when leadership is needed the most in higher education, those appointed to lead 

individual campuses are not adequately prepared for the complexities and challenges of 

the position. Teker and Atan (2014) found that relatively few college presidents are 

prepared for the skills and abilities required of a position that carries varying expectations 

from a variety of constituents and have had very little formalized training for the role. 

This supports findings in other leadership literature that there is a common misperception 

that leaders already possess the requisite skills and competencies to lead effectively 

(Battilana, Gilmartin, Sengul, Pache, & Alexander, 2010; Lowney, 2003). 

 This study adopted the leadership lens to identify and advanced a framework to 

prepare aspiring college presidents so that colleges and universities can appoint and select 

leaders who do have the requisite skills and experiences that make them prepared for the 

presidential role. Smerek (2013) acknowledged that while there are a litany of 

publications dedicated to the college presidency, there are a few empirical studies aimed 

specifically at those aspiring to become college presidents.    
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Significance of the Dissertation in Practice Study 

 This study was important because the context of the higher education 

environment coupled with the changing profile of the college president dictates the need 

for a new generation of college presidents that deviates from the traditional model of the 

past. While the study of leadership at the presidential level was not new to higher 

education, the volume of research conducted on the four-year college presidency is 

minimal compared to that of the community college sector. There is a wealth of 

information easily available on the community college president that not only focuses on 

the nature of the position, but emphasizes the requisite training and experience for the 

position. The literature at the four-year level is scarcer, which provided an opportunity 

for this study to contribute to the literature on the four-year college president.  Finally, 

this study contributed to the literature because it moves beyond describing the presidency 

and instead aims to advance a framework focused on human and conceptual skills needed 

to be used in preparing aspiring college presidents for the position. 

From a policy and practice perspective, this study was important because the 

financial and reputational cost of selecting the wrong president is substantial (Nelson, 

2009; Pierce, 2012; Trachtenberg, Kauvar, & Bogue, 2016). Trachtenberg, Kauvar, and 

Bogue (2016) employed the term derailed to mean the “involuntary departure” (p. 1) of a 

president. The financial investment of a college in hiring an outside search firm to 

manage the process, the cost of paying out the derailed president and the loss of 

investment from a human and financial perspective are palpable (Trachtenberg et al., 

2016). However, simultaneously the reputation of a college can be negatively influenced 

by the public departure of a president and the effect of the derailment on internal 
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constituents can impede and slow institutional progress (Nelson, 2009; Trachtenerg et al., 

2016). This study focused on a proposed solution for those who aspire to the president to 

insure that as they progress in their careers and apply for a presidency, they have already 

gained the requisite experiences and competencies identified within an aspiring college 

president preparatory framework. 

Summary 

 This chapter provided the contextual elements that inform the problem statement 

for this dissertation in practice. As the profile of the American college president shifts 

both in demographic and background, there is an emerging need to train aspiring 

presidents in a framework that is derived from the lived experience of current college 

presidents. I designed a qualitative, grounded theory study to understand from first-time 

college presidents what they wish they had known before assuming the presidency and 

advice they would offer to aspiring college presidents. I conducted in-person semi 

structured interviews with first-time college public college presidents and then coded 

those findings to advance a framework for training aspiring college presidents. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 Research outlines the evolution of the challenges facing leadership in higher 

education institutions in the twenty-first century, including an increasingly complex and 

competitive landscape,  the intersection of political and social movements, a changing 

student demographic and a unique shared governance culture that permeates academia 

(Bolman & Gallows, 2011; Bornstein, 2010; Bransberger & Michelau, 2016; Hempsall, 

2014; Morris & Laipple, 2015).  

Charged with leading colleges and organizations through those challenges is the 

college president (Fleming, 2010; Selingo et al., 2017; Weill, 2009). This chapter 

presents a review of existing literature on the four-year college presidency beginning with 

the evolution of the American college president in parallel to the history of American 

higher education, a review of the changing profile of the college president, a dive into the 

pathways to the presidency and the rise of the nontraditional president. It then cascades 

into a review of existing literature on leadership, training and preparedness for higher 

education leadership, specifically the presidency and briefly discusses frameworks for 

leadership development. 

The Parallel Evolution of American Higher Education and the Presidency 

Historical Framework 

 Since the founding of Harvard College in 1636, American higher education has 

undergone eras of advancement, transformation and turmoil that reflect the political, 

social and economic influences of the times (Thelin, 2004). Bastedo, Altbach and 

Gumport (2016) organized the history of American higher education into ten generations 
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beginning with the founding of Harvard, William and Mary and Yale as Reformation 

schools in the first generation. The periods extend through a tenth generation, 2010 and 

forward, which contends with the rise of increased global competition for supremacy in 

benchmarks on educational measures, the soaring cost of tuition, ballooning student debt 

of over one trillion dollars, rapid advances in technology and on-line education, and a 

growing decline in not only state investment in higher education, but public faith in the 

value of its outcomes (Bornstein, 2010). While Bastedo et al. (2016) represented only one 

timeline and categorization of American higher education, historians agree that the 

political, social and economic influences define each period of reform in higher education 

(Thelin, 2006).  

 With the founding of Harvard in 1636 came the first mission of American higher 

education during the colonial period which reflected the British influence of higher 

education (Bastedo et al., 2016; Thelin, 2006). Between Harvard’s founding and the 

Revolutionary War, eight additional colleges were founded which sought to maintain and 

advance the privilege of higher education for the elite with a slightly expanded purpose to 

not only educate males for ministry, but also for public life and law built on intellectual 

engagement and moral superiority (Bastedo et al, 2016; Thelin, 2006). As the colonial 

model of higher education emerged and sustained through the Revolutionary War, the 

college president was typically a clergyman who served “as moral leader, teacher, 

administrator and fundraiser” (Bornstein, 2003, p. 3).  

 The passage of the Morrill Land Grant Act in 1862 expanded the purpose of 

higher education beyond the classic liberal arts to more hands-on agricultural and 

technical education that served the state’s economic interests (Bastedo et al., 2016; 
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Thelin, 2006). The late 1800s continued to see transformation in higher education. The 

German research university model permeated the sector and institutions evolved to 

provide practical knowledge in a credential that advanced graduates into professionals 

and the alignment of curriculum with commercial and industrial economic trends. This 

attracted more students while also soliciting new sources of revenue through donations 

and state and federal allocations (Bastedo et al., 2016; Thelin, 2006). This signaled the 

first real shift in the role of the college president from faculty member and moral guide to 

strategic manager. 

 The early 1900s saw the first substantial accelerated increase of student 

enrollments. The 10 largest institutions in the US averaged 2000 students in 1895 which 

grew to 4000 students in 1910 and swelled to over 5000 students in 1915 (Thelin, 2006). 

World War I and World War II saw presidents confronted with the challenges of students 

enlisting to war rather than enrolling in college. Thelin (2006) argued that as the 

American university grew during this period, the role of the president evolved into more 

of an administrator that understood finance and politics, especially at state universities, 

and could politick to arrange for additional funds to be allocated from various funding 

sources (Thelin, 2006). The end of World War II began what has been known as the 

golden years of higher education as enrollment increased at an unparalleled rate in 

American history. Access to higher education was promoted through a myriad of federal 

legislation, which each exposed and introduced opportunity for access to college to an 

underserved population including: the GI Bill, Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 

Title IX, and Americans with Disabilities, among others. Bastedo et al. (2016) reported 

that the percentage of high school students attending college tripled from 15% to 45% 
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between 1940 to 1970. Simultaneously, federal student aid and research money increased, 

which created new sources of revenue for institutions. As a result, college presidents 

needed larger more formal organizational structures to organize, administer, govern and 

advance colleges (Bastedo et al., 2016; Selingo et al., 2017; Thelin, 2006).  

 The 1980s saw the rise of privatization in higher education, which countered the 

increasing investment from the federal and state government post World War II. As 

families and students became the majority stakeholders in paying for college, the 

competition among institutions intensified (Ehrenberg, 2002). College presidents shifted 

from managing large and complex organizations to finding ways to finance the institution 

given the declining investment from the state and the need to expand and upgrade 

infrastructure in order to compete in the market (Ehrenbreg, 2002). Complex knowledge 

of finance and borrowing as well as overseeing tuition models became a necessary 

skillset for college presidents.  

The Evolution of the College President 

As the history and complexities of higher education evolved, so too has the role of 

the president. Selingo, Chheng, and Clark (2017) presented an illustration to capture the 

evolution of the American College president which parallels the history of higher 

education as a sector in the United States. They describe the American College President 

evolution as shifting from faculty member to administrator to builder to the accountant 

through today’s president as a multidisciplinary leader (Selingo et al., 2017). This is just 

one framework that contextualizes the evolving nature of the college presidency.  

  While Selingo et al. (2017) posited this evolution as positive to correspond with 

the increasing access to higher education, other scholars argued that the evolution of the 



TRAINING COLLEGE PRESIDENTS  

 
 

18

role has moved presidents away from educational leaders and more towards managers 

(Fisher and Koch, 1996; Travis & Price, 2017; Wallin, 2010). Fisher and Koch (1996) 

identified this beginning managerial shift and cautioned that the presidency “has decayed 

and all too frequently now is a refuge for ambivalent, risk-averting individuals who seek 

to offend no one, and as a consequence arouse and motivate no one” (p. viii). Scholars 

argued that college presidents needed to refocus on leadership to be effective rather than 

further attend to management priorities (Fisher & Koch, 1996; Travis & Pierce, 2013). 

However, the challenges confronting a twenty first century higher education reflect a new 

landscape for college presidents. Beardsley (2017) acknowledged the underlying 

leadership principle that “when the context of an enterprise shifts, the kinds of leaders 

who seek to be part of it and who thrive in it will also change” (p. 60). 

The Higher Education Landscape 

 Research accentuates the need for higher education leadership in describing the 

challenges facing colleges and universities in the twenty-first century, including an 

increasingly complex and competitive landscape,  the intersection of political and social 

movements, a changing student demographic and a unique culture that permeates 

academia (Bolman & Gallows, 2011; Bransberger & Michelau, 2016; Hempsall, 2014; 

Morris & Laipple, 2015). Johansen (2009) developed the term VUCA to illustrate the 

challenges facing twenty-first century institutions to represent volatility, uncertainty, 

complexity and ambiguity. MacTaggart (2017) argued that the environment for 

presidents today is “more dynamic, challenging and threatening…than at any time over 

the past fifty years or more” (p. 8). While there are a plethora of challenges included in 

the context that informs today’s higher education environment, there are three in 
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particular that shape the role of the public college president. Those challenges include 

declining faith in the value of college, declining enrollments and the unsustainable 

business model and states’ disinvestment in higher education. 

Declining Faith in Value of College 

Among the defining features of the challenging environment facing presidents is a 

deteriorating of public faith and belief in the value of a college degree (MacTaggart, 

2017). A 2018 Gallup Survey found that only 48% of respondents, have a “great deal” or 

“quite a lot” of faith in higher education, which represents a drop from 2015 where 

results were that 57% of participants believed in the value of higher education (Gallup, 

2018; Jaschick, 2018). Gallup (2018) noted that no other institution in the survey saw as 

steep a decline as higher education. This data reflected a trend in the decline in 

confidence for higher education seen in other national surveys conducted by national 

organizations like the Pew Research Center (Fain, 2017; Jaschick, 2018). MacTaggart 

(2017) cited rising college costs, extraordinary indebtedness of college graduates and the 

limited job opportunities for graduates as key drivers of the loss of faith. 

Enrollment Declines  

   A second significant challenge confronting higher education leaders is the 

unsustainable business model that currently exists within the industry. Christensen and 

Eyring (2011) predicted that as many as half of all universities will close or go bankrupt 

by 2021 because of disruptions to the traditional higher education model and 

marketplace. While scholars debate the validity of the specific predictions because the 

reality of his predictions have not come to fruition at a pace that would prove true by 

2021, there is evidence to support that the number of four-year colleges in the United 
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States is declining (Newton, 2018). Between 2013-2014 and 2017-2018, Newton (2018) 

reported a 7% decline in the number of four-year colleges and universities.  

While Christensen and Eyring’s (2011) predictions are controversial within higher 

education because of their emphasis on disruptions to the market such as on-line 

education, the demographic data that informs who goes resonates stronger with grim 

future projections. Bransberger and Michelau (2016) published the Western Interstate 

Commission on Higher Education (WICHE) report that projects high school graduates by 

state and region across the United States and found that nationally the number of college 

graduates will plateau through 2032, but the specifics of enrollment will vary by region.  

Further contributing to this projected enrollment decline are the effects of the 

Great Recession, which saw a substantial drop in the birthrate in the United States. 

Chappel (2018) reported that the birth rate fell for approximately every demographic in 

the United States, dropping 2% from 2016 and reaching the lowest rate over the last 30 

years. Grawe (2018) introduced the term “birth death” (p. 3) to capture these declining 

rates and projected significant drops in college-going populations across the country. 

Grawe (2018) introduced his own mathematical modeling, called the Higher Education 

Demand Index, built from the 2002 Educational Longitudinal Study, which estimates the 

probability of college attendance across demographic variables and institution types. One 

conclusion of the study is that even if there are changes to the current model of higher 

education, the United States will continue to see fewer students enrolling in higher 

education, particularly in the Midwest and Northeast regions which historically are highly 

populous college going regions.  
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As a result, competition for students and fiscal sustainability is more intense than 

ever. One key signal is the continued discounting practice used by private colleges and 

universities to attempt to keep pace and maintain price competitiveness with more 

affordable public colleges. The average tuition discount rate for the 2018-2019 reached 

its highest mark in history, 52.2%, meaning that the average student pays only 48% of the 

published tuition cost (Johnson, 2019; NACUBO, 2019) For the public college sector, the 

direct result is a blurred line between the costs of public and private colleges which has 

historically enabled public colleges to compete on more affordable tuition. The blurred 

line threatens that as a competitive advantage for public college given that Kelderman 

(2019) argued that price, more than anything else, is driving student enrollment decisions. 

The mathematical realities of fewer students coupled with the dramatic increase in 

higher education institutions and offerings in its 450-year history results in too many 

colleges and not enough students to fill all the slots. Further exacerbating is declining 

state support for public colleges and universities. 

Declining State Support for Higher Education   

Since the 1980s, state support for higher education has decreased (Mortensen, 

2012; Weerts & Ronca, 2012).  With competing priorities for state funding, students and 

their families shouldered a larger burden of the costs of higher education and tuition 

levels increased while states continued to reduce their annual appropriations. Mortensen 

(2012) projected that state funding for higher education would reach zero by 2059. 

McLendon, Hearn and Mokher (2009) declared that “state funding of higher education 

remains one of the most prominent and debated issues confronting higher education” (p. 

705).  The Great Recession only intensified state disinvestment. Mitchell, Leachman, 
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Masterson and Waxman (2018) found that overall state funding for higher education in 

2018 was seven billion dollars less than in 2008.  The lack of funding for high education 

at the state level has resulted in increased tuition costs, substantial competition for 

students, the need to develop alternate revenue streams and cuts to the operating budgets 

including student financial aid, student support and faculty salaries (Brownstein, 2018; 

Ehrenberg, 2006; Mitchell et al., 2018; Weerts & Ronca, 2012). Specifically, the annual 

tuition at four-year public colleges and universities has risen by 36% since 2008 

(Mitchell et al., 2018). A report produced by State Higher Education Executive Officers 

(SHEEO) found that in 2017 tuition accounted for more than 50% of the total revenue of 

public colleges and universities, a dramatic increase over the thirty% in 1992 (Bornstein, 

2018). According to Brownstein (2018) this was the first time that a majority of states, 

28, funded higher education primarily through student tuition rather than state 

appropriations.  

As a result, public college presidents are constantly challenged and scrutinized 

over their ability to generate more revenue for their institutions and sustain the business 

model of public higher education (Hunt, Tandberg & Park, 2019). Public college 

presidents dedicate more time to lobbying to their elected officials the need for greater 

investment in higher education (Hunt et al., 2019; Okunade, 2004). However, in trying to 

demonstrate a return on investment for the salaries paid to public college presidents for 

their ability to generate those additional revenues, Hunt et al. (2019) found that sources of 

revenue for institutions, mainly state appropriations and fundraising, are likely influenced 

by factors other than the president.  
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How These Trends Shape President Attention and Time 

 While there are many other complexities and challenges that affect the college 

president, those indicated above reflect the trends that monopolize the time and attention 

of college presidents. Research confirms that financial matters are the most pressing 

issues for today’s college president (ACE, 2016; Selingo et al., 2017). The ACPS asked 

presidents to identify the top five areas that occupy their time. Budget and financial 

management was by far the highest rated area with almost two-thirds of respondents, 

65%, indicating that as the largest consumer of their time (ACE, 2016). Fundraising at 

58% ranked second and enrollment management, the ability of recruit and retain a 

changing student demographic, also ranked in the top five responses with 32%.  

Selingo et al., (2017) asked a slightly different questions of college presidents but 

received similar results about presidential priorities. When asked to identify the most 

important responsibility of presidents, 20% identified fundraising, 20% identified 

strategic planning, 16 % responded with enrollment management, 15% noted trustee 

relations and 12% indicated budgeting as the top priority. Thus, in two different surveys 

of college presidents within the last three years, the theme of financial and enrollment 

management (including budgeting, fundraising and strategic planning) consistently rank 

among top priorities and occupants of presidents’ time. As these issues have emerged as 

primary for presidents, it is helpful to understand if the individuals who serve as president 

has changed to respond to a new context. 

The Changing Profile of a President 

 Smerek (2013) acknowledged that one of the two primary sources of data about 

the college presidency comes from longitudinal studies. The American Council on 
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Education (ACE) initiated the American College President Study (ACPS) in 1986 and 

described it as the most comprehensive of any study on the college presidency, providing 

key insights into the demographics of the college presidency as well as career paths of 

those in the role and responsibilities of the position (ACE, n.d; Beardsley, 2017; Cook, 

2012). In 1986, the typical college president was male, white, in his 50s, married with 

children, held a doctorate in education and had tenure in the position of six years (ACE, 

1986; Cook, 2012). Only 13% of presidents in 1986 were over the age of 60 and only a 

small percent of presidents had served in a collegiate presidency previously (ACE, 1986; 

Cook, 2012; report 2017). In 1986, only 8% of presidents were racial and ethnic 

minorities and only 10% of presidents were women (ACE, 1986; Cook, 2012). 

 Despite the significant enrollment growth and diversification of the student body 

since the initial study, the most senior position in higher education has not changed much 

in terms of composition in twenty years (ACE, 2012; ACE, 2017; Chen, 2017; Stripling, 

2017). The typical college president in 2016 was white, age 62 and held a doctorate in 

education and was married. However, while the typical president has not changed 

significantly, there are modest gains and changes of note. Specifically, women made up 

30% of the profession and minority presidents rose from 8% to 17%, which signals a 

change to the occupant of the president’s office. Further, because the average age of the 

president is almost 12 years older, more than half of the 1,546 college presidents that 

returned the survey indicated a plan to retire within the next five years (ACE 2017). 

Additionally, more than 25% of respondents had served as president before, doubling the 

percentage reported in 1986, which represents a sector preference to select those with 

established leadership and presidential experience.  
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While the demography of the college president has slowly diversified in a 20-year 

period, one area that has garnered attention is the path that presidents take to their 

position. Given that only 25% were presidents before, it is important to understand the 

other ways that individuals arrive to the college presidency. 

Pathways to the College Presidency 

Cook (2012) described the common career path to the presidency as through the 

academic ranks, namely the Provost and Chief Academic Officer role. Since the early 

1980s, researchers in higher education have debated, defined and redefined the traditional 

and nontraditional pathway to the presidency (Beardsley, 2017). The following section 

will provide an overview of the traditional pathway and then describe the rise of the 

nontraditional president and the various ways that nontraditional is defined. 

Traditional Pathway to Presidency 

Over the 30-year period that ACE has studied the college presidency, the most 

consistent finding has been that the Chief Academic Officer/Provost is cited as the most 

common previous position for current college presidents (ACE, 1986; ACE, 2006; ACE, 

2012; ACE, 2016). In 2016, 42% of presidents still indicated that they came directly from 

the chief academic officer role. Cohen and March (1986) first introduced the term 

traditional president to represent an individual who emerged to the presidency through a 

six-step progression beginning as a student, advancing to a professor then a department 

chair, then a dean, then a provost or academic vice president and finally a president. In 

2001, Birnbaum and Umbach sought to advance knowledge on the college presidency by 

establishing a framework to capture the various pathways to the position. Using a 

questionnaire that was completed by 2,297 presidents who were in their position in 1995, 
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Birnbaum and Umbach (2001) published a seminal article establishing four paths that 

lead to the college presidency. In sum, the researchers identified four pathways to the 

presidency:  the scholar, steward, spanner and stranger (Birnbaum & Umbach, 2001). 

Scholars represented those presidents who, at some point, had higher education full time 

faculty experience and their previous two positions were in higher education. Stewards, 

on the other hand, represented presidents who never taught but their prior two positions 

were in higher education administration (Birnbaum & Umbach, 2001). Together, the 

authors identified these two types of president as traditional.  

Nontraditional Pathways to Presidency 

Nontraditional presidents, then consumed the other two presidential pathway 

categories. Spanners were individuals who have some higher education experience but 

were outside the academy before assuming the position while strangers were those who 

brought business, military, political or other nonacademic leadership experience without 

any experience in a college or university (Birnbaum & Umbach, 2001). Across all the 

institutions studied, scholar dominated the pathways with 66% of participants meeting 

that criteria, 22% classifying as stewards, 7% as spanners, and 4 % as strangers 

(Birnbaum & Umbach, 2001). While there were variations according to institution type, 

the order or pathway did not change. 

Beardsley (2017) sought to understand and demonstrate the rise in nontraditional 

presidents in higher education and argued that college presidents that were once 

traditionally tenured faculty “are rapidly becoming a group with much more varied skills 

and backgrounds” (p. 37). His analysis focused more narrowly on liberal arts colleges 

and replicated Birnbaum and Umbach’s (2001) methodology on a cohort of liberal arts 
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colleges in 2014 and found that while scholar and steward remained the top two pathways 

to the presidency, the percentage of both spanners and strangers to the position doubled 

over a twenty year period (Beardsley, 2017).  

The American Council on Education (2012) introduced a longitudinal data set, On 

the Pathway to the Presidency. This study focused only on first-time presidents and asked 

participants to report their pathway as one of six possibilities:  previous president, Chief 

Academic Officer, non-academic officer, chair/faculty, and outside of higher education 

(American College on Education, 2012; Beardsley, 2017). In 2012, while the Chief 

Academic Officer remained the highest percentage at 44%, outside of higher education 

was second with 23% of first-time presidents (ACE, 2012). However, the 2016 American 

College President Study reported that the percentage of presidents coming through a 

nontraditional route, specifically from outside higher education, declined from 20% in 

2012 to 15% (ACE 2016; Seltzer, 2017). Recently, researchers Cottum, Hunnicutt, and 

Johnson (2018) published findings that contradicted the results of the American College 

President Study. Among their sample of 245 United States public land grant institutions, 

they found that almost 41% of presidents never held a tenure-track faculty position in 

higher education (Cottum et al., 2018; Toppo, 2018). This sample indicated that the 

potential for nontraditional presidents is three times greater than reported in the ACPS.  

The challenges that exist within the literature and data analyses of various 

samples of college presidents is that there is no universally accepted definition of 

traditional or nontraditional president (Beardsley, 2017; Strikwerda, 2017; Toppo, 2018;). 

As a result, data is interpreted and presented within the framework of Cohen and March 

(1976), Birnbaum and Umbach (2001), the American Council on Education (2012), 
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Beardsley (2017), or Cottum at al., 2018. Regardless of the framework interpreted, there 

is a recognition that the pathway to the presidency now includes more individuals 

through the non-faculty, non-academic ranks. 

Challenges with the Pipelines 

Research projects that there will be a significant turnover at the college president 

level in the next several years (American Council on Education, 2017; Bass and Lanier, 

2008; Freeman & Kochan, 2013; Klein and Salk, 2013; Selingo et al. 2017; Seltzer, 

2017). An aging demographic of existing presidents that indicate a likelihood of retiring 

in the next five years coupled with a shorter tenure of presidents creates the conditions 

for a potential leadership pipeline problem in filling the chief executive role in higher 

education ACE, 2017;  Bornstein, 2010). Exacerbating the leadership challenge is that the 

primary pathway to the presidency, the Chief Academic Officer, is beginning to opt out 

of the presidency (ACE, 2012; Appiah-Padi, 2014). Finally, succession planning among 

current college presidents remains an underutilized practice in higher education (ACE, 

2017; Klein & Salk, 2013; Lapovsky, 2006). Those two final pipeline issues, the 

changing of the primary pathway and the lack of succession planning are addressed in 

more detail below. 

Chief Academic Officers Opting Out 

 While data consistently, regardless of source, identifies the chief academic 

officer/provost position as the most common pathway to the presidency, there are strong 

empirical studies that indicate that specific pipeline is drying. In 2008, the American 

Council on Education surveyed 1,715 chief academic officers and found that only 30% of 

those surveyed aspired to the college presidency. Eckel, Cook and Kind (2009) concluded 
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that the reason for the low aspirational rate among those surveyed was that very few 

responsibilities of the Chief academic officer overlapped with the college president. 

