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 Achieving the Dream (AtD) assumes that leadership is critical for student success. 

These Leader Colleges have been able to demonstrate innovation sustainability through 

specific practices leading to increased student outcomes, while others have not been able 

to sustain the same level of student success. Limited research exists which highlights 

specific leadership practices employed by Achieving the Dream colleges, particularly 

Leader Colleges, which are known for being successful in sustaining innovations. 

 The purpose of this study was to ascertain leadership practices used to increase 

student success through sustained innovation at two Achieving the Dream Leader 

Colleges. This study may add to the knowledge base regarding Achieving the Dream 

colleges as well as sustainability practices leading to increased student success in 

community colleges.  

The research was guided by the following questions:   

• What leadership practices were employed by the Chief Executive Officer, Board 

of Trustees, Leadership Team, and Faculty to sustain innovation that led to 

increased student success? 

• What was the perception of the AtD coach and data facilitator regarding the 

leadership practices that contributed to student success? 
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• What obstacles to change were encountered by internal stakeholders during 

innovation sustainability? 

 This qualitative study consisted of three components: interviews, focus group, and 

document reviews with purposeful sampling. The participants included Chief Executive 

Officers, Board of Trustees members, the Leadership Team, faculty,  and Achieving the 

Dream coaches and data facilitators at two AtD Leader Colleges. 

 Findings from the study indicated: (a) commitment and support must be priorities 

of the Chief Executive Officer and senior leaders of the institution; (b) using data to 

inform decisions illuminates achievement gaps; (c) communication between internal and 

external stakeholders is imperative to affect change; (d) the institutionalization of 

interventions is essential to sustain student success; and (e) leading with passion is a 

critical component of leadership. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
	
  
Introduction 
 
“The scope of the problem is enormous, the stakes are high, and the return on investment 
is huge. The work is hard, but it is possible. We can do it. Moreover, we should do it, 
indeed we must” (McClenney, 2009, p. 60). 
 
 Today’s community college leaders are facing enormous challenges, but one of 

the greatest is the lack of college completion by almost half of the millions of students 

community colleges serve. Despite open access, affordable tuition, financial aid, flexible 

schedules, and convenient locations, many students are still not completing their studies. 

Less than 46% of community college students complete their associate’s degree within 

six years (AtD, 2005f). The U.S. has fallen behind other industrialized nations in degree 

attainment. According to Lenz (2011), the U. S. has dropped from 12th to 16th place. 

Through the American Graduation Initiative, President Obama has challenged America to 

once again lead the world in college degrees by 2020. Community colleges were 

challenged by the President to graduate an additional five million students by 2020 

(White House, 2009). Improving student success and completion rates at community 

colleges will require transformational leaders who support and inspire an institutional 

culture shift that includes innovation and organizational change in attitudes, beliefs, 

behaviors, practices, programs, and policies. “Changing the culture of an institution 

requires strong leadership. Strong leadership can move institutions traditionally 

preoccupied with access, to adopt a new emphasis on access and success” (Lumina, 2008, 

p.31). Once the necessary changes have been assimilated into the infrastructure of the 
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organization, they must be institutionalized and sustained to produce continual success in 

persistence and completion.   

According to the American Association of Community Colleges (AACC, 2011), 

the estimated enrollment in fall 2008 for the nearly 1,200 U.S. community colleges was 

12.4 million students comprising 44% of all undergraduates in the United States. Further 

examination of the composition of community colleges reveal that 43% of all first-time 

freshmen in the U.S. attend community college, 55% of all Native Americans, 45% of all 

Asian/Pacific Islanders, 44% of all Blacks, and 52% of all Hispanics in the U.S. attend 

community college. Additional student body demographics for fall 2008 included a 

gender makeup of 58% women and 42% men.  The average age of enrolled students was 

28 years old with 13% being single parents (AACC, 2011). In Texas, more than half of 

the state’s undergraduates are enrolled in community colleges (THECB, 2008). 

Community colleges attract high percentages of low-income, minority and first-

generation college students (Lumina, 2005). In effect, they enroll the students who face 

the most barriers to education (Bailey & Morest, 2006). This country is experiencing an 

educational crisis. Current solutions to our educational deficits are not producing much, if 

any, improvement in student outcomes. There is an urgent need for community college 

leaders who can influence and improve student outcomes to provide a national 

workforce, global competitiveness and a good quality of life for students.   

  A major barrier that prevents students from completing and succeeding in 

community college is the lack of college preparation, which has become problematic and 

almost epidemic as stakeholders and educators blame each other for the failure of our 
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educational system to adequately prepare students to complete college. The uneven 

nature of academic preparation and acculturation causes inequity for entering college 

students. Bailey and Morest (2006) argue that the focus for higher education today should 

be equity, ensuring access to college and adequate support for all students including those 

who face financial, social, or educational barriers in achieving their postsecondary 

educational goals. Community colleges play an important role in the equity agenda.  

The most fundamental American promises, though, are the promises of 
opportunity and equity for every individual… This is the land where a person 
born in humble circumstances, if she is willing to work hard, can rise to the 
highest level, can grow wealthy and secure, can contribute, can become President 
(McClenney, 2004, p. 7). 
 

Education is the key to social equity. Orr and Bragg (2001) assert social equity combines 

the goals of access and mobility (p. 107). These two goals are reflected in public policy, 

Goals 2000 Educate America Act (Goals, 2000), which emphasizes increasing academic 

standards for all students, assisting their transition to higher education and in doing so, 

promoting social mobility opportunities as a part of democratic equity. Social mobility 

affords students the chance to advance in life. 

 Community colleges in America are operating at a pivotal time in history as they 

embrace a knowledge and global economy with the goals of educating students, creating 

a national workforce, and competing globally. Educational leadership is imperative in 

achieving these goals. Community college leaders must demonstrate a commitment to 

student success, acknowledge the failure of our current educational system, and recognize 

the need for change to improve student success. Change is an integral aspect of 

leadership. According to Kouzes and Posner (2007): 
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The work of leaders is change. And all change requires that leaders actively seek 
ways to make things better, to grow, innovate, and improve. Leadership is 
inextricably connected with the process of innovation, of bringing new ideas, 
methods, or solutions to use. (Kouzes & Posner, 2007, p. 164,165)  
 

 Educational reform has been a major concern for all levels of society. “For the 

first time in U.S. history, the current generation of college-age Americans will be less 

educated than their parents’ generation and yet, our workplaces require higher-level skills 

than ever before” (AtD, 2005a). In recognition of the importance of leadership to 

educational achievement, in 2004, Lumina Foundation launched Achieving the Dream: 

Community Colleges Count (CCRC, 2007). The Achieving the Dream: Community 

Colleges Count (AtD) initiative focuses primarily on students who have faced barriers to 

success, including minority and low-income students (CCRC, 2007). AtD believes the 

adoption of transformational leadership by community college leaders can improve 

student completion. However, before leaders can transform their institutions, they must 

first understand the implications and responsibility of leadership. 

Leadership 
	
  

        Though many have tried, few have succeeded in developing a succinct and 
precise definition of leadership. Research suggests leadership encompasses a variety 
of skills, attributes, and characteristics. Leadership means different things to different 
people and differs from author to author. Davis (2003) goes so far as to say “there is 
no unified theory of leadership” (p. 10). 

	
  
 Prevailing literature offers varied definitions of leadership. Davis maintains that 

leadership cannot produce any significant impact without including some degree of 

transformational construct. Burns (1978) defines the transformational leader as one who 

is motivated by the ability to engage the individual, and as a result of their interaction, 

both leader and follower are inspired toward self- actualization. Some authors define 
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leadership by the power of influence (Kouzes & Posner, 1989; Roueche, Baker, & Rose, 

1989; Gardner, 1990). They assert that leaders shape the vision of the college and embed 

values and beliefs to get others to want to act. In essence, leadership is the process of 

persuasion by which an individual induces a group to pursue objectives held or shared by 

the leader and his or her followers. In fact, according to Hockaday and Puyear (2000), 

“leadership is more persuasion than precision” (p. 1). McCaffery (2004) and Kouzes & 

Posner (2007) add that leaders are guides who lead people through life’s many 

challenges. 

 Others maintain that leadership is an art (Kouzes & Posner, 1989; De Pree, 1989); it 

is not learned simply by reading books, but with practice over time (De Pree, 1989). In 

the art of leadership, the artist’s instrument is the self; in order to master the art, the 

leader must master the self (Kouzes & Posner, 1989, p. 298).  A different perspective by 

De Pree suggests the art of leadership is “liberating people to do what is required of them 

in the most effective and humane way possible” (p. 1). Therefore, De Pree purports 

leadership is more a condition of the heart than a list of things to do.  

 Gardner (1990) argues the reason leader and leadership have been defined so many 

different ways is to disguise the lack of goal attainment. Zenger and Folkman (2009) 

illuminate various reasons why leadership appears to be so ambiguous: (a) Leadership 

behavior, practices, and roles are different for different levels within an organization; (b) 

environments requiring leadership are extremely diverse; (c) career stages require 

different skills during a person’s career; (d) major events are driving forces for 

leadership; (e) there is ambiguity in how success is measured, with some measuring 
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success by money and titles, while others measure success by organizational needs; and 

(f) there is no standard measure of effective leadership and it is unclear who is best to 

evaluate leadership effectiveness. 

 Then there are those who define leadership as a value-based purposeful process 

designed to create change by establishing direction and aligning people and resources 

(Astin & Astin, 2000; Drucker, 1999; O’Toole, 1996). Just as there are multiple 

definitions and aspects of leadership, so are there multiple styles of leadership. 

The Evolution of Community College Leadership Styles  
 

The leadership style of early community colleges was very structured and 

traditional. By the 1960s, it was characterized as being bureaucratic and authoritarian 

(Kotter, 1996; Roueche et al., 1989). This style was also described as traditional, formal, 

hierarchical, and elitist (Astin & Astin, 2000; Davis, 2003). In this traditional style, 

power was based on the position of the administrator. In the 1970s, the leadership style 

changed to a systems approach while simultaneously embracing the concept of 

management by objectives (Roueche et al., 1989). During the 1980s, leadership shifted to 

a participatory management style that was designed to create meaningful interactions 

between leaders and followers (Roueche et al., 1989, p. 141). Leadership styles have 

evolved across multiple generations of community colleges leaders.  Sullivan (2001) 

reveals four generations of community college leadership. 

Founding fathers: The first generation of presidents was known as the founding 

fathers and is credited as the pioneers of this ‘new’ form of higher education. 

Managers: The second generation constituted good managers who led the colleges 
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through rapid growth and resources. Sullivan (2001) further reveals the first two 

generations of presidents were characterized as typically being married White men 

in their 50s with K12 backgrounds who had worked their way up the ladder through 

academic ranks. Most of them held doctorates and some were veterans of World 

War II or the Korean War. Their styles were traditional and hierarchical (Sullivan, 

2001; Roueche et al., 1989). During these first two generations, community 

colleges tended to espouse the industrial model of collective bargaining along with 

the university model for faculty relations. These leaders were able to grow small 

community colleges into large bureaucracies with almost unlimited resources and 

great community support. By the early 1990s, most of these presidents had retired, 

leaving behind generations three and four. 

Collaborators: The third generation consisted of collaborators trying to leverage 

limited resources to offer unlimited access for all students. This generation of 

leaders also participated as team leaders. 

Transformers: The fourth generation of transformational leaders will transform 

community colleges into institutions of choice for learning in the 21st century 

(Sullivan, 2001, p. 571). The fourth generation is much like the third generation, 

except they have been influenced by the personal computer and the Internet, and are 

comfortable with these tools. They also recognize the importance of building 

relationships with government agencies, business and industry, and the K-12 

pipeline. A unique perspective of this generation is they place more emphasis on 

workforce development than social justice. 
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As community colleges grew and evolved from their traditional beginnings, leaders were 

also expected to grow and evolve. It is widely believed that leaders cannot remain in the 

past and govern in the future. 

Attributes of Effective Community College Leaders 

Effective leaders are recognizable by certain characteristics. They are visionaries, 

problem solvers, and knowledgeable about the world around them. They demonstrate the 

capacity to communicate, challenge, inspire, enable, model, develop, and encourage 

followers, while creating trust among all stakeholders. The following are additional 

attributes that describe effective leaders: 

Intelligence and good judgment. Leaders must demonstrate acumen, aptitude, and 

the ability to make sound and rational decisions in problem solving, strategy design, 

and goal setting. It is not luck when leaders effectively anticipate and predict 

reactions; it is good judgment, an attribute that comes easier for some than others, 

but through experience can be learned (Gardner, 1990; Hockaday & Puyear, 2000). 

When leaders do not display good judgment, followers begin to doubt their abilities 

and eventually stop following. 

Boldness, innovation, and resolve. “Leaders do not shun conflict; they confront it, 

exploit it, [and] ultimately embody it” (Burns, 1978, p. 39). Leaders accept 

challenge and are willing to take risks and encourage others to take risks as they try 

innovative practices. Leaders need more than courage for the moment; leaders need 

courage over time. Leaders who display courage also display confidence (Kouzes & 

Posner, 1989; Gardner, 1990; Kotter, 1996; Hockaday & Puyear, 2000). A leader 



	
   	
  

	
  
	
  

9	
  

cannot encourage others if he or she is unwilling to take risks. Through the bold 

leadership of President Stephen K. Mittelstet, Richland College (RC) in Dallas, TX, 

was the first community college to receive the Malcolm Baldrige Quality Award, 

the nation’s highest honor for performance excellence. By adopting the Baldrige 

performance excellence benchmarks, RC has been able to create a college culture 

where it is safe to take risks (Mittelstet, 2008).  

Enthusiasm to accept responsibility. Leaders need to show initiative and take 

responsibility for making decisions. They should also accept challenges when 

others will not. Great leaders want to lead and should lead by example and 

commitment (Gardner, 1990; Hockaday & Puyear, 2000; Kouzes & Posner, 1989).  

Vision. A visionary leader must know the immediate and future direction of the 

college and how it will look once it reaches that future. He or she is abreast of 

current events and changes in the economy, technology, community, and the world. 

Leaders inspire a shared vision by influencing others to adopt their vision (Kouzes 

& Posner, 1989; Roueche et al., 1989; Hockaday & Puyear, 2000). “Without vision, 

the leader is merely an administrator taking care of the daily chores” (Hockaday & 

Puyear, 2000, p. 1). A leader without vision is also blind to opportunities that 

should be explored to grow and prosper the institution. As conveyed by Roueche et 

al., (1989), “a vision is more than any one individual’s perspective” (p. 110). 

Richard McDowell, president of Schoolcraft College in Michigan, concurred with 

Roueche et al., commenting: 

Many of the people in our college have been here a long time, longer than I, 
and they also have expectations of the college. Since followers have an 
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opportunity to participate in designing the blueprint regarding the college’s 
future direction, a vision of what the college is attempting to achieve, 
followers feel a greater sense of ownership and commitment in assisting the 
college to move in its newly prescribed direction. (p. 111) 

 
Motivation. The ability to inspire people is at the core of leadership. Leaders 

encourage followers to proceed when the task becomes difficult. Inspiration is 

reciprocal. As leaders motivate followers, followers will respond in kind. Finally, it 

is important that leaders face their inner doubts and recognize that leadership is a 

process that takes time (Roueche et al., 1989; Kouzes & Posner, 1989; Gardner, 

1990). 

Trust. Trust is necessary to build relationships and demonstrate integrity. Leaders 

must be able to garner and sustain the trust of their constituents. When trust breaks 

down within an organization, it can detrimentally affect relationships, academic 

performance, and the reputation of the leader. Once the integrity and trust of a 

leader are in doubt, the leader is no longer perceived as effective. Followers will not 

accept leadership believed to be unreliable and nonchalant about the future of the 

people within the organization (Hockaday & Puyear, 2000; Gardner, 1990). 

Decision-making, managing, and prioritizing. Leaders cannot afford to be 

indecisive, but must competently frame a course of action and make an appropriate 

decision (Kotter, 1996; Gardner, 1990). A leader’s indecisiveness can ‘sink the 

ship’ or lead to stagnation within the organization. Former president of the College 

of Southern Nevada (CSN), Richard Carpenter found low morale and an unstable 

environment upon his arrival at CSN. There was continuous turnover and a lawless 

culture complete with nepotism and highly paid mid-management, many of which 
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had limited credentials (Carpenter, 2008). He knew he had to make some difficult 

changes. He froze hiring and began to evaluate and assess whom to retain among 

the management team. Carpenter conveyed “we were not shy about removing those 

who had positioned themselves as major and irrecoverable liabilities” (p. 120). As a 

result of his decision making, managing, and prioritizing attributes, within a few 

months many mid-management positions were eliminated, allowing $1.3 million to 

be redirected to student and academic support (Carpenter, 2008). Pride and praise 

from internal and external stakeholders soon replaced the lawlessness and low 

morale that previously existed at CSN. 

Values. Transformational leaders value people and demonstrate a dedication to 

learning; commitment to superior education; practice of respectable behavior, 

honesty and forthrightness; undeviating judgment; and humor as tools of power and 

influence (Roueche et al., 1989, p. 211). It is important that constituents within the 

organization know that they are valued; it is the responsibility of the leader to find 

ways to demonstrate their appreciation. 

Confidence and assurance. Leaders should be self-assured and convey confidence 

as they lead the college toward its goals. Leaders exemplify a take-charge attitude 

without being forceful. They must seek to learn as much as possible about political, 

economic, social, moral, or artistic forces that may affect the institution. The more 

they know about the world, the easier it will be to ascertain and convey assurance to 

followers. Leaders must not display doubt and uncertainty, but should remain 

confident that they have made the best decision possible after considering 
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alternatives and seeking counsel from experts on the issue (Hockaday & Puyear, 

2000; Gardner, 1990; Kouzes & Posner, 1989). Doubt and uncertainty will 

negatively affect the organization’s confidence in the leader’s ability. People want 

to be led by those who they believe are confident in themselves and their own 

abilities. 

Persistence. Leaders do not give up, but continue moving toward their goals and 

mission despite obstacles and setbacks. Leaders are ambitious and driven to attain 

and exceed their objectives (Hockaday & Puyear, 2000; Gardner, 1990). After 

many years of patience and persistence, Donald W. Cameron, President of Guilford 

Technical and Community College (GTCC) in North Carolina, was able to forge 

successful partnerships with the community and local schools through the 

development of a Tech Prep program and a middle college. His efforts revitalized 

the business community and increased student enrollment and success at GTCC. 

Cameron (2008) stated, “I can say that it is a story of patient and persistent 

leadership that eventually produced results that I never dreamed of when I began” 

(p. 29). 

Knowledge. Leaders should be knowledgeable about leadership and the system 

they are leading, including its mission and environment (Davis, 2003; Gardner, 

1990). How does one lead if one does not know what he or she is leading?  

Understanding and dealing with people. Leaders need to be equipped with social 

skills to appropriately interact with followers. When leaders do not exert the effort 
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to understand the organization’s needs, it is perceived by followers as a lack of 

caring (Gardner, 1990). 

Strength through tasking and consideration. Transformational leaders extend an 

opportunity to others to share ownership in decision-making and completing tasks 

(Roueche, et al., 1989). Chancellor Tom Van Groningen of Yosemite Community 

College District in California articulated this competency: 

If a concept has merit, it has to be institutionalized and be able to survive 
without my being involved and without my being here. If the idea cannot 
do that, then it may not be the time or place for such a thought. If it is 
dependent on the strength of one individual or specifically, the CEO, then 
the concept is in trouble. (Roueche, et al., 1989, p. 149) 
 

The influence of others. Leaders are aware that individuals within the 

organization are very important to achieving the goals of the college (Astin & 

Astin, 2000; Roueche, et al., 1989). President Patsy Fulton, Brookhaven College 

in Texas explained: 

I believe that administration, first of all, is a service function. If we 
approach our administrative role from a ‘service first’ perspective, rather 
than a position of control and power, we are better apt to maximize the 
potential that exists within our professional bureaucracies. In fact, power 
in its positive sense is the capacity to translate educational needs into 
concrete plans and to carry these plans through to their successful 
completion for student learning and employee growth. (Roueche, et al., 
1989, p. 152). 
 

Kouzes and Posner’s “Characteristics of Admired Leaders” Questionnaire 
 
 More than 25 years ago, Kouzes and Posner (2007) began research to evaluate 

leadership traits, values, and characteristics most admired by constituents by surveying 

thousands of business and government executives. Since then, Kouzes and Posner have 

administered the survey to over 70,000 people around the world and continue to update 
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the findings. The study identified 20 characteristics most admired in leaders and results 

have been consistent over the years, varying very little. The 2007 survey revealed the 

four leadership characteristics most selected by respondents were honesty (89%), 

forward-looking (71%), inspiring (69%), and competent (68%), respectively. An honest 

leader is sincere and authentic in contrast to one who is insincere and pretentious. A 

forward-looking leader is indicative of a visionary who plans for the future while 

anticipating possibilities. An inspiring leader is one who motivates and influences his 

followers. A competent leader is very knowledgeable and capable of doing a great job. 