Beardsley (2017) furthered that argument by acknowledging that increasing demands of 

the president coupled with declining average tenures within the position lead to fewer 

qualified candidates who are willing to leave the comforts of academic life for executive-

level challenges and requirements. Appiah-Padi (2014) built on the work of Eckel et al 

(2009) by adopting the job choice design theory framework to analyze the reasons why 

Chief Academic Officers chose not to pursue the presidency across the three main aspects 

of objective, subjective and recruitment factors. Appiah-Padi (2014) found that the 

subjective factors associated with the presidency had the most significant influence on 

CAO desirability for the position. Among all the reasons provided for why a CAO may 

not be interested in the presidency or why he/she may be undecided about aspiring to the 

presidency, six subjective factors emerged:  uncertainty about liking the work, the 

unattractiveness of the work, concern over managing work-life balance, the time 

commitments associated with the position, the undesirability of being scrutinized at all 

times and being undecided about having the requisite skillsets to be successful as a 

president (Appiah-Padi, 2014).  In both CAOs that were decidedly not pursuing a 

presidency and those still undecided about pursuing the presidency, Appiah-Padi (2014) 

drew attention to the declining interest in the nature of the work as measured by the top 

two cited responses:  the uncertainty about liking the work and the unappealing nature of 

the work. This finding reinforced the growing disconnect between the role of the CAO 

and the president campus.  In the 2013-2014 survey of 1,396 CAOs, the following were 

identified as top priorities of the position:  83% responded setting academic vision, 58 
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percent indicated accreditation and accountability, 44% indicated strategic planning, 34% 

indicated supervising and management, 25% indicated advocating for faculty and 21% 

indicated budgeting and financial management (ACE CAO Consensus, 2014). Table 1 

below compares these priorities against those reported by presidents discussed earlier.  

Table 1 

Comparison of Top Priorities for Presidents vs. Top Priorities for Provosts 

 
Presidents 

 

 
Percent 

 
Provosts 

 
Percent 

 
Budget/Financial  
Management 
 

 
65% 

 
Academic Vision 

 
83% 

Fundraising 58% Accreditation and 
Accountability 
 

58% 

Managing a Senior  
Team 

42% Supervision and 
Management 
 

44% 

Governing Board 
Relations 

33% Advocating for 
faculty 

25% 

Enrollment 
Management 

32% Budget/Financial 
Management 
 

21% 

Note.  Data obtained from American Council on Education. (2017). American college 

president study 2017. https://www.acenet.edu/Research-Insights/Pages/American 

-College-President-Study.aspx; and P. D. Eckel, B. J. Cook, & J. E. (2009). The CAO 

census: A national profile of chief academic officers. American Council of Education. 

 

The absence of academic priorities (vision setting, faculty advocacy, accreditation 

and accountability) in the presidential priorities reflects the reality that the presidential 

role is more managerial and external than focused on academics. Trombley (2007) argued 
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that this absence of academic priorities in the presidential portfolio is the new normal of 

the presidency where the very reasons that attracted individuals to the academy as faculty 

such as the ability to pursue personal scholarship and the intrinsic reward from work in 

the classroom with students have been entirely eliminated from the presidential job 

description. Further, since Eckel et al. (2000) found that over 64% of CAOs were very 

satisfied with their roles, a move the presidency would take them away from work where 

they currently enjoy. The declining interest of current Chief Academic Officers, the 

reported disconnect between the responsibilities of CAOs and those of presidents, the 

increased age of existing presidents and their plans for retirement signal a shift and 

departure from the common paths to the presidency outlined by scholars of the twentieth 

and early twenty-first centuries. 

Succession Planning 

 The American College President survey revealed that less than one quarter of 

current presidents indicated there was any succession plan or efforts to develop a 

succession plan in place on their campus (American Council on Education, 2017; Seltzer, 

2017). Succession planning is an exercise and organizational practice “fills the pipeline 

with high-performing people to assure that every leadership level has an abundance of 

these performers to draw from, both now and in the future” (p. 167). It has been 

documented as a leadership practice that is essential to long term organizational success 

and leadership transitions and has is rooted in corporate practice (Bower, 2007; Murphy, 

2010). In fact, the landmark Good to Great study by Jim Collins (2001) found that 

internal candidates were a defining characteristic of great companies. In fact, within the 

sample, less than 5% of CEOs of the identified great companies were led by 
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organizational outsiders while in the lower performing companies, more than 30% had 

outsider CEOs (Collins, 2001). Bower (2007) replicated a similar study using the 

Standard and Poor 500 list as a larger sample and confirmed again that financial returns 

were better when successors came from within rather than outside the organization. 

 However, Lapovsky (2006) noted that succession planning is not typically 

practiced or considered because of five characteristics unique to the culture of higher 

education which Carey and Ogden (2001) argued is prejudiced to begin presidential 

searches looking external. Those five cultural characteristics include: the myriad of 

stakeholders that the president must satisfy who all bring competing and dissimilar 

objectives; the need for the presidential search to reflect a similar process to faculty 

searches; a pervasive sector perception that internal candidates are not qualified to make 

needed changes; the perception of hiring boards that internal candidates will be reluctant 

to make difficult personnel decisions and the reputational prestige associated with hiring 

an outside candidate after a national search (Lapovsky, 2006). Klein and Salk (2013) 

noted that there was a gap in the literature in that no empirical studies were done on 

succession planning at the four-year college presidential level. Through a qualitative 

grounded theory study, Klein and Salk (2013) sought to describe and understand 

presidential succession planning within private colleges in Wisconsin to fill that gap. 

Their findings reinforced previous research by Lapovsky (2006) who argued that 

succession planning in higher education is nonexistent. Across 25 private universities in 

Wisconsin, 19 indicated that succession planning was not practiced at their university, 

meaning that over three-quarters of presidents and institutions did not actively engage in 

succession planning (Klein & Salk, 2013). This number reflects the same percentage 
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cited by American Council on Education which lends validity to the findings. Thus, it is 

fair to assume that few colleges and universities are actively preparing and training senior 

administrators in the competencies and skills necessary to serve in the chief executive 

officer role. 

Declining Tenure of College Presidents 

One additional trend that contributes to Bornstein’s (2010) leadership crisis at the 

college president level is that presidents are remaining in their positions for less time than 

in the past. Whereas presidents of the past remained in their positions for ten to fifteen 

years, today’s college president serves in the role for a much shorter period (Bowman, 

2017). In 2016, the average tenure of a college president was six and a half years 

compared with seven years in 2011 and eight and a half years in 2006 (ACE 2017, 

Bowman, 2017). The issue of quick presidential turnover and reduced tenures is 

intensified in the public college sector. Monks (2012) investigated the differences 

between public and private college and university presidents in their likelihood of leaving 

office in a five-year period, reasons for departures, and differences in their average length 

of time in office. 787 institutions were analyzed between 2001 and 2006 according to 

those that responded to the ACE College President Study. Monks (2012) found that 

presidents in the public sector of US higher education have higher job turnover and 

shorter job durations than their peers at private institutions at significant rates. While 

there is some variation according to Carnegie classification, public college presidents 

were more likely, at the five-percent level, to leave their role within five years (Monks, 

2012). Monks (2012) utilized a multinomial logit to estimate if public college presidents 

leave to take another presidency, retire or leave colleges and universities altogether. The 
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results showed that “being a public university president increases one’s odds of assuming 

a presidency elsewhere by 269% over a five-year period” (p. 147). Thus, if the number of 

existing presidents are approaching retirement, there will continue to be a void in the role 

since the pipeline of those entering the public presidency is shrinking. 

Bowman (2017) asserted that data analyzed by the American Association of 

Colleges and Universities (AASCU) between 2012 and 2017 confirmed this finding. 

Specifically, the data revealed that tenures at member institutions of the organization 

lasted four years or less for almost 45% of the respondents. Over the same period, 28% 

reported tenures between five and nine years and 27% of more than ten years (Bowman, 

2017). While Monks (2012) identified the potential to make more money in the private 

higher education sector and presidents leaving to pursue those opportunities as a 

contributing factor for the significant difference between public and private college 

president tenures, the larger trend involves the increased number of presidential 

derailments.  

Presidential Derailments 

 While the short tenures of the presidents at University of Central Florida and 

Oklahoma State University are highlighted in the beginning of this study, Trachtenberg et 

al (2016) argued that in simple terms, too many presidents do not last to complete the 

terms outlined in their first contract, or derail. Specifically, between 2009 and 2010, there 

were fifty college president derailments: 32 at public institutions, 16 at private 

institutions, and one at a proprietary college (Trachtenberg et al, 2016).  

As with the presidential tenure, there is a stark difference between the occurrence 

of derailment between public and private in this study. The authors note the substantial 
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costs associated with presidential derailments. In real terms, failed presidencies are costly 

derailments. Search firms are costly and to hire a new search firm to replace the outgoing 

president, contract settlements, a new salary for an incoming president and 

communication costs and legal fees are just a few of the significant dollar costs 

associated with derailment (Trachtenberg et al., 2016). Further, the reputational and 

morale costs associated with failed presidencies are not easily quantifiable, but have 

effects on the quality of the next recruiting pool, fundraising and alumni support as well 

as morale of the campus around a vision for the future (Trachtenberg et al., 2016). 

Finally, the often unknown and uncalculated cost of impeding institutional progress is 

high. New presidents are cautious of their predecessor’s short tenure and are often 

reluctant to make sweeping change, or any change at all (Trachtenberg et al., 2016). 

Instead, many initiatives and operations shift from strategic objectives to tactical actions 

(Trachtenberg et al., 2016). While there is not a dearth of literature on failed college 

presidencies, there are two seminal works that inform empirical studies on the 

presidential derailments; the Institutional Leadership Project and its associated works as 

well as the work of Trachtenberg et al. (2016), in interviewing failed presidents. 

The Institutional Leadership Project 

The Institutional Leadership Project (ILP) was a five-year longitudinal study of 

leadership in higher education, with a specific focus on the effectiveness of the college 

president (Birnbaum, 1992). The ILP was a qualitative study of leaders at 32 colleges and 

universities between 1986 and 1989 in the United States that were purposively selected to 

represent the diversity of American Higher Education (1992). This project is referred to 

as a seminal work involving higher education leadership in that in 1992 the ILP had 
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already “produced fifty-one books, monographs, chapters, papers and research reports…” 

(p.xiii). Birnbaum (1992) first introduced the term “failed presidency” (p. 94) to describe 

presidents who lost the faith of all three key constituents:  the faculty, board of trustees 

and administrative colleagues. These failed presidencies shared two commonalities:  an 

authoritarian leadership style that focused on hierarchy and dictates as well as taking 

action without first gaining proper buy-in through communication with the faculty and 

other constituents (Birnbaum, 1992). Those themes of failed communication and lost 

faith of the faculty manifest themselves most publicly through votes of no confidence, 

which often lead to the end of a presidency. 

 Neumann (1990) utilized the Institutional Leadership Project to further delve into 

the challenges of the college presidency and sought to fill a gap in the literature by 

qualitatively studying mistake-making and organizational learning among college 

presidents. Utilizing the same questions from the ILP, Neumann (1990) analyzed the 

responses to an open-ended interview question which asked presidents to describe their 

biggest mistake on the job. Neumann (1990) found that 81% of presidents admitted to 

making a significant mistake on the job and the errors were initially categorized into two 

types:  errors of commission or errors or omission. Omission referred to times when 

presidents did not take action, but recognized later that they should have. Commission 

involved presidents who took action but should have acted differently in taking that 

action. Errors of commission were further clustered into two additional subcategories:  

errors of commission that focused on substance meaning that the action taken was wrong 

or  errors of commission focused on process meaning that how the action was taken was 

wrong (Neumann, 1990). One significant additional finding from this study was that 
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more presidents admitted to making the most substantial errors of their presidency at the 

very beginning (Neumann, 1990). Neumann (1990) offered the perspective that perhaps 

more experienced presidents tend to recognize mistakes only earlier in their career or that 

the ability to learn from mistakes wanes as years in office persist. However, the findings 

from contemporary studies might be more suitable here in that presidents do not feel well 

prepared for the position and thus make mistakes because they simply did not know or 

were not adequately prepared for the position. 

No-Confidence Votes 

A vote of no confidence is the most serious of criticisms that constituents can file 

against their leadership, in particular when faculty vote against their current president 

(AGB, 2012). Frantz and Lawson (2017) argued that these votes can present opportunity 

for assessment and reflection on leadership and governance at a college. However, their 

occurrence has become more common over the last 20 years in higher education. Frantz 

and Lawson (2017) utilized an internet document analysis to study “expressions of no 

confidence in institutional leadership” (p. 63) between 2000 and 2014. Their analysis 

found that in the 14-year period, there were 349 expressions of no confidence across 227 

different institutions (Frantz and Lawson, 2017). Among those expressions, there was a 

significantly higher incidence of these votes at public colleges (a ratio of close to three to 

one) compared with private colleges and over 64% of those votes were aimed specifically 

at the college president. McKinnis (as cited in Belkin, 2018) specifically studied 

presidential votes of no confidence since 1989 and found that the average number of 

these votes between 2013 and 2017 was fifteen, a rate five times higher than that between 

2000 and 2004 (Belkin, 2018; Carter, 2018).   
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Themes of Derailment 

Trachtenberg et al (2016) sought to understand and categorize themes of 

presidential derailment gleaned from case studies of presidents who lost their positions 

within their first contact as well as a review of corporate literature on derailment. 

Trachtenberg et al. (2016) intentionally acknowledged that derailment is not dependent 

on the characteristics one brings to the job; their pathway to the presidency, pedigree, 

prior experience as president, and many other variables are not proven to be associated 

with derailment. Instead, scholars concur that three categories of factors can ultimately 

derail a college presidency:  personal shortcomings, institutional context and board short 

comings (Pierce, 2012; Trachtenberg et al., 2016).  

Figure 1 

Categories and Themes of Presidential Derailments    
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These three overarching categories were then further analyzed according to 

research on corporate derailment and the following four themes emerged: failure to meet 

business objectives, problems with interpersonal relationships, inability to lead key 

constituencies and difficulty adapting (Trachtenberg et al., 2016). Two additional 

derailment themes were added that are specific to the higher education context that did 

not carry over from the corporate sector:  ethical lapses and issues with the governing 

board. An analysis showing how the six themes map to the overarching three categories 

is presented in Figure 1 above. 

While two of the themes, institutional context and board shortcomings, cannot be 

addressed through a training and development framework, the third theme, personal 

shortcomings can. Human resource development theory posits that the investment in 

people, through training and development, can enhance organizational outcomes 

(Swanson & Holton, 2009). Scholars of human capital theory, which is foundational to 

human resource development have proven that there is a strong relationship between 

learning and training of individuals and tangible economic returns for both the individual 

and the organization (Carnevale, 1984; Swanson & Holton, 2009) 

The Leadership Challenge of Shorter Tenures 

 Beyond the sheer numerical churn of shorter college president tenure and the 

revolving door of vacancies they create, and the substantial direct and indirect costs of 

derailments mentioned above, the last challenge of shorter tenures is the inability of the 

organization to adapt and change to its external environment without stable leadership. 

ACE (2016) reported that of the surveyed college presidents on the CAPS, 45% identified 

faculty resistance to change as a major frustration of the position, ranking second only 
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behind the lack of financial resources. 44% of presidents indicated that the lack of time to 

think and reflect as the third most frustrating element of the presidency and more than 

one third, 35%, identified problems inherited from their predecessor as the fourth greatest 

frustration in the role. Collectively, these share a common thematic element of 

presidential frustration as leading change.  

  Change management researchers estimated that 70% of all change initiatives fail 

(Kotter, 1996; Tasler, 2017). Bowman (2017) cited that that it takes at least five years for 

any executive to lead meaningful change in their organization. Rogers (2003) posited that 

one leader cannot do all that is necessary to lead change. Battilana, Gilmartin, Sengul, 

Pache, & Alexander (2010) advanced that position when they studied the link between 

leadership competencies and the emphasis those leaders put on activities in the change 

implementation process. They found that no leader has the core competencies in all areas 

of change management to effectively lead change and thus time, professional 

development and meaningful partnerships are essential to leading change (Battilana et al., 

2010). Thus, given the complex environment that presidents need to lead today and the 

organizational change required to respond to those challenges, more time in office is 

needed to effect organizational outcomes.  

Leadership Development Framework 

Leadership development is defined by Conger and Benjamin (1999) as “a long 

term investment requiring continual training, guidance, mentoring, rewarding and the 

provision of a continuous stream of developmental opportunities over one’s career”      

(p. 262). Researchers regularly conclude that higher education needs to invest in a 

structured managerial and leadership develop training program that is consistent, 
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structured, and systematic (Hempsall, 2014; Morris & Laipple, 2015). Drotter and Charan 

(2001) articulated that leadership pipelines need attention and that institutions should 

better support individuals in their leadership development so that those pipelines exist 

internally. Consistently, higher education administrators interviewed in qualitative studies 

report seeking experiential approaches such as mentoring, job shadowing or internships 

to facilitate learning on the job (Hempsall, 2014; McNair et al., 2011). Regardless of 

potential solutions that are proposed, the literature is consistent in identifying how higher 

education does not systematically prepare its next generation of leaders for their 

positions. This is in direct contrast to the corporate sector where leadership and 

managerial development is prioritized and funded at a significantly higher price tag 

(Morris & Laipple, 2015; Selingo, Chheng & Clark, 2017). Collins and Holton (2004) 

conducted a meta-analysis to determine the effectiveness of managerial leadership 

development interventions. After a review of 83 studies between January 1982 and 

December 2001, the researchers concluded that organizations will see substantial results 

after making the investment in managerial leadership development. However, the 

researchers included a key caveat in their findings that has been reinforced by scholars of 

human resource development theory; leadership development programs will produce 

results if offered to the right people at the right time in the right setting (Collins & 

Holton, 2004; Swanson & Holton, 2009).  

Difference between Leader Development and Training 

 Often times, the terms leadership development and leadership training are 

interchanged in the discourse on professional development. However, there are notable 

distinctions between the two (Hrivnack, Reichard, & Riggio, 2009). Training, across the 
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human resources domain typically focuses on addressing particular activities that are 

offered to train an employee on a particular skill or address a shortfall in performance 

through targeted skill building (Hrivnack et al, 2009). Development, alternatively, might 

provide benefit to an individual in his immediate role but more usually is focused on 

preparing an individual for future activities focused on organizational success and 

sustainability (Bartz, Schwandt & Hillman, 1989).  

 Kochan, Bredeson, and Riehl (2005) reinforced this in their chapter on re-

envisioning professional development for school leaders. They argued that typical 

professional development for educational leaders features lectures by how to experts 

explain the work in a setting that is away from the daily leadership experience (Kochan et 

al., 2005). The alternative that Kochan et al. (2005) proposed for school leaders’ 

development should then be grounded in four components:  participants must actively 

engage in directing their development, learning experiences must be diverse, learning 

must include active coaches and mentors who are willing and able to actively contribute 

to the development of participants on an on-going basis and the learning must be directly 

applicable to the experiences and settings where the participants will use the leadership.  

The Profile of a Successful Public College President 

 The most comprehensive study done on profiling public college presidents was 

completed by the American Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) in 

2016. AASCU is an association comprised of 240 public college members that among 

their charges and purposes focuses on promotion of the value and leadership within 

public higher education. In 2016, AASCU sought to use a qualitative study to create a 

profile of the necessary skills, knowledge and characteristics for successful public college  



TRAINING COLLEGE PRESIDENTS  

 
 

43

Figure 2   

Themes of the Successful Public College President 

 

Note. Themes identified by J. Koester and A. Martinez (2016). Closing the gap: 

Leadership development and succession planning in public higher education. 

www.aascu.org/paper/ClosingtheGap   
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presidents within the higher education context of the twenty-first century (Koester & 

Martinez, 2016). A purposive sample of 22 individuals were interviewed representing 

presidents nominated by their peers as exemplary, AASCU board members who were 

former presidents and chancellors responsible for selecting presidents. After coding by an 

initial researcher and validation by a second researcher, Koester & Martinez (2016) found 

13 themes to create the profile of a successful public college president. (See Fig. 2 

above.) 

While this was the most comprehensive and empirical study completed on 

leadership qualities for public college presidents in the literature, its limitations included 

that it did not identify the length of service for each president nor did it analyze the 

results by specific institution-type or NCAA division level. And, these skillsets focused 

on what presidents must have for the presidency, not how to best gain these competencies 

before assuming the role. 

The 21st Century President: A Desired Skill Set 

 As outlined throughout this chapter, the twenty-first century is filled with 

challenges that require new leadership skillsets and paradigms for higher education, or as 

Heifetz and Linksy (2005) defined, adaptive challenges. Adaptive challenges are those 

that require innovative thinking, courageous decision making, and uninterrupted learning 

patterns (Heifetz & Linsky, 2005; Mrig & Sanaghan, 2017). While there has yet to be an 

empirical research study focused on the essential skillsets for these adaptive challenges, 

various practitioners and surveys created frameworks for higher education skillsets. From 

a practitioner perspective, and utilizing 25 years of consulting experience and modified 

focus groups to create them, Mrig and Sanaghan (2017) outlined five essential skillsets of 
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higher education leaders to respond to adaptive challenges:  anticipatory thinkers, risk 

tolerant and innovative; effective brokers and facilitators; courageous decision makers 

and resilient leaders.  

 MacTaggart (2017) introduced a new overarching title for the college president of 

the twenty-first century, the enterprise leader. MacTaggart (2017) asserted that this new 

model of college president as enterprise leader has five core attributes including: 

1. A leader who recognizes that the job is a relentless 24-hour, seven-day-per-

week job and strategically finds time to respite and refuel to recommit to that 

pace; 

2. A leader who understands that he/she needs to lead change, not simply manage 

it; 

3. A leader who clearly understands the challenges confronting the campus; 

4. A leader who commits to strengthening the institution over time; 

5. A leader who demonstrates personal integrity in all decisions and relationships 

at all times. 

When asked to identify the top skills most needed when presidents assume office, 

Selingo et al. (2017) found that current presidents identified strategist as the most 

important role followed by communicator and storyteller, fundraiser, and collaborator. 

Counter to where presidents spend their most time, financial and operational acumen 

ranked fifth and academic and intellectual leader ranked sixth (Selingo et al., 2017). 

Comparing these practitioner-focused models against the framework developed 

by Koester and Martinez (2016) reveals overlaps and thematic congruence in the 

necessary skillsets for future presidents: integrity, innovation, strategic thinking, 
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communication, resiliency and relationship building. While these traits are commonly 

associated features of successful college presidents of today, Evans (1998) accurately 

noted that “college presidents [are not] born with innate ability to govern an institution” 

(p. 4). Thus, these skills are only valuable if those that inhabit the presidency are able to 

gain them. 

 

Training and Preparedness for the College Presidency 

The search process for a college president is an expensive, unique, exclusive and 

high-profile event that engages the entire campus community (McLaughlin & Resiman, 

1996; Teker & Atan, 2014). Yet, despite the intensity of the process, relatively few 

college presidents are prepared for the skills and abilities required of a position that 

carries varying expectations from a variety of constituents and have had very little 

formalized training (Bornstein, 2003; Teker & Atan, 2014; Tolliver & Murry, 2017). This 

reflects a trend within higher education as a whole with regard to training and preparation 

for administrators. Research suggests that few higher education professionals have formal 

training before assuming a leadership role on campus (Carrol & Wolverton, 2004; Morris 

& Laipple, 2015). Hempsall (2014) found that this is not unique to American higher 

education, but instead, is true of higher education in the global sense where leadership 

development is not formalized or consistent. 

Freeman and Kochan (2012) examined the perception of presidents on their 

academic preparation for the presidency and found that presidents did feel that doctoral 

programs prepared them in the knowledge of higher education and management 

competencies. However, only 40% of existing presidents have terminal degrees in higher 
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education and only 79% of all college presidents in the ACE study have an earned 

doctorate (ACE, 2017). The findings also indicated that presidents sought more practical 

knowledge in their doctoral programs as opposed to additional emphasis on theoretical 

underpinnings.  

Regardless of individual academic program preparation, there are two national 

surveys that confirm that college presidents do not feel well prepared for their positions; 

the 2013 What Presidents Think: a 2013 Survey of Four Year College Presidents and the 

Pathways to the University Presidency:  The Future of Higher Education Leadership 

reports. First, Maguire and Associates (2013) identified 1,370 four-year colleges across 

the United States and invited those presidents to complete an online survey to offer 

perspectives on the college presidency. A total of 395 presidents participated, a 29% 

response rate to the survey, which was deemed a representative sample. Of those 

surveyed, only 44% indicated feeling very well prepared for their first presidential role 

(Maguire & Associates, 2013). This response mirrored a similarly asked question in 

2005, which demonstrates that higher education, across eight years, did not make 

substantial improvements in preparing college presidents for their roles.  