The fact that these competencies are chosen repeatedly comes as no surprise. Other 

researchers (Roueche, et al., 1989; Gardner, 1990; Hockaday & Puyear, 2000; Burns, 

1978) have affirmed the importance of these leadership competencies. In addition to the 

four previously discussed characteristics, the following were cited in the survey: 

intelligent (48%), fair-minded (39%), straightforward (36%), broad-minded (35%), 

supportive (35%), dependable (34%), cooperative (25%), courageous (25%), determined 

(25%), caring (22%), imaginative (17%), mature (15), ambitious (16), loyal (18%), self-

controlled, (10%) and (4%) independent (Posner & Kouzes, 2007, p. 30).  These 

characteristics describe the type of leader who can make a difference in the daunting 

challenge of college retention and completion in this country.  

Achieving the Dream: Making a Difference 

Since its inception in 2004 with 26 community colleges, 160 institutions across 30 

states serving 2 million students have joined AtD, seeking solutions to improve student 

outcomes while reducing the achievement gap (AtD, 2011a). The primary goal of 
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Achieving the Dream is to improve student success and completion. This goal is achieved 

through outcomes in the areas of institutional change, policy change, public engagement, 

and knowledge development (AtD, 2005b). Many AtD colleges have made progress in 

implementing or changing programs, practices, and processes that have contributed to 

student success. Colleges who participate commit to collecting and examining data to 

improve student outcomes. After colleges have been members of Achieving the Dream 

for four years, demonstrated high performance sustainability in student outcomes on at 

least one performance measure for three years, and implemented one intervention with 

documented proof of substantially improved student outcomes, they may apply for 

Leader College status. As leaders, they serve as mentors to other colleges joining the 

initiative (AtD, 2005e). While most community colleges have not been able to achieve 

lasting sustainability in improving student success, Leader Colleges have. As of 2010, the 

number of Leader Colleges in the U.S. had increased to 29. This accomplishment is only 

attainable if participating colleges commit to the following four principles of Achieving 

the Dream: 

1.  Committed leadership – Active support from the Chief Executive Officer and      

leadership team to improve student outcomes and equity, not just enrollments. 

2. Use of evidence to improve programs and services with IT capacity to 

accommodate the data and institutional research. 

3.  Broad engagement encompassing participation by all levels of staff and 

administrators to work towards student success. 
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4. Systemic institutional improvement in which institutions create a strategic 

planning process that uses evidence from data to create goals for student 

success. Budget allocations are connected to student success. (AtD, 2005d) 

 Each AtD college self examines strengths, weaknesses, and achievement gaps to 

determine which strategies would be most effective in eliminating or reducing the 

problem areas of student success. Some current successful innovative practices and 

programs of AtD participants include improvements in  developmental education, 

gatekeeper courses, first year experiences, counseling and advising for at-risk students, 

tutoring and student support services, college readiness through fortifying K-12 

relationships, creating learning communities, and learning to use data more purposefully 

to determine student outcomes and improve student success (AtD, 2010a). 

AtD’s model for student success includes a five-step process: (1) commitment by 

leaders to improve student outcomes, (2) using data to prioritize actions, (3) engaging 

stakeholders to help develop a plan, (4) implementing, evaluating, and improving 

strategies and (5) establishing a culture of continuous improvement (AtD, 2005c). 

Statement of the Problem 

 Achieving the Dream assumes that leadership is critical for student success. 

Limited research exists which highlights specific leadership practices employed by 

Achieving the Dream colleges, particularly Leader Colleges, which are known for being 

successful in sustaining innovations. Leader Colleges have been able to demonstrate 

sustainability through specific practices leading to increased student outcomes, while 

others have not been able to sustain the same level of student success. In fact, a recent 
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report in The Chronicle of Higher Education entitled Turning the Tide: Five Years of 

Achieving the Dream in Community Colleges, found that even though some colleges 

changed their practices significantly to improve student success, student outcomes have 

improved very little in persistence and developmental education. The report added that 

those who have been successful in improving student outcomes were able to do so 

because of leadership support and adequate institutional research (Gonzales, 2011). 

 Leader Colleges have improved student success on at least one of five 

performance measures including completing course work, progressing from remedial 

courses to credit-bearing courses, completing gatekeeper courses, retention from semester 

to semester and completing certificates and degrees (AtD, 2010b). They also successfully 

implemented at least one student success intervention such as mandatory orientation, 

intrusive advising, or student success courses, that resulted in documented substantial 

improvement in student outcomes (AtD, 2010a). There are very few leadership studies 

based on community colleges. Most are based on K-12, four-year institutions, or 

corporate businesses. Also, limited research exists which highlights specific leadership 

practices employed by AtD Leader Colleges.  

Purpose of the Study 

  The purpose of this study was to ascertain leadership practices used to increase 

student success through sustaining innovation at AtD Leader Colleges. This study added 

to the knowledge base regarding AtD Leader Colleges as well as sustainability practices 

leading to increased student success in community colleges. This study will allow other 

colleges to replicate the successes of the colleges represented in this study. This study 
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might also provide a model for how levels of leadership could use specific practices to 

sustain innovation that leads to student success. AtD Leader Colleges have demonstrated 

sustainability in student outcomes on at least one performance measure for three years 

and implemented one intervention with documented success. The Leader Colleges in this 

study have been chosen because they have been recognized and awarded by AtD and 

others for their outstanding work in improving and sustaining practices that contribute to 

student success.  

Research Questions 

Three primary questions guided the research for this study. 

1. What leadership practices were employed by the following stakeholders to sustain 

innovation that led to increased student success? 

A. The Chief Executive Officer 

B. The Board of Trustees 

C. The Leadership Team 

D. The Faculty 

2. What was the perception of the AtD Coach and Data Facilitator regarding the 

leadership practices that led to increased student success? 

3. What obstacles to change were encountered by stakeholders during innovation 

sustainability? 

Methodology 

Through purposeful selection, this study used a qualitative multiple case study of 

two community colleges, one in Texas and the other in North Carolina, because these two 
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colleges have achieved high levels of student success, have been highly esteemed and 

recognized by Achieving the Dream and other community colleges, and have received 

awards for their student success accomplishments.  A qualitative study focuses on 

people’s experiences from their perspective (Roberts, 2004, p. 111). Qualitative studies 

are descriptive and include observations and interviews. In qualitative analysis, the 

trustworthiness of the study depends on the researcher’s skill and competence (Roberts, 

2004, p. 112).  Denzin and Lincoln (2000) define qualitative research as a situated 

activity that locates the observer in the world of the participant, making the world visible 

through field-notes, interviews, focus groups, documentation reviews, conversations, 

photographs, recordings and memos to self (p. 3). Ritchie and Lewis (2006) add that 

qualitative research offers (a) comprehensive knowledge about the social world of 

research participants, including their experiences, perceptions, and past, (b) samples that 

are small with purposeful criteria, (c) a data collection process consisting of close 

interaction between researcher and participant, (d) data that is very thorough, in depth, 

and broad, (e) an expansive analysis, which could lead to the development of new 

explanations, and (f) results centering on the participants interpretation of their social 

world. Qualitative research requires learning to listen, interpret, and tell someone else’s 

story (Glesne, 2006). 

Significance of Study 

 Identifying practices of the colleges included in this study will allow other 

colleges, Chief Executive Officers, board members, leadership teams, and faculty to 

better understand which leadership practices are vital to sustain innovations resulting in 
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improved outcomes. This study will also highlight any attributes that contributed to 

introduce and sustain initiatives, as well as document the progress that First Round AtD 

colleges have made, according to the coaches and data facilitators who were in a position 

to closely observe what it took to be successful. Finally, community college leaders 

interested in introducing innovations and/or change may find relevant information about 

the challenges faced and how these were addressed in order to ensure student success. 

Definition of Terms 

1. Community college: a two-year public institution of higher education with the 

mission to serve the educational needs of the community, making higher 

education accessible to anyone (AACC, 2008) 

2. Developmental Education: a term used interchangeably with remediation to 

describe courses of study that develop basic proficiency skills needed for success 

in college courses (AACC, 2000) 

3. Student success: retention from year-to-year leading to completion of certificates 

or degrees (AtD, 2010b, p. 4) 

4. CEO: Chief Executive Officer at the college responsible for leading commitment 

efforts to enhance student success (AtD, 2010b, p. 3) 

5. Leadership team: senior administrators committed to achieving equity in student 

success by supporting policy changes that lead to student success (AtD, 2010b, 

p.9) 

6. Faculty: instructors who actively support a broad-based student success agenda 

(AtD, 2010b, p. 9) 
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7. Coaches and Data Facilitators: responsible for assessing and evaluating Achieving 

the Dream college performance (AtD, 2010b, p. 7). Coaches are typically retired 

community college presidents who offer a wealth of experience in leadership and 

transformation. The data facilitators have experience in working with data and 

institutional research (AtD, 2011b) 

8. Student outcomes: the ending result of students efforts  

9. Board of Trustees: governing board for the college who demonstrates support for 

Chief Executive Officer as it implements necessary changes to facilitate student 

success (AtD, 2010b, p. 9) 

Delimitations 

 The researcher exceeded goals for data collection and individual interviews at 

Community College One, but experienced scheduling difficulties with faculty for a focus 

group at Community College Two. Overall, the data was rich and more than sufficient for 

the purposes of this study. 

Limitations 

The researcher anticipated and handled the potential for bias as sole researcher. 

The researcher used triangulation to reduce the likelihood of bias.  

Assumptions 

 In order to frame the context for this study, several assumptions were made by the 

researcher: 

1. Leadership is critical for student success. 
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2. Leadership represented by the Chief Executive Officer, Board members, 

Leadership team, and faculty at participating Achieving the Dream Leader 

colleges used specific practices to sustain innovation. 

3. Innovation sustainability improved student success. 

Summary 

 This chapter provided an introduction to the study, the statement of the problem, 

and the purpose of the study. It also discussed the definition, role, and attributes of 

leadership. The research questions, methodology, definition of terms, significance of the 

study, limitations, delimitations, and assumptions were discussed in sequential order. The 

following chapter includes a review of the literature relevant to Achieving the Dream and 

leadership. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 

Introduction 

  Community colleges are responsible for educating 44% of all undergraduates in 

the U.S., representing 12.4 million students (AACC, 2011). However, today, less than 

46% of community college students complete their associate’s degree within six years 

(AtD, 2005f) while 41% of entering students require remediation (McCabe, 2000). 

Improving student outcomes has been unsuccessful for most community colleges. This 

daunting challenge will require leaders who commit to (a) improving student outcomes, 

(b) seeking innovative and sustainable practices, and (c) transforming their institutions 

systemically to create a culture of success.  Our educational system is under attack by the 

entire world. We have slipped from first place in degree attainment to tenth place (Kelley, 

2010). National and global economic influences within the last 20 years have led us into a 

knowledge economy (Alfred, Shults, Jaquette & Strickland, 2009). As a result of the 

rapidly growing knowledge economy, the accountability of community colleges to 

produce more graduates has intensified. In order to remain competitive with the rest of 

the world, we must build an educated workforce. According to Kelley (2010), as of 2008, 

only 37.8% of adults in the U.S. between the ages of 25 and 34 held college degrees. This 

lack of degree attainment has placed the U.S. in tenth place in the 24 to 34-age category 

behind Canada, Korea, Japan, New Zealand, Ireland, Norway, France, Belgium, and 

Australia, respectively. Auguste, Cota, Jayaram, and Laboissiere (2010) reported that 

college degree attainment rates are increasing in almost every industrialized nation except 

the United States. The matter is so urgent President Obama is challenging the U.S. to lead 
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the world once again in college completions by 2020. For community colleges, this goal 

means an additional five million graduates by 2020 (White House, 2009). The majority of 

those who are not completing community college are minority and low-income students. 

This lack of degree completion has created a gap in the educational achievement between 

racial groups. Achievement gaps create barriers to success and can lead to social and 

economic problems within society. 

The Achievement Gap 

 Achieving the Dream believes that the achievement gap can be reduced if 

leadership seriously commits to making student success a priority. The achievement gap 

represents disparity in academic achievement between minority groups and other 

students. According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 

“Achievement gaps occur when one group of students outperforms another group and the 

difference in average scores between the two groups is statistically significant” (NCES, 

2010). The continued existence of substantial minority-majority educational gaps is 

prohibitively costly, not only for minorities, but for the nation as a whole. Among the 

most compelling reasons for seeking to eliminate these gaps as soon as possible are the 

following: 1) the achievement of significantly higher minority education levels is 

essential to the long-term productivity and competitiveness of the U.S. economy; 2) if 

minorities are to enjoy the full benefits of their recently won civil rights, they need 

formal-education-dependent knowledge and skills much closer in quantity and quality to 

those held by whites; and 3) the maintenance of a humane and harmonious society 
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depends to a considerable degree on minorities’ reaching educational parity with whites. 

(Miller, 1995, p.4) 

The achievement gap problem is grave in the United States. Between the 1970’s 

and 1980’s academic achievement of African American and Latino students greatly 

improved. But during the 1990’s, the gaps began to grow in some grades while remaining 

stagnant in others (Haycock, 2001). In 1999 by the end of high school, only 2% of Latino 

and 1% of African American 17-year-olds could read and comprehend specialized text 

such as the science section of the newspaper, compared to 8.3% of White students. The 

statistics concerning mathematics were equally dismal, indicating only about 3.3% of 

Latino and 1% of African American students could do multilevel problem solving and 

elementary algebra well, compared to 10% of White students. Sadly, by the end of high 

school, African American and Latino students exhibit skills in both reading and 

mathematics equivalent to performance by White students in 8th grade (Haycock, 2001).  

 Haycock (2001) contends that the problem with our current system is, it does not 

ask enough of the students and students do not feel challenged. Her first recommendation 

is a revision of educational standards to exemplify clear expectations while also serving 

as a guide for teachers, administrators, parents, and students to ensure that each group 

understands the competencies students must master. Secondly, Haycock recommends a 

rigorous curriculum to allow students to improve performance on tests. Next, she 

proposes intervention to prevent students from falling further behind in their studies. 

Lastly, according to Haycock teachers must be held accountable for demonstrating 

proficiency in their subject areas.  
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 According to the Manhattan Institute for Policy Research (MIPR), each year 

approximately a million students who should graduate from high school do not (Green & 

Forster, 2003). They are, therefore, condemned to a lifetime of lower income and limited 

opportunities (p. 2). Using data from the U.S. Department of Education, MIPR conducted 

a study to determine graduation and college readiness rates in the U.S. College readiness 

was based on three criteria: students must have been eligible to graduate from high 

school, they must have taken certain courses in high school that colleges require to 

demonstrate certain skills, and they must have demonstrated basic literacy skills (Green 

& Forster, 2003). Table 1 summarizes their findings. 

 

Table 1 

MIPR Public High School Graduation and College Readiness Rates in U.S. 

_________________________________________________________________ 

Students             Graduate  Leave College Ready 
            Percent                    Percent 
_________________________________________________________________ 
All Public High Schools  70   32 
Asian      79   38 
White     72   37 
Black     51   20 
Hispanic    52   16 
American Indian   54   14 
_________________________________________________________________ 
SOURCE: Green & Forster, 2003 

 The findings clearly indicate that less than half of each group of students is 

graduating high school college-ready. While 70% of all public school students in the 

study graduated, 30% did not. Asians and Whites graduated college-ready more than the 
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other groups. According to this data, few Blacks, Hispanics, and American Indians are 

prepared to enter college. This study confirms the need for alignment of high school 

courses with college expectations. It also suggests an achievement gap between the 

groups. Achievement gaps create inequity. The authors concluded that Black and 

Hispanic students are underrepresented in college not because of the lack of financial aid 

or inadequate affirmative action policies, but because the K-12 educational system failed 

to adequately prepare them for college (Green & Forster, 2003). 

 The study also examined graduation rates by region in the U.S. Rates in the 

Northeast (73%) and the Midwest (77%) exceeded the national rate (70%), but 

graduation rates in the South (65%) and West (69%) were lower than the national rate 

(Green & Forster, 2003). The college readiness rate for the Northeast and the Midwest 

was 32%. The South had a higher graduation rate of 38%, while the West had the lowest 

rate of 25%. North Dakota had the highest graduation rate among the states with 89%, 

while Florida had the lowest graduation rate of 56% (Green & Forster, 2003). 

 The Nation’s Report Card by the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP) revealed in Table 2, that even though all racial groups improved some in the 

2009 math assessment, achievement gaps still exist.  Forty-nine thousand 12th grade 

students from 1,670 schools were assessed in math. Results indicate between 2005 and 

2009, math scores improved more for Asian/Pacific Islanders and American 

Indian/Alaska Natives than other groups with an average gain of 11 points between the 

two groups. Scores improved very little for Whites, Blacks, or Hispanics, averaging only 

a four-point gain (NCES, 2009). Findings suggested a possible cause for the gap was 
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students who took advanced math courses scored higher on the average than those who 

took lower-level math. 

Table 2 

Nation’s 12th Grade Average (Avg.) Math Scores  

by Race/Ethnicity on a 300 Point Scale 

_______________________________________________ 
           Average Scores 
         
          Ethnicity         2005  2009 
_______________________________________________    
White           157            161 
Black           127  131 
Hispanic          133  138 
Asian/Pacific Islander         163  175 
American Indian/Alaska 
Native           134  144 
_______________________________________________ 
 
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education 
Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National  
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 2009 Mathematics  
Assessment.  
 

Table 3 represents the 2009 national reading assessment by NAEP. As in math, 

the reading scores confirm the continuation of an achievement gap between groups. Fifty-

two thousand students representing 1,670 schools were assessed in reading. According to 

NAEP, even though the average reading gap for 12th graders increased between 2005 and 

2009, White, Black, and Hispanic student scores fell below 1992 levels. The 

Asian/Pacific Islander and American Indian/Alaska Native students scored above their 

1992 levels during this time period. Data indicate Asian/Pacific Islanders achieved the 

most significant increase with an 11-point average gain from 2005 to 2009 (NCES, 



	
   	
  

	
  
	
  

29	
  

2009). Though NAEP did not identify causes for the decrease, it noted that a multitude of 

factors could influence student achievement, such as educational policies, resources, and 

demographics.  

Table 3      

 12th Grade Average Reading Scores by Race/Ethnicity  

         On a 500 Point Scale  

___________________________________________________ 

    Average Scores 

Ethnicity  1992  2005  2009_______ 

White   297  293  296 
Black   273  267  269 
Hispanic  279  272  274 
Asian/Pacific   290  287  298   
Islander 
American Indian/ 274 (1994) 279  283 
Alaska Native 
____________________________________________________ 
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education 
 Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National  
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 2009 Reading  
Assessment   
 

Studies of Achievement Gap Practices and Programs 

          Using a modified theoretical framework model from Clark and Estes (2002), a 

study by Gray (2010) identified cultural norms, practices, and programs that have 

contributed to closing the achievement gap while sustaining success for more than three 

years for minority students at an urban elementary school in California. The student 

population was 80% Hispanic with more than 74% of the students classified as 
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socioeconomically disadvantaged. The theoretical model used six steps to analyze 

outcomes:  

1. Identify a high achieving school. 

2. Identify student subgroup performance. 

3. Identify achievement goals and subgroup performance on the Academic 

Performance Index (API). 

4. Identify factors contributing to growth. 

5. Identify cultural norms, practices, and programs/school structure. 

6. Analyze and synthesize results.  

 The study found the cultural norms, programs, and practices contributing to 

closing the achievement gap at Crestline Elementary School were caused by 

collaboration between staff members, shared leadership, a program for differentiated 

instruction, and a small group intervention model for language arts and mathematics that 

enabled teachers to assist or challenge students in flexible, skill-based groups. 

 The study also revealed that because of the cultural norms, programs, and 

practices, Crestline experienced an increase in their Academic Performance Index (API) 

score. API is a numerical value ranging from 200 to 1000 set by the state of California, 

with 800 set as the target for all schools. Any school that does not reach the 800 target 

must demonstrate an upward growth of 5% of all students in every subgroup from year to 

year (Gray, 2010, p. 29). In 2009, this elementary school had an API of 804, up from 751 

in 2006. Within the last 12 years, the school has increased its API score by 204 points. 