 Second, Selingo, Chheng, and Clark (2017) identified 1,031 four-year colleges 

and universities in the United States and invited the presidents of those institutions to 

complete an on-line survey. Ultimately, 165 four-year college presidents participated in 

the survey, representing a 16% response rate (Selingo et al., 2017). While the tactical 

skill of fundraising was identified by these presidents as the most important professional 

development opportunity needed while on the job, the more notable takeaway was that 
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leadership was identified as the second most important professional development 

opportunity (Selingo et al., 2017).  

 The shortcomings of both of these surveys is the lack of qualitative rich 

information to further explain what is needed in preparing for the college presidency. 

Both of these surveys were quantitative and provided aggregate statistics, but there is a 

need to better understand the story behind those numbers.  

Leadership Development Programs in Higher Education 

 The American Council on Education reported that “higher education has been 

negligent in formally developing its own leadership talent in strategic and deliberate 

ways” (Trotta, 2013). However, that does not mean that leadership development and 

training does not exist within higher education. Leadership development, particularly for 

middle level and senior managers, has primarily existed through off-campus and third 

party organizations. Table 2 below provides an overview of the existing leadership 

development programs in higher education aimed at these populations including the name 

of the program, the sponsoring organization, the targeted audience for the program, and 

the format and length of each program. Most of these organizations are non-profit and 

exist to support similarly missioned colleges and universities by tailoring content, 

creating networks and sharing resources for administrators at these types of institutions. 

These include the American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) focused on 

two-year institutions, the American Association of State Colleges and Universities 

(AASCU) focused on public four-year colleges, the Council of Independent Colleges 

(CIC) focused on private independent four-year colleges. Harvard University owns a 

significant market share in executive education for higher education leaders by offering 
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programs aimed at varying levels and experiences of administrators.   The American 

Council on Education (ACE) is much broader in focus and is the only higher education 

organization that represents all types of institutions in the United States (ACE, n.d.). The 

newest organization to this field is Academic Impressions, a for-profit company that 

focuses solely on professional development and training for higher education. 

Table 2 
 
Overview of Existing Executive Leadership Development Programs in Higher Education 
 

 
Organization 

 
Program Name 

 
Target Audience 

 
Format & Length 
 
 

 
Academic 
Impressions 

 
Pathways to the 
Presidency: 
Developing a 
Roadmap 

 
Those aspiring to the presidency in the next 
1-3 years; VPs leading administrative 
function, deans, board chairs, leaders in 
government and non-profit sector 
 
 

 
2-day Conference 

Academic 
Impressions 

Advanced Leadership 
Development 

Middle and senior managers who have 
experience leading teams or units will 
benefit from attending. 
 
 

3 day conference 

American 
Association of 
Community 
Colleges 
 
 

Future Presidents 
Institute 

Senior Leaders Aspiring to the Community 
College Presidency 

3-day intensive 
program 

American 
Association of 
Community 
Colleges 
 
 

AACC John Rouche 
Future Leaders 
Institute 

Department chairs, deans, 
assistant/associate deans, director looking 
for leadership role in community college 

3-day seminar 

American 
Association of 
State Colleges 
and Universities 

Executive Leadership 
Academy 

Senior Cabinet officers interested in 
becoming university presidents 

Year-long program:  
2 seminars in DC, 
readings, 
Professional 
experiential Plan, 
mentorship, career 
coaching 
 
 

American 
Association of 

Millennium 
Leadership Initiative 

Terminal degree, significant experience as 
senior executive from groups seriously 

4.5-day institute; 
year-long mentoring 
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State Colleges 
and Universities 
 
 

underrepresented at executive leadership 
levels 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 2 con’t.    

 
Organization 

 
Program Name 

 
Target Audience 

 
Format & Length 
 
 

American 
Council on 
Education 

 
ACE Fellows 
Academy 

 
Successful candidates have held positions as 
vice president, dean, department chair or 
program director; unit leaders in student 
affairs, advancement or admissions.  Senior 
faculty that have chaired major committee 

 
One semester or year-
long placement to 
serve on 
administrative project 
at another senior 
team; 3 retreats; 
mentorship from host 
 

 
The Council of 
Independent 
Colleges 

 
Senior Leadership 
Academy 

 
Mid-level managers in higher education 
who aspire to senior leadership positions in 
independent colleges 

 
Year-long program:  
2 seminars in DC, 
readings, 
Professional 
experiential Plan, 
mentorship, career 
coaching 
 

The Council of 
Independent 
Colleges 
 

Presidential Vocation 
and Institutional 
mission 
 

Senior leaders at CIC member institutions 
who want to be independent college 
presidents 

Two seminars, 
selected reading and 
3 phone consultations 

Harvard Management 
Development 
Program 
 
 

Middle level managers in higher education 2-week training 
program 

Harvard Institute for 
Management and 
Leadership in 
Education 
 

Experienced higher education managers 
with 5-12 years’ experience including 
provost, vps and deans to secure long term 
future of their institutions 
 

2-week on campus 
professional 
development program 

Harvard Institute for 
Educational 
Management 

Senior level administrators with 10+ years 
of experience with the responsibility and 
authority to shape institutional policy 

9 \-day on-campus 
experience and then 
continued learning 
and discussions 
 

Harvard Women in Education 
Leadership 

Senior leaders across K-12 and higher 
education, including: Superintendents, 
assistant superintendents, chief academic 
officers, and principals; Chief state school 
officers and state-level leaders; CEOs of 
nonprofit organizations and foundations; 

3-day program 
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Program directors, department chairs, and 
other administrative leaders in higher 
education 

 

A review of these existing programs finds that that while there are many 

leadership development programs, many market themselves for senior leadership roles in 

higher education and do not focus specifically on the presidency. The community college 

sector as well as the independent college sector is more focused on preparing for the 

presidency whereas the four-year public sector has only one program that markets 

specifically to those individuals that want to advance to a public college presidency, the 

Emerging Leaders Academy. Further, most programs are short-term in nature including 

an institute over a few days or at most, an intensive residential experience of 

approximately one week. The most common components across these programs are year-

long mentoring and the inclusion of sessions where existing presidents and senior 

administrators talk about their experiences and offer advice to those aspiring to advance 

to the roles. None of these programs are built on competency-based models or discuss 

learning outcomes that are skill- based. Further, Academic Impressions and the HERS 

program are the only ones that include self-assessment and the creation of personal 

development plans in their curricula.  

 While most of these programs are focused on leadership development for senior 

administrative roles in higher education, there is only one program that focuses 

specifically on how to navigate the process of applying for the presidency and advice on 

how to apply for the role. Academic Impressions offers Pathways to the Presidency: 

Building a Roadmap. This is not specifically leadership development focused, but rather 

focused on the specific steps one should take if they are considering applying for a 
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presidency in the near future. Across all programs, assessment and measures of success 

reported focus primarily on the attainment rates of attendees in securing desired senior 

administrative roles. Descriptions of the program do not include empirical evidence of 

their curricular design or pre and post assessment of competencies. 

 The one area where there is a more developed and tailored set of development and 

training programs is for individuals once they are named president of a college. Teker 

and Atan (2014) identified and compared the six existing programs that are designed 

specifically for new college/university presidents. These six programs are:  the Harvard 

University Seminar for New Presidents, the American Council on Education Institute for 

New Presidents, the American Association of Community College President Academy 

Summer Institute, the American Association of State Colleges and Universities New 

Presidents’ Academy, the Council of Independent Colleges Seminar for College and 

University Presidents and the Council of Independent Colleges Executive Leadership 

Academy (Teker & Atan, 2014).  All programs identified include in their mission to 

prepare presidents for the job and the challenges that emerge with the position. All 

programs tend to last no more than one week in duration and include opportunities to talk 

with existing presidents, include seminars on key presidential transition topics and to 

develop networks (Teker & Atan, 2014). Yet, no data exists on the effectiveness of these 

programs in terms of success of presidents who complete the program versus those who 

do not, nor is there data on what percentage of presidents actually participate in one of 

these training programs. Further, there is another unidentified gap that emerges from 

Teker and Atan’s (2014) work, which is that there are a number of resources dedicated to 

training presidents in one-week periods once they are selected for the presidency, but few 
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formal programs designed to prepare aspiring presidents before they even apply for the 

position as they progress through senior administrative ranks. Selingo et al. (2017) 

specifically advanced in their recommendations for improving the pipeline to the college 

presidency the need to “develop intentional training and leadership development 

opportunities aimed at prospective college presidents” (p. 21).  

Skills for Effective Administration 

 The challenge of developing and training effective organizational leaders was 

identified and noted in the corporate sector almost 70 years ago (Katz, 1974). Katz (1974) 

argued that rather than focus on the innate traits of an individual to serve as an executive, 

there were three core skills that underlie all effective administrators: technical, human 

and conceptual. Katz (1974) intentionally used the term skill as it “implies an ability 

which can be developed, not necessarily inborn, and which is manifested in performance, 

not merely in potential” (para. 3). Technical skill refers to specific functions that require 

knowledge, processes and techniques (Katz, 1974).  

As discussed in the sections above, financial management, budgeting, strategic 

planning, and fundraising are all technical skills that presidents use and devote time today 

more than any other. The evidence is clear that these are technical skills required of 

successful presidents (Bastedo, Samuels & Kleinman, 2014). However, where there is a 

gap in the literature relates to empirical evidence of the importance of human and 

conceptual skills and how best to gain those skills. Human skills are those required of 

motivating, managing and influencing individuals to move in a decisive and coherent 

direction (Katz, 1974). Conceptual skills, finally, are those that enable a leader to see how 

the pieces of an organization interact and effect one another as an enterprise (Katz, 1974). 
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McTaggart’s (2017) enterprise leadership concept emerges here as synonymous with 

conceptual skills. Katz (1974) intentionally chose these skills to compose the effective 

administrator framework because they are developable. However, within higher 

education, the ways to develop them have yet to be empirically identified. 

 

Conclusion 

 The role of the American college president has been greatly influenced by the 

history and evolution of American higher education. Where the president was once seen 

as the moral leader of a campus who came from among the faculty, today’s college 

president is more external facing. While the position has changed dramatically over the 

almost four hundred year period since the founding of Harvard, there are many striking 

similarities in the make-up of the president demographically. However, there are signals 

of leadership crisis emerging in the pipeline. First, the college president is more than ten 

years older than he was in 1986 because more institutions are hiring presidents for their 

second or third presidencies as more presidents are admitting an intention to retire in the 

next five years. Secondly, those that follow the most traditional pathway to the 

presidency are opting not to pursue the presidency, which will change the career paths of 

presidents.  These survey statistics are exacerbated by existing literature that 

demonstrates that higher education, as a sector, does not adequately prepare 

administrators for leadership roles. Leadership development programs then need to 

incorporate best practices and employ situated cognitive practices where participants can 

gain hands on knowledge within the context of where that knowledge will be applied. 
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 This grounded theory study does not posit a framework or overarching theory to 

guide this study, but instead uses the preceding literature review to orient the reader to the 

history, role and demographics of a college president. Chapter Three will introduce and 

describe in detail the methodology to gather data to inform this grounded theory study.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

 Relatively few college presidents are prepared for the skills and abilities required 

of the position and have participated in any formalized training for the role (Bornstein, 

2003; Teker & Atan, 2014). The purpose of this grounded theory study was to advance a 

framework for preparing aspiring four-year public college and university presidents.  

Research Questions 

 The overarching question that drove this qualitative study was: What is the 

leadership framework that explains the process of preparing aspiring public four-year 

college and university presidents? The research sub-questions were: 

1. What types of experience(s) would have been beneficial to have before assuming 

the presidency?   

2. What advice would current presidents give to aspiring college presidents on 

preparing for the role? 

3. Knowing what they know now, what would college presidents have done 

differently to prepare for the role? 

Method 

 I utilized a qualitative, systematic grounded theory research design to understand 

the leadership framework to guide aspiring four-year public college presidents in their 

preparation for the role. While there are three grounded theory designs (Creswell & 

Guetterman, 2019), the systematic approach best aligned with my postpositivist view 

where logic and sequential steps guide process and interrelationships and multiple 

perspectives generate theory (Creswell & Poth, 2018). At a more macro and reflective 
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level, this design aligned with my top two strength constructs from the Clifton Strengths 

Assessment (CSA) of strategic and relator (Rath & Conchie, 2008). Together, these 

represent my disposition to rely on scientific inquiry and search for the 

interconnectedness among themes (Rath, 2007). 

Research Design 

 For this study, qualitative method was the most appropriate. Within Strauss and 

Corbin’s (1990) five identified reasons for utilizing qualitative research, two explain the 

appropriateness of this method and design: the nature of the research problem and the 

need to provide “intricate details of phenomena that are difficult to convey with 

quantitative methods” (p. 19). To ultimately inform the development of a framework for 

aspiring presidents as outlined in the purpose, I needed the opportunity to ask open-ended 

and broad questions that allowed current first-time four-year college presidents to 

explain, in their own terms and without constraints, the lived experience that is unique to 

being a public college president.  

 Within the broad definition of qualitative research, grounded theory was the 

selected research approach for this specific study because the intention was to move 

beyond describing the presidency and advance a framework. Grounded theory is a 

“qualitative research design in which the inquirer generates a general explanation of a 

process, an action or an interaction shaped by the views of a larger number of 

participants” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 83).  Creswell and Poth (2018) advanced that 

grounded theory is best suited for research problems when there is not a theory or model 

available to “populations of interest to the qualitative researcher” (p. 87).   
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Further, Creswell and Poth (2018) articulated that grounded theory is utilized 

appropriately when the participants in the study share the same lived experience and the 

creation of a framework or theory might help to explain the movement of the phenomena. 

In this context, the population of interest was aspiring college presidents and there is no 

established framework for preparing those individuals for the challenges, intricacies and 

complexities associated with the role of college president. Thus, generating data from the 

ground, meaning those who are first-time four-year public college presidents, provided 

the data necessary to advance a framework for preparing aspiring presidents.  

Lastly, the selection of a grounded theory research design was appropriate 

because no theory or model for advancing to the presidency currently exists. Much of the 

literature about the college presidency comes from two primary sources: longitudinal 

studies of college presidents as well as accounts and reflections of presidents (Smerek, 

2013). These sources aim to provide demographic trends of the presidency as well as 

advice and recommendations for practitioners (Smerek, 2013). Further, case studies are 

often used to highlight examples of successful presidencies or provide lessons learned 

from derailed presidencies (Nelson, 2009; Trachtenberg, Kauvar & Bogue, 2013) 

However, across this literature there is no overarching theory or explanation (Corbin and 

Strauss, 2015) to inform the process and action of preparing to become a president. 

Creswell and Guetterman (2019) identified three overarching approaches to 

grounded theory design: the systematic model (Corbin & Strauss, 2015), the emergent 

design (Glaser, 1992) and the constructivist approach (Charmaz, 2014). This study 

followed the procedures outlined in Corbin and Strauss’ (2015) systematic grounded 

theory model. In the systematic grounded theory design, data analysis is prescribed in 
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three stages of open, axial and selective coding. This ultimately leads to the creation of a 

framework that generates a theory or visual model (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Creswell & 

Guetterman, 2019; Creswell & Poth, 2018).  

Creswell and Poth (2018) identified that a challenge of grounded theory design is 

the need for researchers to set aside research or notions in order to allow substantive 

theory to materialize from the study. Charmaz (2014) furthered this critique by advancing 

that grounded theory needed to be more flexible and “emphasize that participants ascribe 

to situations” (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019, p. 435).   The systematic model is most 

appropriate because unlike the constructivist model where the researcher begins 

collecting data with no preconceived notions or information about the phenomenon, the 

research approach aligns with the outlining frame of systematic grounded theory. In this 

approach, I, as the researcher, was familiar with the topic so that I could outline the 

phenomenon under study (Backman and Kyngas, 1999). For this study, the research and 

review of the existing literature on the college presidency informed and outlined the 

direction of this study that enabled the constant comparative data analysis unique to 

grounded theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Creswell & Guetterman, 2019; Creswell & 

Poth, 2018).  

Researcher’s Role 

As a current college vice president, I am keenly aware of the challenges facing 

today’s college president. Through weekly senior leadership meetings, I participate in 

executive level and confidential personnel and legislative conversations as well as 

conversations with the Board of Trustees about governance and leadership. Further, my 

experience as a Vice President of Enrollment Management and Student Affairs can 
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potentially affect my ability to view all presidential matters as equal given my familiarity 

with the challenges of enrollment on a college campus. As a former chief of staff to a 

college president, I possess potential biases in what factors may most influence a 

president and how a president organizes and prioritizes his or her day. I have spent 12 

consecutive years serving one college president with unfiltered access to the president’s 

calendar, fundraising notes and personal circumstances. As a result, my perspective on 

the college presidency is shaped at a practical level by the experience associated with a 

singular college president. While I identify this as a strength to my own professional 

position as an aspiring college president, it also brings a bias that may inadvertently skew 

the results to mirror those I experienced. To mitigate this bias, I excluded my current 

college president and supervisor from my study. Further, while my bias was inherent in 

the grounded theory design, my reflexivity and disclosure of it enabled it to remain 

mitigated in the study. 

Description of Population and Sample 

The population was first-time four-year public college presidents at non-Division 

I colleges and universities. While there are databases of college/university presidents in 

the United States at both Division II and Division III four-year colleges, there is not a 

database that tracks first-time presidents only. Roberts (2012) acknowledged that while 

the ideal scenario for research includes the ability to gather information, and in this case, 

interview the entire population, there are factors such as time, money and other resources 

that prevent that from occurring. Thus, researchers identify a sample, a small number of 

participants who meet the established criteria for the study and are able to be interviewed 

(Roberts, 2010).  
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The sample included thirteen (n= 13) who were first-time four-year public college 

presidents at Division II or Division III colleges/universities. The colleges and 

universities where these presidents were located spanned six states across the United 

States, with a larger percentage representing the Northeast. This high participation rate of 

presidents in the Northeast is a result of my personal location where institutional name 

recognition and networks were more effective at recruiting participants and securing 

interviews. Specific states are not shared as part of the sample in order to ensure the 

confidentiality of the participants. Of the 13 presidents interviewed, five were male 

(38%). Two of the participants in the study self-identified as non-white (15 percent). All 

13 participants self-identified in the 50-69 year-old age bracket (100%). Five of the 

participants met the definition of a nontraditional president, meaning that they never held 

a tenured faculty position in higher education (38%). Five of the participants indicated 

that they were internally promoted to the position of president meaning that they 

advanced from another position within the same college or university to become 

president (38%). The average tenure of the participants in the study was 4.9 years, with 

the shortest term presidency being one year and the longest being eight years. A table 

presenting the breakdown of the sample is provided in Chapter Four. 

Data Collection 

I began the data collection and analysis procedure by designing a theoretical 

sampling strategy. Theoretical sampling is a type of purposive sampling specific to 

grounded theory design that afforded me the flexibility to follow the trail of research that 

is generated through interviews so that specific individuals may be selected because of 

the richness they provide to the purpose of the study (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). I created 
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my own database of first-time four-year public college presidents at Division II and 

Division III colleges and universities from existing organizational lists. I searched and 

found the state governing body for higher education initially in five states; New Jersey, 

New York, Pennsylvania, Maryland and Massachusetts. I then eliminated all Division I 

colleges and universities because of the influence of athletics on university leadership, 

especially in light of the more recent Penn State and University of Michigan athletic 

scandals. Then, I visited the websites of each of the listed colleges and universities and 

found the homepage dedicated to the President. Colleges organize their websites 

differently, but the terms “president,” “office of the president,” “message from the 

president” and “biography of the president” all ultimately revealed information about 

each sitting president. Some of those sites included a curricula vita for the president that 

could be downloaded while others provided a background or description of the 

president’s career before assuming the role. In order to be entered into my database the 

president needed to: be in their first presidency, meaning that they did not come to their 

current position from a full-time presidency at another institution and needed to serve in 

the role at least one year at their current institution.  

 Initially, based on that database, I sent an invitation email to 15 presidents with 

information about my study and asking for participation. Of those invitations, six 

presidents responded and agreed to participate in the interview. One of those presidents, 

however, upon a follow up email exchanged indicated that her biography was wrong and 

she was not a first-time president, thus disqualifying her from participation. As I 

completed each of the first five interviews, I memoed the emergence of similar themes in 

responses as well as evolved my interview questions to address topics that were raised by 
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the previous president where I felt further exploration or conversation could benefit the 

study.  

 After the five interviews were completed, I asked for assistance from two gate 

keepers and one colleague to assist and encourage participation from college presidents 

who may have been unlikely to respond to an unsolicited email invitation. The first was a 

male college president who was also my supervisor. Given his role as my supervisor, I 

did not invite him to participate in my study as a way to mitigate potential power bias 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). However, his 15-year tenure as a college president created an 

extensive network and influence with other existing college presidents, and so I asked 

him to reach out to presidents that I identified who met the criteria and encourage their 

participation in the study. The second gate keeper was the president of a national higher 

education for-profit company dedicated to professional development and consulting. 

Thirdly, I asked a colleague in my doctoral program who had a similar role if his 

president met the criteria for my study, and I forwarded him my invitation email to share 

with his direct supervisor.  

 With the support and engagement of the gate keepers and colleague listed above, I 

identified additional potential participants and expanded the sample by six more 

presidents, totaling eleven. The data showed a strong balance between male and female 

presidents, a good distribution of traditional and nontraditional presidents and now 

expanded to six states across the country. However, the analysis also revealed a lack of 

diversity in the sample in that all of the first eleven presidents self-identified as white. 

Thus, I re-evaluated the database I created for presidents of color, engaged my gate 

keepers for assistance and reviewed the list of Historically Black Colleges and 
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Universities (HBCUs) to determine if any presidents met the established criteria for the 

study. This resulted in five more email invitations and ultimately the participation of two 

female presidents of color. 

Data Collection Tools 

 In order to collect data, I utilized an email invitation, open-ended semi-structured 

interviews based on an interview protocol, website biographies or curricula vitae when 

available and memos. Each president received an email invitation from me that included 

a brief context of me as a researcher, the purpose of my study as well as the data 

collection process and that Creighton’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) had approved 

the study for solicitation of presidents (see Appendix A). 

 When a college president replied to the invitation with a willingness to participate 

in the study, I provided multiple format options for the interview (phone, in-person and 

Zoom® suggested three dates to schedule the interview and confirmed eligibility of the 

presidents by insuring that each was in their first full-time presidency, the institution they 

served was four-year public and that it was not Division I. Once a date and time were 

confirmed, I provided the president, and copied their assistant, with a Research Consent 

form (Appendix B). The Research Consent form informed participants that participation 

in the study was voluntary, confidential, and anonymous. It further outlined steps taken to 

insure confidentiality such as the use of randomized chronological alphabetization 

(Participant A, B, C, etc.) and that participants were free to disengage from the study at 

any point. The study was reviewed by the Creighton Institutional Review Board and was 

designated as exempt because of the minimal risk to participants. As a result of the 

exempt status, the IRB determined that a signature was not needed for each participant, 
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but I referenced the consent form at the beginning of each interview and asked 

permission to tape record the interview before each session began. 

To capture the lived experiences of college presidents, I interviewed participants 

using an open-ended, semi-structured interview (Babbie, 2017; Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). To guide the interviews, I utilized an interview protocol (Appendix C) with 

prepared questions as well as prompts to help in eliciting responses (Babbie, 2017; 

Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The interview protocol began with a “grand tour question” 

(Bryant, 2004, p. 53) that asked presidents to explain their career leading up to the 

presidency. From there, questions focused on what presidents have learned during their 

first presidency that they wish they would have known before they assumed the role, 

what types of experience and preparations they recommended, where they felt best 

prepared and most challenged to lead, and what advice they would offer to aspiring 

presidents. These questions were informed by the literature discussed in Chapter Two and 

served as a starting point for the interviews. Finally, my interview protocol was reviewed 

with a doctoral prepared scholar with expertise in qualitative methods who provided 

feedback on the protocol. As is typical in grounded theory research design, as I memoed 

notes after one interview, which led me to adjust the interview questions to follow up on 

topics and concepts introduced by participants as important to them (Corbin & Strauss, 

2015). The average interview lasted 42 minutes. One interview was conducted in person, 

two were conducted via Zoom®, and the remaining ten were conducted via telephone. 

Each participant was asked three final demographic related questions to enable an 

aggregate report of the sample. The important objective was to gather enough 
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information to saturate the model, meaning that no further data collection was necessary 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018).  

All interviews were recorded using a VoiceRecorder app, downloadable via the 

App Store and uploaded to Temi.com for transcription. Upon receipt of the Temi.com 

transcription, each transcribed interview was reviewed by me, along with field notes from 

the sessions, to insure accuracy. Once that process was complete, final transcripts were 

uploaded from Temi.com to NVivo-QSR International qualitative data analysis for 

coding. 

Data Analysis 

 Systematic grounded theory is prescriptive in its data analysis design in that the 

steps of open, axial and selective coding are use sequentially to ultimate develop a 

paradigm or visual representation of a theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Creswell & 

Guetterman, 2019; Saldaña, 2009). Interview transcripts, field notes and analytic memos 

were utilized to generate codes throughout each step in the design. Constant comparative 

analysis and analytic memos were two cornerstones of data analysis that allowed me to 

“ground the categories into data” (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019, p. 445).  

Coding 

 Charmaz (2001) described coding as establishing the link between collected data 

and its meaning (as cited in Saldaña, 2009). The first step in my analysis employed open 

coding. Saldaña, (2009) indicated that open coding is not formulaic and can include 

multiple rounds of First Cycle coding to help organize and direct research. I reviewed the 

interview transcript after each interview and utilized descriptive coding to identify topics, 

or in the case of this study, skills and competencies identified by the president. I then 



TRAINING COLLEGE PRESIDENTS  

 
 

67

used those descriptive codes to help frame the next interview and set of data collection. 

This process is known as zigzag data collection (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). Zigzag 

data collection, as illustrated in Figure 3 below, is a process where data is collected and 

analyzed immediately, rather than waiting for the complete data set to be collected, so 

that a researcher can determine what additional data might need to be collected.  

Figure 3 

Visual of Zigzag Data Analysis for Grounded Theory 

 

Note.  From Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating quantitative 

and qualitative research (6th ed.), p. 445, by J. W. Creswell & T. C. Guetterman, 2019. 

Pearson. Copyright 2019 by Pearson.  Reprinted with permission.  
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In my study, open coding included the use of both descriptive and in vivo codes 

(Creswell & Guetterman, 2019; Saldaña, 2009). Turner (1994) described this coding 

process as creating a “basic vocabulary to form the bread and butter” (p.199) categories 

of future analysis (as cited in Saldana, 2009). After that initial open coding process using 

descriptive codes, I conducted line-by-line coding. Charmaz (2014) recommended line-

by-line coding as a more effective method for data analysis of interview transcripts. In 

this process, I sought to “break down qualitative data into discrete parts, closely 

examining them, and comparing them for similarities and differences” (Saldaña, 2009). 

Throughout the line-by-line coding process, in vivo coding was also utilized to best 

capture the lived experiences of presidents in their own words (Creswell & Poth, 2018; 

Saldaña, 2009). To do this, I highlighted particular verbatim phrases or responses that 

appeared salient and stood out as insightful and central to emerging themes of the study 

(Saldaña, 2009). For instance, in each of the first three interviews, presidents mentioned 

the descriptive theme of managing senior teams and relying on others. However, in the 

fourth interview, President D reflected “you’re really not there to be the smartest person 

in the room”. That code of not being the smartest in the room was poignant and stood out 

as a potential organizing code for further analysis in the second phase of coding.  

 The second phase of coding, or second cycle coding as described by Saldana 

(2013) and prescribed by systematic grounded theory that I used was axial coding. Boeije 

(2010) described axial coding as a process “to determine which [codes] in the research 

are the dominant ones…[and to] reorganize the data set: synonyms are crossed out, 

redundant codes are removed and the best representative codes are selected” (p. 109). 

Overall, the intent is to reduce the number of initial codes identified in the first phase of 
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coding by sorting, prioritizing and identifying which ones are central to the study 

(Saldana, 2013). A key step during this process was the analytic memo writing and 

diagramming that enabled me to see the patterns of relationships among concepts. In this 

process, I outlined the 46 identified codes and began to draw lines to connect themes 

together into larger similarly emerging concepts. From there, I would write memos to 

articulate those connections and why those arrows were drawn from one initial code to 

another. Using NVivo, I dragged and dropped codes connected via arrows together to 

read them and review connections thematically and in outline format. For instance, as I 

moved through the zigzag data collection process, when presidents were asked about 

their most pressing priorities, various elements of budgeting and resource management 

were initially coded. Initial codes of knowing institutional budgets, managing balance 

sheets, declining state appropriations, identifying alternative revenue streams, and 

fundraising to support strategic and mission critical initiatives all emerged. Once 

diagramming, the notion of managing institutional resources emerged as a larger and 

more conceptual category.  In this phase, the codes transitioned from 46 initial codes to 

12 emergent conceptual categories. A further refinement of identifying the connections 

and contrasting the difference among those 12 categories resulted in the axial codes of 

three particular axial categories: learned skills, lived professional experiences and 

rigorous self-assessment. 

 The third phase of coding, selective coding, is the generation of theory or a 

framework from the interrelationship of the categories (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019).  

This framework was grounded in the perspectives of the participants and reflects the 

“story line” (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019, p. 440) that explains the research question 
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under study. After completing data collection, theoretical sampling and analysis as 

prescribed by the systematic grounded theory design, I developed the theoretical 

framework, the three-phased public college president preparation model. The model is a 

visual representation of the three phases of development that aspiring public college 

presidents should complete in their ascension to the presidency. 

Methodological Integrity 

Given the nature of qualitative inquiry, there is a need to demonstrate credibility 

through proving validity because of the subjective nature of the inquiry. This is especially 

challenging in grounded theory research. Backman and Kyngas (1999) reinforced this 

ethical concern and  warned that “the problem is how the researcher is able to disengage 

from the data to create theory…If he/she is unable to do that, he/she may discover a 

theory which is naïve, concrete and written in the same terms as the data” (p. 151). 

Validity is a measure of how accurately the study and results represent the perspectives of 

the participants in the sample (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Schwandt, 1997). The 

procedures used to establish validity in this study were triangulation, researcher 

reflexivity, the use of thick rich descriptions and peer debriefing (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018; Creswell & Miler, 2000). Triangulation is the examining of data to determine 

consistency across different sources (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Miller, 

2000). Denzin (1978) identified that one method of triangulation is to search for 

convergence across multiple participants in the study. This was achieved by the constant 

comparative analysis outlined above where codes and themes were consistently reviewed 

against one another upon completion of each interview. Further, I determined that this 

study reached data saturation through the constant comparative analysis (Aldiabat & Le 
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Navenec, 2018; Babbie, 2017; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Morse (2004) described 

saturation as “the phase of data analysis in which the researcher has continued sampling 

and analyzing data until no new data appear and all concepts of the theory are well 

developed...” (p.1123). Aldiabat and Le Navenec (2018) outlined the importance of the 

homogeneity of the study’s sample and the codes generated in determining saturation. All 

of the college presidents interviewed were in their first presidency and served at four-year 

public colleges at Division II or Division III institutions. After reviewing each of the 

interview transcripts and the codes and themes that emerged from the participants from a 

similarly structured interview protocol, no additional codes emerged. Additionally, I 

employed the procedure of researcher reflexivity by disclosing earlier in this chapter my 

role and potential bias in the study. Creswell and Miller (2000) recommended the 

creation of a role of the researcher section, which I included. Further, Creswell and 

Creswell (2018) articulated the importance of using detailed quotes and excerpts from the 

interviews to discuss themes in rich detail. Chapter Four will include these thick rich 

details. Finally, I employed the validity procedure of peer debriefing throughout my data 

collection and analysis. Peer reviews include the use of someone other than the researcher 

to evaluate methods, themes and provide feedback and challenging questions about 

methodology and results (Creswell & Miller, 2000). As my themes were emerging, I 

reviewed them with two doctoral prepared scholars for feedback. One scholar has 

expertise in the topic of the college presidency and reviewed the themes. The other was a 

research methodologist who reviewed my methodology, code book and ultimately the 

relationship between my codes. 
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Ethical Considerations 

 Since this study involved human subjects, there are well documented ethical 

considerations for researchers (Babbie, 2017; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). To understand 

and mitigate these challenges, I completed the Collaborative Institutional Training 

Initiative (CITI) through Creighton University. This program upholds responsible and 

professional conduct for research (Creighton University, n.d.) and was approved. One 

important ethical consideration was participant confidentiality (Babbie, 2017). To 

mitigate concerns, I was the only person with access to the transcripts of each interview. 

Further, there was no individual attribution within the study so as to uphold an “assurance 

of confidentiality” (Lofland, Snow, Anderson & Lofland, 2006, p. 51). This meant that I 

did not use real names, positions or any uniquely identifying information within any 

section of the study (Lofland et al., 2006). To assure this, I used a random chronological 

alphabetization system, organizing and labeling college presidents involved in the study 

as Participant A, then Participant B, and so forth. My laptop was encrypted and all files 

used in this study were kept only on a password-protected laptop. As is outlined by the 

Creighton IRB, I will delete the files after three years of completing my study. 

 An additional ethical consideration was the role of the two gatekeepers in the 

study. The first gatekeeper, a male 15 year president, was not invited to participate in the 

study because he is my direct supervisor. I did not notice any bias of power dynamics as a 

result of his role as gatekeeper, nor did I observe any in his support to recruit participants. 

He copied me on all messages encouraging participants to engage in my study so that I 

was aware of the message provided. Additionally, my second gatekeeper, the president of 

a national higher education company dedicated to professional development and 
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consulting, did not create any ethical concerns. While his company is for-profit there was 

no pressure or influence for presidents to participate. He willingly extended invites on my 

behalf and copied me on each of those messages.
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CHAPTER FOUR:  RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

 The problem presented in Chapter One of this dissertation in practice study 

was the coming significant turnover of college presidents, the changing pipeline to 

the presidency and the unpreparedness of individuals to assume the role. The 

purpose of this qualitative, systematic grounded theory study was to understand the 

lived experience of first-time four-year public college presidents in order to better 

identify the process of preparing aspiring presidents for the role. The aim of this 

study was to advance a framework, or visual model, of the preparation process 

needed to become a first-time four-year public college or university president. The 

foundation of these findings were grounded in the complex realities as described by 

the participants of the study. 

 The findings resulted from following the prescribed steps of systematic 

grounded theory design including open, axial and selective coding (Creswell & 

Guetterman, 2019). Through the grounded theory practices of constant comparison 

and analytic memo writing, a visual model and framework was constructed based 

on the outcome of the grounded theory study. This chapter will review the 

demographics of the participants in the study and then segue into a description of 

the three phases identified as making up the framework of preparing for the four-

year public college presidency. Within each identified phase, there are thematic 

competencies and skills that have been generated in support of each category and as 

a result of the coding process. Illustrative codes, which come verbatim from the 

interview transcripts, are provided as evidence and support of the thematic 

competency or skillset identified. The chapter concludes with the proposal of a 
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framework, the three-phased presidential preparatory model that explains the 

process aspiring presidents should move through in their career trajectory towards 

applying for their first college presidency. 

Presentation of Findings 

 Semi-structured interviews with thirteen (n=13) first-time four-year public 

college presidents provided the central data for understanding the skills and 

competencies required of four-year public college presidents in order to design a 

model to prepare aspiring presidents across those competencies. Interviews 

followed an interview protocol designed to understand the lived experience of first-

time four-year public college presidents. The iterative process of grounded theory 

allowed for one interview to inform the questions and probing of the next interview 

which allowed me to explore, in depth, introduced themes and concepts across 

multiple participants. At the completion of the interview, participants answered 

three basic demographic questions so that the sample could be reported out in the 

aggregate. Transcripts were uploaded to Temi.com for transcription. Upon receipt 

of the Temi.com transcription, I reviewed each interview line by line as well as 

against my field notes to insure the most robust and accurate interview transcript 

available. Once that process was complete, final transcripts were uploaded from 

Temi.com to NVivo-QSR International qualitative data analysis for coding.  

 I conducted initial descriptive coding upon completion of the final 

transcription, identifying themes to describe skills and competencies. I then utilized 

line by line coding to break down codes into more discrete competencies for 

comparison across participants of both similarities and differences. Ultimately, 46 



TRAINING COLLEGE PRESIDENTS  

 
 

76

codes merged into 12 thematic categories of skills and competencies. Those 12 

thematic codes, some of which were in vivo codes, were then further coalesced into 

three phases of professional development for aspiring presidents. Those three 

phases then become the foundation of the presidential preparation framework. 

Demographic Summary of the Participants 

Table 3   

Overview Profile of the Participants 

Participant Gender Age Race Traditional/Non-
Traditional 

Internal/ 

External 

How prepared System 

A M 50-69 W Non-Traditional Internal Moderately Well N 

B F 50-69 W Traditional External Moderately Well Y 

C M 50-69 W Traditional External Very well Y 

D M 50-69 W Non-Traditional Internal Moderately Well Y 

E M 50-69 W Traditional External Very Well Y 

F M 50-69 W Non-Traditional Internal Moderately Well Y 

G F 50-69 W Traditional External Moderately Well Y 

H M 50-69 W Non-Traditional Internal Moderately Well Y 

I M 50-69 W Traditional External Very Well N 

J F 50-69 W Traditional External Very Well N 

K M 50-69 W Non-Traditional Internal Very Well Y 

L F 50-69 B Traditional External Moderately Well Y 

M F 50-69 B Traditional External Moderately Well N 

 

The sample included 13 (n= 13) who were first-time four-year public 

college presidents at Division II or Division III colleges/universities in the United 

States. In order to qualify for the study, presidents had to be in their first 

presidency, meaning that they did not come to their current position from a full-

time presidency at another institution and needed to have served in the role at least 
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one year. Table 3 above presents an overview of the participants and Table 4 below 

presents the size of institutional enrollment. 

Table 4   

Enrollment Hands of the Institutions that Each President Leads 

 
President 

 
Fall 2018 Enrollment Bands 

 
 

A 
 

 
7,500-10,000 

B 5,000- 7,500 

C 5,000- 7,500 

D 7,500- 10,000 

E 15,000- 17,500 

F 22,500- 25,000 

G 5,000- 7,500 

H 7,500- 10,000 

I 10,000 – 12, 500 

J 7,500 – 10,000 

K 10,000 – 12, 500 

L 7,500 – 10,000 

K < 2,500 

 

The colleges and universities where these presidents were located spanned 

six states across the United States, with a larger percentage representing the 

Northeast. Of the 13 presidents interviewed, five were male (38%). Two of the 
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participants in the study self-identified as non-white (15%). All 13 participants self-

identified in the 50-69 year- old age bracket (100%). Five of the participants met 

the definition of a nontraditional president, meaning that they never held a tenured 

faculty position in higher education (38%). Five of the participants indicated that 

they were internally promoted to the position of president meaning that they 

advanced from another position within the same college or university to become 

president (3%). The median tenure of the participants in the study was 4.9 years, 

with the shortest term presidency being one year and the longest being eight years. 

Table 5 summarizes the sample. 

Table 5 
 
Aggregate Summary of the Participants by Variable 
 

Demographic Item Respondent Survey Data (N=13) 

Gender 
 

61% Male 
39% Female 

Age 1 100% (50-69 years of age) 

Race 
85% White 
15% African American 
0% Other 

Pathway 
 62% Traditional 
 38% Nontraditional 

Internal/External Promotion 
  62% External  
  38% Internal 

 
State System/Autonomous Board 
 
Level of Preparation 
 
 

69% State System 
31% Autonomous Board                      

62% Moderately Well 
 38% Very Well 
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I did not report the location or size of the institution to maintain the 

confidentiality of the participants. Across many variables, this sample closely 

reflects the breakdown of college presidents as evidences by national survey data. 

There are variables where the difference is significant, which can inform and 

contextualize particular findings in the study. 

Significant Takeaways from the Sample to Contextualize Results 

Gender 

 The 61% male gender breakdown is slightly lower than most recent 2017 

American College President Study (ACPS) which indicated the presidency was 

70% male and 30% female. 

Age 

The entire sample (1200%) indicated they were between the ages of 50-69. 

This was a larger age range than on the recent ACPS, but that study indicated that 

19% of presidents were under 50 or over 69. Thus, this sample is skewed more 

heavily in the 50 – 69 age demographic, which makes sense given that all 

participants are first-time presidents. 

Race/Ethnicity 

 In this sample, 15% of participants reported being African American. This is 

slightly higher than the most recent average reported in the ACPS, which had 

African American, Black or Afro-Caribbean presidents at 8% of the president 

population. However, in the ACPS study, presidents of other races were reported 

whereas this sample did not have presidents of other races. In sum, the ACPS 
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reported that 83% of presidents were white while 17% were non-white. This sample 

is similar, using that same construct, in that 85% were white. 

Pathway to the Presidency  

 This sample included 38% of presidents that arrived to the presidency 

through a nontraditional pathway. As noted in Chapter Two, there is no universally 

accepted definition of nontraditional president to allow for comparison with the 

ACPS study. However, this study was modeled using the definition advanced by 

Cottum et al., 2018 who found that 41% of presidents never held a tenure-track 

faculty position in higher education. Thus, this sample is close in reflection of the 

pathway to the presidency. Of unique note is that 100% of the nontraditional 

presidents in this sample entered higher education as senior cabinet members before 

ascending to the presidency.  

Internal or External Promotion 

 As introduced in Chapter One, the difference between internally and 

externally promoted presidents was recorded. Research presented in Chapter Two 

discussed the potential benefits of succession planning and the promotion of 

internal candidates to the position. In this sample, 38% of presidents advanced to 

the presidency from an internal position. The ACPS did not assess this variable in 

its study. The only national data available for comparison is a report provided by 

the Council of Independent Colleges, which focused specifically on private college 

and university presidents. This report found that only 20% of private college 

presidents were promoted from within their own institution. (AAC&U, 2018). This 

difference is significant in that research from both within higher education and 
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outside of higher education shows that leaders promoted from within an 

organization need less time to become effective in their role because the learning 

curve is not as steep (Collins, 2001; DDI, 2014, Lapovsky, 2006; Selingo et al., 

2017). Of unique interest to this study is that 100% of the internally promoted 

presidents were nontraditional pathway presidents who first took a senior leadership 

role at the college before being promoted to the presidency. Thus, the needs and 

recommendations of internally promoted presidents, especially those who were not 

traditional presidents, are different than those externally appointed to the position 

which inform the results of this study. 

Part of State System or Reporting to Autonomous Boards 

 As indicated in Chapter One, state institutions of higher education are 

organized differently across states. In cases where presidents are part of a state 

system, they are appointed by a central office, report to a centralized chief executive 

officer responsible for the entire state system of multiple institutions and dependent 

on that central office for appropriations, allocations and other resources. 

Alternatively, in other states, presidents report directly to an autonomous board of 

trustees that is responsible for tuition setting, personnel management and academic 

policy setting. In this sample, 69% of presidents reported being part of a state 

system which has a direct influence on how they allocate their time and energy. 

There is no comparative national or industry data for this variable, however, it is 

important to note that such a heavy percentage of participants as part of a state 

system. 
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Preparation for the Role 

 There is not a recent survey that asked presidents to rate how prepared they 

felt for the role, but in 2005 and again in 2013, about 45% of presidents indicated 

feeling very well prepared for the role (Maguire & Associates, 2013). This sample 

saw a slightly lower feeling of preparedness with only 38% feeling well prepared 

for the role. Given that this sample focused only on first-time presidents, it reveals a 

potential increased feeling among first-time presidents that is not highlighted 

specifically in national studies of all college presidents. The results are presented 

with a brief table summary to demonstrate what percentage of each variable related 

to the presidency provided information that informed the development of the 

category. 

Results 

 The results led to the development of a framework, the three-phased 

presidential preparatory model, that outlines the skills, experiences and 

competencies that aspiring presidents should gain before applying to a four-year 

public college presidency. This model is the result of a prescribed systematic 

grounded theory design, constant comparative analysis, analytic memoing, 

triangulation, researcher reflexivity, the use of thick rich descriptions and peer 

debriefing. The following research question drove the data collection and analysis: 

what is the framework that explains the process of preparing aspiring public four-

year college and university presidents for the role? The codes amalgamated into 

three phases of preparation: learned skills, professional experiences and 

simulations, and rigorous self-assessment. There were two identified facilitating 
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conditions that did not fit within the preparatory framework directly, but emerged as 

those conditions that enabled the ascension to the presidency occur. Finally, 

particular tracks, or specified conditions, were identified for specific subpopulations 

of the study that emerged from the lived experience of the participants including 

different needs for traditional and nontraditional presidents as well as the different 

facilitating conditions for aspiring female presidents as well as aspiring presidents 

of color. Figure 4 summarizes the relationship between the codes into the larger 

preparatory framework that emerged from the thirteen interviews included in this 

study. 

Figure 4 

The Three Phases of Presidential Preparation 
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Phase I: Learned Skills 

 Throughout the interviews, presidents were adamant about particular skills 

and content knowledge that was needed to be successful in the role. Katz (1974) 

identified these as technical skills which referred to specific functions that require 

knowledge, processes and techniques. The concept, or paradigm of learned skills, 

broadens the notion of specific functions and instead frames these as a journey that 

one must gain as they aspire and ascend to the position. The process of movement, 

where an individual starts at a certain level of basic knowledge and becomes 

mastery where they can determine and decipher the outcomes on their own, 

emerged as a recurring theme within the responses of presidents. All presidents 

were asked to reflect on what they might have done differently to prepare for the 

role knowing what they know now, and what advice they would offer to aspiring 

presidents on preparing for the role. Consistent among responses were three areas of 

learned skills for all aspiring presidents:  managing institutional resources, 

“demography and enrollment management” and communication and storytelling for 

multiple stakeholders. 

Managing Institutional Resources 

While most presidents indicated that their time is spent more externally 

focused than internally focused, presidents emphasized that a majority of their 

internal focus was dedicated to managing institutional resources in terms of 

budgeting, managing declining state appropriations, fundraising and funding  
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strategic initiatives to support the mission of their college. Table 6 below illustrates 

the breakdown of participants who indicated this as an essential learned skill.  

Table 6 

Resource Management Summary of Responses 

% of Variable Response Rate by Variable 

% of sample 69.2 % 

% of female 60.0% 

% of male 75.0% 

% white 61.5% 

% nonwhite 50.0% 

% traditional 62.5% 

% nontraditional 80.0% 

% external promotion 62.5% 

% internal promotion 80.0% 

% system 77.7% 

% autonomous Board 100.0% 

 

While budgeting was the common theme, its linkage to the ability to utilize 

the budget from a leadership perspective because the work of the president was not 

simply to manage existing funds, but consider where to generate funds and how to 

reallocate them in the changing fiscal climate. Presidents who felt well versed in the 

skillset described the thought process they used in considering the budget. President 

H articulated, 
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I would say in this environment, in our state, we've had, 33% of our 

 appropriations have been cut, of which 26% has reoccurred. I think a 

president in this day, 70% of our time is either is spent worrying about 

money, trying to raise money, trying to balance the budget, trying to deal 

with projections for next year. 

President K offered a similar perspective on moving beyond simply 

budgeting to resource management. “And by budgeting I mean the revenue 

generation piece of the institution, which is not just bringing students in, but all the 

other activities that we do. And then making sure we're spending them right and 

accurately.”  

President E, who drew heavily on his academic discipline in preparing him 

for the role and in particular resource management simply stated “No one can 

bullshit me around the budget. But I don’t need budget knowledge alone to do this 

job.” He went further to describe how he used his budget knowledge to question 

resource allocations.  

I had great concerns about some of the budgeting practices... and I really 

needed to figure out where this money was allocated…so I really spent time 

with my sleeves rolled up with the provost and the budget director and 

figured out, what makes this organization tick, where are the resources, how 

can we make sure we redeploy them in supporting the mission. 

When responding to the question about if they could go back and prepare for 

the job knowing what they know now, those who did not feel well versed in 

resource management identified this area as one for development. Specifically, 
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President M shared, “One area of expertise I wish I had was a better understanding 

of finance. Sometimes looking at things, I wonder what does this mean because you 

have to process quickly to plan for the future.” 

The recurring theme amongst presidents, both in terms of allocation of 

internally focused time and advice for aspiring presidents was the merging of 

financial acumen and institutional mission. Budget management, or the balancing of 

revenues and expenses, played a key role but was never talked about in the context 

of financial wellness of an institution. Instead, the allocation of resources towards 

mission, and understanding where money within the college or university funneled 

was always connected to the conversation. Thus, managing institutional resources 

emerged as the first learned skill for aspiring presidents to be done at a micro level 

before expanding to the macro institutional level. The environment of higher 

education in 2020, referred to by participants as “this environment” signaled a 

larger understanding of the myriad of factors that influenced the resources of a 

college and that the allocation of those resources to ultimately fund the mission and 

vision of the college was a requisite learned skill for successful presidents entering 

the role in 2020 and beyond. 

“Demography” Enrollment Management 

When presidents were asked to name the most pressing priorities they managed, 

shifting enrollment and the relationship between what students want and what an 

institution offers consistently ranked among the top three priorities. Dolence (1993) 

defined strategic enrollment management as “a comprehensive process designed to 

help an institution achieve optimal recruitment, retention and graduation rates 
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where optimal is defined within the context of the institution.” Inherent in this 

definition are two distinct yet synergistic concepts. The first references recruitment 

and retention rates which are dependent on an understanding of the demographic 

trends of a certain region as well as the projections of how those trends may affect 

the enrollment of a college. The second references the context of the institution, 

which reframed, is a focus on mission and how an institution orients and structures 

itself in order to deliver its education and services. Table 7 below illustrates the 

breakdown of participants who indicated this as an essential learned skill. 

Table 7  

Demography and Enrollment Management Summary of Responses 

% of Variable Response Rate by Variable 

% of sample 46.1% 

% of female 40.0% 

% of male 50.0% 

% white 54.5% 

% nonwhite 0.0% 

% traditional 50.0% 

% nontraditional 40.0% 

% external promotion 50.0% 

% internal promotion 40.0% 

% system 44.4% 

% autonomous Board 50.0% 
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Both of these themes were evident as presidents talked about the challenges 

of enrollment and the consequential priority it held in a president’s agenda. 