The school attributes its success to a culture of collaboration, shared leadership, and 
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highly effective instructional practices. None of these practices are particularly new, but 

the combination was innovative in this context. 

 A similar study by Flores (2010), again in California, also found shared leadership 

crucial to academic success as she examined cultural norms, practices, and programs that 

improved student achievement at a high-poverty, high-performing urban middle school 

(grades 6th, 7th, and 8th) with a 31% population of English Learner (EL) students located 

in a large Hispanic community. The study examined the school culture, practices, and 

programs that had demonstrated growth for three consecutive years. Four theoretical 

frameworks were examined in the study: social justice theory, critical race theory, 

sociocultural theory, and social capital theory. The cultural norms identified as 

contributing to the success of academic achievement were commitment to inclusion, 

equity in opportunity, access to exceptional education, and great expectations for all 

students, college-oriented goals, and personal accountability. The practices that allowed 

the school to achieve and sustain success were systemic instructional practices, data-

driven practices, and systemic student support services and shared leadership. Programs 

that contributed to the academic success included tutoring and classroom instruction. 

 As a result of these practices, in the last three years student achievement has 

improved by 67 API points. EL achievement has increased by 69 points. In 2009, the 

school was designated as Distinguished because for two previous consecutive years it had 

met state and federal targets. 

 Cabrera (2010) examined factors that contributed to sustained academic success at 

an urban high school for more than five years. The school population was predominantly 
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Hispanic and socioeconomically disadvantaged. Through a modified theoretical 

framework of Clark and Estes (2002), Cabrera confirmed that leadership support and 

shared leadership contributed to reducing the achievement gap at this high school. The 

cultural norms and practices also included data-driven decision- making, positive 

affirmations, collaboration, academic rigor, learning assessment, leadership support, and 

making student needs a priority. 

 Programs that made a difference were the Educator’s Assessment Data 

Management System (EADMS) and Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID) 

conferences. EADMS allows the school to assess and analyze data. AVID is a program 

designed to improve college readiness for students by offering tutoring and support 

services to help them reach their educational goals. Teachers also used AVID 

conferences as an opportunity to teach and learn from each other. 

 Through the cultural norms and practices implemented, between 2004 and 2008 

this high school increased its API from 609 to 716. Hispanic groups have continuously 

improved since 2005, increasing their API by 43 points. This attainment has narrowed the 

achievement gap between Hispanics and their White counterparts to 47 points, down 

from 84 points in 2005 (Cabrera, 2010). The author credits the sustained success of this 

school to leadership support, shared leadership, cultural norms, practices, and programs, 

collaboration and data-driven decision making.  

Achieving the Dream: Achieving Outcomes 

In 2004, to address the achievement gap and help disadvantaged students in 

community colleges succeed in their course work, Lumina Foundation initiated 
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Achieving the Dream (AtD).  AtD expects to achieve outcomes through four means. 

 Institutional change. The AtD campus network (AtD coaches, data facilitators, 

supporting organizations) collaborates with leadership teams to create a sustainable broad 

based, systemic commitment to improving student outcomes by building a culture of 

evidence. 

 Knowledge development. AtD gathers data and strategy information from each 

college and state in order to assess change efforts. AtD disseminates learning by hosting 

events and publishing findings. 

Policy. AtD state led institutions work to develop educational policies that 

promote innovation; reward colleges for increasing student completions; and to align 

secondary education and higher education college readiness standards, assessments, and 

placement policies. 

 Public engagement. Agents of influence have an opportunity to assess and 

advance AtD efforts. Supportive internal and external stakeholders influence and 

persuade institutions and policy-makers to improve student success (AtD, 2005a). 

Achieving the Dream seeks to increase student success through equity. Structural 

inequities in society have created barriers to student success and achievement gaps 

between certain groups of students. AtD believes that equality alone will not remove 

these barriers, but coupled with equitable practices and policies for all groups, 

achievement gaps will be reduced (AtD, 2010d). Equity is achieved through education. 

Without a postsecondary education, job prospects and a good quality of life are limited. 

The workforce today requires more than the minimal skills acquired through high school. 
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Equity in higher education is comprised of three parts: equity in college preparation, 

access to college, and success in reaching college goals (Bailey & Morest, 2006, p. 2).  

Inequity exists because of several factors according to Bailey and Morest. First, many 

minority and low-income students do not have access to quality high schools that would 

prepare them for postsecondary education, making them less likely to enroll in college. 

Secondly, once these students are in college, they take fewer credits and are less likely to 

finish (Bailey & Morest, 2006).  

Achieving the Dream exposes inequity by building a culture of evidence. A 

culture of evidence is an “environment where institutional and individual reflection and 

action are typically prompted and supported by data about student learning and 

institutional performance” (McClenney & McClenney, 2003, p. 3). A culture of evidence 

assumes that student learning can be improved if data are collected and examined. Morest 

asserts that many colleges already collect and analyze data in certain areas. The problem, 

according to Morest (2009), is not an absence of data collection, but the focus of data 

collection and methodologies. Morest adds that when higher education uses data, it is not 

always clear which decisions should or should not be based on empirical evidence or 

what evidence is acceptable. Oftentimes, institutional research is required to satisfy 

compliance reporting. Much of this reporting is not intended to satisfy internal functions, 

but to satisfy external stakeholders such as accreditors, policymakers and legislators. 

Morest believes in order to create a culture of evidence, there must be a systemic change.  

Key players from all levels within the organization must collect and use data to inform 
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their functions. Critically, in order to develop a culture of evidence, the evidence must be 

viewed as meaningful (Morest, 2009). 

A culture of evidence is needed to reduce the number of students enrolling in 

developmental education. According to McCabe (2000), 41% of beginning community 

college students and 29% of four-year college students enroll in at least one 

developmental education course such as reading, writing, or math, which translates to a 

million underprepared students enrolling in college before they are college-ready. Of 

these million students, 20% are deficient in reading, 25% are deficient in writing, and 

34% are deficient in math. The overall demographics of the students are 60% White, 23% 

Black, and 12% Hispanic. Forty percent receive some form of financial aid and the 

family income for the majority of this group is less than $20,000 (McCabe, 2000, p.4). 

AtD has specific approaches to improve outcomes for students testing into 

developmental education. Their strategies include defining and aligning college readiness 

standards, assessment and placement, implementing and evaluating program innovation, 

and performance measurement and incentives (AtD, 2009b).  The priority of states must 

be to reduce the need for developmental education by assuring that students are college 

ready before beginning their college experience. In some AtD states, opportunities such 

as dual enrollment and early college high schools are used as strategies to prepare 

students for college and reduce the need for developmental education. Previously these 

opportunities existed only for students classified as gifted and talented. Today more 

colleges are using these opportunities as strategies to help disadvantaged students 

succeed in college (AtD, 2009b). 



	
   	
  

	
  
	
  

36	
  

   Achieving the Dream colleges commit to analyzing data closely to determine if 

students are remaining in school, completing developmental courses and progressing to 

credit-bearing courses. The institutions also agree to disaggregate and analyze their data 

to determine if groups of students are advancing at the same rate or whether there are 

gaps in achievement among certain populations, such as minority or low-income 

students. There are three stages in the process of improving student outcomes: 

Diagnosis and planning. In this stage, colleges collect and analyze data to check 

students’ progress while identifying achievement gaps for particular groups. 

Implementation and evaluation. This stage involves the implementation of 

strategies to improve student performance. 

Institutionalization. In this systemic stage, colleges adopt and expand effective 

practices (AtD, 2007). 

In order for any initiative to be effective at an institution, the leadership must demonstrate 

commitment to the process, which is one of the core principles of AtD. Through their 

commitment, leaders are able to influence the culture and climate of the college. 

Core Principles of Achieving the Dream 

Achieving the Dream is founded on four core principles: committed leadership, 

use of evidence to improve programs and services, broad engagement, and  

systemic institutional improvement (AtD, 2005d). 

Committed leadership. 
	
  

The first principle of AtD is committed leadership. Achieving the Dream defines 

committed leaders as those who are willing to make the necessary changes in policy and 
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practice and are committed to investing the resources to improve learning and completion 

for all students, simultaneously achieving equity in student outcomes across all racial 

boundaries and income groups (AtD, 2005d).  Community college leaders must transcend 

the mentality of being concerned only with enrollment numbers and become the great 

leaders that students deserve by becoming more concerned with student success and 

equity. According to Collins (2001), great leaders exhibit certain characteristics: they 

realize that there is no greater asset than their people, are not discouraged by adversity, 

and believe one should strive to be the best at what one does. Being a committed leader 

requires sacrifice for the greater good. According to Gardner (1990), commitment 

requires hard work “in the heat of the day”; it requires faithful exertion on behalf of 

chosen purposes and the enhancement of chosen values (p. 190). 

Use of evidence to improve policies, programs, and services. 

Principle two is using evidence found through institutional research to improve 

policies, programs, and services. Institutional research (IR) within higher education, 

according to Saupe (1990), is to provide information that supports institutional planning, 

policy formation and decision-making (p. 1).  To create a culture of evidence using 

institutional research, AtD places emphasis on two types of data analysis: longitudinal 

analysis and college completion (CCRC, 2008, p. 1). The longitudinal data collected on 

students includes courses taken, grades, and programs completed. The process includes 

analyzing the remedial and college-level courses taken by each cohort of students, 

followed by disaggregating and analyzing the findings to determine if there are gaps in 

achievement among certain student groups, such as part-time or students of color (Morest 
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& Jenkins, 2007). This type of analysis assists colleges in tracking student progress over 

time while identifying areas where some students tend to struggle or drop out of college. 

This allows the colleges to develop strategies to improve student progress based on a 

clear diagnosis of the challenges (Morest & Jenkins, 2007).  

Though 160 colleges have committed to using data based decision making to 

create a culture of success (AtD, 2011a), most lack the capacity and staff to conduct the 

type of research AtD requires. Many colleges currently use their IR departments for 

regulatory compliance. Because of accountability pressures from federal, state, and 

accrediting agencies, colleges have to provide more data demonstrating evidence of 

student outcomes and institutional performance. Colleges need better data to guide 

decisions on college management and program design and services (Morest, 2009; 

Morest & Jenkins, 2007). AtD participants have found transforming their IR departments 

very challenging because it takes time to establish an institutionalized data-driven culture 

(Morest & Jenkins, 2007). 

  Some colleges have student information systems that are designed primarily to 

serve student recordkeeping purposes and other management functions (Morest & 

Jenkins, 2007; Morest, 2009; Saupe, 1990). A problem with student information systems 

is that student data is entered by different departments and sometimes by work-study 

students. If the data is used for research, it must be crosschecked to identify and correct 

errors. Most colleges do not have this capability. Some colleges combine research, 

planning, institutional effectiveness and assessment in one department (Morest & 

Jenkins, 2007; Morest, 2009). Others campuses may not have a formal research office 
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(Saupe, 1990). In addition, the data collection system for many colleges lacks the ability 

to clean or extract data once it has been entered in the system. An easy-to-use data 

collection and analysis system is needed for the type of research that could inform 

improvements to programs and institutional performance (Morest & Jenkins, 2007, p. 3).  

Building a culture of evidence requires the Chief Executive Officers, 

administrators, faculty, and student services staff to understand how to use data in order 

to understand where students are having problems, create strategies to address problems, 

and assess the effectiveness of the solutions implemented (Morest & Jenkins, 2007, p. 2). 

Commitment and support from the leadership is imperative to establish a culture of 

evidence on any campus. The leadership must commit to investing not only the necessary 

resources to increase their IR capacity, but they must also create an atmosphere where the 

research is valued and viewed as both beneficial and priority (Morest, 2009; Morest & 

Jenkins, 2007). “Achieving the Dream recognizes the need for organizational 

transformation in creating such a climate and calls for college leaders to help nurture a 

culture of evidence (Morest  

& Jenkins, 2007, p. 4).  

  Broad engagement. 
	
  

 The third principle of Achieving the Dream is broad engagement, which refers to 

collaboration among all stakeholders at the institution, including administrators, faculty, 

and student services staff to increase student achievement and outcomes. According to 

Tinto (1993), institutional commitment to success is critical in improving rates of student 

success over time. Without it, most efforts at improvement are marginal and short-lived 
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(p. 12). Faculty must be involved early and authentically in the change process. Their 

support will come most readily when they share responsibility for diagnosing the 

problems and crafting solutions (AtD, 2009c). Colleges that are more successful in 

engaging faculty make faster progress in their success agenda.  

There has been limited research on broad engagement. Most research on 

engagement has focused primarily on faculty-student relationships, suggesting that when 

faculty engages students, student learning, retention and a quality undergraduate 

experience will occur (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 1993; Astin, 1993). In 

Tinto’s model, the decision of students to persist or withdraw from college depends on 

their successful academic social integration within the college. 

 Broad engagement requires a culture change within the colleges. Some 

stakeholders have found it difficult to accept broad engagement. AtD has experienced 

difficulty breaking down silos that exist among academic departments and across 

different campuses. Even though faculty supports the goal of student success, many feel 

that the problems have more to do with the students than with them or the college. 

Secondly, some are uncomfortable with the special focus on minority and low-income 

students. Sadly, there are also those who believe that substantial improvements in student 

outcomes are only possible by lowering standards of quality, which suggests the current 

level of achievement of students is the highest they can attain (AtD, 2009c). 

 Achieving the Dream recommends the involvement of faculty in the following 

strategies to increase broad engagement: (a) participating on core and data teams and task 

forces, (b) providing leadership as co-directors and coordinator, (c) serving as student 
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advocates, advisors, success coaches, and mentors, (d) working in collaborative groups 

delegated to redesign courses, curricula, and assessments, (e) participating in faculty 

retreats to discuss and analyze AtD data, (f) attending the AtD Kickoff and Strategy 

Institute, (g) participating in focus groups, stakeholder dialogues, and campus and 

community wide conversations on student success, and (h) attending convocations on 

AtD and student success and participating in faculty development experiences linked to 

strategic improvements in student success (AtD, 2009c). 

Systemic institutional improvement. 

The fourth principle of Achieving the Dream is systemic institutional 

improvement designed to improve student success efforts within the entire organization. 

It begins with the strategic planning process. Strategic planning, according to Dooris, 

Kelley, and Trainer (2002), is the ability to formulate goals and proceed toward them 

with direct intent (p.5). In the early 1900’s, Frenchman Henri Fayol (Dooris et al., 2002) 

described strategic planning as assessing the future, setting goals, and devising ways to 

bring about these goals (p.5).  The first documented account of higher education’s 

participation in strategic planning was in 1959 at a summer program hosted at 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology. To support rapid expansion, the original focus of 

strategic planning in higher education centered on facilities and accommodation 

planning.  

 Today in higher education, strategic planning has broadened to include hiring 

better faculty, recruiting stronger students, upgrading facilities, strengthening academic 

programs and student services, and acquiring the resources needed to accomplish those 
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goals. Dooris, et al. add that strategic planning also includes learning and creativity, 

encompassing the need for college and university leaders to challenge assumptions and 

consider radically changing existing structures and processes. Critics argue that strategic 

planning traditionally has focused too heavily on the process of developing a plan rather 

than on implementation or outcomes of the plan (Trainer, 2004) 

Achieving the Dream’s Strategic Planning Process 

In contrast to most strategic planning processes, AtD’s process relies on data to 

establish and measure goals for student success. Plans for a given year are driven by a 

concise set of strategic priorities that focus on student success. Unlike other strategic 

plans that simply set and measure goal attainment, AtD colleges’ budget decisions are 

based on evidence of program effectiveness and linked to plans to increase student 

success rates. Another aspect that differentiates the strategic planning process of AtD 

colleges from others is the integration of the student success agenda with accreditation 

activity to allow a much simpler process for institutions to retrieve accreditation data. 

Finally, a very important and unique component of the planning process is that faculty 

and staff members are trained on how to use and research data to improve programs and 

services (AtD, 2007). AtD strives to create lasting change while improving student 

outcomes through plans, processes, and strategies. Strategic planning is intricately linked 

to the leadership of the organization. All leaders are not the same; different leaders adopt 

and embrace different approaches to achieve their goals. 
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Achieving the Dream Leadership Approaches  

          Transformational leadership. 

  Transformational leadership was an impetus for the development of Achieving the 

Dream (CCRC, 2007). AtD leaders accept the responsibility of not only governing, but 

also being active participants in the process of creating change and sustainability to 

improve student success.  

The emergence of transformational leadership was influenced by the chaos of the 

late 1970s and 1980s when the norm was represented by constant change (Bass, 1985; 

Burns, 1978; Ticky & Devanna, 1986).  Burns (1978) developed transformational 

leadership based on Weber’s 1947 work on charismatic leaders. Weber (1947) described 

charismatic leaders as having exceptional traits and qualities that are supernatural and 

superhuman with the magical power to inspire others. Burns (1978) qualified leadership 

traits as moral and amoral.  He considered moral leaders as those who reflected the 

aspirations and needs of their followers.  He described amoral leaders as being coercive 

and manipulative, often exhibiting the need to exert power. According to Burns (1978), 

transformational leadership occurs when people engage each other in a way to raise one 

another to higher levels of motivation and morality. In their best form, transformational 

leaders interact with and engage individuals while inspiring full potential, resulting in a 

transformation of both the leader and follower (Burns, 1978). Their purposes may start 

out separated but become linked together for a common cause. Antonakis, Avolia, and 

Sivasubramaniam  (2003) argue that in addition to raising followers to higher levels of 

awareness, transformational leadership is also comprised of five characteristics: (a) 
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idealized influence (attributes) - whether the leader is admired and perceived as capable 

or powerful; (b) idealized influence (behavior) - how values and beliefs are demonstrated  

by leader’s behavior; (c) inspirational motivation - how leaders motivate and inspire 

followers; (d) intellectual stimulation-the ability of  the leader to challenge followers to 

be innovative and creative thinkers; and (e) individualized consideration - how the leader 

gives individualized attention to followers by actively developing  their potential through 

advising and support. 

 The transformational leader, according to Bass and Bass (2008), identifies critical 

problems, recommends possible solutions, and creates opportunities to resolve them. 

Bass (1990) expanded Burn’s study of transformational leadership and describes 

transformational leaders as superior and charismatic leaders who develop the interests of 

those in their organizations while meeting their emotional needs. The transformational 

leader provides personal attention, coaches, and communicates high expectations to 

individuals within the organization. Bass and Bass (2008) suggest that leaders aspire to 

be sensitive, democratic, fair, committed, confident and self-assured.  

Bass (1990) believes transformational leadership can be learned and asserts 

transformational leadership should be encouraged because it embodies a positive 

influence at all levels of performance. The transformational leader inspires positive 

change. In effect, the root word of transformational is transform, which means to change. 

According to previous works by Wallin, (2010); Beach, (2006); and Drucker, (1999), 

change is an essential component of leadership.   
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Change leadership. 

Internal and external forces mandate constant change for community colleges. 

Change leadership is relevant to leadership today because it describes the types of 

changes community college leaders need to make to grow while producing positive 

changes in student success. Change leadership is defined as “the art of producing 

appropriate changes in an organization’s external environment, its functions and 

structure, its culture, and its practices in pursuit of survival and prosperity” (Beach, 2006, 

p. ix).  Change leadership also embodies similar tenets of transformational leadership by 

suggesting leaders must become change leaders who 

remove barriers and free people to use their strengths to improve the organization, 
make it responsive to the community and to regional and national needs, and look 
with fresh vision on the landscape that has become the field of labor for 
community colleges. (Wallin, 2010, p. 5) 
 
In addition, change leadership encompasses four other useful leadership tenets. 

Change leaders (a) anticipate; (b) constantly analyze the environment; (c) take action; and 

(d) affirm changes that need to be made (Wallin, 2010, p. 8). These characteristics will 

assist community college leaders embrace change to improve student outcomes.  

  In contrast to Beach’s (2006) definition of change leadership as an art, Drucker 

(1999) described change leaders as opportunists because they seek out change, know how 

to differentiate appropriate changes and how to make them purposeful and effective 

internally and externally. However, becoming this type of leader is not a simple task, but 

requires assessing and abandoning current policies that are no longer productive, 

incorporating a systemic policy of innovation to create change, understanding how to 
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introduce change to the organization internally and externally, and implementing policies 

that ensure balance and continuity during change (Drucker, 1999). 

  A study by Ninni (2010) examined the role and influence of three elementary 

school principals as change agents in a school reform initiative and found change agent 

characteristics similar to previous works of Wallin (2010), Beach (2006), and Drucker 

(1999).  Her study found the principals demonstrated traits of change agents by providing 

vision and modeling appropriate behavior as they led by example, welcomed input from 

faculty, and anticipated the effects of change on their work. The principals also had high 

expectations and challenged the faculty to reexamine their commitment to students. They 

also fostered a commitment to achieving goals while encouraging faculty to work 

collaboratively. In addition, the principals provided support and resources for 

professional development training and other needs. 

Ninni (2010) maintains that in order to be an effective change agent, it is 

imperative to be knowledgeable about organizational change. Understanding the change 

process is demonstrated by (a) devoting time to change (b) engaging others in a moral 

purpose, (c) being a visionary leader, (d) establishing learning communities, (e) using 

data to make decisions, (f) promoting high standards, (g) reallocating resources, and (h) 

creating consensus among faculty and community members (Ninni, 2010, p. 10). 

Change is not easy and is often resisted by many within an organization. Leaders 

must learn how to manage constituents who are resistant to change. According to 

O’Toole (1996), “Everybody resists change, particularly the people who have to do the 

most changing” (p.13). O’Toole maintains that the greatest source of resistance is human 
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nature’s objection to having someone else’s will forced on us. Similarly, Kotter (1996) 

affirms, “whenever human communities are forced to adjust to shifting conditions, pain is 

ever present” (p. 4). Higher education has a reputation for being resistant to change and is 

ridiculed by other professional domains because of its slow process of change (Davis, 

2003). Reasons for resistance to change noted by Kezar (2001) and others include: (a) too 

many power structures that confuse the line of authority, (b) organizational structures 

tend to support more spontaneous solutions than planned, purposeful change, and (c) 

duality of values between professionals and administrators make collaboration on change 

difficult (pp. 65-77). The lack of planned change is referred to as revolutionary change 

(Davis, 2003; Schein, 2004). Not only is there potential for resistance to change, 

sometimes change simply fails. O’Toole (1996) alleges “when change fails to occur as 

planned, the cause is almost always found at a deeper level, rooted in inappropriate 

behaviors, beliefs, attitudes, and assumptions of would-be-leaders” (p. x).  

 Kotter (1996) went a step further by identifying common errors that prevent 

organizational change which were (a) unbridled complacency; (b) lack of support from 

the top management; (c) undervaluing the strength of the vision; (d) ineffective 

communication regarding the vision; (e) allowing hindrances to obstruct the new vision; 

(f) unwillingness to celebrate small victories; (g) alleging victory prematurely; and (h) 

failure to ingrain changes in the organization’s culture. Leaders must seek out and destroy 

barriers, whether real or imagined that impede the vision. Kotter warns, “One well placed 

blocker can stop an entire change effort” (1996, p. 10). Real change takes time. People 

should be acknowledged for their continued efforts. They need to see proof along the way 
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of reaching ultimate change or they will likely retract support. Celebrating progress is 

good, but a premature declaration of completion could cause a major setback. Once 

people believe the task is completed, it is difficult to re-rally and re-motivate the troops. 

Changes should be completely saturated and assimilated into the cultural norms because 

innovations require time to take root or they will quickly die.  People must be made 

aware of the importance of specific behaviors and attitudes that contribute to the 

organization’s success. Also, good succession planning is needed to ensure the 

sustainability of the change through the next generation of leaders (Kotter, 1996). 

Previous assumptions should also be tested to make sure everyone understands 

expectations. Most importantly, everyone within the organization from all levels should 

pledge and commit to change (Diamond, 2005).  

According to Diamond (2005), solutions to challenges being faced today by 

institutions of higher education will require major academic reform and organizational 

change. Successful change requires creating and implanting new institutional practices 

and processes that achieve the vision of the organization (Boyce 2003). Institutional 

change includes changes in institutional achievement, outcome attainment, and values 

(Boyce, 2003). Institutional change is sustained by examining and communicating, 

learning from one’s own actions, and assimilating and embedding changes systemically. 

Change can be described as first order or second order change. First order change uses 

current knowledge to achieve goals. In contrast to first order change, second order change 

is transformational and permanent, requiring modifications in assumptions and beliefs 

and ideals of the organization. Institutionalism refers to the long-term endurance and 
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assimilation of a new program within an organization or sustaining the use of an 

innovation (Johnson, Hays, Center & Daley, 2004; Sherry, 2003).  Institutional change is 

replacing the old production model with a new one (Loomis & Rodriguez, 2009, p. 478). 

Higher education is going through significant changes stimulated by the rapid 
growth of the Internet, the increasing globalization of higher education, and the 
ever-pressing question of institutional quality. New modes of educational delivery 
through virtual networks are breaking the traditional mold of instructional 
provision. New players, new pedagogies, and new paradigms are redefining 
higher education. The rules are changing, and there is increased pressure on 
institutions of higher education to evolve, adapt, or desist (Swail, 2002, p. 16). 
 

“Trying to change an educational system is like trying to move a cemetery: there’s not a 

lot of internal support for it” (Anonymous, n.d.). Achieving change as cited by Diamond 

(2005), requires a clear vision and mission statement, goals that demonstrate the 

institution’s support, an illustration by the institution of student centeredness, institution-

wide change, rewards, professional development, and data-based decision making. 

Diamond (2005) and Boyce (2003) went a step further by asserting that achieving 

organizational change in higher education requires innovation in institutional practices 

and policies. 

Innovation in Education 

 Innovation in education is defined by Westera (2004) as a diverse and complex 

mix of new developments in pedagogy and technology that imply changes at the 

organizational level and in human functioning, touching on concepts like progress, 

change, control, functionality, mediation, and acceptance (p. 502). Change encompasses 

transforming the form or capacity of a person, thing, or system (Sherry, 2003). Systemic 

change requires resources in the form of people, money, supplies, facilities, and time to 
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learn and experiment (Sherry, 2003, p. 217).  “The personal-best leadership cases 

continue to be about radical departures from the past, about doing things that have never 

been done before, and about going to places not yet discovered” (Kouzes & Posner, 2007, 

p. 163). Leaders embrace and seek out innovation. According to Rogers (1995), the 

innovation decision process encompasses five steps from the introduction of the 

innovation to confirmation that include knowledge (learning of the innovation’s existence 

and use), persuasion (developing an attitude about the innovation), decision (participating 

in activities that inform the decision to accept or reject the innovation), implementation 

(using the innovation), and confirmation (evaluating the results of the decision).  

 Rogers’ model also emphasized that innovation adoption depended on the 

individual’s perception of whether the innovation is advantageous and recognized as 

beneficial. It should be compatible with existing values and needs of the individuals. 

Finally, the results must clearly be visible to others to ensure its adoption. 

 To help promote awareness of the innovation and encourage its use, leaders as 

change agents distribute and disseminate information about it through various incentives. 

Systemic change is also a slow process. After the systemic change is assimilated, it must 

be sustained. 

Sustainability 

 A crucial aspect of innovation success is sustainability. Sustainability is a process 

in which an innovation is maintained through the execution of specific steps intended to 

improve the organization’s infrastructure.  AtD Leader colleges must demonstrate that the 

achieved student success has been sustained for at least three years (AtD, 2010b). Two 
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main tenets of sustainability are adaptability and flexibility (Johnson, et al., 2004). Sabelli 

and Dede (2001) affirm that a sustainability system must be adaptive and flexible enough 

to incorporate larger and more diverse contexts or risk losing opportunities to improve 

learning and the educational system. 

Using organizational change theory, a study by Raemer (2000) examined 

sustainability of an organizational change in its fifth year at an elementary school. 

Raemer found the sustainability of the innovation for this school depended on (a) training 

and development of teachers in the innovation, (b) collaboration among teachers, (c) 

belief in and practice of the innovation by the principal, (d) the ease to incorporate the 

innovation, and (e) institution-wide support.  

Inhibitors to sustainability. 

According to Braganza, Awazu, and Desouza (2009), certain patterns of behavior 

can interrupt the progress of sustainability and should be removed expediently. Braganza 

et al. suggest that as organizations mature, it is a natural process to become comfortable 

with the norm. However, once they lose their innovative spirit (the very characteristic 

that made them successful), diminished risk-taking and creativity soon follow. The 

sustainability inhibitors identified by Braganza et al. are the pursuit of stability, risk 

avoidance, lack of options, and complex power structures. Stability should not be at the 

expense of student success.  The student population at community colleges has become 

very diverse and with diversity has come new challenges. Community college leaders 

must acknowledge when changes are needed that will sustain the mission of the college 

and create opportunities to improve learning outcomes for students. Avoiding risk can 
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also mean avoiding growth. What worked in the past may not necessarily work today or 

may require modification. Community colleges have two options, either continue 

operating as usual with the same minimal results, or adopt an initiative such as Achieving 

the Dream to improve the equity gap and retention and completion rates.  Limited 

resources should not inhibit growth. Community colleges must take advantage of internal 

resources such as faculty and staff while being open to suggestions and recommendations 

to garner constituent support and collaboration. Broad engagement is an integral part of 

AtD. Leaders must remain focused on the college’s mission to avoid becoming entangled 

in political power structures. They should be able to anticipate disputes and 

disagreements regarding new initiatives (Braganza, et al., 2009).  

Removing inhibitors to sustainability. 

In order to remove inhibitors, Braganza et al. (2009) recommend three strategies. 

First, leaders should convey the value of the new initiative or program by explaining to 

the organization why it is important to adopt the innovation. Next, they should remind 

constituents of the mission of the college. Finally, leaders should allow others an 

opportunity to share ownership in decision-making and completing tasks. Adopting an 

innovation should include a theoretical framework that describes how the institutional 

change will unfold. 

Summary 

This chapter offered a review of the following themes: the achievement gap in the 

United States, Achieving the Dream principles and processes, various leadership 

approaches, educational innovation, and sustainability. These themes are all necessary 
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components that led to the type of student success that has been demonstrated by the 

institutions and leaders in the study. The next chapter will discuss the methodology to be 

used for the research. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 
 
Introduction  

 The purpose of this study was to examine leadership practices used to increase 

student success through sustaining innovation at two Achieving the Dream Leader 

Colleges. This research focused on the leadership practices of the Chief Executive 

Officers, Board of Trustees, Leadership Teams, and faculty that led to improved student 

success at two community colleges.  

 In this chapter, the researcher described the methodological approach and 

research design. Additionally, a description of participants, the sample selection, 

instrumentation, data collection and procedures, and data analysis are discussed. 

 The research design includes the description of the methodology used in this 

study, the relevance of the methodology, and its strengths and weaknesses. The sample 

selection describes the goals of purposeful sampling with a description of the participants 

in the study. Instrumentation includes the type of study conducted and the criteria of 

participants selected for the study.  Data collection and procedures include a description 

of the data collection instruments and steps on how they were used for data collection. 

Data analysis includes the qualitative analysis aspect of the study including: coding, 

reliability, respondent validation, triangulation, member check, and clarifying bias. 

 This research was a multiple case study that examined leadership practices used to 

increase student success through sustained innovations at two Achieving the Dream 

Leader Colleges. The study sought the perspectives of Achieving the Dream coaches 

about leadership practices that increased student success while also examining obstacles 
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that were present during innovation sustainability at the two Achieving the Dream Leader 

Colleges. The study attempted to answer the following three research questions: 

1. What leadership practices were employed by the following to sustain innovation 

that led to increased student success? 

A. The Chief Executive Officer 

B. The Board of Trustees 

C. The Leadership Team 

D. The Faculty 

2. What was the perception of the Achieving the Dream Coach and Data Facilitator 

regarding the leadership practices that led to increased student success? 

3. What obstacles to change were encountered by stakeholders during innovation 

sustainability? 

Research Design  

 Qualitative Research. 

 The research used for this study was of a qualitative design. Qualitative research 

is based on the philosophical study called phenomenology, which focuses on someone’s 

experience from his or her own perspective (Roberts, 2004). The research does not begin 

with specific questions, but with broad general questions about whatever is being 

investigated. Qualitative studies tend to collect data in the field at the location where 

participants experience the phenomenon or problem being studied (Creswell, 2009; 

Roberts, 2004). Qualitative designs are not usually used to test theory, but the theory will 

emerge when the data has been collected. The framework may change as the research 
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evolves. Adopting a tentative conceptual framework allows the researcher to focus and 

bound the study with regard to whom and what will and will not be studied (Rudestam & 

Newton, 2007, p. 46). Qualitative research involves sensitive interviewing found in 

naturalistic studies where the researcher enters the participant’s world without a 

preexisting agenda. The qualitative researcher must understand that they bring their own 

values, assumptions, and expectations to the study that can be difficult to detach at times. 

Qualitative data may consist of detailed descriptions of events, situations, behaviors, and 

direct quotations from people about their experiences and beliefs (Rudestam & Newton, 

2007). Creswell (2009) also suggests characteristics of qualitative studies including: 

• Natural setting- Qualitative researchers normally collect information at the 

location where the participants explore the subject or topic being studied. 

• Researchers as key instrument- Qualitative researchers collect the data themselves 

by researching documents, observing behavior, or interviewing participants. Even 

though they may use an apparatus for collecting the data, it is the researcher 

himself who actually gathers the data. They do not usually depend on 

questionnaires or surveys developed by other researchers. 

• Multiple source of data- Qualitative researchers do not rely on one source of data, 

but usually collect data from different multiple sources such as interviews, 

observations, and documents. 

• Inductive data analysis- Qualitative researchers create themes from the 

information obtained. They organize the data and work back and forth between 

the themes and the core data until they have solid themes. 
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• Participant’s meanings-The qualitative researcher remains focused during the 

research process to learn the meaning of the participant’s story, not the 

researcher’s issue or problem. 

• Emergent design- In qualitative research the process for collecting data may 

change and the questions could change. Sometimes this occurs after the researcher 

has begun the data collection phase. 

• Theoretical lens-Qualitative researchers view their research through the lens of 

the culture or phenomenon they are studying. The lens could involve race, gender, 

social class, or political view. 

• Interpretive- Qualitative researchers interpret what they see, hear, and understand. 

Their interpretations are related to their own backgrounds, history, and 

understanding.  

• Holistic account-Qualitative researchers try to report multiple perspectives of an 

issue and dissect them until a central theme emerges. In qualitative research 

because both the researcher and participant interpret, their observations may lead 

to multiple views of the problem. (Creswell, 2009) 

Qualitative research studies are used to understand some social phenomena from 

the perspective of those involved, to contextualize issues in their particular socio-cultural-

political milieu, and sometimes to transform or change social conditions (Glesne, 2006, p. 

4). Qualitative researchers seek to understand and interpret how the various participants 

in a social setting construct the world around them. According to Roberts (2004), 

qualitative research may focus on organizational processes (p.111). Roberts (2004) 
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suggests this means that qualitative researchers look at the crucial nature of something 

and not how much or how many of something. Nothing is done to manipulate the 

environment; it’s a natural real world setting. Qualitative researchers also may 

collaborate with the participants to give the participants a change to shape the themes that 

emerge from the process.    

Multiple Case Study. 

The probing nature of qualitative research can elicit some very powerful and 

moving responses (Willis, 2007). Therefore, this study was conducted using a multiple 

case study design. A case study is a form of qualitative observation that studies a specific 

phenomenon such as a program, event, person, process, institution, or social group 

(Willis, 2007, p. 238).  A case study as described by Creswell (2009) is a strategy of 

inquiry in which the researcher explores in detail a program, event, activity, process, or 

one or more individuals. Case studies are normally used with qualitative designs where 

there is a strong effort to understand a single unit of study in a complex context 

(Rudestam & Newton, 2007.  In case studies, information is collected over time using a 

variety of data collection methods (p.13). Willis asserts that case studies also include 

specific characterizations such as they (a) focus on a specific context; (b) relate to real 

people and situations; (c) include broad comprehensive data from observations, 

interviews, and document sources; (d) depend on inductive reasoning; and (e) help clarify 

meaning about the study. According to Ritchie & Lewis (2006), the principal 

characteristic of a case study is that it offers multiple perspectives and is rooted in a 

particular context that is critical to understanding the phenomena being examined. The 
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study may involve one case, but usually involves multiple cases in applied research. The 

goal of case studies is to obtain an extensive understanding of the phenomenon being 

studied (Rudestam & Newton, 2007). 

 In case studies, according to Willis (2007), interviews become the primary source 

of data collected. Interviews may be very structured or semi-structured. Most interviews 

being conducted today are structured, providing a list of questions from which the 

participant selects answers. Willis adds that even though interviewing seems very easy, it 

is actually tough to collect good interview data; “it takes practice and effort” (2007. p. 

247). Glesne (2006) describes the interviewing process as a complex act (p. 91). Glesne 

(2006) also suggests interview attributes to help with the interview process. The good 

interview is: (a) anticipatory-looking ahead and planning what to say or what materials or 

equipment to bring; (b) trusting- setting aside assumptions about what the interviewees 

mean, not second guessing them based on the interviewer’s expertise in the subject; (c) 

analytic –the part of the interview process of considering relationships, meanings, and 

explanations that will help with the analysis of the study; and (d) nondirective-learn about 

the interviewees’ beliefs, experiences, and views instead of trying to persuade them to 

accept your perspective. The interviewer does not let the respondents know his or her 

meanings and feelings because it might shape their responses. The respondents should be 

able to respond freely. The interviewer should patiently probe without rushing the 

respondent to get to the bottom of things (p.96). 
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Sample Selection and Description of Participants 

A purposeful sampling strategy was used for this study.  Purposeful sampling 

possesses certain characteristics that enable detailed understanding of the themes the 

researcher wishes to study (Ritchie & Lewis, 2006, 78). Maxwell (2005) suggests that 

purposeful sampling has four goals: 

1. To achieve representativeness of the settings, individuals or activities 

selected 

2. To adequately capture the heterogeneity in the population 

3. To deliberately examine cases that are critical for the themes  

4. To establish particular comparisons to illustrate reasons for differences 

between settings and individuals (pp. 89-90). 

This study required two levels of sample selection. The first level of sample 

selection was to identify the community colleges to be included in the study. The 

selection criteria were: colleges which have been participants of Achieving the Dream for 

at least four years, colleges that have been recognized as Achieving the Dream Leader 

Colleges after their fifth year, and colleges who have been recognized and singled out for 

documented reputational data about increased student success. The second level of 

sample selection was used to identify the individual participants from the different 

subgroups and the specific selection criteria for each group. The participants who were 

selected for the study were: Chief Executive Officers, Board of Trustees members, the 

Leadership Team, Faculty, and Coaches from Achieving the Dream.  
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Chief Executive Officer. 

 The Chief Executive Officer from each institution was interviewed as part of this 

study. The Chief Executive Officer’s role in Achieving the Dream is to actively commit 

to support student success efforts not just through increasing student enrollment, but also 

through developing strategies that will improve student performance. The Chief 

Executive Officer also demonstrates a willingness to support policy changes and 

reallocate resources to improve student success (AtD, 2009a). Both of the Chief 

Executive Officers had served at their respective institutions at least the first five years 

since joining Achieving the Dream.  

 Board of Trustees. 

 There were between seven and twelve members on each Board of Trustees. The 

Board of Trustees commits to improving student outcomes by supporting the Chief 

Executive Officer and the leadership team in their efforts. They review regular reports on 

the institution’s endeavors to improve student success rates across all student groups 

(AtD, 2009a). For this study, the researcher interviewed two board members, one from 

each college. Both board members had served on their respective boards during the first 

five years of Achieving the Dream at their institutions.  

 Leadership Team.  

 The leadership team represented senior leaders who demonstrated a commitment 

to support changes in policies, practices, and resource allocation to improve student 

outcomes (AtD, 2009a). The researcher interviewed a total 14 participants from the 
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Leadership Teams from both colleges. Each participant had served on the team for at 

least five years since the institution became a member of Achieving the Dream.  

  Faculty. 

  The faculty is responsible for creating a culture of evidence by evaluating 

program outcomes and creating strategies to close achievement gaps between student 

groups AtD, 2009a). The researcher interviewed a total of 12 faculty members from both 

community colleges. All of the faculty members had been at their respective colleges for 

at least the first five years of the college’s participation in Achieving the Dream.    

Coach and Data Facilitator. 

  In order to assist the AtD colleges achieve student success, each college is 

assigned a coach and data facilitator. Two coaches and two data facilitators were 

interviewed for the study. All of the coaches and data facilitators were interviewed by 

telephone because they only visit the college campuses once a year now.  The coach 

assists and supports the college in determining effective strategies to improve student 

success. The data facilitator helps the college in collecting and analyzing data. The goal 

of data collection and analysis is to build the function into the college’s structure (AtD, 

2009a). 

After approval from the Institutional Research Board (IRB) at The University of 

Texas at Austin, the researcher contacted the IRB departments of the participating 

community colleges to request permission to conduct the study on their campuses 

through interviews, focus groups, and document reviews. After receiving permission 

from the participating colleges, the researcher requested assistance from the community 
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college President’s assistants to obtain names of possible participants for the study. After 

receiving a list of names and emails from the President’s assistants of both community 

colleges, the researcher contacted the possible participants by email to request a personal 

interview. At one college, the President’s assistant scheduled all of the interviews and 

focus group for the researcher. The researcher did not receive a response from everyone 

that was contacted. The summer season proved to be problematic for some interviewees.  