President I, when discussing the role of the president in managing enrollment, 

articulated, “It will be the presidents that are going to guide these systematic shifts 

that are going to need to be in place to begin to address the changing demographic 

that's coming into our institutions.” 

 President G furthered this by identifying one of her priorities was not to just 

understand the trends, but to delve further into their implications for the college. “It 

gets into enrollment management. It gets into the changing demographics of our 

students. It gets into our academic and co-curricular offerings and whether they're 

current and whether they meet a demand both by prospective students and 

employers or grad schools, etc. So that's very important”. 

 The importance of enrollment and the weight it holds in a president’s mind 

was evident when President C described how the competitive enrollment 

environment permeates his thoughts. 

 I think right now for us the biggest challenge continues to be stabilizing 

enrollments and ensuring that you've got the school on the right trajectory 

for programming attractive to students and families. I'll give you an 

example. I was in NCAA meetingyesterday in Indianapolis and going 

through the Indianapolis airport.  I counted six ads for six different 

universities through the airport and 20 years ago you wouldn't have found 

that. But today, it's a much more competitive market and I think making 

sure that you stay relevant for the public institution and true to your mission 
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are the things that are the overarching things that I think about on a regular 

basis. 

 Many of the presidents interviewed specifically referenced Grawe’s (2018) 

work on demographics and the demand for higher education and the introduced 

term of birth death reviewed in Chapter Two. The shrinking population of high 

school aged students remained a consistent conversation among presidents as they 

described the pressing priorities they confront. The reality explained by many 

presidents was that there were not going be periods of growth but instead periods of 

enrollment decline and stability that required institutions to rethink how they 

delivered services and leaders who can encourage that conversation. Simply put, 

President I advised for future presidents: “If you don’t know demography, learn it. 

And be versed in how to talk about it.” The linkage between the demography of 

those who attend higher education coupled with designing institutional strategies 

and experiences to align with those student trends will only increase in priority 

given the fiscal realities. Thus, enrollment management and the core concepts of 

how to recruit, retain and graduate students will be paramount to aspiring 

presidents. 

Communication and Storytelling for Multiple Audiences 

 College presidents are expected to manage communications with all 

constituents as they advance their institutions and serve as the leader. This includes 

the use and importance of social media to be present when a majority of their work 

is external as well as excel at storytelling about the value of the institution for 
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prospective students, current students, families and donors. Table 8 illustrates the 

breakdown of participants who indicated this as an essential learned skill. 

Table 8  

Communication and Storytelling Summary of Responses 

% of Variable Response Rate by Variable 

% of sample 69.2% 

% of female 60.0.0% 

% of male 75.0% 

% white 72.7% 

% nonwhite 50.0% 

% traditional 75.0% 

% nontraditional 60.0% 

% external promotion 75.0% 

% internal promotion 60.0% 

% system 66.6% 

% autonomous Board 75.0% 

 

 Additionally, they must convey the value of higher education to legislators 

and other funders.  President D captured this reality when asked about how previous 

experience translated into the role and described the balancing act confronting 

presidents. 

Being a public university president, even a private university president, 

there's a lot of politics because you have so many different constituencies. 
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You have the faculty, you have staff, you have parents, you have students, 

you have local community, you have state elected officials, you have federal 

elected officials. 

Presidents acknowledged the realities of meeting the demands of multiple 

stakeholders through two very specific communication strategies: storytelling and 

social media. 

 Storytelling. 

 Storytelling emerged as a consistent skill that presidents felt needed to 

transcend various audiences. From fundraising to legislative advocacy to employers 

to parents, presidents acknowledged the role they played as chief storyteller for 

their institution. In assessing the skills that he used daily, President E 

acknowledged, “I need to be able to work with people. I need to be comfortable, 

meeting strangers and chatting them up and getting comfortable telling the story of 

this institution over and over again.”   

 President I concurred about the value of the skillset when reflecting and 

adding that “I think it's been one of my strongest assets in terms of understanding 

audience and understanding how to tell a story.”   

 In describing the role, President F further incorporated this theme of 

storytelling into the evolution of the college president and said, 

The president is no longer, at least in public regional universities, the guy 

sitting at his desk, running the university and leading the faculty. He, is 

engaged in advocacy and fundraising and raising the profile of the university 
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and state public policy. And, it's that ability to, to build relationships, to be a 

good speaker, to be a good writer, to be a good thinker. 

 When describing the most enjoyable aspect of the job, President L reflected 

that storytelling was a role that not all presidents enjoyed but one that was central to 

the role of public college president, especially in light of the misperception that 

state funded colleges get enough money from their states. 

I like to be able to talk about why it's important to support this institution 

even though it's a state institution and what you get out of supporting 

students and faculty research and civic engagement work by giving that kind 

of large gift. So that's part of the job I really like. A lot of people don't like 

that. 

 Social Media. 

 While presidents regularly addressed the multiple stakeholders, they 

communicated and liaised with, a focus on communicating directly with students 

emerged as a common thread amongst the interviews. While never in response to a 

direct question, this theme of communicating with students, particularly via social 

media, developed organically through conversations about advice for future 

presidents and surprises about the role. President C specifically identified it when 

reflecting that “for a first-time president, my biggest surprise in this role was the 

importance of social media. And, the role it plays for our students and how much 

they rely on it and how much I have to pay attention to it.”   

 President F underscored the role of social media when offering advice to 

aspiring presidents. He said 
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You’ve got to stay connected to the students. So it means showing up to a 

lot of stuff, engaging with students, but it also means being involved with 

them on social media because that's how they now know who you are. And I 

think presidents make a huge mistake when they're not active on social. 

 Approaching social media and its role in advancing presidential image and 

responding to student demand as a tool regularly emerged as catching presidents by 

surprise. President B shared that, 

They [the students] all expect you to know their names. And I don't. I admit 

I do not, I'm not good at names anyway, but to think I'm going to know 62- 

6,400 students is not going to happen. But they honestly don't understand 

that. 

She went further to describe the role of the “selfie” in generating conversations with 

students and allowing her to get a sense, on the ground, of the student experience. 

She was also quick to highlight her social media statistics as a point of pride.  She 

proudly shared, “I have almost 5,300 followers. They are mostly students and their 

parents and alumni and community members, but then as I go through what's going 

on on campus and try to make my presence known there.”  

 While presidents acknowledged the challenge of social media in public 

relations and crisis management, which will be addressed in a different phase of the 

model, they also acknowledged how social media consumes time and can make 

presidents too accessible. Often time presidents are managing accounts and 

forwarding on conversations in private messaging so that they can take 

conversations “off-line” to avoid the public review and debate of a conversation. 
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This, they stressed, was where the skill of social media really came into play as they 

stressed the need and value of managing their own accounts rather than allowing a 

staff member to manage for them. They felt the personal management provided a 

lens that would not otherwise be gained by a president. President F best summed up 

the feelings expressed about the role of social media and its management in the life 

of a public college president in humanizing the role for the primary constituent 

group of students and shared, 

 I manage my own accounts. And so I post my own pictures on Instagram. I 

run my own Twitter account and I spend 30 to 40 minutes a day doing just 

those two things. But it's paid huge dividends because students now know 

who you are. They think you're a real person, they interact with you. You'll 

learn issues that are out there that you wouldn't otherwise learn about. 

 Social media, and its management, is a communication tool and skill that 

has clear benefits for college presidents. From their perspective, it creates a direct 

line of communication with students to understand the experience first-hand while 

allowing a president whose primary work is external to maintain a finger on the 

pulse of student life on campus. The demeanor of presidents lightened when 

discussing this element of social media in that it gave off a sense of pride and 

excitement in contrast to much more of the serious conversations that occurred with 

regard to advice and surprising facets of the role. More than half of the presidents 

interviewed identified this as a skillset and tool that they did not have when entering 

the role, but developed in response to the needs of the position.  

 



TRAINING COLLEGE PRESIDENTS  

 
 

96

Phase II:  Lived Professional Experiences 

 While Phase I focused on specific skills that could be learned by presidents 

or are used regularly by presidents, Phase II focused on experiences and situations 

that would benefit aspiring presidents in preparing for the role. These differ from 

learned skills because they are not singular in focus but rather require the 

intersection of multiple skills to manage complex situations and challenges. The 

professional experiences can be gained, taught or molded through hands on work or 

simulations. Most of these themes and experiences emerged from questions that 

asked presidents to reflect on situations they handled well as presidents, situations 

where they felt overwhelmed as presidents, and where presidents would offer 

advice to aspiring presidents. Among these experiences that coalesce into this phase 

are anticipating crisis and crisis management, enterprise wide executive thinking, 

external relations: advocacy, politicking and community/economic development, 

leading change and institutional transformation. Within this phase there was also 

the first difference in responses from traditional and nontraditional presidents. 

Traditional presidents indicated the importance and wish for more external relations 

development whereas nontraditional presidents wished for a greater understanding 

of the uniqueness of academic culture in higher education.  

Anticipating Crisis  

 The first interview with a president introduced the concept of managing 

crisis as an essential experience for any aspiring college president and it continued 

to repeat itself through almost all thirteen interviews with presidents. Table 4.8 

illustrates the response rates of presidents in discussing needing to anticipate crisis. 
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Table 9 

Anticipating Crisis Summary of Responses 

% of Variable Response Rate by Variable 

% of sample 46.1% 

% of female 60.0% 

% of male 37.5% 

% white 100.0% 

% nonwhite 0.0% 

% traditional 37.5% 

% nontraditional 60.0% 

% external promotion 37.5% 

% internal promotion 60.0% 

% system 44.4% 

% autonomous Board 50.0% 

 

 Presidents were asked to reflect on the most challenging experiences they 

encountered as president, and a crisis was always the moment they immediately 

reflected back to in recalling feeling overwhelmed in the role. Not surprising, there 

were no two crises that were alike which reflect the volatility and uniqueness that 

each president faces in the role. To describe crisis as the theme, Seeger, Sellnow 

and Ulmer (2007) defined  organizational crisis as “specific, unexpected and 

nonroutine events or series of events that create high levels of uncertainty and 

threaten or are perceived to threaten an organization’s high priority goals” (p. 7). 
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Unique to the interviews with the college presidents was less of a focus on the crisis 

itself, but instead on the institutional effects of the crisis. President A first 

introduced this theme by acknowledging, 

  Your job [the presidency] is the reality that you are a crisis just around the 

corner. There's no such thing as hoping. You're not going to not have a 

crisis. No. It's just which one and when are you going to be ready for. What 

makes it a crisis isn't the act itself. It's how it's handled after the act. 

 Participant B furthered this notion of anticipation by describing the weight 

that anxiety carries on the president and how under-prepared one can feel for that 

role. 

You just never quite know when the next shoe is going to drop. You can't 

predict it. You can't predict if you're going to have a student stabbed, or we 

do everything we can, not to have fire in the residence halls, but when I hear 

a fire engine up the street I'm the first one out the door and I watch to see 

does it go by campus or does it stay on campus. You don't know if you're 

going to have a racial incident tomorrow, you just don't know or God forbid, 

a shooting. 

 President G contextualized higher education crises within the larger national 

context and how students in higher education vacillate with the media. In describing 

the top priorities she faced in her role, she described, 

Just the day to day of campus climate and the incidents that unfortunately 

are mirroring the broader society. You think you have a reasonable Friday as 



TRAINING COLLEGE PRESIDENTS  

 
 

99

I do today, we both know that all can go off the rails so very easily with a 

social media post. So that's an issue. 

 This concept of the crises that mirror those facing the country was supported 

by President M who was interviewed after the onset of COVID-19 and the 

disruption to higher education. She reflected and advised that “You have to find 

ways to be involved in risk assessment and crisis management because I can't 

imagine this is going to get any easier going forward. COVID-19, you look at these 

disasters we are having and they are coming more frequently.” 

 Presidents never described crisis management as a skillset they wish they 

had or that an aspiring president should gain. Instead, it was always through 

reflections on the most challenging times or the reality of the role that the notion of 

experiencing and anticipating crisis emerged. This was not a competency that 

presidents advised one should get, but instead described it as one to live through 

and experience. All described that there was no preparation for it besides living it. 

President A, uniquely situated by his tenure at his college, was frank in explaining 

the role it plays in the job. “If you can’t handle crisis, if that paralyzes you, you’re 

in the wrong business.” 

External Relations: Advocacy, Politicking and Community/Economic 

Development 

 In reflecting on their own time allocation, or projecting about what they 

hope their allocation of time will be, presidents were clear that they see their job as 

primarily externally focused. As described in Phase I, presidents are no longer on-

campus behind a desk, but instead need to be out working to advocate for and 
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influence the future direction of the college. One unique dimension that emerged 

within the theme of external relations was the explicit connection presidents drew 

between their institutions and their local regions. The work of external relations 

spanned influencing the allocation of resources from local and state entities, 

meeting with federal legislators and working within the local community to further 

the economic development of the region through partnerships. Table 10 presents the 

summary data of presidential responses relates to their professional experience. 

Table 10  

External Relations Summary of Responses 

% of Variable Response Rate by Variable 

% of sample 61.5% 

% of female 40.0% 

% of male 75.0% 

% white 100.0% 

% nonwhite 0.0% 

% traditional 50.0% 

% nontraditional 60.0% 

% external promotion 50.0% 

% internal promotion 80.0.0% 

% system 66.6% 

% autonomous Board 50.0% 
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 Presidents quantified the amount of time spent in these areas to underscore 

its importance to the role. As President F explained, 

80% of my time is spent on state policy, community, philanthropy raising 

money, advocacy and in the state capital. And in Washington DC. That's 

really what this job has become….The university is the major player in 

everything. We're engaged in economic development where we're engaged 

in partnerships with the public schools all around us….we're involved in 

workforce development. I'm typically a member of the chamber of  

commerce and everything connected to the arts and, and sports is connected 

to us. I mean, we're a huge deal. And so that external role is really 

important. 

 When asked to describe the most pressing priorities managed by a president, 

President B divided her responses into three buckets. Two of those buckets fall 

within this larger theme and include both system work, meaning working within the 

larger state system of her institution as well as community and economic 

development. She described her commitment to it, “I'd say this week, so far I've 

spent probably almost 20 hours this week on system stuff, just system. And then I 

also am very actively involved in the community and economic development 

initiatives.” She went further to draw a connection between involvement in the 

community and its connection to institutional advancement. “Economic 

development and being in the community as a part of the community and serving on 

boards that I think will benefit the university or the university will benefit them is 

the second bucket.” 
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 President C also quantified the amount of time he spent on this area as one 

that initially was significant for new presidents to build relationships. 

I've been in this role for four years. And what's shifting is that in the first 

three years, I would say that 60% of it probably was being spent on 

community just because I felt it was important to establish a good working 

relationship in the community. That now I'm benefiting from. And by that I 

mean the region- we're in a small town, we have a good working 

relationship, good town gown relationship, but going beyond that being 

seen, being visible, uh, being at events and meeting people. I would say that 

was occupying probably a good 60% of my time. 

 Some differences were clear in how nontraditional presidents’ experiences 

affect their external focus. Nontraditional presidents felt their previous experience 

really assisted them in managing the role of the president and the need to be 

externally focused and continually engaged in relationships and politicking. 

President D was direct in expressing how he thought his non-academic experience 

was better suited for the role and challenges he faced as presidents, 

The traditional academic pathway to the presidency I think is of the past 

because the skillset needed today is much different because public higher 

education is much different today. As compared to growing up through the 

Academy, I've spent a lifetime in, you know, in public role roles, building 

relationships with the local, employers in big companies... So those 

relationships are even more important today that a traditional pathway from, 
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you know, a faculty member to a Dean, to a provost, to a president, doesn't 

allow you to build those relationships.  

 All of the nontraditional presidents who participated shared the sentiment 

that coming from outside the academy was a strength of theirs and positioned them 

to be successful given the nature of the job.  

 Understanding Uniqueness of Academic Culture. All presidents, either 

directly or indirectly, referred to or described the unique culture that exists within 

American higher education and how essential it is to a successful presidency. In 

describing the role, they identified faculty as a key constituent that they needed to 

lead, and thus understand. Table 11 presents the summary data on this professional 

experience.  

Table 11  

Understanding Uniqueness of Academic Culture Summary of Responses 

% of Variable Response Rate by Variable 

% of sample 46.1% 

% of female 60.0% 

% of male 37.5% 

% white 45.4% 

% nonwhite 50.0% 

% traditional 37.5% 

% nontraditional 60.0% 

% external promotion 75.0% 

% internal promotion 60.0% 

% system 44.4% 

% autonomous Board 50.0% 
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 Presidents stressed the need to understand, appreciate and work within an 

environment that is built on the principles of shared governance, academic freedom, 

tenure/promotion and other cornerstones that are significantly different than leading 

any other sector. While presidents identified their role as more external than 

internal, understanding the culture of academia was deemed essential by 

participants. Leading faculty, identified specifically, comes with unique challenges. 

Traditional candidates cited their shared experience of earning a doctorate and 

being a faculty member as a strength in leading their institution. President H 

described it as mutual respect. “I came up through the ranks, we [me and the 

faculty] don't always agree, but they do respect that I know what it means to get 

tenure. I know what it means to be promoted.” 

      President B, also a traditional president, explained the importance of 

understanding the culture, but in that presidents needed to know it, not necessarily 

have lived it themselves.  

  I think it is important to understand faculty and faculty roles. I think too 

many  

people come in and kind of trip on that one. Faculty are important and you 

need to find out how you're going to work with them. Yeah. I don't think 

you have to have been one, but I think you have to understand their role.  

 Nontraditional presidents concurred on its importance and admitted that they 

wish they knew more about the academic culture before assuming the role. 

President F was clear in this perspective when reflecting on what he wished he 

knew before he assumed the role. 
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If I knew I was going to be president because frankly it was a surprise to me. 

If I knew I was going to be asked to be president, I think I would have spent 

more time, better understanding kind of the whole academic side of the 

university. 

President F concurred with this as an area of experience where he could have, and 

needed to learn more.  

 But I needed to do work on the academic side of the house and from 

academic freedom to shared governance and everything in between. The bias is 

kind of an academic bias. When you don't do the dissertation and get the PhD, I 

think, you know, there's a sense that you don't understand us.  

 The opposing feelings of familiarity with academic culture were highlighted 

through multiple stories that centered on institutional crises involving the debate 

between academic freedom and freedom of speech. Presidents were asked to reflect 

on a challenging situation that they felt they handled well as well as one where they 

felt overwhelmed by it. The freedom of speech debate was not unique to only one 

campus and was referred to as either well-handled or overwhelmed according to 

pathway to the presidency. Traditional presidents, reflecting on these challenges 

described themselves as well prepared to handle the situation and framed their 

response within the mission of the university to foster and facilitate dialogue. 

Nontraditional presidents, however, talked about the stress and challenge of the 

public relations side of the issue and feeling incredible frustration with the faculty 

over their responses and actions to the situation. 
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Enterprise-Wide Executive Thinking 

 As presidents described their own pathway to the presidency and offered 

advice on experiences to gain before becoming a president, the need to think from 

various executive perspectives and positions of the college was consistent. 

Presidents discussed their role in crossing the silos of higher education and needing 

to understand how decisions and discussions from one area of the institution 

impacted other areas of the university. Presidents credited their own experiences in 

having these multiple lenses as an asset to their presidency and advised that future 

presidents should seek ways to move beyond a singular focus and gain that 

enterprise wide perspective. Table 12 displays summary data on presidential focus 

on this professional experience. 

Table 12  

Enterprise Wide Executive Thinking Summary of Responses 

% of Variable Response Rate by Variable 

% of sample 69.2% 

% of female 20.0% 

% of male 100.0% 

% white 100.0% 

% nonwhite 0.0% 

% traditional 50.0% 

% nontraditional 100.0% 

% external promotion 50.0% 

% internal promotion 100.0% 

% system 66.6% 

% autonomous Board 75.0% 
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 President K reflected on her experience and the best pathways to the 

presidency and advised,  

It would be really good if you could get experience doing all those things, 

whether it's academic affairs, building new academic programs, learning 

how to do retention, dealing with mentoring faculty up into a larger role or 

government relations, fundraising, facilities and all those things. And so I 

just was able to do all these things because I was willing to step up and fix 

stuff. So that's sort of the pathway.  

 President D recommended that aspiring presidents needed a willingness to 

do more and the experience of doing it from a professional growth perspective. 

Try to grow professionally by taking on whatever additional opportunities 

you can with offering that to your president. I did that with my president. I 

was willing to take on just about any project that she wanted. So be willing 

to sort of grow professionally taking on areas that are not an area of your 

expertise. 

 While doing more and working beyond the job description certainly can 

provide that enterprise wide perspective, presidents referred to the importance of 

executive cabinet experience in preparing for the role. President I credited the 

cabinet perspective as providing insight that otherwise would not be available to the 

traditional pathway until later in one’s career. In suggesting gaining that experience, 

he reflected on the value it provided him, “I think I had a better understanding of 

how the cabinet worked and the portfolios within the cabinet that as a Dean you just 

wouldn't have, that you just wouldn't have that exposure to.” 
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 President C expanded on the value of executive cabinet experience for those 

aspiring to the presidency, going as far as to cite it as a potential downfall for those 

candidates and presidents that never experienced it ahead of time.  

Spending time on an executive cabinet becomes really critical because you 

hear about the issues that are facing your colleagues and you don't hear that 

if you stay in that academic silo or any silo really, you don't hear that. I 

think deans sometimes struggle as presidents because they've missed that 

issue of how do you deal with the stuff that's going on in student affairs or 

whatever it might be that is outside your perspective. 

 This experience, in which an individual can understand and anticipate 

another vice president’s institutional perspective, is gained through experience. 

Presidents also regularly used the phrase sitting at the cabinet to both visually and 

figuratively convey the idea of working through ideas from multiple perspectives 

towards an institutional vision. Enterprise wide executive thinking conveys this 

notion of working beyond the job description to gain experience and knowledge 

outside a narrowly focused area of influence while also conveying the importance 

of strategically thinking through the ripple effect of all decision making that a 

senior team does. Given the myriad of stakeholders identified earlier in Phase I, the 

need to collaborate and span silos enables presidents to effectively manage and 

lead. 

Leading Change through Long-Term Thinking 

 Throughout all thirteen interviews, presidents acknowledged the changing 

context where they find their institutions including declining state appropriations, 
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changing student demographics, the rise of social media, the intersection of national 

movements on higher education and the increased questioning of the value of 

higher education. Within that context, presidents discussed their role and the need 

to lead change and transform institutions to operate differently for the coming years. 

But, presidents also cautioned about the pace of change and having a long term 

vision for the university that would outlast each of them as an individual in charge. 

Table 13 displays presidential engagement on the topic of leading this change. 

Table 13  

Leading Change through Long-Term Thinking Summary of Responses 

% of Variable Response Rate by Variable 

% of sample 53.8% 

% of female 60.0% 

% of male 50.0% 

% white 54.5% 

% nonwhite 50.0% 

% traditional 62.5% 

% nontraditional 40.0% 

% external promotion 62.5% 

% internal promotion 40.0% 

% system 44.4% 

% autonomous Board 75.0% 
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This shifted the theme from managing change to leading change in that presidents 

did not necessarily talk about how they planned to change their institutions, but 

instead on how to inspire the thinking and vision that would guide their college 

beyond an individual leader. 

 President D framed leading change within a new world of what students and 

their parents want from higher education and that it was his responsibility as 

president to lead his institution in responding to that new environment rather than 

expect the environment to change back to meet what his institution offered. 

I think the need for public higher education is evolving. Even though that 

we are a general comprehensive liberal arts university, I think the need to 

really transform the culture to say, yeah, we are here to help students get 

jobs, whether it's in the professions such as nursing or social work or a 

police officer, those sorts of things… So, making sure that people 

understand that we're trying to adjust to be effective in terms of delivering 

the education that is going to enable students to get jobs that we don't even 

know that exist right now. 

 President J also shared his reflections on how the changing context of higher 

education nationally means increased change on his campus. In identifying his most 

pressing priorities to manage, he cited change as the first. 

I would just say managing change will be number one. Creating a culture 

within which the institution can change and adapt and evolve is hard, you 

know, because institutions of higher ed are just not as quick to adapt and 

there's a lot of value in being slow to take on change. But in this 
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environment … needing to think through the relevance of, academic  

programs, to kind of remake them or remold them and also create new ones 

to meet emerging workforce demands. You have to be able to adapt and 

evolve, you know, and there's other dimensions to that are nonacademic. 

 And while leading institutions to think differently in terms of context was 

evident, other presidents cautioned overemphasizing how much change an 

individual could make. Instead, they counseled the importance of long term 

thinking in framing change. President C utilized external statistics to introduce the 

theme of thinking beyond a leader and that change needed to be more than an 

initiative or a timeframe.  

Jim Collins’ research showed that on average in higher education, it took  

 between eight and nine years to really affect the change for the better at a 

university and that the average tenure of a president was only six years. 

There's no way you can be making those changes cause you're not there long 

enough, which is kind of an interesting observation. 