However, with the assistance of the Presidents staff, enough interviews were scheduled to 

allow the researcher to begin the data collection process. The researcher scheduled the 

trip to visit the campuses. Participants were emailed a consent form prior to the 

interviews. The researcher also took consent forms to the sites during the data collection 

process. 

Data Collection 

 Data collection occurred using multiple qualitative research methods and 

techniques including interviews, conducting a focus group and document review. The 

researcher was only able to conduct one focus group because of scheduling conflicts at 

one of the colleges. 

Data collection was conducted during the summer of 2011. Data collection and 

interviews took approximately three months. There were 33 participants in the study: two 

community college Presidents (Chief Executive Officers), two Boards of Trustees 

members (one from each college), fourteen administrators from the Leadership Team 

(nine from CC1, five from CC2), eleven faculty members, including the focus group 

(eight from CC1, three from CC2), two coaches and two data facilitators (one coach and 
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one data facilitator from each college). All of the participants met the criteria of having 

been at their respective community colleges for the five years leading up to becoming a 

Leader College.  

Interviews. 

 According to Glesne (2006), “your research questions formulate what you want to 

understand; your interview questions are what you ask people in order to gain that 

understanding” (p.81). Although there is a relationship between the research questions 

and the interview questions, interview questions are more specific than research questions 

(Glesne, 2006). Interviews have a specific purpose and the subject of discussion is 

mentioned in advance (Dyer, 1995). The participants signed the consent forms prior to 

the interviews. The researcher used an interview guide that she developed based on the 

research questions to conduct the interviews. Through the use of interviews, the 

researcher explored each individual’s understanding of leadership practices that were 

used to improve student outcomes. The coaches were interviewed over the phone. Some 

people from the Leadership team were also interviewed over the phone, because they had 

retired from the college. However, they had been instrumental in the success of 

Achieving the Dream efforts at the institution. Telephone interviewees either mailed or 

emailed their consent forms back to the researcher. All of the interviews were recorded, 

including the telephone interviews. Additionally, the researcher took notes by hand.  The 

interviews lasted from thirty to sixty minutes. An experienced transcriber transcribed the 

interviews. 
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 The participants were asked questions designed to gather data about their 

leadership practices that helped to improve student outcomes. They were also asked 

about the meaning of committed leadership and to describe any possible challenges they 

had experienced during the innovation sustainability of the practices. The following list 

includes a sample of questions that were asked during the interviews and focus group 

discussions. 

1. What is/was your title/role at your institution as well as in Achieving the 

Dream?   

2. How long were you involved with AtD? 

3. How long have you been at your institution? 

4. In your own words, define committed leadership.  

5. What are some practices you employed to reduce the achievement gap and 

achieve equity between all groups of students? To what extent did you as leader 

influence outcomes? 

6. What were the sustained innovations your college used to improve student 

success? 

7. What were obstacles to change that you encountered during innovation 

sustainability? 

8. What was your perception of the leadership practices that led to student 

success? (coaches only) 
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Focus Group. 

 As previously stated, the focus group occurred at one community college, CC1. 

Even though the researcher contacted some of the focus group participants, the 

President’s assistant finalized the focus group meeting and scheduled the participants. 

The focus group provided an opportunity for the researcher to observe how people think 

and share their ideas about leadership practices that led to student success. The focus 

group also provided an opportunity for participants to hear differences and similarities 

from each other’s insights about practices that led to sustained student success (Ritchie & 

Lewis, 2006). The focus group was comprised of faculty only. After ensuring all of the 

participants signed the consent forms, the discussion began. In addition to the interview 

questions, the group discussed what the experience has been like to be a part of 

Achieving the Dream.  

 Document Review. 

 Each college required document support. The researcher sought documents that 

included implementing practices, policy changes, organizational changes, procedural 

documents, communications to or from Achieving the Dream, or written communications 

within the organization to explain practices that led to sustained student success. 

Documents were reviewed for content and support in order to validate the accuracy of 

information gathered in interviews and focus group. Various types of documents were 

reviewed including the following documents for Community College One: Achieving the 

Dream Annual Narrative Report (2011) and the Annual Narrative & Financial Report 

(2010 and 2011), Leah Meyer Austin Student Success Leadership Award Application, 
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and the Office of Grants Management Annual Report (2010). Documents for Community 

College Two included: Annual Narrative & Financial Report (2009) and Achieving the 

Dream Annual Report Narrative (2011).  The Annual Report Narrative is a report from 

the institution to Achieving the Dream that discusses their yearly progress with 

initiatives. The colleges answered questions about the following areas: implementation 

modifications, interventions discontinued, obstacles faced implementing interventions, 

evaluation of interventions, progress scale for interventions, professional development 

offered, policy changes, and greatest developmental education initiative accomplished 

during the year. The Annual Narrative & Financial Report requests information regarding 

progress in the four principles of Achieving the Dream: committed leadership; use of 

evidence to improve policies, programs, and services; broad engagement; and systemic 

institutional improvement; and information about the most recent budget for the 

institution. 

 Documents provided valuable information as they served as a source of (1) 

information about practices and initiatives being used at the institutions to improve 

student success, (2) information about the background of processes and (3) a source of 

deeper understanding of what was revealed in the study (Ritchie & Lewis, 2006). The 

documents corroborated statements from interviews about improved student success. 

Coding Process and Data Analysis 

The data analysis was completed using a coding system. Coding is the main 

strategy for categorizing data in qualitative research (Maxwell, 2005). The goal of coding 

in qualitative research is not to count things as in quantitative research, but instead to 
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break up the data and categorize it to facilitate comparison between things in the same 

category and organize data into broader themes (Maxwell, 2005). Qualitative coding 

methods suggested by Glesne (2006) were used for this study. According to Glesne 

(2006), coding is a progressive process of sorting and defining and defining and sorting 

those scraps of collected data (p. 152).  She suggested the following steps: (a) create an 

organizational framework by putting similar pieces together into data clumps; (b) develop 

major code clumps in order to sort the data; (c) then code the contents of each clump, 

breaking them down into sub codes; and (4) place the various data clumps into themes (p. 

152). The researcher used all four steps to create codes and themes. 

Qualitative studies require decisions about how the analysis will be conducted. 

The decision should inform the rest of the design (Maxwell, 2005). The analysis process 

involves making sense out of the data from what the researcher has seen, heard, and read 

(Creswell, 2009; Glesne, 2006). Analysis is incessant and repetitive to enable the 

researcher to manage the data and make sense of the evidence (Ritchie & Lewis, 2006; 

Creswell, 2000). It involves collecting open-ended data, based on asking general 

questions and developing an analysis from the information supplied by the participants 

(Creswell, 2009, p. 184).  

The first step in analyzing data was to have the interviews transcribed. After 

reading through transcripts and field notes repetitively, the research questions and review 

of the literature were used to inform initial categories for the coding. From this process a 

list of emergent patterns that revealed relationships were recorded. Field notes and 

documents were also compared to develop categories related to the study. Groups of data 
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were labeled and highlighted in order to establish themes. The different groups were 

highlighted in different colors. In the next step, the researcher compared the groups of 

data and developed primary categories.  

Reliability  

 In order to determine reliability, the researcher should document the procedures 

for the case studies. Reliability is the degree to which the study can be duplicated 

(Roberts, 2004; Ritchie & Lewis, 2006).  Creswell (2009) suggests qualitative researchers 

follow the steps below to ensure reliability: 

•    Check transcripts to make sure they do not contain mistakes. 

•  Make sure the definitions of the codes are understood. 

The researcher used the steps from Creswell (2009) to ensure reliability. 

Validity 

Validity of data refers to whether the data is correct or not (Ritchie & Lewis, 

2006). Validity asks if the data can be trusted (Roberts, 2004). Validity is the strength of 

qualitative research and the findings depend on the viewpoints of the researcher, the 

participant, and the readers of the account. The researcher used respondent validation, 

triangulation, and member check to enhance validity and accuracy (Creswell, 2009). 

Using multiple sites for the research increased the trustworthiness of the themes (Glesne, 

2006).  

Respondent validation. 

Respondent validation ensures that conversations are not misinterpreted. 

According to Maxwell (2005), respondent validation is the most important way to avoid 
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misinterpreting the meaning and perspective of what interviewees say. Validation 

involves seeking feedback from the participants about data and conclusions drawn from 

the discourses. The researcher reviewed transcripts to ensure validity.  

Triangulation. 

Triangulation is the process of collecting information from multiple sources to 

reduce the risk of bias (Maxwell, 2005). The researcher used a combination of interviews, 

documentation reviews, and member checks to improve validity and reliability while 

reducing the risk of researcher bias.  

Member check. 

Member check enhances validity by allowing the researcher to send the final 

report or themes back to the participant to determine accuracy. In this study, the 

researcher emailed the themes to the participants for their feedback. 

Clarify bias. 

The researcher was very aware of her biases, but did not allow any bias to 

persuade or influence the interviews. 

Summary 

 The purpose of Chapter Three was to provide a detailed description of the design 

and procedures that were used to conduct the study. A qualitative research method was 

used to conduct interviews, review documents, and facilitate one focus group to allow the 

researcher to gain insight and an understanding of leadership practices employed to 

increase student success through sustaining innovation.  
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Chapter Four of this dissertation will report the profiles of the community 

colleges and the participants in this study. Findings and analysis will be discussed in 

Chapter Five. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: PARTICIPANTS PROFILES 

Introduction 

 This multiple case research study investigated leadership practices used to 

increase student success through sustaining innovation at Achieving the Dream Leader 

Colleges. Chief Executive Officers, Boards of Trustees, Leadership Teams, Faculty, and 

AtD Coaches participated in the study.  

 This chapter includes a description of the colleges and participants as well as 

other demographic information about the county in which they are located. The 

demographic characteristics of each college are presented separately. The demographic 

data was gathered from the colleges and their websites, the U.S. Census, the National 

Center for Education Statistics (NCES), and websites of the states in which each college 

is located. 

 
Community College One  
 

Located in Texas, Community College One (CC1) serves more than 800,000 

people, 13 school districts and 66 public, private, and charter high schools. It was 

established in 1969 when County citizens voted to create a junior college district. A 

board of seven trustees was elected to administer the College (CC1, 2010). In 1971, the 

Board of Trustees along with community citizens requested state funding to open the 

College. In that same year, the 62nd Texas Legislature dedicated funds to the College, 

allowing it to enroll 901 students in September of that year (CC1, 2010). The first classes 
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were held in fall 1972 in buildings leased from a U.S. Army base. This became the first 

campus for CC1. By fall of 1973, enrollment had grown to 5,041 students (CC1, 2010). 

Through grant funds, the College purchased additional buildings near downtown 

and between 1974 and 1977 developed 12 programs in the disciplines of medicine and 

dentistry. The College continued to grow and expand rapidly, demonstrating the need for 

a community college in the area. Between 1977 and 1979, building construction had 

begun for two campuses. The next campus was completed in 1978 followed by the 

completion of the third campus in 1979. By 1981, enrollment had grown to 10,341 

students.  In 1990, facility expansion resulted in the construction of a new Student 

Services Center and Advanced Technology Building. By fall 1993, enrollment at 

Community College One had reached more than 19,000 credit and 7,500 non-credit 

students. Through the assistance of grant funds, the fourth campus was completed in 

1994. Today, after completing their last campus in 1998, Community College One 

proudly boasts five campuses, enrolling approximately 40,000 credit and non-credit 

students [30,000 credit students] (CC1, 2010). The Commission on Colleges of the 

Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS) accredits Community College 

One. The College offers over 130 degree and certificate programs in transfer and career 

technical fields, as well as non-credit and continuing education and professional 

development programs (CC1, 2010).   

Community	
  College	
  One	
  County	
  Demographics	
  
	
  
 Community College One is located in Texas. The county in which it is located is 

1,012.7 square miles with a population of 800,647 people (Census, 2010). Since 2000, 
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the county population has grown by 17.8%. The dominant ethnic group represented is 

Hispanic at 82% of the population. The ethnic breakdown of the County is shown below 

in Table 4. 

Table 4 

County Demographics for Community College One 

______________________________________________________________ 

Ethnicity                       County   Texas 
              Percent                        Percent 
______________________________________________________________ 
Hispanic or Latino     82.0   38.0 
White (not Hispanic)    13.0   45.2 
Black        3.1   12.0 
Asian        1.0     4.0 
American Indian and Alaskan Natives   0.8     0.7 
Native Hawaiian and       0.1     0.1 
Other Pacific Islanders       
______________________________________________________________ 
Source: Census, 2010  

 As of 2009, the County was comprised of 9.8% of people under the age of 5 years 

old, 31.4% of people under 18 years old, and 10.6% of people 65 years and older, with 

females representing 51.8% of the population, and males at 48.2% (Census, 2010). The 

census also revealed that between 2005-2009, 69.8% of persons over the age of 25 

graduated from high school, and 18.8% earned a Bachelor’s degree or higher.  There 

were 234,366 households with an average of 3.06 persons per household. The median 

household income in 2009 was $36,078 with 23.7% of people below the poverty line. 

The percent of persons under 18 years old in poverty was 32.7% (Census, 2010). Data 

showed that the unemployment rate has steadily increased over the past few years. The 

unemployment rates for this area for the last five years are presented in Table 5. 
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Table 5  

County Annual Unemployment Rate for  

Community College One 

_________________________________________ 

Year                      Percent 
_________________________________________ 
2010    9.5 
2009    9.0 
2008    6.3 
2007    5.9 
2006    6.7 
_________________________________________ 
Source: The County Information Project, 2010 
 
Community College One County Economy 

 This city was once a dominant area for refining copper. Today the primary 

manufacturing industries in the city include food production, clothing, construction 

materials, plastics, and medical equipment. The area produces cotton, livestock, fruit, 

vegetables, and pecans.  

 Data also revealed that there were 13,273 private businesses in the city in 2008 

that employed 209,629 people (Census, 2010).  Table 6 reveals a breakdown of business 

firms in 2007. Hispanics were the dominant business owners in 2007, followed by 

women-owned businesses. 
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Table 6   

Total Firms in County in 2007 for Community College One  

_____________________________________________________________ 

 Firms in 2007                            County          Texas 
              Percent         Percent 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
Hispanic-owned    61.4   20.7 
Women-owned    27.1   28.8    
Black-owned         2.2     7.1 
American Indian and Alaskan Native    1.1     0.9 
Asian-owned (2002)      2.0     4.5 
Native Hawaiian and Other     
Pacific Islanders (2007)      F (fewer than 100)   0.1 
 
Total number of firms    63,165   2,165,252 
_________________________________________________________________ 
Source: Census, 2011 
 
  The dominant employment industry for the County is healthcare, which employs 

almost 68,000 people, representing almost 24% of civilians employed. Other employment 

sectors include retail, manufacturing, professional, arts, transportation, and construction, 

among others. The smallest employment sector is agriculture, forestry, fishing, hunting, 

and mining, with 1,677 people representing 0.6% of civilians employed (CC1, 2010). The 

industries are shown in Table 7. 
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Table 7                 
 
 Employed Civilians in County by Industry: 2006-2008 
 
Community College One 
 
Industry       Number     Percent 
 
 
Employed Civilians 16+ years old       286,897        100.0% 
 
Educational, health care and social services    67,693             23.6 
Retail trade       34,140  11.9 
Manufacturing                  27,476      9.6 
Professional, scientific, management, waste     24,688    8.6 
Arts, entertainment, recreation, accommodations 
Food services        24,166     8.4 
Transportation and warehousing, and utilities   21,094    7.4 
Construction        20,161    7.0 
Public administration       19,236    6.7 
Other services (other than public admin)    14,501    5.1 
Finance and insurance and real estate     14,157            4.9 
Wholesale trade           8,976    3.1 
Information            8,932    3.1 
Agriculture, forestry, fishing, hunting, mining               1,677    0.6 
Source: CC1, 2010 
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Community College One Mission and Values 

Vision 

 Community College One shall be the progressive leader in high-quality, innovative, 

educational opportunities in response to our border community Mission 

 To provide educational opportunities and support services that prepares individuals to 

improve their personal quality of life and to contribute to their economically and 

culturally diverse community  

        District Goals   
 

• To provide quality education 

• To provide quality student service 

• To provide personal enrichment 

• To promote economic development initiatives 

• To strengthen institutional resources 

• To increase technological capacity 

• To demonstrate continuous improvement 

• To enhance the image of the College 

Core Values      

• Communication 

• Competence 

• Integrity 

• Personal Growth 

• Respect 

• Student Success 

• Trust (CC1, 2010) 
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Community College One Demographics 
 
 The student body is predominantly Hispanic and female. Full-time attendance is 

39% and the average age is 24.  Table 8 presents the total enrollment demographics as of 

fall 2010. 

Table 8   

Student Enrollment Demographics for Community College One 

_____________________________________________________________ 

Gender                 Percent 
_____________________________________________________________ 
Men:         42.6 
Women:        57.4 
 
Ethnicity 
 
Hispanic/Latino       85.0 
White           8.9 
Black or African American        2.4 
Non-resident alien         2.3 
Asian           0.9 
American Indian or Alaskan Native       0.3 
Race/ethnicity unknown         0.3 
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander      0.0 
______________________________________________________________ 
Source: NCES, 2010 
 

As of fall 2008, the College employed 2,781 people including full and part-time 

faculty, administrators, professionals, and classified personnel. The dominant gender 

employed was female (57%), while the dominant ethnicity was Hispanic (71%). Male 

employees represented 43%; Anglos represented 24%, with the remaining 5% comprised 

of African Americans, Asians/Pacific Islanders, and Native American/Alaskans (CC1, 



	
   	
  

	
  
	
  

80	
  

2010). The educational attainment level of the teaching faculty of 1,178 was comprised 

predominantly of Master’s degrees at 64.8% followed respectively by Bachelor’s 

degrees, 17.7%; Doctorates, 9%; Associates, 5.8%; Certificates, 2%; High School 

Diplomas, 0.4% and none at 0.2% (CC1, 2010). 

The leadership at Community College One has worked very hard to reduce the 

number of students enrolling in developmental education. In 2003-04, 98% of first time 

in college (FTIC) students required developmental courses in math, reading, and writing. 

Since partnering with Achieving the Dream in 2004, this college has decreased the 

number of students requiring developmental education reading by 24% and 

developmental writing by 37% (AtD, 2010a). Math completion rates have also improved 

and fewer FTIC students required developmental education in three courses, with more 

requiring developmental education in one course. In 2011, because of their student 

success endeavors, CC1 received the Leah Myer Austin Institutional Student Success 

Leadership Award from AtD and Lumina Foundation for simultaneously increasing 

student success and college access. The Leah Meyer Austin Award recognizes 

outstanding institutional achievement in creating excellence and equity through the four 

principles of Achieving the Dream: strong leadership, the use of evidence to improve 

policies and programs, comprehensive engagement, and systemic institutional 

improvement (AtD, 2010c). The College received $25,000 to be used for student success 

initiatives. AtD President and Chief Executive Officer, Dr. William Trueheart, is quoted 

as saying, “This College’s resolute commitment to student success and completion has 

set them apart as an impressive example of what is possible at community colleges all 
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across the country” (College 1, 2011). In response to receiving the award, the College 

President remarked, “The Achieving the Dream initiative was the best thing that could 

have happened to us; it motivated us to use data intentionally to inform our decision 

making and helped us focus on student success” (CC1, 2011). 

Community College One Participant Profiles 

	
   In this section, the researcher briefly describes each of the categories of  
 
participants in the study.  
  
 Chief Executive Officer. 
 
 The Chief Executive Officer from Community College One (CC1) has been in 

higher education administration for 36 years, of which 28 years have been at the 

community college level (personal communication, October 7, 2011). The Chief 

Executive Officer received his Bachelor’s of Business Administration degree in 

Accounting and a Master’s of Arts degree in Educational Management and Development 

from New Mexico State University. He earned his Ph.D. in the Community College 

Leadership Program at the University of Texas at Austin. Prior to being President at CC1, 

he served as vice president of business services at a community college in Utah. He had 

served previously at CC1 as vice president of financial and administrative services as 

well as interim president. He was President at CC1 for 10 years from 2001 to 2011. He 

was President at CC1 longer than any previous President at that institution (personal 

communication, May 31, 2011). He was very active in the community and serves with a 

number of statewide and national organizations, such as: 

• American Association of Community Colleges President’s Academy 
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• Formula Funding Advisory Committee for the Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board 

• Board of Directors of the Texas Education Reform Foundation 

• Texas Guaranteed Student Loan Corporation Board of Directors 

• Board Member, Carnegie Foundation 

• Past-Chair of the Texas Association of Community Colleges 

• Past-Chair of the Texas Association of Community College Trustees and 

Administrators 

 He has been honored by various businesses in the city, as well as being named to 

the city’s Hall of Fame.  The faculty and staff at Community College One credit him for 

his efforts and commitment to improve student outcomes. He saw Achieving the Dream 

as an opportunity to learn from others and participate in an initiative that would teach the 

institution to use data properly while leading to improved student success. Under his 

leadership the college grew and flourished into five campuses and five early college high 

schools with a sixth college campus and a sixth early college high school on the way. He 

recently resigned from Community College One to accept a presidency at another 

community college. During a recent interview with this Chief Executive Officer, I asked 

him how he felt about leaving an institution that he clearly left his mark on. His response 

left a profound image in my mind. He said:  

 We [a group] were talking with an artist earlier and one of the things he did at one 
of our Leadership Development Academy retreats was a four-hour session called 
“Painting with the Artist”, and it’s to use the creative juices of your mind to think 
outside of the box.  One of the times he [artist] did that with us, he had everybody 
start painting pictures and after about an hour he said, “stop”.  He said, “Now take 
your picture and move it to the person to your right and let that person finish it”.  
As I was talking to that group just a few minutes ago, I thought that is the perfect 
example of what’s happened to me. Right now,  I’ve started this picture called 
Community College One, and I’ve started putting my prints on it and my vision 
on it, but I haven’t finished it. But it’s time for me to pass that picture to the next 
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person and it’s time for me to take the picture from this person and make an 
improvement on it, and this person is going to make an improvement on what I 
started.  You have to trust that it’s going to happen.  

 
 Board of Trustees. 

 In the State of Texas, Board members are locally elected. Community College 

One has a seven-member Board comprised of four men and three women. They represent 

seven districts and meet monthly. The meetings include discussions regarding human 

resources, financial services, facilities, academic affairs and instruction, and student 

services. The Board is not organized by committee or by organizational area.  If there is 

an issue about a specific department or organizational entity, the Board Chair sets up a 

committee and appoints a chair person to study the issue and make a recommendation to 

the Board. 

  Most of the members of the Board were recently elected. At least one board 

member has been on the board since before Achieving the Dream was initiated. In fact, 

he has been working in the community college system for over 40 years. He explained 

the responsibility of Board members is to evaluate the President to ensure the institution 

is being managed well, establish policy that will guide the college, reallocate or redirect 

funds to be used in the best interest of the college, and hire the right people with the right 

fit to help accomplish the goals of the college. He also discussed why Achieving the 

Dream was a good idea for his institution. He shared:  

 For the most part, we have a population that earns less than average salary 
throughout the country. So we had, what you might call “poor” students, I don’t 
like that term, but, poor students. Also, ones that have had less advantage than 
ever before, so those were the reasons we were excited about getting involved in 
this program. We reviewed the goals and objectives of the program and it’s been 
very successful, I think, here. 
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Leadership Team. 

  The Leadership Team that participated in this study represented various roles 

within the institution. These included: Vice President of Instruction, Vice President of 

Financial Operations, Dean, Coordinator of Student Success, Director of Student Success, 

Liaison for Achieving the Dream, Director of Testing, Director of Grants, and faculty. 

The Leadership Team from Community College One has been working together well 

before Achieving the Dream. They are comprised of Cabinet members and the AtD Core 

Team. Their years of service at Community College One range from 18 to 36 years. 

There is very little turnover at this institution. As one employee said, “people never leave 

this institution.” They love the students, the college, the culture, and the community. 

They credit their President for his commitment and support of their efforts. This group’s 

commitment and leadership has led to the development and success of sustained 

innovations such as the College Readiness Initiative, Summer Bridge Program, the 

Pretesting Retesting Educational Program (PREP), Math Emporiums, and numerous 

other initiatives that demonstrate their commitment to ensure student success. It was their 

dedication that led the college to become an Achieving the Dream Leader College as well 

as a recipient of the Leah Myer Austin Student Success Award. They take student success 

very seriously and believe leaders are accountable and responsible to do their best to help 

students succeed. When asked what happens if students don’t succeed, one team member 

responded, “It’s a great loss, not just to the student, to the community. It’s also a failure 

on the part of the institution. That’s what we’re here for. A lot of people thought the job 
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was access, to let them come in, but you could have done tremendous harm to somebody 

that comes in and yet they don’t succeed.” 

 Faculty. 

  The faculty members in the study were from various disciplines including: 

speech, math, ESL, communications, business, reading, and developmental education. 

They have been at the institution from 10 to 30 years. They were part of the focus group 

that also included counselors. Conversations and interactions with the faculty clearly 

demonstrated they have a heart for students. They love their work and are always looking 

for ways to engage students and improve outcomes. Achieving the Dream has caused 

them to become more data-centered and student-focused. They credit their President for 

his vision and for encouraging faculty development that allows them to be excellent. 

They believe collaboration and teamwork are key components to improving outcomes 

and that participating in Achieving the Dream resulted in increased institutional 

knowledge and best practices that helped the students succeed.   

  Coach. 

  Member colleges of Achieving the Dream receive expert guidance and assistance 

from a coach and a data facilitator. The coaches are former community college presidents 

or others with higher levels of experience in institutional leadership and transformation. 

The data facilitators have expertise in using data and institutional research to identify 

areas of weakness and opportunities to improve student success (AtD, 2010).  

 The data facilitator described her role as follows:  

 I try to coach the college on the use and understanding of data for other forms of 
evidence that are associated with student success or lack of success, depending, to 
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identify where the gaps are, what are some of the issues, and what are some kinds 
of things where they can see that there are some serious problems.  Sometimes I’m 
helping them on a somewhat more technical level, but really it is in examining and 
interpreting the data.  Then looking at once you’ve got some kind of a sense of 
what the data are telling us, then the ‘so what’ questions. What are some options 
and help them identify some potential interventions, and then ultimately help them 
guide the development and implementation of an evaluation plan. I view my role 
as just asking questions, so that they figure it out for themselves.  

 
	
   	
  	
  In the next section, the researcher highlights a brief description of student  
 
success initiatives at CC1. 
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Community College One Student Success Initiatives 

College Readiness Initiative (CRI) 
 
This initiative is a joint effort between Community College One, the ISDs, and the local 

university allowing students to take the Accuplacer exam while in the 11th or 12th to 

ensure that the high school student can enter college taking college-level courses.  

 

Students not passing one or more areas of Accuplacer receive interventions and are 

retested. 

 

Summer Bridge/Project Dream Program 

For students who are not successful with the CRI while in high school, the Summer 

Bridge Program was developed to provide support for students just before they enter the 

community college needing remediation. The initiative provides instruction in reading, 

writing, and mathematics. 

 

Pretesting Retesting Educational Program (PREP) 

The PREP helps entering students through a case management approach to help them 

prepare for the college placement exam before they take the placement exam. 

 

Students who have never taken the placement test attend a Pretest Overview session 

where they learn tips on what to expect when taking a computerized adaptive placement 

test. Sample test questions are reviewed and discussed. 

 

Math Emporium 

This initiative allows students to work at their own pace working through one or more 

courses during a 16-week or 8-week minimester course to master all areas of 

developmental education math. The student does not continue until they have mastered 

their deficiencies. Students are assessed during the first class sessions, given a summary 

of their deficiency and a program of study. All the work to make up their deficiencies is 
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done at their own pace. There are always instructors and/or tutors in the lab to assist the 

students. Findings in documents provided to the researcher show that 66% of all students 

enrolled in math emporium courses between Spring 2009 and Summer 2010 successfully 

completed at least one math course compared to 61% of students who completed 

successfully in Fall 2003. 

   

Other data contained in documents provided to the researcher are summarized in the 

Figures 1 and 2 on the following pages. 
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Figure	
  1	
   	
   	
   COMMUNITY	
  COLLEGE	
  ONE	
  
	
  

COLLEGE	
  READINESS	
  INITIATIVE	
  	
  
	
  

DEVELOPMENTAL	
  EDUCATION	
  AREAS	
  
	
  
 

 

Source: CC1 

Since the development of the College Readiness Initiative, more students are placing in 

two developmental areas, as opposed to three in 2003. In 2003, the percentage of students 

who placed in three developmental classes was 46.30%. In 2009, that number had been 

reduced to 31.9%, with most students (38%) taking two courses. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  



	
   	
  

	
  
	
  

90	
  

	
  
Figure	
  2	
   	
   	
   COMMUNITY	
  COLLEGE	
  ONE	
  

	
  
COLLEGE	
  READINESS	
  INITIATIVE	
  BY	
  SUBJECT	
  

 

 

 

Source: CC1 

 To summarize, the interviews and data provided in the documents reveal student 

improvement in math, reading, and writing. Math improved by almost 3%, reading by 11 

%, and writing by 28%.   

 Next, the study continues with a discussion of Community College Two. 
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Community College Two 

 Community College Two (CC2) was established in 1958 in North Carolina and 

serves a community of 488,406 people (Census, 2010). It was founded as an Industrial 

Education Center that trained workers for technical jobs in the manufacturing industry. In 

1965, the center was promoted to a Technical Institute and authorized to offer associate 

degrees. It began with 50 students enrolled in two classes. Today, Community College 

Two is the third largest of 58 community colleges in North Carolina. It is comprised of 

three campuses, with an enrollment of more than 43,000 credit and non-credit students. 

CC2 has 15,000 credit students.  

Community	
  College	
  Two	
  County	
  Demographics	
  
	
  
 Community College Two is located in a county that is 2000 square miles with a 

population of 488,406 people (Census, 2010). Since 2000, the County population has 

grown 16%. The dominant race represented in the County is Anglo at 57% followed by 

African Americans at 32.5%.  See Table 9 for the ethnic breakdown of the County. 
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Table 9  

County Demographics for Community College Two 

_________________________________________________________________ 

Ethnicity                       County   NC 
              Percent          Percent 
_________________________________________________________________ 
White       54.0   68.5 
Black      32.2   21.5 
Hispanic or Latino      7.1     8.4 
Asian        3.9     2.2 
Persons of two or more races     2.3     2.2 
American Indian and Alaskan Natives   0.5     1.3 
Native Hawaiian and       0.0     0.1 
Other Pacific Islanders       
_________________________________________________________________ 
Source: Census, 2010 

 As of 2009, the County was comprised of 6.8% of people under the age of 5 years 

old, 23.8% of people under 18 years old, 12.4% of people 65 years and older, with 

females representing 52% of the population, and males at 48% of the population (Census, 

2010). The census also reveals that between 2005-2009, 86.3% of persons over the age of 

25 graduated from high school, and 32% earned a Bachelor’s degree or higher.  There 

were 186,377 households with an average of 2.4 persons per household. The median 

household income in 2009 was $44,386 with 17.1% of people below the poverty line 

(Census, 2010). Data shows that the unemployment rate has steadily increased over the 

past few years. Table 10 displays the unemployment rates within the County for this area 

for the last five years.  
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Table 10  

County Annual Unemployment Rate  

Community College Two 

____________________________________________ 

Year                       Percent 
____________________________________________ 
2010      9.9 
2009    10.8 
2008      6.3 
2007      4.7 
2006      4.6 
____________________________________________ 
Source: City-Data, 2010 
 

Community College Two County Economy 

 The economy of the County has consistently changed. Manufacturing jobs in 

furniture and textiles have significantly declined, while jobs in computer and electronics, 

electrical and transportation equipment have shown growth (CC2 County, 2010). The 

local crops are tobacco, corn, cotton, soybeans, peanuts, forages and small grains (NCSU, 

2010). 

 According to the Census (2010), there were 13,821 private businesses in the 

County in 2008 that employed 259,567 people. Table 11 reveals the breakdown of 

business firms in 2007. The majority of businesses were non-minority owned (Census, 

2010).  
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Table 11    

Total Firms in County in 2007 for Community College Two 

____________________________________________________________ 

 Firms in 2007                   County Percent    NC Percent 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
Non-minority owned    46.8   55.4 
Women-owned     29.2   28.2 
Black-owned      16.7   10.5 
Asian-owned (2002)      3.4     2.1 
Hispanic-owned      3.0     2.7 
American Indian and Alaskan Native    0.9     1.0   
Native Hawaiian and Other    F (less than 100)   0.1 
Pacific Islanders   
          
Total number of firms    45,287   798,966 
_____________________________________________________________ 
Source: Census, 2011 
 
 
 According to a report generated by the North Carolina Commerce Department, 

the top employers for the 4th quarter of 2010 in the County were in education, health 

services transportation and utilities, manufacturing, and financial activities. Table 12 lists 

the top 20 ranked employers of the County during the 4th quarter of 2010. Each company 

hired a minimum of 1000 employees. 
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Table 12    

 Major Businesses 4th Quarter 2010 for Community College Two 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 Company    Industry 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
 County Schools   Education & Health Services 
 City     Public Administration 
 Local University   Education and Health Services 
 U.S. Postal Service   Trade Transportation & Utilities 
 United Parcel Service   Trade Transportation & Utilities 
 County  Offices   Public Administration 
 Wal-Mart Associates   Trade Transportation & Utilities 
 Electronics Corp   Manufacturing 
 Harris Teeter    Trade Transportation & Utilities 
 United Healthcare Services  Financial Activities 
 Amex Card Services Company Financial Activities 
 Volvo Group North America  Professional & Business Services 
 Tobacco Company   Manufacturing 
 Community College Two  Education & Health Services 
 Bac Home Loans Servicing  Financial Activities 
_________________________________________________________________  
     
Source: Commerce, 2010 
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Community College Two Mission and Values 

 Mission  

Community College Two provides lifelong learning opportunities for personal 

growth, workforce productivity, and community service. We serve all segments of the 

County’s diverse population, delivering quality educational programs and services 

through partnerships with business, community groups, and other educational institutions. 

 Values 

• We value learning. 

• We value our students. 

• We value challenging, innovative instruction and targeted services that meet the 

needs of individual students. 

• We value employees who are committed to providing services that ensure student 

success. 

• We value diversity. 

• We value honesty and integrity. 

• We value institutional effectiveness achieved through planning and teamwork. 

 College Goals/Results 

• The students will learn the skills and knowledge that will enable them to reach 

their educational goals. 

• The College will be respected and valued by residents of the County. It will be 

regarded as a major contributor to the quality of life in the county. 

• The College will be a partner in attracting and retaining business and industry, 

contributing to the economic development of the County. 

• The College will attract and retain qualified and caring employees. 

• The College will be accountable to students, taxpayers, and the public. 

• The College will be a benchmark by which other community colleges measure 

their progress. 
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 Processes 

• The College will provide excellent/innovative teaching, appropriate technology 

for learning, and targeted student services. 

• The College will pursue excellence in all it does, will make its facilities available 

to the public, and will support good citizenship by students and employees. 

• The College will respond promptly with high-quality programs that meet the 

needs of both new and existing businesses and industries, and that support area 

economic development efforts. 

• The College will empower, reward, and develop the skills and abilities of its 

employees. 

• The College will identify and measure desired outcomes both in the operation of 

the College and in the classroom. 

• The College will be alert to new approaches, technologies, and knowledge, and 

will apply them in the context of its mission and goals. 

 

Community College Two Demographics 

 The student body is predominantly minority and female. Full-time attendance is 

61% and the average student is 27 years old (CC2, 2011).  The demographic makeup for 

2009-2010 is presented below in Table 13. 
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Table 13   

Student Enrollment Demographics for Community College Two  

 
Gender                 Percent 

 
Men:          44.3 
Women:         55.7 
 
Ethnicity 
  
White          44.0 
Black or African American       43.8 
Hispanic           3.8 
Asian              3.1 
Race unknown             2.8 
Two or more races            0.9 
American Indian or Alaskan Native          0.7 
Non-resident alien            0.7 
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander       0.2 

 
        
Source: NCES, 2011 
 
 
 There are approximately 292 full-time and 728 part-time faculty members. 

Anglos and females make up the majority of the faculty at 76% and 54%, respectively. 

The College offers 93 degrees, 26 diplomas and 78 certificates (CC2, 2011).  

 Since partnering with AtD in 2004, Community College Two has almost 

eliminated an 11% persistence gap between African American males and Caucasian 

males in developmental education (AtD, 2010a). This college has reshaped its culture and 

begun to focus on programs that improve student outcomes. In recognition of their 

student success efforts, this college was honored in 2010 by AtD and Lumina Foundation 

with the Leah Meyer Austin Institutional Student Success Leadership Award for its 
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unique and effective front door experience, which combines intensive first-year student 

support services with a major physical and functional restructuring of the school’s student 

services facilities (AtD, 2010c). The college received $25,000 to be used for student 

success initiatives. According to their President, “Participating in Achieving the Dream 

helped us make tremendous changes in the culture of our college…In our 50-year history, 

there has never been an initiative that has produced more meaningful involvement of the 

total college community and yielded such beneficial results” (AtD, 2010c). 

Community College Two Participant Profiles 

	
   In	
  this	
  section,	
  the	
  researcher	
  briefly	
  describes	
  each	
  of	
  the	
  categories	
  of	
  

participants	
  in	
  the	
  study.	
  	
  

	
   Chief Executive Officer. 
	
  
 The Chief Executive Officer from Community College Two has worked in public 

education for 45 years, with 30 of those at the community college level (CC2, 2011). 

Until his recent retirement, this Chief Executive Officer served at this institution for the 

last twenty years, after being named the sixth president in 1991. He received an A.A. in 

Education from Wingate Junior College, a Bachelors degree in History and Physical 

Education from Atlantic Christian College, a M.A.T. in Educational Administration and 

Physical Education from the University of North Carolina, and an Ed.D in Community 

College Administration from Nova University. His experience includes serving as a high 

school teacher and coach, director of continuing education, vice president for academic 

affairs and executive vice president for nine years at Community College Two. 
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 Under the Chief Executive Officer’s leadership at this institution, partnerships 

have been formed with local businesses and with the public schools to implement the 

Tech Prep and the Middle College programs, the College’s budget has doubled, and four 

bond referendums have passed to construct new buildings.  

 The Board of Trustees honored this Chief Executive Officer, by bestowing on him 

the title of President Emeritus because of his leadership at the College.  The trustees’ 

resolution noted, “the college has achieved and enjoys a preeminent reputation among 

community colleges throughout the country because of this Chief Executive Officer’s 

leadership.”  The trustees have also agreed to name the fourth new campus (which broke 

ground in August, 2011) after this Chief Executive Officer. The new campus will be 

completed in 2013 (CC2, 2011).  

 Board of Trustees. 

 In the state of North Carolina, the number of board members for community 

colleges varies depending on the district’s size. The Governor, the County Commissioner, 

and the Board of Education collectively appoint all community college board members in 

North Carolina. In the case of a 12-member board, each entity appoints four members. In 

addition to the 12 appointed trustees, the college’s Student Government Association 

(SGA) President serves as a member of the board to represent the students of the 

institution. The trustees are appointed to four-year terms that are staggered to ensure 

diversity in experience and members. Many are re-appointed for multiple terms. 

 The Board for CC2 is comprised of 12 members consisting of eight men and four 

women, plus the SGA President. The board is divided into four committees: curriculum, 
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finance, facilities, and personnel. Each member serves on two committees. Most of the 

current board members from this institution are new and very few of them were there at 

the beginning of Achieving the Dream. One board member, who was there when 

Achieving the Dream was introduced to the institution, participated in the study. 

Reflecting on the Board’s thoughts about Achieving the Dream, he said,  

 Even before Achieving the Dream, [CC2] had sensitivity to the students that were 
struggling to be successful. So we had a culture there that was already sensitive to 
the challenges that some of our students were dealing with.  Whether it be family 
issues or work related, or financial or lack of academic preparation, or regardless, 
there’s already a sensitivity and awareness of some of that.  So Achieving the 
Dream really helped us focus some of those concerns. The Board tended to be 
more program based [before AtD].  

 
 According to the board member, the finance  and curriculum committee felt that 

though the cost would be great to become a member of Achieving the Dream, the cost 

would be greater to remain uninvolved. The decision could not be made without looking 

at attrition, dropout rates, the effect on developmental education, and the cost to the 

community in training the workforce. The Board believed that Achieving the Dream 

saved them money in the long run. The board member remarked, “The wisest use of 

resources was to invest in Achieving the Dream.” 

  Leadership Team. 