His larger point was that leading change was to put in place structures and strategies 

that would begin to shift the way a college operated rather than dictate change and 

expect to see the results immediately. It is a shift in mindset, across the various 

constituents of the college that can root a new vision that can ultimately guide 

change.  

 President I talked about this as a realization that comes to presidents while 

they are in the role, rather than one that an individual assumes the role with. But, 

encouraged aspiring presidents to begin to gain experience in thinking beyond their 
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role so that when they approach the presidency, they understand the reality of 

leading change in higher education. 

You may find out that the institution is at point A, and you want them to be 

at point E and you think over the course of your legacy you're going to get 

them to C. That doesn't mean that you've stopped talking about E you keep 

talking about E but you sort of have to recognize as the president you're 

probably going to get them to C. And if you position them well in terms of 

seeing the next president will get them to E then you're really doing  

your job in terms of legacy. 

 Presidents stayed at the macro level of describing leading change on their 

campuses. They did not go into literature of best practices on what constitutes 

change or how to manage it, but instead focused on aligning thinking and systems 

with the changing paradigm of enrollment and funding. Further, they framed change 

not as an end-result, but as a mindset that would exist beyond them. This reinforced 

the reality that these are not skills one can gain, but experiences that one must have 

to be comfortable with the reality of what can be accomplished in the role. 

Phase III:  Rigorous Self-Assessment 

 While Phases I and II focused on skills and experiences that one should gain 

in their preparation for the presidency, Phase III focused on the importance of 

presidents knowing themselves and engaging in a serious assessment of one’s self 

and circumstance before applying to be a college president. While each interview 

focused primarily on skills, priorities, and experiences, what emerged was an 

acknowledgement and reflection from presidents about the affect the job has on 
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one’s personal life. Thus, in order to prepare for the role, an individual must 

undertake rigorous assessment to know and be comfortable with themselves at a 

deeper level before applying for the role. Each of these themes within this phase are 

in vivo, representing the exact language used by a participant in order to describe 

the internal work that needs to be completed including:  “making higher education 

my disciple,” “building stamina and Kevlar,” “accepting not being the smartest 

person in the room,” and “taking a hard look at yourself”. Collectively, these are 

what aspiring presidents need to contemplate internally in their ascent to the role. 

“Making Higher Education My Discipline” 

 Two presidents discussed how encompassing higher education is in their 

lives on a daily basis. It permeates their everyday, even when it has no direct 

relation to their own college or university. The need to constantly be aware of the 

national context of higher education and how a legal case on the opposite coast, or a 

potential federal bill introduced in another state ultimately impacts their university 

is a requisite of the job. President A, in reflecting on how higher education from the 

president’s perspective is more absorbing than the amount of time dedicated to the 

academic discipline of a traditional president, proclaimed that “higher education is 

my only academic discipline”. He went further to describe, 

I wake up at 4am and read everything about higher education. I send my 

Cabinet an article so that they know what I am reading. I believe I have to 

be, and am, more knowledgeable about the enterprise of higher education 

than anyone. 
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 This feeling of needing to know about higher education as the president was 

emphasized by President J who described his preparation for the college president 

interview and the incredible feeling of responsibility that comes along with that 

interview. 

I worked very hard. I probably spent a thousand hours, and that's not an 

exaggeration of time. A thousand hours preparing to just compete for the 

presidency. I spent every Saturday about eight hours every Saturday and 

multiple other days just getting ready, making sure that I, I had full 

command as best I could of all of the issues that confront a university 

campus. I read everything I could get my hands on so that there would not 

be an issue or a question that I would be in any way I'm uncomfortable with.  

This pressure of knowing everything reflects a mentality where all eyes are 

ultimately on the president when it comes to decision making. Thus, presidents 

need to understand how much higher education takes over leisure reading among 

other activities because of the need to know and be prepared for the role. Aspiring 

presidents need to prepare for that consumption of information. 

“Building Stamina and Kevlar” 

 Regardless of pathway to the role, gender of the president or tenure in the 

role, most presidents discussed the 24/7 nature of the job. The college president is 

an all-encompassing position that absorbs all professional and personal time of the 

calendar. There is only one president on campus, and there are no true colleagues to 

process or debrief with because ultimately everyone reports to the president. Given 

the nature of the academic enterprise, decision-making is always challenged, and 
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presidents commented on the loneliness and isolation that accompanies the role. 

That loneliness is then balanced by the expectation that presidents need to be 

everywhere which requires and energy and enthusiasm that most are not prepared to 

exert on a daily basis. Table 14 illustrates the high percentage of presidents who 

discussed this theme. 

Table 14 

 “Building Stamina and Kevlar” Summary of Responses 

% of Variable Response Rate by Variable 

% of sample 69.2% 

% of female 60.0% 

% of male 75.0% 

% white 72.7% 

% nonwhite 50.0% 

% traditional 50.0% 

% nontraditional 100.0% 

% external promotion 50.0% 

% internal promotion 100.0% 

% system 66.6% 

% autonomous Board 75.0% 

 

 Presidents were consistent in their description of the personal demands that 

the job places on an individual. It makes balancing a personal life, as well as 
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personal relationships very difficult and something that one cannot really prepare 

for, but needs to be aware of as they ascend to the role. President A reflected 

Let me tell you something, nothing really prepares you for the role. It's 

different than all the training. The demands of the job, the demands of this 

job are not insignificant…I don't care what you're in because if something 

breaks on the campus, you're in, no matter where you are in the world. And 

if you're not, you're not going to be around because it's a 24, seven job. And 

if you're not ready for that kind of a job, you shouldn't do it. 

 President D echoed similar sentiments when acknowledging that there is 

never truly a day off from the job. And, similar to President A, he equated the 

engagement at a daily level with presidential success. 

You are never off. And that is something I don't think you appreciate until 

you get in the role and realize your students deserve you to be there all the 

time and you don't get to take a day off from that. And if you do, I don't 

think you're going to be a successful president. 

 Presidents also stressed that the “always on” nature of the job is incredibly 

demanding not only on the individual, but also a spouse or family if the president 

has one. President F described the role of the presidential spouse in managing the 

demands of the job. 

I mean, you're just on all the time and you're expected to be at events, four 

to seven nights a week and it's an all time job. And so, if you're married and 

you have a great relationship with your spouse, she has to be a part of that or 

it becomes really, really hard. 



TRAINING COLLEGE PRESIDENTS  

 
 

117

 President H was blunt in advising aspiring presidents to have direct 

conversations with their family about the needs that accompany the position. “You 

better have a supportive family”. 

 But, attendance at events was not the only element of the spousal references 

throughout the interviews. There was also the reality that the same demands and 

criticism that is cast upon a president himself usually is transferred to the spouse as 

well. President E discussed in detail the need for a functional and coherent spousal 

team to assume the role. 

Who can you really trust for unvarnished advice? For me it's my wife. And, 

I have to understand that she's in this with me. If I'm publicly criticized, 

she's hearing that and she's impacted by that. If we're out four nights a week 

at events, she's there with me. You know, it's a real team effort and you need 

to make sure that if you're going into this with a partner that partner is going 

to be part of it and, and that needs to be taken into account. And, you need 

to make sure that that person understands what he or she is engaging in. 

 The notion of loneliness, as evidenced by the beginning question of 

President E’s advice, continually emerged throughout interviews. Presidents were 

honest and vulnerable in describing the incredible loneliness that accompanies this 

job, even if the strong family and/or spousal network is there. President G addresses 

this loneliness when remarking 

The further up you go in these administrative positions, the more isolated 

you are. Everyone ultimately reports up to you and so any conversation you 
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have is a conversation where you're a person who holds power over 

somebody else.  

 President J, in reflecting on challenging situations that have occurred during 

the presidency, shared that “those are the moments when you are truly alone”. 

In thinking about the all-encompassing nature of the job coupled with the criticism 

and loneliness that accompanies the role, President M was descriptive and direct in 

her assessment of what is needed for the role. 

I always tell people I wear Kevlar every day, but you have to have Kevlar 

on cause people try to take you out. Somedays its Kevlar and teflon 

together. But my focus is always on the mission of the institution and taking 

care of our students and doing what is in their best interest to the best of my 

ability. You can't fault a president for doing that. 

She advised that “Kevlar and stamina” were necessities for the position. Together, 

those represent an individual’s willingness to develop the toughness that 

accompanies the presidency as well as a willingness to embrace and sustain the 24/7 

nature of the job. Presidents all connected the demands of the job with the declining 

tenure of a college president and reflected on the personal sacrifice they make for 

the job. 

“Accepting Not Being the Smartest Person in the Room” 

 In describing their role and the management of the institution, presidents 

acknowledged the importance and role that their senior team plays for them. As the 

presidency is an externally focused job, much of the day to day management of 

colleges is left to the senior team without much direct input from the president. In 
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order for this structure and strategy to work, presidents must be comfortable 

deferring to expertise and allow their senior team to operate without micro- 

management. Table 15 presents a summary of how presidents engaged on this topic. 

Table 15 
 
“Accepting Not Being the Smartest in the Room” Summary of Responses 
 

% of Variable Response Rate by Variable 
% of sample 69.2% 

% of female 40.0% 

% of male 63.6% 

% white 100.0% 

% non white 0.0% 

% traditional 50.0% 

% nontraditional 100.0% 

% external promotion 50.0% 

% internal promotion 100.0% 

% system 88.8% 

% autonomous Board 25.0% 

 President G acknowledged how the presidency has limits and needs others to 

succeed. 

As president, you know, a great deal, but maybe not in a lot of depth about 

what's happening. You hopefully hire good people and they do their jobs; 

and you bring in the resources and support so they can get and thrive. There 

are any number of areas in which  

 I could know more, but I think that’s anybody coming to a leadership role.  
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 Gender Differences. Inherent in this comment is the reality that presidents 

cannot know every role of the institution or be prepared across every dimension. 

Here, one president shared a unique observation about the difference between 

genders in grasping that element of preparedness. President B opined that women 

tend to want to know everything before applying to the role rather than assuming 

risk and learning on the job.  

I think men and women handle it differently. I think women have a tendency 

to think they need to learn everything before they take the next job. Men 

take the next job and then learn and on. My advice would be take the next 

job and then learn. I think that we all too often, I think I waited too long to 

take that step and up and start applying for presidencies.   

 To manage the limits of an individual knowledge base effectively, 

presidents discussed the importance of building a senior team and establishing trust 

within that team. Each, regardless of position, were superfluous of their senior team 

and the role it played for them and offered aspiring presidents advice on the 

importance to their success of building their senior team. But, presidents 

acknowledged the challenge of managing the expectation that they be the smartest 

person in the room with trusting a team. President C offered advised aspiring 

presidents of senior teams and their role, 

It becomes really critical to have the very best team around you and let them 

do their job. And I think sometimes presidents don't. I find myself 

sometimes having to fall into that to remind myself of that. Because you sit 

there, presidents tend to be more impatient, want things done quicker, more 
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quickly. But at the same time, I think it's one of the things that when you 

have the right team around you, you get a certain sense that there's  

somebody else in the rowboat with you.  

 President G offered a similar perspective on the self-imposed pressure one 

places on himself to have all the answers, 

One of the barriers I had self-imposed barriers in my mind was I assumed 

that to be an academic leader and a leader in an academic environment, 

whether a Dean, a provost, a, president, what have you, that you had to have 

the answers.  

 President F described using those limitations of what you do not know to 

drive your hiring as the president. Simply, he described his leadership theory as 

“hire people that are better and smarter than you are at least in certain areas and turn 

them loose.” 

 President A offered a similar analogy in sports to his role as president. “I 

consider myself like a general manager in sports. Build the team, guide it and just 

let the talent loose.” 

 President H underscored the importance of building a team and getting out 

of their way by emphatically advising aspiring presidents to prepare for creating the 

right team, 

I think the bottom line is do whatever's necessary to find people that you 

could fully trust and then empower them to do their job and then you be 

their champion and a resource to them with your experience. And they’ll 

know when to call you. 
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 And while presidents praised their senior team and acknowledged the need 

to defer to expertise regularly, this was also an area where presidents were quick to 

identify times when crises or challenging situations could have been handled better. 

Presidents either felt they allowed staff members on their senior team to stay too 

long in a position or they deferred too much to members on their senior team who 

steered them in the wrong direction. There were no solutions offered to prevent it, 

but presidents acknowledged the potential incongruence of not being the smartest 

person in the room but accepting all the responsibility for the institution. Presidents 

did not outwardly discuss the dichotomy of this reality, but it is one that aligns with 

rigorous personal assessment and recognizing, internally, what accompanies the 

position. 

“Taking a Hard Look at Yourself” 

Table 16  

“Taking a Hard Look at Yourself” Summary of Responses 

% of Variable Response Rate by Variable 

% of sample 69.2% 

% of female 40.0% 

% of male 63.6% 

% white 100.0% 

% nonwhite 0.0% 

% traditional 62.5.% 

% nontraditional 80.0% 

% external promotion 62.5% 

% internal promotion 100.0% 

% system 66.6% 

% autonomous Board 75.0% 
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 In considering what advice to offer aspiring presidents, college presidents 

were clear that one must have an authentic assessment of why they want to do the 

job to sustain them for the role as seen in Table 16.  

 Aspiring presidents, in preparing for the role, need to engage in a self-

assessment that takes into account both their strengths and weaknesses in terms of 

skillsets and experiences, but also in terms of the driving mission behind the 

ascension to the role. In the end, an authentic sense of self is essential to driving 

college presidents to endure the challenges that accompany the job. President F 

discussed this self-reflection and advised that, 

So you got to interrogate yourself, I guess at the, at the beginning, and then 

remind yourself all the way through as to why you're there in the first place. 

I think sometimes people forget and, you know, I could tell you it's not 

surprising that the average life of a college president is five years. 

 President G also discussed the need for self-interrogation to understand what 

motivates you for the role. She offered after describing the challenge of leading an 

institution after a murder on campus, 

If what drives you is a sense that you need to be and you know, the person 

in charge. If it's about, personal ambition, a sense of, privilege or for 

goodness sake about the paycheck, think about the story. Think about being 

the president on the very worst day because that's really when your 

institution needs you to lead. Not on the best day. I mean anybody can stand 

on the stage at commencement and shake a lot of hands. That's  

  the easy part. 
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 Beyond just the personal assessment of why an individual wants to be 

president, aspiring presidents should inventory their skillsets and determine where 

additional work is needed. President G offered aspiring presidents “to take a step 

back and look at their skillset, their experiences, see where the gaps are, and 

actively try to fill those in and avail themselves of professional development 

programs.” President D unknowingly utilized the exact same language and advised 

aspiring presidents that during his journey to the presidency to “know your 

strengths, know your weaknesses, know what expertise you need to fill out your 

weaknesses and, and try to play to your strengths.” 

 Participant C offered a different perspective and recommended that aspiring 

presidents assess their authentic styles and consider leaders that they have 

encountered and adapt their leadership style to incorporate elements of those leaders 

that have been effective while steering away from those styles that have not.  

I tell people look at those aspects of the leader you respect and like and see 

if it fits in your style. And if so put it in there and then look at the things you 

don't like. And at the same time try to avoid those. I don't, we should try 

mimicking someone…There'll be something that you like about that 

individual and maybe something you don't like. I think it informs you a little 

bit about your own leadership style. And I think you can modify your 

leadership style. But at the same time, I don't think you can create a 

leadership style that is not genuine to you. 

 Authenticity and a strong sense of self including one’s own values was 

consistent among presidents. They acknowledged that the challenging and 
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unrelenting nature of the position requires an individual to know himself at the 

deepest level so as to create a decision-making and leadership framework to work 

within as president. 

Facilitating Conditions 

 In addition to the three identified phases of preparation that emerged from 

the interviews, two facilitating conditions coalesced from the lived experiences of 

first-time college presidents:  the role of a mentor as well as the creation of a 

network of similarly positioned individuals to relate to on a professional level. 

Facilitating conditions are environmental factors that make an act easier to 

accomplish. These were not stand alone learned skills, professional experiences or 

self-assessments that an aspiring president needed to complete, but instead factors 

that presidents identified as supportive in their ascension to the role. 

Mentorship 

 Each president was asked to explain their journey to the presidency and the 

pathway they took to get there professionally. Most presidents, as they reflected on 

their journey, quickly intertwined the personal and professional aspects of the 

journey and referenced the importance of a mentor who identified potential in them 

to eventually become a president.  These results are presented in Table 17. 
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Table 17  

Mentorship Summary of Responses 

 
% of Variable 

 

 
Response Rate by Variable 

 
% of sample 53.8% 

% of female 60.0% 

% of male 50.0% 

% white 45.4% 

% nonwhite 100.0% 

% traditional 50.0% 

% nontraditional 60.0% 

% external promotion 50.0% 

% internal promotion 60.0% 

% system 44.4% 

% autonomous Board 75.0% 

 

 Presidents were most reflective and vulnerable as they reflected on the role 

that mentors played for them in identifying leadership potential in them, helping 

them to learn the ropes, and investing time and energy into transferring knowledge 

of the role to them either formally as a supervisor or informally as a colleague. 

Mentors, some presidents described, were so connected to their lives that the 

emotion of the conversation paused the interview. 
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 President H, in reflecting on his trajectory, got somber and emotional in 

describing his mentor,  

 He was a mentor of mine until his death in 2000. He retired after about 40 

years of presidency at two different institutions, ended up with cancer. I was 

a pallbearer at both he and his wife's funeral. But he really sat down and 

said, this is what you have to do. But really inspirational. I mean, he painted 

the picture to me. 

 President A was equally reflective and gracious in describing the role of his 

mentor.  

 President X, who really is my mentor for 20 years, she wanted me to be on 

cabinet because she wanted me to learn how vice presidents think. She, you 

know, she was a change agent. I mean, she was extremely well known and 

she took me everywhere…I owe it all to her [President X]. 

 Other presidents who benefitted from mentorship described for aspiring 

presidents the importance of finding someone to be a resource and support system 

for them as they pursued the position. President K advised, “One of the things I 

picked up is it's really important to have good mentors that really help you. They're 

calm, they’re smart, they guide you through. And help you to understand what to 

focus on.” 

 One distinct theme that emerged was the importance, for the female 

presidents of color in the study, of attending conferences and actually seeing similar 

individuals in presidential and other higher education leadership roles. In particular, 

the Bryn Mawr HERS leadership institute was highlighted as providing that 
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opportunity to see themselves in the role. The HERS institute “is a transformational, 

leadership development program for women in higher education, founded to fill 

leadership pipelines across the U.S. with dynamic women, each capable of ushering 

their respective institutions into a more inclusive and equitable future,”  President L 

talked about the role that seeing others in the role played in showing her the way 

forward. 

Candidly, there weren't very many women presidents of colleges at that time 

at all. There had been one or two in the past in state universities, but not 

very many. So it was basically hearing people talk about what they do, both 

men and women and seeing some women actually do it.  I cannot talk about 

this in terms of women without talking about women of color. Number two 

consideration is even if one could imagine a woman at the head, would 

someone imagine a woman of color as the head of a university? 

Mentorship, and in particular the ability to see others who have walked the path 

before them, was a consistent condition presidents credited for their successful 

ascent to the president. In many instances, presidents cited mentors as helping them 

to progress through the Phases I and II of the preparatory framework and gain the 

learned skills or shadow them during professional experiences that were helpful in 

preparing them to assume the presidency. Female presidents, particularly those of 

color, further identified the importance of mentorship not only in guiding them 

through the preparatory phases, but in visually showing them, by example, the path 

forward. 
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A Network of Similarly Positioned Individuals 

 As identified in Phase III, the college president job is a lonely and isolated 

one. While most presidents admitted that they did not participate in a leadership 

development for aspiring presidents before assuming the role, many did discuss the 

value of attending a new presidents’ seminar after they were appointed to the role as 

reported in Table 18.  

Table 18 

A Network of Similarly Positioned Individuals Summary of Responses 

 

% of Variable 

 

 

Response Rate by Variable 

% of sample 53.8% 

% of female 60.0% 

% of male 50.0% 

% white 54.5% 

% nonwhite 50.0% 

% traditional 62.5% 

% nontraditional 40.0% 

% external promotion 62.5% 

% internal promotion 40.0% 

% system 55.5% 

% autonomous Board 50.0% 
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 When asked about the value of those seminars, presidents did not identify 

any particular content that was gained or subject area that was covered. Instead, the 

focus was on the ability to hear from existing presidents on their experience in the 

role and connect with individuals in a cohort who were going to have a shared 

experience of becoming a president. This cohort, and the advice of existing 

presidents, became the place where dialogue emerged, and presidents identified this 

as the greatest strength of professional development programs. 

 President D, in describing the value of participating in a new president 

seminar, discussed the role of the cohort as a support network for him. “We have a 

call and say you know what's going on or what are you doing or, so that is helpful. 

Just establishing that network that if you need to get an opinion off of campus, you 

have someone you can call in.” 

 President J reinforced the value of networking and described the value of 

that shared experience: “You're all new presidents and everybody, you're able to 

compare notes with people in a kind of, in a, on a similar path, you know, and 

there's not a lot of folks that you can really talk to, you know, um, that are on the 

exact same or similar path.” 

 That shared experience, and hearing from others, permeated most of the 

interviews. In fact, most of the presidents interviewed valued that piece of 

professional development so much that many actually participate as speakers or 

panelists in new program seminars in order to share their experiences with newly 

appointed college presidents. This network, that allows individuals who are in very 

isolated roles to find comradery, friendship, collegiality and mutual understanding 
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was another condition that was very helpful to presidents who assume the role and 

could be extended to those aspiring to the presidency. 

The Three-Phase Presidential Preparatory Model 

 The results of this study led to the advancement of a framework, the three-

phased presidential preparatory model for the four-year public college presidency. 

The data to inform this framework were collected through semi-structured 

interviews with thirteen first-time four-year public college presidents, memoing and 

the use of the prescribed systematic grounded theory coding design. The following 

research question drove the data collection and analysis: What is the framework that 

explains the process of preparing aspiring public four-year college and university 

presidents for the role?   

 In describing their career trajectory, sharing their experiences, prioritizing 

their allocation of time, reflecting on moments of success and challenge within their 

presidency, and offering advice to those aspiring to the role, presidents articulated 

three types of preparation needed for the role. These three phases included learned 

skills one needed to gain, professional experiences that one needed to live through 

or at least simulate living through and finally an internally focused phase of 

rigorous self-assessment. 

 Phase One was learned skills. These, presidents argued, were those that one 

needed to have an in-depth knowledge of in order to be successful in the role given 

the current context of public higher education. Presidents discussed the importance 

of managing institutional resources, understanding demography and enrollment 

management, and effective communication and storytelling for multiple audiences.  
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 Phase Two was professional experiences. These were not necessarily skills 

that one could learn, but instead focused on the experiences that accompany the 

college presidency and thus an aspiring president needed to be familiar with and 

prepare to encounter. Anticipating and managing crisis, enterprise wide executive 

thinking, and leading change and institutional transformation were consistent 

presidential professional experiences discussed throughout the interviews. In this 

phase, the difference between nontraditional and traditional presidents emerged. 

Traditional presidents were much more comfortable and familiar with the 

uniqueness of academic culture because they experienced it as a faculty member 

and in academic administrative positions. Nontraditional presidents, however, were 

less familiar and all expressed a desire to have known more about academia before 

assuming the role. On the contrary, nontraditional presidents were comfortable in 

the external relations role that includes advocacy, politicking and community 

development. These are areas where most nontraditional presidents spent their 

careers before academic and drew on those relationships as well as skillsets to assist 

them in those roles. However, traditional presidents were surprised at how much of 

a role external relations played in the presidency and did not have much experience 

with it before assuming the role. This is an area where they advised aspiring 

presidents to develop themselves further given how much more external many 

projected the role to become in the future. 

 Phase Three was completely internally-driven and focused on rigorous self-

assessment for aspiring presidents. In this phase, presidents stressed the need to 

really know oneself and develop a set of principles and values to guide an 
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individual before assuming the role. In this phase, aspiring presidents need to 

contemplate the all-encompassing nature of the position. Aspiring presidents were 

advised to make higher education their discipline, to “build stamina and kevlar” for 

the job, to accept “not being the smartest person in the room” and to “take a hard 

look at yourself.” This phase is not one where presidents need to think 

professionally about the role, but instead need to assess their professional 

aspirations against their personal lives, values and relationships.  

 Two facilitating conditions were also identified as part of this framework. 

First, presidents cited the importance of a mentor to guide them, support them and 

encourage them to progress through the three phases of preparation. While all 

presidents discussed the role of mentorship, female presidents of color discussed the 

importance of not only having a mentor, but seeing someone like them serve in the 

role to provide a pathway. Second, presidents discussed the role that a network of 

similarly positioned individuals plays for newly appointed presidents. Presidents 

discussed this network as the primary takeaway from professional development 

opportunities for presidents and felt they benefitted from it so much that many 

return to serve as speakers, facilitators and panelists for future attendees. Figure 5 is 

a visual model of the sequential nature of the three phases and the facilitating 

conditions that complete the three-phased presidential model. 