  The team members who participated in this study included: Former Vice 

President for Educational Support Services, Former Executive Vice President, Director of 

Institutional Research, Division Chair of Business Technologies, Former Director of 

Institutional Research, Special Assistant to VP of Student Learning & Success, Dean of 

Student Support Services, Coordinator of Student Success, Director of Student Success, 
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Director of Testing Services, Director of Grants Management, Executive Assistant to 

President, VP of Instruction, and Dean, and Counselors. The Leadership Team worked 

very hard to improve student outcomes at their institution. Their years of service to the 

institution range from 20 to 30 years. Through their commitment and passion for student 

success, many new initiatives were developed which proved to improve student 

outcomes. Some of those included: Student Orientation Advising and Registration 

(SOAR), the Advocacy Program, and Compass Review. Members of the team 

overwhelmingly credit the Vice President of Educational Support Services for the success 

of Achieving the Dream in improved student achievement at their institution. One team 

member described the passion of this leader for Achieving the Dream and students. She 

explained,  

 She [VP Educational Support Services] was always excited about Achieving the 
Dream and what the possibilities were. In terms of making Achieving the Dream a 
go, she had the fire, she carried the banner, she was rah, rah, rah, and I think it 
was because of her leadership that we were so successful. She had the vision that 
we could be better.  At every opportunity she waved the banner, and I think that 
because she selected people to work on the core team who were as committed, as 
she was, that they carried the banner back to their particular areas.  She lived and 
breathed Achieving the Dream and what it could do. 

 
Faculty. 

  The faculty who participated in the study was from the disciplines of 

Developmental Education, Supplemental Instruction, General Education, and Health 

Sciences. They have all worked at Community College Two between 10 and 30 years. 

They participated in various capacities in Achieving the Dream, such as serving in the 

Advocacy Program, serving on the Institutional Effectiveness Committee and Directing 

the Developmental Education Initiative Grant (DEI). They all felt that Achieving the 
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Dream was beneficial in addressing student retention and at-risk populations groups, 

while helping students to succeed and achieve their goals. The group credits the 

institution’s leadership for the level of success they have achieved. However, according 

to one faculty member, you need more than that. She explained, 

You also have to have committed leadership from people like myself who have 
chosen to stay in the classroom but really have a personal stake in seeing 
something work.  So, you need it from top to bottom, if you consider me the 
bottom.  I mean you really need it the whole way through.  And really to have the 
students’ best interest at heart, and that’s easy to say and sometimes hard to really 
do, but you have to have someone that really believes in the program and that it 
will work well and that it is okay to stumble and brush off and fix what didn’t 
work properly and continue on. 

  Coach. 

 The Coach spoke about the role of coaches in the following dialogue: 

 One of the very important things for the coach, and I’m going to say the coaches 
because now the data facilitator is called a coach.  It is important for the two 
coaches to work as a team, so therefore I don’t go to the president’s office and he 
goes to the data facilitator’s office.  We both go to the president and then we both 
go to the data facilitator, because data is what’s used to make change and bring 
about change, so that’s one of the things we did.  The other thing we did is that I 
advised. I did not require anything.  In my report, I reported what was going well, 
I reported what needed to be improved, and I made suggestions for improving it. 
The only thing that I encouraged them to do was community colleges typically 
have not conducted research of student and faculty performance, and they 
certainly were required by virtue of the Achieving the Dream grant to measure 
what they were doing.  So between the data facilitator and myself, we had to build 
the facility for warehousing student data and keeping it accessible to the 
component directors and the leadership.  That was done with the President’s 
support. 

  

 The data facilitator described her role as follows: 

 I worked very closely with the IR (Institutional Research). I helped the IR to 
devise different measures and how those measures might be operationalized and 
to look at different comparison groups.  We worked together to aggregate the data 
by gender, ethnicity, age and other variables that were of interest.  I also worked 
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with the leadership team in defining specific questions that were important to 
analyze and to look at the data.  We also worked to devise some protocol for 
focus groups and other types of qualitative measures, as well as discussing 
different types of faculty development that might be appropriate or recommended. 

 
Summary	
  

 
 The participants in this study were from two community colleges, one located in 

Texas and the other located in North Carolina. The colleges were different in some 

aspects such as their student demographics and college locations. They were very similar, 

however, in their commitment to achieving and improving student outcomes. Each 

college is a well-recognized Achieving the Dream Leader College. Both colleges have 

also won the Leah Meyer Austin Institutional Student Success Leadership Award for 

their commitment to student success. Each college has also developed multiple initiatives 

to help students complete their educations.  

 There were thirty-three participants in the study: 2 Presidents, 14 administrators, 

11 faculty members, 4 coaches, and 2 board members. Everyone in the study had at least 

9 years experience in higher education and represented a diverse educational background.  

The participants seemed to have a genuine desire to see students succeed and felt when 

students did not succeed, they [participants] did not succeed. 

 The next section provides a brief description of student success initiatives at CC2. 
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Community College Two Student Success Initiatives 

	
  
	
  
Compass Review Initiative:  This initiative is designed to help students pass the 

Compass exam. Students cannot take the exam a second time until after taking  

the review class. It is mandatory for those students who need to repeat the exam. 

 

SOAR: Student Orientation, Advising and Registration  

This initiative is mandatory for First Time In College (FTIC) students. It includes 

approximately three hours of advising and orientation as well as an information session. 

 

Student Advocacy Initiative: Provides mentoring opportunities for students. The 

volunteers take on 2 to 3 students to help them get acclimated to the campus. It has, 

however, proven to be difficult to engage the students to participate. 

  

Other data contained in documents provided to the researcher are summarized in Figures 

3 and 4 on the following pages. 
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Figure	
  3	
   	
   	
   COMMUNITY	
  COLLEGE	
  TWO	
  
	
   	
   SOAR	
  

 

	
  

	
   	
   	
   Source:	
  CC2 

 

 

This figure indicates that students who enter through SOAR have higher rates of 

persistence than students who did not participate in the program. Today SOAR is a 

mandatory requirement for students.  
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Figure 4      COMMUNITY COLLEGE TWO 

    Term-to-Term and Year-to-Year Retention 

Fall 2004- 

Fall 2005 

Fall 2005- 

Fall 2006 

Fall 2006- 

Fall 2007 

Fall 2007- 

Fall 2008 

Persisted Persisted Persisted Persisted 

New 

Developmental 

Education 

Students Count % Count % Count % Count % 

African 

American Males 

 

89 

 

43.6 

 

104 

 

43.5 

 

113 

 

49.6 

 

129 

 

50.4 

Anglo Males 162 54.5 146 50.5 168 52.5 158 50.6 

Gap in 

Persistence 

 

 

 

10.9 

  

7 

  

2.9 

  

.2 

Source: CC2 

 

 Through the enrollment in a student success course, ACA 111, linked to a 

gateway course and SOAR, new developmental education students persisted at higher 

rates than before. For the first time the gap was almost closed between African American 

males and Anglo males. In summary, the interviews and data provided in the documents 

showed a pattern of student improvement in persistence through SOAR. 

 The next chapter discusses the research findings. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: RESEARCH FINDINGS 
	
  
	
  
Introduction 

 This qualitative, multi-case study investigated leadership practices used to 

increase student success through sustaining innovation at Achieving the Dream Leader 

Colleges. This chapter presents the research findings from the responses of Chief 

Executive Officers, Board of Trustees, the Leadership Team, Faculty members, and 

Achieving the Dream (AtD) Coaches in regard to leadership practices that led to 

improved student success. The following three research questions guided this study: 

1. What leadership practices were employed by the following to sustain innovation 

that led to increased student success? 

A. The Chief Executive Officer 

B. The Board of Trustees 

C. The Leadership Team 

D. The Faculty 

2. What was the perception of the Achieving the Dream coach and data facilitator 

regarding the leadership practices that led to increased student success? 

3. What obstacles to change were encountered by stakeholders during innovation 

sustainability? 
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Findings 

 The responses from the participants in the study led to the emergence of the 

following themes and practices: (a) commitment and support to improve student 

outcomes and achieve equity; (b) use of data to inform decisions; (c) broad engagement; 

(d) systemic institutionalization; and (e) leading with passion. 

 Through interviews, a focus group and a review of relevant documentation, the 

researcher provided a description and analysis of practices that were used to increase 

student success through sustaining innovation at two Achieving the Dream Leader 

Colleges. Individual interviews consisted of Chief Executive Officers, Board of Trustee 

members, the Leadership Team, Faculty, and Coaches. The findings of the three research 

questions are presented separately and sequentially. Each section begins with the research 

question, followed by the theme and findings from both interviews and focus group. The 

findings from the study will be supported and illustrated by rich descriptions provided by 

the participants in the study. Summaries of the findings follow each research question. 

Research Question One  

What Leadership Practices were Employed by the Chief Executive Officer, Board of 

Trustees, Leadership Team, and Faculty to Sustain Innovation that Led to Increased 

Student Success? 

Theme One: Commitment and Support to Improve Student Outcomes and Achieve 
Equity 
 
 The first theme to emerge as a practice from the study was commitment and 

support to improve student outcomes and achieve equity. Commitment refers to being 

involved or engaged in a process or action. Support is expressed by aiding, helping, 
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assisting, or backing up others. Commitment and support are sometimes used 

interchangeably. Data gathered during interviews and the focus group consistently 

highlighted the commitment of the participants to student success. According to 

Achieving the Dream (AtD), commitment is demonstrated through vision and values, 

which encompass more than high enrollments, but active support efforts by the Chief 

Executive Officer and leadership team to enhance student learning and completion and 

evidence that the Chief Executive Officer and other senior leaders have made a policy 

pledge to achieve equity in student outcomes for all racial/ethnic and income groups 

(AtD, 2010b). Participants expressed their points of view as follows.  

 Chief Executive Officer.  

 The Chief Executive Officer from CC1 commented on the importance of being 

physically present in demonstrating support and commitment and the consequences of the 

leader’s absence: 

The role of the President has to be a committed leader, and if you’re not there at 
the table, then the message that it sends to the faculty, staff and students is that it’s 
not important.  So, from day one, the president of the college has to be present. I 
may be there more to listen, than to lead the discussions. 
 

 This Chief Executive Officer further explained that leaders demonstrate a 

commitment to student success by including other members of the organization in 

developing a shared vision for the college and by encouraging professional development 

and research opportunities. Lastly, in a bold statement which illustrated his level of 

commitment to student success, this Chief Executive Officer encouraged the use of the 

Mark Milliron methodology, “copy and steal everything” to improve student success. The 
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Chief Executive Officer was referring to researching and duplicating best practices from 

other institutions. 

  The Chief Executive Officer from CC2 explained that he demonstrated support 

and commitment to student success by becoming a supporter of Achieving the Dream and 

by seeking out others who felt equally as strong about helping students improve 

outcomes:  

  I have become an advocate for Achieving the Dream and what that  process will 
 lead you through to get to the point where students are more successful. 
 Number one, I tried to find some champions inside the faculty and staff and 
 particularly in our developmental area. We really do have some strong 
 champions in developmental education. So if you hire the people who are 
 committed to making sure students are successful and you find those champions 
 who will then encourage other faculty, so it’s faculty-to-faculty, and staff-to-
 staff, that would be it, finding those champions. 

 
  Both Chief Executive Officers expressed an active involvement in efforts to 

improve student success. For the Chief Executive Officer from CC1, a physical presence 

was very important; while the Chief Executive Officer from CC2 believed consciously 

seeking people who were student-focused was a demonstration of support and 

commitment to student success.  Even though they both discussed different ways of 

demonstrating commitment, their actions are supported by Achieving the Dream in that 

senior college leaders should actively support efforts to improve student success and not 

just seek to increase enrollment (AtD, 2009). 

Board of Trustees.  

 Commitment from members of the Board of Trustees was different from that of 

the Chief Executive Officers in that they are considered overseers of the Chief Executive 
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Officers as well as the college. The Board member from CC1 discussed his role as it 

relates to being committed to student success:  

  First of all, it is to review policies to make sure policies are contributory to 
student accommodation. Then, to make sure the funds are available to employ the 
kinds of people that you want to work with the students. And the third role and an 
important one, is to on regular occasions take a look at what’s going on and see 
how well it’s working, evaluation.   

 
  This Board member explained that even though the Board evaluates the Chief 

Executive Officer and campus operations, they are also committed to trusting the 

leadership of the Chief Executive Officer to improve student success. He commented: 

As a trustee you need to keep your hands off of some activities. But you need to 
see that they’re done and so our role then is to work with the leadership of 
administration to make sure that that is done.  That’s part of the evaluation 
process for administration primarily for the President. But a lot of times, my best 
role is to get out of the way as a trustee. 
 

 The Board member from CC2 went a step further by adding that commitment 

begins with admitting that the institution has not done as much as they could have to 

improve student success: 

I think the first thing is that you have to acknowledge that there is an issue, and 
the issue for us was that we had a number of students who were entering our 
school who weren’t completing their academic goals.  We first acknowledged it.  
We realized that it was undesirable. I guess that was the second thing. And then as 
a third thing was to acknowledge that we probably could move the needle on that, 
but it would take resources. 
 

According to this member, after acknowledging their responsibility to student success, 

the Board committed to allocating resources to help improve student outcomes. 

 While both Board members believed that it was their role to commit resources to 

student success, accountability for student success was expressed by the Board member 

from CC2, but not by the Board member from CC1. Perhaps the response of the Board 
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member from CC2 is related to his experiences at the college, the community, or pressure 

from the state to improve student outcomes. It could also be because he served as Board 

Chair and felt closer to the issues. Nevertheless, the actions of both members 

demonstrated support and commitment to student success and are supported by 

Achieving the Dream, which suggests that senior leaders must be committed to 

supporting changes in policies and resource allocations to improve student success. It is 

the Chief Executive Officer’s responsibility to keep the Board apprised of student success 

efforts and outcomes. 

 Leadership Team.  
 

  The Leadership Team, also referred to as the core team, was intimately involved 

in ensuring student success. It was this group that committed to meet regularly with the 

Chief Executive Officer, departmental committees, and AtD representatives to discuss 

student success strategies. 

 The following Team member from CC1 shared that commitment to student 

success was demonstrated by changing the direction of the college from one solely 

focused on student enrollment to one that included student success. Comments from the 

majority of Team members from CC1 mirrored his response.  

We like, every other college, would celebrate the increases in enrollment from 
one semester to the next, and we touted that as a measure of our success, but we 
had taken our eye off the ball and had lost sight of how many of the students were 
exiting the pipeline and crossing the finish line at graduation. Interestingly, when 
we began to look at it, we realized that maybe we weren’t as good as we thought 
we were. We also knew that there was an increasingly intrusive public eye on 
higher education to be held responsible for what we offer. The public wasn’t 
simply going to continue to give money to our institution and say we know you’re 
doing a good job. They at some point were going to say, show us you’re doing a 
good job, “prove it.” We knew that the handwriting was on the wall.  
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 According to the same Team member, in order to change the direction and 

culture of the institution to one that included both enrollments and student success, the 

group had a “come to Jesus meeting” in which they realized that something was terribly 

wrong because 98% of their students were testing in developmental education math. This 

revelation intensified their commitment to student success and led to the development of 

various initiatives designed to help improve student achievement: 

 It became an opportunity for us to think what we can do smarter, better, more 
efficiently to help students be successful in math. That is what has directly led to 
such things as our Math Emporiums that we’re building on each and every 
campus. Essentially, it’s an approach to math education that’s sort of open entry, 
open exit. Students can come in and progress at their own pace through the 
curriculum, and there are folks in the labs to help if they run into problems.  

 
 One CC1 Team member explained that she demonstrated commitment and support 

to student success by assessing the needs of the students to determine which support 

services would best benefit the students. She commented: 

We were to consider what the students needs were, what they wanted, what they 
needed. We opened up more things and we did surveys to see what the students 
want. It’s amazing how we think we know what students like, but it’s a different 
thing when you give a survey. Then you tell your staff, it’s not what we think is 
convenient; it’s what’s convenient for them. 

  
 In essence, they began to listen to the students and not make assumptions based 

on what they normally did for students. As a result of their assessment, additional testing 

sessions were added. 

 Another CC1 Team member responded that their role in demonstrating 

commitment was to evaluate developmental education to find ways to make it more 

effective for students.  She responded: 
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My role was to establish the developmental education council. There were 
standing committees: reading, developmental English, developmental math, and 
early interventions that were part of the council. We had to look carefully at 
ways in which we could improve the programming. This also led us to look at 
how we structured developmental education. 

 
 The member further shared that their commitment to student achievement led 

them to research best practices, which helped them restructure developmental education 

classes. 

 The other Team members and faculty from CC1 discussed specific initiatives that 

demonstrated their commitment to student success. 

 A Team member from CC2 was the only member from her Team who stressed the 

importance of dialogue and taking action as demonstrations of commitment to student 

success: 

 Well, one commitment is rhetoric.  You have to talk about it.  You have to put it 
out there as frequently as you can, whenever you have a chance to address the 
internal constituency, in particular.  You have to put it out there.  You also have to 
devote some person power to it and not just lower-level person power; you have 
to get the next couple of levels of leadership also committed to it, and not just in 
terms of rhetoric, but also in terms of taking action.  You have to put it into the 
budget as a priority as well, and it has to be clear that it’s not just an add-on that’s 
going to go away when the special funding goes away. 

 
 The researcher supposes the reason this participant spoke so strongly about 

rhetoric was probably because she coordinated AtD efforts. According to participants 

from CC2, she embraced AtD like no one else at her institution. According to her team, 

this participant had the “fire” for AtD and her enthusiasm ignited everyone else about 

AtD. 
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  One CC2 Team member’s response paralleled that of CC1 as she demonstrated 

commitment and support to students by assessing their needs. Her comments were that 

she: 

Encouraged the staff and the various offices that when they [students] come 
through to spend time with the students to determine what it is they really want, 
and to look at things that students say they want and need and then provide 
information that will help them do whatever it is they want. 

  
  Almost every Team member from CC2 mentioned commitment and support of 

students through a specific initiatives such as called SOAR, [Student Orientation 

Advising and Registration], that was very affective in student success. SOAR represented 

a comprehensive effort to help students identify their learning styles, as well as help 

students understand the relevance of things associated with the college such as a syllabus 

or the library.  One Team member felt that this was important because some students 

come from homes where no one in their families has been to college.  

 Another major initiative at CC2 was the development of a student success course, 

ACA 111, which is credited for helping to reduce the persistence gap between African 

American males and white males. The Team seemed very excited about this 

development. Their excitement is understandable and warranted, because historically, 

black males have lagged behind other groups in persistence and achievement. The data 

revealed that the gap was almost closed with a .2 difference.  

  A Team member from CC1 added that her Chief Executive Officer builds 

practices for student success by committing to Ladders to Success. Ladders is an acronym 

which stands for: a) Lead with Passion; (b) Access and Opportunity; (c) Develop Team; 
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(d) Develop Community, and (e) Evaluate. (See Appendix B for more details about 

Ladders). 

  In accordance with Achieving the Dream, actions taken by both of the Leadership 

Teams illustrated support and commitment to student success because they actively 

communicated and addressed problems students were experiencing, and sought solutions 

to change the students’ outcomes from failure to success by implementing specific 

initiatives or by modifying existing practices, such as eliminating late registration, and by 

making student orientation mandatory. 

 Faculty.  

 One way that faculty demonstrated support and commitment was by working 

directly with students through specific programs to help reduce the number of students in 

developmental education. A faculty member from CC1 discussed how her institution has 

been successful in that area: 

 We have our PREP Program [Pretesting Retesting Educational Program] that 
gives students preparation before they take their Accuplacer exam, and as little as 
six hours really helps them with achieving a much higher placement score. The 
other thing is through the College Ready Consortium, [in which] we have the 
juniors and seniors being tested while they’re still in high school on the 
Accuplacer, so before they leave high school, they actually have interventions so 
they can retake the test.  

 
She added that the institution also offers a Summer Bridge Program, which is a 

very intensive five-week class that offers students assistance in reading, writing and 

mathematics.   
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 A faculty member from CC2 commented that he demonstrated commitment to 

student success by helping students complete his courses as well as by managing a grant 

that extended the life of AtD efforts: 

My role as a faculty member was to try to increase the percentage of students who 
lasted through my courses, who stayed to the end and didn’t drop out, and were 
ultimately successful in the gateway English classes. I managed the DEI 
[Developmental Education Initiative] Grant. The DEI grant takes the Achieving 
the Dream principles and focuses on developmental education, moving students 
gradually and more successfully through developmental education. 
 

 Faculty members from both teams shared that they assessed and evaluated courses 

to determine effectiveness as a sign of support and commitment to student success. 