 
 

 

 

 



TRAINING COLLEGE PRESIDENTS  

 
 

134

Figure 5 

The Three-Phased Presidential Preparatory Model 

 

 

 

Discussion 

 The demanding schedule of college presidents, coupled with the fact that 

many of their email addresses are not public and instead filtered to an executive 

assistant, made recruitment of participants challenging. Thus, my presence and 

professional reputation as well as my employer’s, made those located in the Eastern 

United States more likely to participate and skewed the sample to heavily represent 

the Northeast. Further, the restrictive nature of the sample to only first-time four-

year public college presidents at non-Division I colleges, was challenging in that 

there is no directory to recruit directly. The study of a larger sample of first-time 

four-year public college presidents may have improved the quality and richness of 

Phase I: Learned 
Skills

Phase II: 
Professional 
Experiences and 
Simulations

Phase III:  
Rigorous Self 
Assessment

Facilitating Conditions:   
1. Mentorship  

2. Network of Similarly Positioned Individuals  



TRAINING COLLEGE PRESIDENTS  

 
 

135

the findings. Increasing the geographic diversity of the sample may provide 

additional data points about the context of higher education where presidents are 

leading. While the distribution of traditional and nontraditional presidents was 

reasonable, a more racially diverse sample would also provide further evidence to 

support the perspective shared within this sample.  

 Katz (1955) established the overarching three-skill framework of an 

effective administrator to include technical, human and conceptual skills. While 

technical skill is similar to the learned skill in Phase I of the advanced three phased 

presidential preparatory framework, Phases II and III differ from those introduced 

by Katz (1955). The participants in this dissertation in practice did not identify 

human and conceptual skills and higher order skills, but instead focused more on 

the importance of experiences of presidents and the internal assessment of one’s 

self as the essential elements of preparing for the role. 

 Prior research suggests that few higher education professionals have formal 

training before assuming a leadership role on campus (Carrol & Wolverton, 2004; 

Morris & Laipple, 2015). The participants in this dissertation in practice concurred 

that many did not have formal preparation to become a president and instead cited 

what they learned throughout their career as the training ground for the presidency. 

Many identified that the college presidency was not a clear career destination for 

them so they did not intentionally pursue a pathway that would enable them to be 

prepared for the role. Instead, it was the combination and progression of learned 

skills and gained experiences that helped them feel qualified to apply for the 

position. It is possible that with the changing pipeline to the presidency and more 
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individuals not beginning in the faculty, more individuals would avail themselves to 

professional development to the presidency if a clear pathway and training program 

was outlined. 

 Prior studies focused on the skillsets, characteristics and competencies 

required by future college presidents (Koester and Martinez, 2016; MacTaggart, 

2017; Mrig & Sanaghan, 2017; Selingo et. al, 2017). While none of these studies 

focused specifically on first-time four-year public college presidents, there were 

similarities and overlap between each of the studies and the model advanced in this 

dissertation in practice. MacTaggart’s (2017) five core attributes are all embedded 

within the three phased framework advanced in this study and are most directly 

aligned with this study. It is possible that if this study were conducted via a 

different research design that sought to test those attributes, or any of the profiles 

created for the college presidency that stronger support could be found for those 

models rather than a different one advanced here. 

 Scholars on college president derailments, or failures, concurred that three 

categories of factors can ultimately derail a college presidency: personal 

shortcomings, institutional context and board shortcomings (Pierce, 2012; 

Trachtenberg et al., 2016).  The first two categories of personal shortcoming and 

institutional context align with Phase II and Phase III of the proposed model in that 

presidents must understand how to lead within the context of higher education and 

adapt to the role or president while also having a strong personal code of ethics and 

values to guide them in a highly stressful job. Surprisingly, presidents in this 

dissertation in practice commented very little on the relationship they had with their 
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own boards. It is possible that a different set of questions or interview protocol may 

have elicited better information on board and presidential relationships. This is an 

area where further study could assist in helping aspiring presidents to understand 

how to meet the demand of their board. 

 The other area presented in the recent literature of the college presidency 

was a new focus on fundraising given the context of public higher education, and in 

particular the declining state support. While presidents in this study discussed the 

external nature of their role, there was not a lot of direct reference to fundraising as 

a priority or skillset. Selingo et al.’s (2017) study suggested that presidents 

identified fundraising as the most important professional development opportunity 

needed while on the job, none advised future presidents to gain experience with 

fundraising before applying for the position. A potential reason is that first-time 

college presidents are still adapting to the role and fundraising is not as high on 

their priority list as advocating for more state funding. While this would likely be 

very different for private college presidents, a future study might evaluate the role 

of fundraising for public college presidents and how it has shifted over the years. 

These first-time presidents did not reflect as high a commitment to fundraising and 

previous literature and studies suggested. 

 Prior studies suggest that less than 50% of presidents feel well prepared for 

assuming the role. The participants in this study confirmed that less than 50$ of 

presidents felt very well prepared for the role. In fact, more presidents felt 

moderately well prepared for the role than very well prepared for the role. However, 

one difference that emerged in the study was that presidents who advanced from 
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within to the role as internal candidates felt better prepared for the role than others 

who arrived externally. This supports the Collins’ (2001) finding of the value of 

internal leaders and promotions. Yet, given that most internal candidates did not 

participate in any formal development for the role, it highlights and supports 

research that succession planning is not widely practiced in higher education, even 

at the presidential level (Klein & Salk, 2013; Lapovsky, 2005). It is possible that 

presidents might feel more prepared for the role if greater attention was paid to 

succession planning and the promotion of internal presidents to the position rather 

than the bias to search externally (Cary & Ogden, 2001; Lapovsky, 2006). 

Summary 

 The purpose of this dissertation in practice study was to better identify the 

process needed to prepare aspiring presidents for the role of public four-year 

college president. The aim of this qualitative, systematic design grounded theory 

study was to advance a framework of the preparation process needed to become a 

four-year public college or university president. The findings of this study, 

grounded in the data collected through interviews focused on the lived experiences 

of first-time four-year public college presidents resulted in the advancement of the 

three phased presidential preparatory model for the four-year public college 

presidency (see earlier figure). 

 This model includes three phases: learned skills, professional experiences 

and rigorous self-assessment. Each phase includes specific areas of preparation, 

identified by presidents, where a learning process needs to occur. Mentorship and 

the creation of a network of similarly positioned individuals emerged as facilitating 
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conditions for the ascension of individuals to the college presidency. The chapter 

ends with a discussion of the limitations of this study, how the findings do and do 

not align with previous research and studies and opportunities for future study.
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CHAPTER FIVE: PROPOSED SOLUTION AND IMPLICATIONS 

Introduction 

 The pending wave of college president retirements, the changing pipeline of who 

advances to the presidency and the fact that few college presidents are prepared for the 

skills and abilities required of a position and have little formalized training frame the 

problem identified in Chapter One (Bornstein, 2003; Teker & Atan, 2014). This 

dissertation in practice sought to understand the necessary preparation process for 

aspiring presidents in advance of applying for the role of a public four-year college 

president. This study furthers the work done by national higher education associations to 

understand the skillsets necessary for public college presidents. Different than previous 

studies, it does not take into consider the notion of successful college presidents like 

Koester and Martinez (2016) and rather than focusing on college presidents as a whole 

like Selingo et al (2017) or MacTaggart (2017), it narrowly focuses on first-time four-

year public college presidents. Chapter Five will begin with a reintroduction of the aim of 

this study and then delve into a recommended program built on the results outlined in 

Chapter Four. I will provide evidence to both support and challenge the recommendation. 

The chapter will conclude with practical implications and opportunities for future 

research. 

Aim Statement 

 The aim of this study was to advance a framework, or visual model, of the 

preparation process needed to become a first-time four-year public college or university 

president. Using semi-structured interviews with thirteen first-time four-year college 

presidents, the systematic grounded theory design utilized a prescriptive coding paradigm 
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that enabled me to advance a model of the preparatory process necessary for aspiring 

college presidents (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019; Corbin & Strauss, 2015). The model 

advanced is a three-phased preparatory framework with two facilitating conditions that 

can enable aspiring presidents to advance to the position.  

Translating Results to the Proposed Solution 

 Table 19 presents an aggregate summary of president responses as it relates to the 

three phased presidential preparatory framework. These results informed the development 

of the proposed solution. 

Table 19 

Translating Results to Recommended Solution 

Learned Skills Lived Professional Experiences Rigorous Personal Assessment 
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Proposed Solution 

 I will propose the creation of a more structured and comprehensive leadership 

development program for aspiring public college presidents to fill the gap identified with 

existing programs identified in Chapter Two. This program could be sponsored by a 

number of professional non-profit organizations including those discussed in Chapter 
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Two as well as professional organizations that focus on areas not normally considered in 

the pathway to the presidency including enrollment management, marketing and 

communications and those involved in politics who are not necessarily working at a 

college but are engaged in work related to higher education. Based on a personal 

relationship that I have with the President of Academic Impressions introduced in 

Chapter Two, he has indicated an interest in the results of this study. To that end, I plan 

to engage him and present my proposed program to him by the end of summer 2020. 

Academic Impressions (AI) is a national for profit company that is “focused solely on 

providing leadership, personal development and skills-based training opportunities to 

faculty and staff in higher ed” (About Academic Impressions, n.d.). AI began an initial 

entry into leadership development for aspiring presidents in higher education in 

November of 2019 by offering, for the first time, a two-day workshop titled Pathways to 

the Presidency: Developing a Roadmap. As they were developing this program, I 

engaged in dialogue with them about my research and shared that upon completion, I 

would advance my findings to potentially assist with the development of the next phase 

of their foray into college president preparation. There are no agreements with AI as to 

this work nor is there any monetary arrangements as it relates to this study or its proposed 

solution.   I will recommend a cohort-based leadership development program for aspiring 

presidents that has three components: modules, structured dialogues and simulation and 

self-assessment. These three components align with the three phases and will include 

content derived from the findings in each preparatory phase: learned skills, professional 

experiences and rigorous self-assessment.   This program, the APPP, can fill a void right 

now in the higher education leadership marketplace that does not provide competency-
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based leadership for those aspiring to the presidency. Individuals who complete this 

program can add this to their resume which can signal to a hiring committee, usually 

made up of trustees, that an individual has gained and demonstrated the competencies 

necessary to qualify for a college president. This is similar to how existing programs 

now, such as the Becoming a Provost Academy, can signal to college presidents that an 

aspiring provost has undertaken leadership efforts to best position himself for the role. 

 In order to apply for the program, aspiring presidents must include a 

recommendation from a senior leader in higher education as well as a leadership 

assessment from that individual. It is important, based on the results of the interviews 

completed, that this not be mandated to be the current supervisor of the applicant or even 

someone from the institution. A detailed application that is able to demonstrate 

components of the facilitating condition of engaged membership will be developed to put 

the onus on the mentor to play an active role in supporting the aspiring president. This is 

different from other programs that assign a mentor because there is no established 

relationship between the mentor and mentee. In this program, an individual comes to the 

program with an established mentor, as a co-applicant, for the program.  

 The program will be year-long and sequentially advance an aspiring president 

through the learned skills phase, the professional and simulated experiences phase and 

finally the rigorous self-assessment phase. Unique to this design is that rigorous self-

assessment will book end the program. Upon entering the program, participants will 

complete the CliftonStrengthsFinder. This assessment is designed to understand an 

individual’s thinking, behavioral and emotional patterns in order to identify top themes of 

strength (Gallup Learn How It Works, n.d.). Individuals receive a personalized report that 
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includes a profile of strengths and identifies how to capitalize on those strengths while 

being mindful of potential challenging areas. Participants will use this personal profile 

report throughout the year-long program as they navigate all three phases and engage in 

conversations with their sponsor and mentor. In Phase I, which will run for four months, 

aspiring presidents will complete one on-line module per month that is content-driven 

and taught by experienced instructors.  These modules will focus on institutional resource 

management, enrollment management and demography, and communication skills 

including the art of storytelling and social media. Phase I will have an initial competency-

based assessment that allows individuals to demonstrate what competencies they already 

have through an in-take conversation with the director of the program. This individual, 

through the screening, can assess an individual’s experience, use of vocabulary and a 

possible simulation along a rubric to determine how many modules are needed.  Thus, if 

a chief financial officer (CFO) enrolls in the program, he could demonstrate this financial 

acumen and potentially skip the resource management section but still need to complete 

the art of storytelling and enrollment management. 

 Phase II and parts of Phase III will occur over a one-week residency, where 

aspiring presidents will arrive together and spend one-week in a conference type 

environment. During this one-week residency requirement, current presidents will 

provide reflections and detailed stories on professional experiences that span the 

identified themes identified in Chapter Four. Aspiring presidents will not only listen to 

these stories from existing presidents who have lived through those experiences, but then 

be guided through simulations that are built on real-world examples. Aspiring presidents 

will work in teams through these guided simulations so as to not only hear about the 
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experience, but also to feel the simulated experience. The Harvard Seminar for New 

Presidents offers one exercise like this already called the Inbox, where new presidents are 

presented a compilation of at least 20 pieces of correspondence that they must go through 

and prioritize how they would respond (M.P., personal communication, March 2020). 

They then review their prioritization with a current panel of presidents to receive 

feedback on how their prioritization matches to that of a current president (M.P., personal 

communication, March, 2020). To align with the findings outlined in Chapter Four, there 

will be common experiences and simulations for aspiring presidents as well as separate 

tracks for those based on their pathway to the presidency. Traditional presidents will 

focus their efforts around the external relations element of professional experiences, 

hearing the external demands of the position and how to gain that experience from their 

current role. Nontraditional presidents, however, will spend time dedicated to better 

understanding the uniqueness of academic culture. These separate tracks will allow 

aspiring presidents to further develop according to their background as well as insure 

consistency with the findings of the study. 

 After completion of the workshops and simulated exercises, aspiring presidents 

will advance to the rigorous self-assessment phase. This phase will occur over the next 

two months virtually and include each aspiring president completing two self-assessment 

tools as well as a framework of questions, developed by current presidents, to discuss 

with their families, if applicable. The first self-assessment, the CliftonStrengthsFinder, 

will already be completed but now be used to reflect on how those five core strengths 

within the profile align with the presidency after completing the modules and the 

professional experiences. The second assessment will be the Servant Leadership 
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Questionnaire (SLQ) developed by Barbuto and Wheeler (2006). Many of the elements 

of rigorous assessment described by presidents can be coalesced into Greenleaf’s (1970) 

servant leadership framework and so this tool can help to measure it. After completion of 

each assessment, the aspiring president will conference, virtually, with his sponsor and 

assigned mentor to talk through their individual results and the impact of those results on 

the aspiration to the presidency. All the mentors that participate in the program will 

collectively develop a series of questions that each participant can discuss with his family 

about the impact of the job on the personal life. In sum, these rigorous personal 

assessment components will inform the development of a personal growth plan for each 

participant. 

 The cohort nature of the program will allow aspiring presidents to have a built-in 

network of similarly positioned and similarly aspired individuals to connect with 

throughout their journey. This achieves the second facilitating condition of the advanced 

tentative framework. A full visual of the recommended solution is outlined in Figure 6.  

Figure 6 

Recommended Solution: The Aspiring Presidents Preparatory Program 
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Evidence That Supports the Solution 

 There have been relatively few qualitative studies that have explored the creation 

of a framework to prepare aspiring four-year public college presidents. This dissertation 

in practice advanced a visual model, the three-phased presidential preparatory 

framework, to outline the process that aspiring presidents should undertake in their ascent 

to the college presidency. The recommended solution integrates the findings into a 

concrete year-long leadership development/training program for aspiring presidents that 

could be launched by an organization that specializes in leadership development for 

higher education.  

 The landscape and context confronting higher education requires leaders to be 

skilled agents of change (Lamm, Sapp, & Lamm, 2018; Zusman, 2005). At the pinnacle 

of those leaders that need to be ready to lead are college presidents. However, researchers 

argue that few college presidents are prepared for the skills and abilities required or have 

participated in formalized training for the role (Bornstein, 2003; Teker & Atan, 2014; 

Tolliver & Murry, 2017). Thus, the recommended year-long leadership development 

program seeks to fill that void by creating a program dedicated solely to those aspiring to 

the four-year public college presidency. The creation of a program is supported by 

researchers that argue for more structured managerial and leadership develop training 

program that are consistent, structured, and systematic (Hempsall, 2014; Morris & 

Laipple, 2015). Further, this leadership development program falls within the developed 

capacity framework which is grounded in the belief that leadership can be learned and 

developed if an individual desires to gain that capacity (Begley, 2007; Grant, 2013). 
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 The year-long three-phased presidential preparatory program reflects the findings 

of Gmelch, Hopkins, and Damico (2011) that there are three ingredients to effective 

leadership development programs for college and university administrators: habits of 

mind (an understanding of concepts), habits of practice (a demonstration of skills), and 

habits of heart (a commitment to reflective practice). The phases of the program for 

aspiring presidents reflect these three ingredients. Phase I, learned skills, seeks to train 

presidents to be experts on particular skillsets that are identified as essential to the 

position. Participants of this dissertation in practice study described these areas as those 

that they wish they knew more about before assuming the role. Participants described 

finance, the management of resources, understanding enrollment trends, and storytelling 

and social media as skills that they needed to excel at in order to be effective in their role 

in managing the expectations of various stakeholders as well as advancing the institution. 

Through learning modules, aspiring presidents can demonstrate these requisite skills and 

certify they have the functional knowledge of these needs.  

 Phase II, professional experience and simulations are designed to be in-person and 

prepare aspiring presidents for the types of scenarios that they will encounter in the role. 

This phase includes a more hands-on approach to the development and provides aspiring 

presidents access to talk through these scenarios and experiences with a current president. 

Participants in this study discussed the need for aspiring presidents to be prepared for 

these experiences where they will be charged with leading an institution. Presidential 

participants told stories of moments when they felt most prepared as well as when they 

felt most overwhelmed in the position. The moments of overwhelm revealed areas that 

presidents wished they would have been better prepared or had the experience to manage. 
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Here, nontraditional presidents in this study were unanimous in their desire to better 

understanding the academic culture of higher education, its uniqueness and how to 

manage within it. A special track will be offered for nontraditional presidents only to 

facilitate this learning. In this study, 100% of the nontraditional presidents interviewed 

entered higher education in another executive position before becoming the president; 

mainly through the offices of the General Counsel or Government Relations.  Traditional 

presidents, on the other hand, talked of the challenging and unexpected nature of the 

external focus of the job. The reality that being a college president moves one further 

away from managing the academic mission reflected a need for traditional presidents to 

gain more experience in the external relations realm. While nontraditional presidents 

follow a track designed for them, this will provide a different option to further allow 

traditionally prepared presidents to engage about this element of the role. This phase 

aligns with Gmelch et al’s (2017) concept of mind, or the understanding of concepts. 

 Finally, Phase III includes a series of rigorous self-assessments for aspiring 

presidents. These assessments are designed to help the aspiring president “take a hard 

look at oneself” to understand the motivations for aspiring to the role, the sacrifices one 

may be willing to make and to understand one’s strengths so as to use those to be 

successful in the role. Presidents, in offering advice to aspiring presidents, regularly cited 

the all-encompassing nature of the job, the relentless demands on personal time and the 

impact it has on spouses and families. The Clifton StrengthFinder and the Servant 

Leadership Questionnaire are valid and reliable measures that have been tested and used 

in a multitude of leadership settings and programs. This phase reflects habits of the heart 

to promote reflective practice within aspiring presidents (Gmelch et al., 2011). The 
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results of these two assessments will result in the development of a personal growth plan, 

created and reviewed by the participant, mentor and sponsor to guide the aspiring 

presidents’ personal and professional career. This three-phased program, with built in 

facilitating conditions of mentorship and creating a network of similarly positioned 

individuals, follows the framework that emerged from this dissertation in practice and 

reflects the experience, as told by first-time four-year public college presidents. 

Evidence That Challenges the Solution 

 While the solution is built for aspiring presidents, there was no established 

context that emerged from the interviews for what positions or types of individuals 

should aspire to the presidency. Participants in this study shared that they never intended 

or aspired to be a college president, so there was no moment that emerged as being the 

conversion moment that inspired an individual to apply for the role. While the question 

was asked, there was no consistency to that moment. Instead, each story was unique to 

the individual. As a result, there is no consistently defined aspiring president or requisite 

experiences that would qualify someone to apply for the position. That could pose a 

challenge for one of the intended facilitating conditions of creating a network of similarly 

positioned individuals, because there is no way to define positioned.  

 This year-long program is targeted to recruit aspiring presidents, but almost all 

presidents that participated in this dissertation in practice admitted a lack of participation 

in professional development and a feeling that it would not have helped. Even when 

discussing professional development offered to them after becoming president, content 

was never the focus of the conversation. Instead, presidents enjoyed talking with other 

presidents and learning from their experience. One of the challenges revealed by this is 
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the lack of commitment to assessment and measurement of return on investment. 

Wiessner and Sullivan (2007) assessed learning in a professional development program 

for aspiring presidents and acknowledged that satisfaction at the end of the program is the 

most typically used assessment measure. Teker and Atan’s (2014) study reinforced this 

lack of commitment to assessment in that none of the programs for newly appointed 

presidents have assessment measures or return on investment outlined. Thus, another 

leadership development program without clear assessment and demonstrated competency 

improvement would challenge the need for creation of a program like this. 

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

 The creation, and ultimate implementation of an Aspiring Presidents Preparation 

Program does not begin when the first individual registers for the conference. Instead, the 

advancement of such a program follows the five stage innovation-development process 

outlined by Roger (2003). Rogers (2003) argued that the decision to implement an 

innovative solution must first pass through two phases: the knowledge phase and the 

persuasion phase. Both of these phases occurred throughout this dissertation in practice 

study and process. The knowledge phase refers to the establishment and creation of a 

shared understanding of the problem in need of a solution. Specifically for this program, 

the pending retirement and changing pipeline to the presidency is backed by externally 

valid and reliable data to create a shared perspective on the problem. The second stage, 

persuasion, references the disposition of an individual or organization to support or reject 

the innovative idea (Burke, 2003). In this case, the research and findings generated in 

Chapter Four, form the basis for creating the persuasive pitch. Thus, after successful 

defense of this dissertation (in summer 2020), a pitch will be made to the President of 
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Academic Impressions as to why this program is needed and the research used to inform 

its development.  

 If persuaded, the President of AI will approve the concept as a larger leadership 

development program and assign a member of his team to serve as the project manager 

and lead on the program (A. Mrig, personal communication, April 2020). This would 

signal a transition of the proposal from persuasion to the implementation phase. Rogers 

(2003) defined implementation phase as moving from a “mental exercise of thinking and 

deciding” (p. 179) to putting the new idea into practice. Of particular note in the 

implementation phase is that there is still a tremendous degree of uncertainty to 

accompany the new idea (Rogers, 2003). In this case, the interest of the market, the 

willingness of presidents to serve as speakers and long-term mentors, the engagement 

level of sponsors and the time commitment of aspiring presidents are still unknown. For 

this recommended solution, many of these questions will be researched and action plans 

will be developed throughout the implementation phase. This phase can take anywhere 

from six to nine months as recruitment of speakers, development of content, finalization 

of the program and expert reviews are concluded. Once those elements have been 

completed, a marketing and recruitment plan will be developed so as to inform and target 

aspiring presidents to apply into the program. AI has a robust marketing arm and is 

extremely well-versed in promoting leadership development programs so this will be 

focused on identifying the target audience and making sure the program is attractive, 

affordable and attainable for aspiring presidents. If all those elements are completed, the 

first cohort of aspiring presidents could enroll and begin in early summer 2021. 
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Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solution 

 According to Bryson (2011), a stakeholder is “any person, group or organization 

that can place a claim on an organization’s (or other entity’s) attention, resources, or 

output, or is affected by that output” (p.48). Identifying, managing and engaging key 

stakeholders in an initiative are effective strategies to successfully managing its 

implementation (Walker, Bourne & Shelly, 2007). For this recommended solution, there 

are five stakeholders that must be considered: the leadership team of Academic 

Impressions that will support and manage this program, subject matter experts who can 

help create the necessary modules for Phase I, current college presidents who will serve 

mentors, facilitators and speakers for Phases II and III of the program, the sponsoring 

mentor for each applicant to the program and finally, the aspiring presidents who are the 

target audience.  

 The leadership team of Academic Impressions will be responsible for creating the 

overall vision of the program, its intended outcomes, designing its delivery and ultimately 

assessing its effectiveness. The subject matter experts will need to be engaged on the 

thematic areas and develop content directly related to higher education, in formats that 

can be completed modularly, remotely and asynchronously. Current four-year public 

college presidents will need to be recruited to serve as both mentors to members of the 

cohort but also to facilitate simulations and share reflections of their experiences as 

president. These presidents will need to be recruited based on the types of experiences 

they have encountered, tenure of their presidency, pathway to the presidency and their 

disposition and ability to mentor. It is essential that a panel of presidents that is diverse in 

terms of gender, race and pathway serve in this role. The conference organizers will need 
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to create a bank of individuals and then recruit them to insure they reflect the 

demographic composition of the attendees. The results in Chapter Four stressed the 

importance, particularly for female and females of color to hear from individuals who 

look like them in order to inspire and visibly demonstrate a pathway forward. The 

sponsoring mentor of each applicant is another stakeholder who must be engaged in the 

process. The signature and endorsement of each applicant is not something that mentors 

should see as a formality, but instead must be a commitment. There will need to be an 

acceptance of responsibility form that accompanies the signature page so that those 

sponsoring mentors are aware of the role that they are going to play in supporting the 

applicant. Further, these mentors are going to be engaged as recruiters to help identify 

those who are aspiring presidents and encouraging them to consider attending the 

program. The final stakeholder is the target audience, aspiring presidents. While there is 

no singular place to recruit these individuals from, leveraging partnerships with existing 

presidents to identify vice presidents ready to take the next step, connecting with national 

organizations that sponsor professional development for executive-level members and 

developing tailored communications to aspiring presidents will be effective to recruit 

aspiring presidents. The program must be designed in a way that resonates with the 

targeted audience. 

 Researchers concur that innovative ideas or new initiatives cannot be 

communicated or implemented as one directional, but instead must be iterative and two-

way (Rogers, 2003; Burke, 2014; Richardson & Hinton, 2015). To embrace this practice, 

it will be important to engage focus groups of each stakeholder to get their feedback on 

the program and utilize that feedback in the final design. In addition to the focus groups 
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that will help design the program, two-way communication can be achieved through a 

commitment to measurement and assessment. Researchers suggest that measurements are 

essential in communicating change (Burke, 2014; Rogers, 2003). Rogers (2003) proposed 

that measures should be taken before and after an innovation to determine whether the 

common good is impacted by a change. Articulating and committing to measurements 

also allow for leaders to assess and realize unintended consequences of initiatives. This 

commitment to assessment is what Rogers (2003) described as the fourth phase of the 

innovation-development process, the confirmation stage.  

Timeline for Implementation of the Solution 

 The process to begin implementation of the Aspiring Presidents Preparatory 

Program (APPP) will begin in summer 2020. After successful completion of this 

dissertation in practice study, I will present the findings and the recommendations to the 

president of Academic Impressions. If approved, the timeline will proceed through the 

academic year 2020-2021 with program development, content design, speaker 

recruitment and marketing plans. Stakeholder engagement will occur throughout the 

academic year to inform the final program which, if approved and meeting established 

metrics for launch by Academic Impressions, could launch in summer 2021.  

Policies Influencing the Proposed Solution 

 While the issues of the pending retirement of college presidents, the changing 

demographic of those pursuing the role and the under-preparedness of those assuming the 

role are challenges that confront the entire sector of higher education, preparing future 

presidents does not currently elevate to the federal policy level. Higher education 

governance is not overseen by a federal system and each state has its own way of 
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managing its system of public higher education institutions. Thus, the challenges of the 

presidential role must be embedded into conversations and permeate the agenda of 

Boards. The Association of Governing Boards is clear that the primary, and most 

important responsibility of a trustee is the selection and annual assessment of the college 

president. Thus, Trustees need to understand the framework that would best prepare 

individuals for the role so they can understand the types of learned skills, professional 

experiences and self-assessment needed to position candidates to be successful in the 

role.  

 Burke (2014) and Kotter (1996) referred to this as rooting new ideas within the 

vision and culture of an organization. Thus, the vision for an engaged board, regardless of 

how that is structures across the fifty states, should include a shared understanding of the 

context as it relates to the college presidency and how this framework and program can 

assist in preparing those for the role. An aspirants’ completion of this program can also 

signify to Boards that an individual has gone through significant preparatory experience 

to prepare them for the role. 

Potential Barriers to the Proposed Solution 

 Potential barriers to the proposed Aspiring Presidents Preparatory Program 

(APPP) include the number of interested participants, the willingness to fund and the 

decreasing availability of professional development funds at institutions, and the potential 

financial cost and time commitment for the program. The number of potential 

participants in the program can affect whether or not the program actually occurs. 

Therefore, it is essential that AI conduct focus groups with potential participants to assess 

the marketability of the program and how it resonates with the target audience. There will 
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ultimately be a break-even point for the program that must be reached based on the 

expenses that accompany the creation of a year-long, in-depth presidential preparatory 

program. AI’s first foray into the market yielded 15 participants and so that will be a 

prime recruitment audience for this program and also signifies an interest in the program. 

Further AI has offered numerous advanced leadership development programs which also 

will be key recruitment markets for this program. These numbers demonstrate that there 

should be substantial interest to launch the program. 

 The willingness of an institution coupled with the decreasing availability of 

professional development budgets is another potential barrier. In some instances, 

presidents and other senior leaders may be hesitant to recommend an aspiring president 

for this program because they might see it as accelerating the departure of a highly skilled 

and qualified member of their executive team. Further, as the institutional financial 

context continues to be affected by declining state investment and shrinking enrollments, 

operating budgets are being cut. One area that could potentially be cut is a commitment to 

professional development, especially for individuals who may leave and not provide a 

direct return on investment. 

 This concern over the professional development budget segues into the final 

potential barrier which would shift the financial burden of a program like this from the 

institution to the individual. Research shows that individuals who are willing to apply and 

fund themselves in programs like these already are more likely to gain the desired 

outcomes (Lamm et al, 2013), but the financial burden could be heavy for an individual 

and prevent them from participating. The time commitment required of the program, a 

full year, might dissuade executive level cabinet members who already feel overworked 
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or overburdened from such a long-term commitment. However, different than existing 

year-long programs discussed in Chapter Two, most of this program can be done at an 

individual’s home campus and requires only one week of travel.  

Financial Cost of the Program 

 In order to launch a program of this magnitude, there are significant expenses that 

need to be incurred. First, the creation of the learned skill modules will be a one-time 

investment. Either subject matter experts could be engaged in creating this content or 

potentially a contract can be negotiated with an on-line provider to offer these 

credentialing and certifying courses. Second, college presidents will need to be recruited 

and paid for participating as facilitators, speakers, and on-going mentors. Third, the 

survey instruments identified, The Clifton StrengthsFinder and the Servant Leadership 

Questionnaire both have per unit costs. As an organization, AI could leverage its 

connections and buying power to buy bulk at a discounted rate or consider developing in-

house their own assessments that foster deep and meaningful self-reflection. AI already 

offers a number of leadership development programs and may be able to find efficiencies 

through using their own already purchased or developed instruments. Finally, on the 

expense side, there will need to be a hotel or venue rented for the in-person Phase II and 

Phase III of the program as well as other in-person conference expenses. On the revenue 

side, revenue will come directly from participants who register for the program. The 

ending financial position of this program is likely to be positive, even with a small 

starting cohort, based on the existing financial model used by Academic Impressions for 

their programs. 
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Evaluating the Outcome of Implementing the Solution 

 Rogers (2003) identified confirmation, or assessing whether or not the solution is 

working, as the fourth phase of the innovation-development model. Essential to this 

program is meaningful direct assessment. Wiessner and Sullivan (2007) asserted that 

satisfaction at the end of the program is the most typically used assessment measure but 

does not truly measure the effectiveness of programs. Instead, they recommended the use 

of direct assessment to measure the learning in the program (Wiessner & Sullivan, 2007). 

There will be direct assessment in the learned skill modules in that participants will either 

demonstrate competency in the areas or not. Further, upon completion of the program, 

participants will be assessed on their learning, their experience as well as their 

satisfaction with the program. Given that measurements constitute the best marketing 

tools because they can convey a return on investment, there should be a longitudinal 

study done to determine how many participants actually successfully become college 

presidents and how long after the program it occurs. This data will help to market and 

recruit future cohorts to the program.  

Implications 

 This systematic design grounded theory dissertation in practice study of the 

preparatory framework for advancing to the four-year public college presidency offers 

implications across three domains: practical implications for higher education, future 

research and leadership theory and practice. These implications are reflections of the 

detailed findings that emerged from the study and are grounded in the lived experience 

and offered advice of thirteen first-time four-year public college presidents who are 
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participated in the study. The implications suggest that higher education, as a sector, can 

improve as a result of the recommendations of this study. 

Practical Implications for Higher Education 

 This study specifically addressed the unique experiences of first-time four-year 

public college presidents. This dissertation in practice study offered a new perspective on 

understanding the college presidency by focusing on a particular institutional type, four-

year non-Division I public colleges and tenure in the role. While professional leadership 

development programs exist, there are very few targeted only at aspiring college 

presidents. There are no empirically based leadership development programs that are 

grounded exclusively in the lived experience of first-time public college presidents. 

Experienced presidents are included in all existing programs outlined in Chapter Two and 

can potentially influence unknowingly influence the conversations and discussion. 

Therefore, the findings of this study suggest a shift in focus from only the conversational 

element of leadership development to one of capacity building. Aspiring presidents who 

choose to participate will complete modules to demonstrate their competencies in 

managing resources, communicating with a myriad of audiences and enrollment 

management. Further, aspiring presidents will gain simulated and professional experience 

to reflect situations that they are likely to encounter as president and prepare for those 

situations and experiences. Thirdly, the notion of personal assessment is built into the 

program so that it is not only about developing capacity with regard to content and skills, 

but also to develop the capacity for self-refection and examination. This research driven 

approach to preparation does not exist and even with the shortened version of programs 

that are offered through other organizations, the data shows that presidents do not feel 
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well prepared for the role. This presents an opportunity to increase the level of 

preparedness for the role. Further, the certification that is provided at the end of the 

program can be a signal of the completion of the competencies identified as necessary by 

current first-time four-year public college presidents. 

 Geger (2012) defined the Jesuit charism the Magis as “a constant reminder that all 

decisions we make…have implications for the wider community, and therefore the 

common good is a value to always hold before our eyes” (p.26). As colleges and 

universities face unprecedented change in their environment over the next decade, there 

is a void of leaders who are prepared to shepherd institutions through these challenges 

given the nature of the presidency. Actual implementation of a program like the APPP 

presents future opportunity for research. 

Implications for Future Research 

 First, the population of this study was intentionally narrow and unknown, 

resulting in a small sample. It is hard to generalize the findings to all public college 

presidents based on a sample size of thirteen, but it does present the opportunity to further 

research the topic. First, the recruitment of a larger and more diverse sample can lend 

validity to the results and the potential generalizability to first-time four-year public 

college presidents. A larger and more diverse sample may reveal additional evidence and 

components of the preparatory framework for use in creating a leadership development 

paradigm for aspiring presidents. Further, the diversity of the sample was small and needs 

to be expanded to better understand the lived experiences of diverse college presidents. 

Lastly, the same study could be investigated qualitatively to understand the framework 

for preparing for the private college presidency. The results could lead to a more 
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generalizable framework for the four-year college presidency or could demonstrate that 

there is significant difference in leading public or private colleges and universities. 

 From a long-term perspective after the implementation of the APPP for at least 

three cohorts, there is the opportunity to utilize quantitative studies to assess the 

effectiveness of the presidential preparation program on the ascent to the presidency. 

Hypotheses could be tested to determine if participation in the APPP is positively 

correlated with attaining a college presidency or not. Further researchers could utilize 

organization performance metrics and outcomes and test for correlation with presidents 

who completed this program.  

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

 Lowney (2013) acknowledged that every sector of the world needs skilled 

transformational leaders who can navigate their organizations in response to the changing 

contexts they encounter. However, he argues that, “We’ve spent relatively little time 

trying to understand just how to develop such leaders. Rather, we typically promote some 

smart, skilled person into a leadership role and then hope for the best. Well, hope is not a 

strategy” (Lowney, 2013, p. 18). 

Higher education is not immune to the practice of hope described by Lowney. The 

literature is clear that higher education does not invest in training its next generation of 

leaders in any systematic way (Carrol & Wolverton, 2004; Hempsall, 2014; Morris & 

Laipple, 2015). As a result, those charged with leading colleges and universities are often 

unprepared for the role that they assume. The most recent study of college presidents 

confirmed that leadership development was among the most important professional 

development opportunities sought by current college presidents (Selingo et al., 2017). 
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This dissertation in practice sought to advance a framework for preparing aspiring four-

year public college presidents. This stems from the belief that leadership development is 

an effective strategy for building capacity and advancing an individual to a desired 

outcome (Begley, 2007; Collins & Holton, 2004; Swanson & Holton, 2009). The results, 

organized into a three-phased preparatory program, reflect an integration of research by 

Katz (1955) and Gmelch (2011) that include the need for development of skills and the 

understanding of concepts or experiences to guide leadership. The unique contribution of 

this dissertation in practice study, not reflected in previous studies about the college 

presidency, is the commitment to self-assessment throughout the journey to the 

presidency. Lowney (2003) argued that while knowing oneself is an obvious leadership 

competency, it is often the most overlooked. He argued that individuals willingly invest 

in credentials, skills and developing the capacity to lead (Lowney, 2003). However he 

advised that “an introspective journey- whether done all at once or over an extended 

period- builds the foundation of success” (Lowney, 2003, p. 95). This dissertation 

advanced a framework that included specific skills and experiences that need to be gained 

in one’s ascension to the presidency while introducing a required element of rigorous 

self-assessment to the process. The recommended solution, the Aspiring Presidents 

Preparation Program, embeds these elements and leads participants to achieve desired 

outcomes across three preparatory domains. This dissertation in practice study and the 

resulting recommended program advances the strategy of preparing aspiring college 

presidents, especially in light of the challenging context described throughout this study, 

from one of hope to one of a research driven leadership preparation framework. 
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Summary of Study 

 There will be a significant turnover at the college president level in the next 

several years due to the demographics of those currently in the position (American 

Council on Education, 2017; Bornstein, 2010; Freeman & Kochan, 2013; Klein & Salk, 

2013; Selingo et al., 2017; Seltzer, 2017). The average age of presidents has increased to 

62 years old and more than half of college presidents indicated a plan to retire within the 

next five years (ACE 2017). Further, there is a change in the pipeline as individuals in the 

traditional position seen as the stepping stone to the presidency, the provost or chief 

academic officer, are opting not to pursue that next step. The culmination of these data 

points is a confluence of factors that indicate a shift in who will lead colleges and 

universities in the near future. This means that the pool of aspiring presidents will need to 

include more individuals who are not in the traditional pipeline and institutions will be 

hiring more first-time college presidents (Appiah-Padi, 2014; Skinner, 2010). And, 

despite the expectations that accompany the position, relatively few college presidents are 

prepared for the skills and abilities required of the position and have not completed a 

formalized training program for the role (Bornstein, 2003; Teker & Atan, 2014).  

 The purpose of this qualitative, systematic grounded theory study was to 

understand the lived experience of first-time four-year public college presidents in order 

to better identify the process needed to prepare aspiring presidents for the role. Thirteen 

first-time four-year public college presidents shared their lived experience as college 

presidents through semi-structured interviews. A prescribed coding paradigm, grounded 

in constant comparative analysis, ultimately advanced a model, the three-phased 

presidential preparatory framework that includes two facilitating conditions, to guide the 
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process of preparing to become a four-year public college president. The framework 

includes a learned skill phase, a professional experience and simulations phase and a 

rigorous self-assessment phase. Additionally, a mentor and a network of similarly 

positioned individuals were identified as two facilitating conditions that influence the 

advancement to the college presidency. 

 A proposed leadership development program, the Aspiring Presidential 

Preparatory Program (APPP), for aspiring four-year public college presidents is the 

recommendation in response to the problem identified. The APPP is a year-long 

leadership development program that includes the completion of content based modules 

to achieve the learned skills required for the presidency, an in-person residency 

requirement that includes shared learning sessions and simulations with current college 

presidents, and a structured self-reflection that includes the use of the Clifton 

StrengthsFinder and the Servant Leadership Questionnaire. The implementation plan 

follows the five phases outlined in Rogers (2003) innovation-development model. After 

completion of this dissertation in practice study, I will move to the persuasion phase 

where I attempt to persuade a national organization dedicated to leadership development 

to consider investing in and offering the Aspiring Presidents Preparatory Program. Five 

key stakeholders have been identified for the third phase of the model, implementation 

(Rogers, 2003). A short term and longer term assessment plan, built on direct measures, 

is provided as well as the template for a financial model to be completed if the program is 

accepted. If all moves according to the outlined timeline, the first cohort of individuals 

will begin the Aspiring Presidents Preparatory Program in summer of 2021.
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APPENDIX A 

 
Email to Potential Participants 

 
 
 

  Creighton University Institutional Review Board 
2500 California Plaza, Omaha, NE 68178  Phone: 402-280-2126  

Email: irb@creighton.edu 
 
 

 
Dear President X, 
 
I hope that your summer is going well (or fall semester is off to a great start- 
depending on time of send). My name is Christopher Romano and as a member of a 
senior college cabinet for the last twelve years, I have developed a keen and deep 
understanding, appreciation and admiration for the work of college presidents.  I am 
currently a doctoral student in Creighton University’s Doctor of Interdisciplinary 
Leadership program.  That admiration and appreciation has prompted me to explore 
further preparation for the college presidency and understanding the lived experiences of 
first time four year public college presidents. My dissertation is titled “Training the next 
generation of college presidents: Advancing a framework to prepare aspiring college 
presidents”. Specifically, the study aims to identify the framework that explains the 
process of preparing college/university presidents.  Further, it aims to understand, from 
your perspective as a first time four-year public college/university president, your advice, 
recommendations for experience and reflections on your preparation for the position. The 
results of this interview, as well as results from other interviews with first time public 
college presidents will inform the advancement of a framework for college president 
preparation to be directed towards aspiring presidents. 
 
Based on your experience, and institution type, and your current role as a first time four-
year public college president, I would like to invite you to participate in this study via a 1: 
1 interview. The information that you share with me via the interview will be de-
identified and not attributable to you. I anticipate that the interview will last no more than 
60 minutes and can take place virtually (via a Zoom webinar) or in-person at a location of 
your choosing (location will be dependent on proximity to researcher so may not 
include in every email). Creighton University’s Institutional Review Board has 
approved solicitation of participants for this study.  
 
I very much appreciate that as a college/university president that are an inordinate 
number of requests competing for your time and attention. Please know that I will be 
extremely grateful for your willingness to dedicate this one hour for interview to help 
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advance my study. As both a researcher and an aspiring college president, I eagerly await 
your participation in the study. 
If you have any questions about the study, please do not hesitate to contact me at 551-
579-0116 or via this email. You can also choose to unsubscribe from future 
communications from me about this study by replying and indicating as such. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Christopher D. Romano
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APPENDIX B 
 

Participant Consent Letter 
 
 

 
Creighton University Institutional Review Board 

2500 California Plaza, Omaha, NE 68178  Phone: 402-280-2126  
Email: irb@creighton.edu 

 

 
DATE:    
 
Dear President X 
 
My name is Christopher Romano, and I am a doctoral student in Creighton 
University’s Ed.D Interdisciplinary Leadership program. I am conducting a qualitative 
grounded theory research study on preparation for the college presidency. The study is 
titled “Training the next generation of college presidents: Advancing a framework to 
prepare aspiring college presidents”.   The study intends to identify the framework that 
explains the process of preparing college/university presidents. Further, it aims to 
understand, from your perspective as a first time four-year public college/university 
president, your advice, recommendations for experience and reflections on your 
preparation for the position. The results of this interview, as well as results from other 
interviews with first time public college presidents will inform the advancement of a 
framework for college president preparation that can be used and targeted towards 
aspiring presidents. 
 
Participation 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. It is estimated that this interview 
will last no more than 60 minutes, with the potential for one 30 minute follow-up to 
clarify any questions or seek additional information. 
Participation in this research study is strictly voluntary, confidential, and anonymous. 
All information collected will be stored and analyzed by only me as the researcher and 
kept on my personal password protected laptop, behind another password protected 
filing system. Before any information is transcribed from our interview, all personal 
identifiable information will be removed and a chronological alphabetization will be 
utilized (meaning participants will be referred to as participant A, B, C, etc).  Declining 
to participate will not result in any penalty or loss of benefit. You may discontinue 
participation at any time.  
 
Risks 
There are no risks associated with this study. I am also providing you with a copy of 
the Bill of Rights for Research Participants with further explains all of your rights in 
this process (outlined below). 
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Limited demographic questions will be asked to provide aggregate information about 
the pool of participants. Creighton University’s Institutional Review Board has 
approved this study. 
 
Aim 
The aim of this study is fill a void in the literature that does not address preparation for 
the college presidency aimed specifically at aspiring college presidents. Further, the 
framework developed could potentially be used by national organizations to develop 
curriculum and professional development experiences targeted to emerging leaders 
who may aspire to the presidency and want to better understand it before applying for 
the position. 
 
Benefits 
As a participant, the only benefit directly to you is the opportunity to share your lived 
experiences as a first-time college president to help inform training and development 
for future candidates for the position.  
 
Compensation 
There will be no compensation for participating in this research study, though I greatly 
appreciate your willingness to participate.  
 
For More Information 
If you have any questions about this study, please do not hesitate to contact me at 551-
579-0116 or via email at christopherromano06@gmail.com. If you have questions 
about your rights as a research participant, please contact the Creighton University 
Institutional Review Board at 402-280-2126. 
Sincerely, 
 
Christopher D. Romano 

 
Bill of Rights for Research Participants 

 
As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and 
to make that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting 
the research.  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you 
begin the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and 
what you will be asked to do if you are in the study. 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study. 
5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 
6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and 

whether you will be compensated for participating in the study. 
7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how 

your confidentiality will be protected. 
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8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-
related injury, and about your rights as a research participant. 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 
a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you have. 
b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a research-

related injury, and who will pay for research-related treatment. 
 

 



TRAINING COLLEGE PRESIDENTS  

 
 

186

APPENDIX C 
 

Interview Protocol 
 
 

Interview Protocol: TRAINING THE NEXT GENERATION OF COLLEGE 
PRESIDENTS: ADVANCING A FRAMEWORK TO PREPARE ASPIRING 
COLLEGE PRESIDENTS 
 
Interviewee:   
 
Introduction of the Study 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research project on the college presidency. 
The results of this interview, as well as results from other interviews with other college 
presidents will inform the framework generated for my dissertation. I have provided you 
with a copy of an Information Letter, which essentially outlines information about 
participation, risks, benefits, the aim and additional information about the study. 
Additionally, that document includes the Bill of Rights for Research Participants which 
outlines your specific rights throughout this process. Have you had a chance to review 
this Bill of Rights?  Do you have any questions?   I want to remind you that your 
comments will remain confidential. I recognize that every interview is a personal 
experience where you are opening up your professional life to me and telling me your 
story.  I plan to record this interview and anticipate that it will take approximately 60 
minutes. Are you okay if I record this interview?  With that in mind you are free to take a 
break or pause at any time. You are also free to ask me to shut off the tape recorder if 
there is a topic that you do not wish to be recorded. Also, please do not hesitate to ask me 
questions as we progress if something I say is not clear or you need more information in 
order to fully answer the question. 
 
Introduction 
You have been selected to speak with me today because you have been identified as a 
four-year non-profit public college president who is serving in your first presidency. 
Additionally, you have served in that role for at least two years and were selected for the 
position through a search process. My project, as a whole, seeks to better understand 
preparation for the presidency position and how the lived experiences of first-time 
presidents may inform the development of a framework for aspiring presidents. 
 
Question:  Do you have any questions for me before we begin? 
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Presidential Experience 
 

1. Please tell me about your background and the positions you have held leading up 
to the presidency.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. At what point in your career did you decide that you were ready to apply for a 
college president position? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What types of formal preparation and/or training programs did you complete 
before assuming the role?   

a. What about any training after you were named president? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Can you walk me through the role of a college public president.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
5. What are the most pressing priorities that you manage? 
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6. Tell me about a challenging situation in your presidency that you feel you handled 
really well.  
 

a. What about your previous experience positioned you to handle it that 
way?   

b. Were there trainings/programs that you recall equipping you with that? In 
what way did they help? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
7. Tell me about a time in your presidency where you felt overwhelmed by the 

situation that was confronting you.  
a. What would have made you feel more comfortable? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8. Of these four options, which best describes how prepared you felt when you 
assumed the presidency?  

a. Very well, Moderately Well, Slightly Well, Not at all well. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

9. Knowing what you know now about the position, what would you have done 
differently to prepare for the role?   
 

a. How might you have gained that experience? 
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10. What advice would you provide to aspiring presidents about preparing for the 
role? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Closing Comments 
 
Thank you again for your openness and honesty in answering these questions for my 
research. I know that we have already placed a 30 minute follow-up call on the schedule 
for four weeks from now, just in case as I review my notes and transcript of today’s 
interview where I can clarify any questions. Are you still open to that follow-up call?  
Are there any other questions about the research that I can answer for you today?   
 
Thank you so much for your time. 
 
 
Demographic Information (Explain that this will be used only for the purposes of 
reporting out in the aggregate the participants that make up the study). 
 

1. Gender Identity 
What is your gender identity?  

a. Male  
b. Female  
c. Prefer Not to Answer  

2. Age 
What is your age?  

a. 18-30 years old 
b. 31-39 years old 
c. 50-69 years old  
d. 70 years or older  

 
3. Ethnicity 

What is your ethnicity?  
A. White (non-Hispanic)  
B. Hispanic or Latino Black or African American (non-Hispanic)  
C. Native American  
D. American Indian Asian / Pacific Islander  
E. Other  
F. Prefer Not to Answer 
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