 Committed and supportive leadership includes the willingness to make changes in 

existing programs to improve student success as well as actively supporting a broad-

based student success agenda. Both of these faculty members represent the willingness 

and active participation at their perspective institutions to assist students in achieving 

their goals. The new programs have interrupted the old way of instruction, but made 

positive differences in student outcomes. The extent of the institutions’ commitment can 

be seen in the fact that they have sought additional resources to ensure the continuation of 

their best practices. Out of 15 institutions in the nation, both of these Leader Colleges 

were awarded the Gates Foundation DEI grant of $743,000 to build upon student success 

efforts of Achieving the Dream. 

Focus Group.  

  The focus group from CC1 was comprised of seven faculty members. Support and 

commitment were demonstrated by helping students gain confidence, effective 

pedagogy and student engagement. One third of the faculty members commented that 
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teaching students to have confidence in themselves illustrated the faculty’s commitment 

to student success. One such faculty member explained: 

   Helping them [students] to gain confidence in themselves, that’s such a key thing; 
to be able to get them to realize that they can do this and teaching them how to be 
students. Because at community colleges, we have to really teach them how to be 
students. [Why?] Well, we [faculty] like to complain, ‘they don’t know how to do 
this; they don’t know how to do that!’ Well, they don’t know, and in a community 
college that’s our job really, to teach them how to research and how to study. 

 
  Half of the faculty members mentioned that teachers demonstrate commitment by, 

“Teaching the subject well, helping students and encouraging the student that they can 

succeed.” Students have different learning styles and respond to different modes of 

instruction. Half of the faculty also agreed that to engage students, faculty must: 

“Provide different learning opportunities. Some like the book, some like the 
PowerPoint, some would rather have it on the phone. Provide different things that 
engage different students.” 
 

 An additional comment from the faculty about engaging students that the 

researcher found very profound and thought provoking was to: 

[Engage students by] making sure that you know how to provide examples of 
where they will be using the material that is covered in the classroom, because 
they need to feel the sense of seeing themselves doing exactly what they’re doing 
in the classroom in a professional field. 
 
Engaging students appears to be one of the most prevalent problems in most 

community colleges. As an educator, the researcher concurs that students are more likely 

to respond to instruction that depicts their experiences.  Students who are not engaged do 

not complete their studies. Engaging community college students in class is crucial 

because oftentimes these students have so many obligations, that the only place to engage 
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them is in the classroom. They are usually commuter students and lack the time to remain 

on campus after their classes. 

Once students are engaged in the learning process, there is a greater chance of 

completion. Faculty members must commit to student success if they are to make a 

difference in the lives of students. One faculty member spoke about how the commitment 

and influence of her previous teacher led her to become a teacher: 

The only reason that I became a teacher was because I had a teacher who helped 
me to believe in myself. So that’s always been the goal that I’ve always had; that 
someday I’m hoping [in my classes] that I can have that impact on someone’s life 
and they can become whatever they want; not just for my students, but for my 
colleagues or anybody to be an example, or try to be an example. 
 
The desire of the faculty to help students: learn, lead, achieve, and understand, 

undoubtedly represents a commitment to help students achieve student success. 

Achieving the Dream believes that commitment from the leaders of the institution is vital 

to student success efforts. Support and commitment to student success were demonstrated 

by the participants through their willingness to aid students through various practices, 

programs, and courses. The practices included being attentive and present, advocating for 

AtD, changing the focus from student enrollment to student success, engaging students. 

Specific programs that were mentioned included SOAR, PREP, Summer Bridge, College 

Readiness Consortium, and Math Emporiums. A student success course ACA 111, was 

also discussed as an effective means to improve student success. Commitment, according 

to Gardner (1990) “requires hard work in the heat of the day; it requires faithful exertion 

in behalf of chosen purposes and the enhancement of chosen values” (p. 190). The 

leaders in this study exhibited the desire to change the focus from access to success for 
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students. They wanted to create a different outcome. Kouzes & Posner (2007), suggest 

five practices of committed leadership. Committed leaders: (1) model the way by setting 

an example and illuminating values; (2) inspiring a shared vision by conceiving an 

exciting future and mobilizing others in the vision; (3) challenge the process by taking 

risks and improving innovations; (4) enabling others to act by building trusting and 

collaborative relationships; and (5) encouraging the heart by fostering a spirit of 

community and appreciation. These attributes describe the level of commitment and 

support of the participants in this study. 

Theme Two: Use of Data to Inform Decisions 
	
  
 The second theme to emerge from the interviews and focus group discussions was 

the use of data to inform decisions as a practice to increase student success. According to 

Achieving the Dream, committing to collecting and analyzing data to improve student 

outcomes is referred to as “building a culture of evidence.” A primary commitment of 

colleges that join Achieving the Dream is to use data to interpret student success or areas 

of deficiency. For AtD member colleges, the focus changed from looking at student 

enrollments to examining data. Examining data led to the development of several 

initiatives that improved student outcomes. Participants expressed their points of view as 

follows. 

  Chief Executive Officer. 

 Analyzing data was a new concept for most community colleges. Most of the data 

that was collected was used for regulatory reporting and state compliance. The use of 

data helped the Chief Executive Officer realize his focus needed to change from student 
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enrollment to student success. Data also revealed to him how many students were testing 

in developmental education.  

 If I go back to prior to being involved in Achieving the Dream, I have to admit to 
you that I was more concerned and more interested in getting more students in, 
providing access, and so I would have to say we were very heavily focused on 
access and spent very little time on student success, and Achieving the Dream 
shifted that to where we realized we’ve got to do both, but we have to put a whole 
lot more effort into success as opposed to access.  

 
 The Chief Executive Officer further divulged that prior to examining the data, he 

was not aware that 98% of the students from his institution were testing into 

developmental education. He said, “As a President, you could have asked me before we 

collected the data, how many students who come here place into Developmental 

Education, and I would have had to tell you it’s a lot, but I couldn’t give a percent.”  He 

stated that he would have guessed that 70 percent of his students were testing into 

developmental education, not 98 percent. 

 According to the Chief Executive Officer from CC2, the use of data allowed the 

institution to increase retention and completion rates, while improving student services. 

He commented: 

If we were involved with Achieving the Dream, we would learn how to use data 
and how to make decisions regarding our data. We feel that with Achieving the 
Dream, we would increase our retention rates, our graduations rates, and we 
would do a better job of serving students.  
 

 Data revealed that students did not perform well on the placement tests. As a 

result, both institutions implemented a review course, which helped to improve the 

students’ scores significantly on the tests. CC1 went a step further and offered the 
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intervention in high school as an effort to ensure college readiness before the students 

entered college. The Chief Executive Officer from CC1 explained the rationale: 

Well, when we looked at our data and saw 98% [testing in developmental 
education], we said if we wait till the student comes to us, that’s too late. We’ve 
lost the battle; we’ve lost the war. So, we said, we’re going to be renegade 
colleges, and to do that that really means you’ve got to go backwards and work 
with your K-12 districts. 

 
 This development gave birth to the creation of the College Readiness Consortium, 

which represented a partnership between CC1, the thirteen K12 districts, and the local 

university to improve student success.  

 The Chief Executive Officer from CC2 discussed how examining data led to the 

creation of a Compass review class at his institution: 

What we found was, students coming back and taking it [Compass] the next day 
or the next week, were not doing any better.  Looking at some data, we found 
with the placement test, we said, what if students could go through a refresher 
course online or in classes and spend whatever amount of time they would need 
refreshing in mathematics or refreshing in English? And what we found over the 
last four or five years, is those students who go through the refresher course, do 
much better on the tests than those coming in. 
 

 An advantage for CC1 is that they offer the Accuplacer review class in the high 

schools before students enter college, as well as for entering students.  CC1 felt it would 

be advantageous to offer the review class to juniors and seniors while course content was 

fresh on their minds, recognizing that once students finish their math classes or a given 

school year, much of the material is forgotten.  

  CC2 offers a Compass Review exam at the campus once students are enrolled. 

An advantage for students at CC2 is that they can take the actual Compass exam twice 
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without being charged, unlike CC1, where the students are charged each time they take 

the placement exam. Students are not charged for the review classes. 

 Offering a review class for the placement exam proved to be an effective 

innovation at both Leader Colleges. The Chief Executive Officers credit the use of data 

for the development of the interventions. Examining data revealed more than enrollment; 

it revealed persistence rates, attrition rates, and completion rates. The data is used to 

create a culture of evidence of which student success efforts are working and which ones 

are not. Disaggregating the data allows the colleges to identify gaps in achievement 

between groups of students. Both of these institutions have adhered to recommendations 

of Achieving the Dream by collecting, tracking, and reporting data to examine student 

outcomes.  

 Leadership Team. 

 The majority of the members from both Leadership Teams admit that prior to 

Achieving the Dream, they did not look at data to explain student outcomes. The 

following conversation from the Director of Institutional Effectiveness at CC2 illustrates 

how the momentum of asking for data grew once constituents realized its benefits. Prior 

to her arrival, the ability to retrieve data was very limited. Once she began sending out 

reports to departments, requests changed from basic to more involved. She explained: 

 The questions began very simple.  Can you give me a list of students who are in 
this?  Then the questions began to change.  The questions that began to come at 
me were more in depth.  I could tell by the questions coming into my office.  Can 
you tell me if the students who participated in this are doing better than the 
students who did not?  So over that first year when we started piloting some 
things, it just began to change.  And what happened is really, in my mind, is word 
of mouth.  You get instructors together and they’re like, wow!  You did what?  
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Wow!  How did you do that?  Well, we got our information from the IR office.’  
And after that first year, our requests increased 500%. 

 
The institutions recognized that in order to become a culture of evidence, everyone within 

the organization needed to understand data and how to measure it. The following CC2 

Team member commented: 

 One thing that I think as a leader that I did, and [you] remember I had institutional 
research under me, was I made sure that we raised the level of our data generation 
and put it out there; from the Board to the faculty for people to see how we 
actually were doing. I think the data thing was key because I think faculty 
recognized that data has something to say, and it’s important to see what it says, 
and then try to figure out why it says what it says, and then change where you can 
make it better. 

 
  Once the institutions understood the validity and advantage of collecting data, 

they were committed to the process. A Leadership Team member from CC1 explained:  

  From the beginning, whatever we did, we made a commitment to   
 disaggregate the data and keep the data, and so we planned ahead for that.  
 You don’t just start collecting the data when you start the program, or  you can’t do any 
kind of comparison.  
 
  A Team member from CC1 acknowledged that prior to AtD, they did not know 

what to do with data: 

 We always had data, we knew what data was, but we didn’t do anything with the 
data. So we found out; we learned that we needed to let that data drive our 
decision-making. And the other big change and I think this is why we have been 
so successful is that we didn’t set this out there as a by itself initiative, we 
embedded it into the culture that was already here. We took our existing 
committee structures and we changed the focus within those committees to 
support the Achieving the Dream initiative, which has allowed us to continue on 
in that line, so that all didn’t end just because the money ended. 

 
 Looking at data was such a new methodology, that one Team member from CC1 

described looking at data as transformational.  Prior to AtD, most institutions did not 

know how to use data except for regulatory reporting. Achieving the Dream recommends 
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the use of data to create a culture of evidence. Both institutions have embraced using data 

to inform decisions. A Leadership Team member from CC1 said that data was used to 

inform organizational decisions. She asserted that before any decisions are made, the data 

must be shown and examined to justify the decisions. 

   Both groups agree that Achieving the Dream has taught them how to examine and 

use data to make decisions. Examining data caused both institutions to pay more attention 

to students in developmental education to help facilitate their exit from developmental 

education. 

  Faculty. 

  Faculty members from both indicated that the use of data leads to improved 

student success. The following CC2 faculty member made an interesting comment about 

how using data eliminates guessing and reveals a true picture of student achievement. 

  Instead of being guided by well-intentioned hunches, we really started testing the 
data to see if our hunches were true or were the program or the teaching technique 
really making a difference.  Could we demonstrate that students were in fact 
succeeding or just thinking that they should succeed?  So I think that the data 
driven part of Achieving the Dream is a major focus. 

 
In congruence with the previous CC2 Team member, this faculty member stated that once 

the faculty realized what the data could tell them, they began to increase their requests for 

data.  

 A faculty member from CC1commented on how data changed the way they 

viewed pedagogy. 

 Every time we looked at data, we wanted more data.  As faculty specifically, we 
never really looked at our data. But this was district-wide data that provided very 
compelling reasons why we needed to reexamine what we were doing as a 
faculty, as a department, as a district-wide discipline. That was one of the major 
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changes; but along with that, we knew we had to train faculty to look at data 
because we were a teaching institution.  Our main emphasis was providing 
instruction in the classroom and it really was not about looking at data. 

 
 Faculty from both institutions concurred that their focus had shifted to become 

more aware of data and its uses. Achieving the Dream recommends that everyone within 

the institution uses data to prioritize actions. The fact that faculty has changed their focus 

to one of being faculty-centered speaks to their commitment to use data to make 

decisions about student outcomes. 

Focus Group. 

Overwhelmingly, faculty members from CC1 spoke appreciatively about using 

data to inform decisions. They were asked to respond in simple and succinct sentences 

about how using data had affected them. Using data was something new and different. A 

faculty member commented: “We saw real substantive change. It showed things we could 

do and make happen. It was not the technique du jour.” 

 Analyzing data was an opportunity to gain knowledge that did not previously 

exist. According to one faculty member, “We have been enlightened. What we thought 

we were doing, we found out that we were not. Now the emphasis is on data to drive 

decision making.” 

One faculty member took a different approach to using data, commenting that the 

institution should be careful not to automatically dismiss existing programs for the new: 

“With Achieving the Dream, there is more emphasis on data. However, we should look at 

data on effectiveness for existing programs and functions; and not just developmental 

education or new programs or functions.” Her comment suggests that perhaps there was 
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some reluctance to change. Or maybe she was the creator or coordinator of a former 

program that was replaced by an AtD initiative.  

 All of the faculty members embraced data as a way to understand student 

performance. They took active roles in collecting, measuring, and drawing conclusions 

from data. Faculty also began to research best practices from other institutions to 

determine if they might work at their own institutions.  

 One of the premises of AtD is that when faculty members notice that particular 

groups of students are not doing as well as others, they will be persuaded to address the 

impediments to student success (AtD, 2009e). The behavior of these faculty members 

exemplified the premise of AtD. According to AtD, “AtD colleges must be prepared not 

only to generate information, but to use it” (AtD, 2009d, p.1). AtD encourages the 

colleges to engage all internal stakeholders to research the data on student progress and 

achievement gaps. The actions of the participants demonstrated compliance to AtD’s 

recommendation of using data to better understand barriers.  

Theme Three: Broad Engagement 
 
 Through broad engagement administrators, faculty, and staff share the 

responsibility of student success and collaborate on efforts to improve student outcomes 

while identifying causes of achievement gaps among groups of students. Students and the 

external community are also included in discussions to increase student achievement. 

Broad engagement is crucial to improving student outcomes. “Stakeholder engagement is 

critical to the success of Achieving the Dream. Broad-based support for the college’s 

student success agenda and institutional change efforts requires engaging faculty, staff, 
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students, community members, and others in the change process” (AtD, 2009c, p.1). 

Broad engagement means to connect and network with internal and external stakeholders 

to achieve student success. 

 The third theme to emerge from this study as a practice that led to improved 

student success was broad engagement. All stakeholders should participate in ensuring 

student success. Collaboration is expected across all disciplines because the ultimate goal 

is to improve student outcomes and increase student success. Participants expressed their 

points of view as follows: 

 Chief Executive Officer. 

 Broad engagement at CC2 included a mentoring program for students called the 

Advocacy Program. Broad-based participation included the Chief Executive Officer, 

faculty, and staff. The Chief Executive Officer from CC2 excitedly described the 

program: 

 We started a program called the Advocacy Program.  The first year, we asked for 
volunteers who would be willing to take three students and be their advocate for a 
semester. Even I, the president, had three advocates the first year and all of our 
faculty and staff.  We even had custodial workers become advocates [to direct 
students on campus].  That’s what I mean about being engaged as a college and 
changing the culture of the college.  We started with about 60 or 70 volunteers. 
The second year into the program, we had 291 volunteers.  So when we talk about 
getting broad engagement into student success, that’s a model we’ve implemented 
that has truly made a difference because everyone is involved. 

 
 Broad engagement at CC1 was achieved after an embarrassing incident of the 

Chief Executive Officer of the institution. It all began when the Chief Executive Officer 

decided to experience the registration process himself, as a student. It is an interesting 

story as told by the Chief Executive Officer: 
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 So, I walked through our whole process [accompanied by two students] as if I was 
a new student and anywhere in the process where they tried to treat me 
differently, the students would say, that’s not how you treated me or what you 
told me here.  We learned a lot, but the last step before I could register for a class 
was to take the Accuplacer and I didn’t prepare for it. I didn’t think I was going to 
have to. And I turned to the two students and said, “I understand the challenges 
that you’ve got. We’ll make some changes, we’ll make it better, but I really don’t 
need to take this test. I didn’t prepare for it”. And the two students said, “We 
didn’t either; we didn’t know we were going to have to take it. We didn’t prepare 
for it, but we took it.”  And I [CEO] felt guilty, so I went in.  I started working on 
math because I thought that was my strength.  I got through ten questions and I 
knew I was heading for Developmental math, and I just turned to those two 
students and said, you know, I’ve really got to go to the bathroom. 

 
  The humiliation of almost testing into developmental education helped the Chief 

Executive Officer realize how broken the educational system was, which led to broad 

engagement with the community. He had previously been shocked when data revealed 

98% of his students were testing into developmental education. Now he was shocked at 

his own performance. He knew something needed to be done and believed that the 

responsibility of improving the dismal outcomes of developmental education should 

include the community and the ISDs, and not solely his institution. His strategy was to 

coordinate a meeting that included superintendents from the local school districts, 

chamber of commerce members, bank presidents, the local university’s president and 

provost, the Chief Executive Officer, and his VP of Instruction.  

  He had a courageous conversation with the external stakeholders. He told them 

that he had some data to share with them that was not very pretty. He shared the data 

about the 98% of students testing into developmental education and asked them not to 

point fingers because it was really a national issue. He shared with the group that even he, 

a President who has earned a Ph.D. and CPA, almost failed the placement test. He invited 
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everyone in the room an opportunity to take the Accuplacer test. There were no takers. 

He explained to them that it had been years since he had divided fractions. He also told 

the group that if they took the test, their results would probably have been the same as 

his. He further explained the problem: 

 ‘One of the biggest problems that we’ve had in higher education is, we’ve done a 
very poor job of sharing information with our K-12 partners. Therefore, when I 
say college readiness, what do I mean?  How do I measure it?  How do I test it?  
So how can we expect our K-12 partners to know how we’re going to measure it?  
Out of that meeting came the College Readiness Consortium and a whole new 
community-wide effort to change.  We had three superintendents of the largest 
districts in our city in that meeting stand up and say, this data is unacceptable; 
we’re going to change it.  

 
This opportunity of broad engagement for CC1 led to collaboration of the 

institution and the community. It also led to a new initiative called the College Readiness 

Consortium.  

The examples of broad engagement from both Chief Executive Officers 

demonstrated their zeal and passion for student success. These leaders recognized that 

improving student success will require support from internal and external stakeholders. 

According to Achieving the Dream, the college should secure input from external 

stakeholders to help identify achievement gaps and improve student success (AtD, 

2010b). CC2 did not present any examples to the researcher of including external 

stakeholders in student success efforts, but that does not mean they are not doing so. 

Board of Trustees.  

The Board member from CC1 expressed that broad engagement is accomplished 

by including everyone in student success efforts. He asserted that if people were left out, 

they would become disinterested.  He pointed out that in-service meetings are useful 
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opportunities for broad engagement because it is a platform where student achievement is 

addressed. He also pointed out that collaborating with the student government is a 

strategy that broadens engagement.  

The CC1 Board member was the first participant to mention in-service meetings 

and the student government as contributors to student success efforts. Mentioning the 

student government was probably due to the fact that he supports and leads the student 

government organization and has done so for a long time. His recommendations aligned 

with Achieving the Dream’s suggestion that colleges reach beyond the usual suspects and 

include other groups and individuals who may have important contributions to make 

(AtD, 2009a).  

Leadership Team. 

 While Achieving the Dream recommends including internal and external 

stakeholders in broad engagement, a member of the Leadership Team from CC2 

acknowledged that more could have been done at her institution to include external 

stakeholders: 

I think we struggled with community engagement. We did have some open 
forums, those types of things. We did have press releases, we did all of that, but I 
think we could have done more in that area. I think what any of us would have 
said back then was that we had a small work team and it was very difficult to try 
to do everything. So we probably didn’t do as much of that as we should have. I 
guess my concern is that there are so few of us [core team] left. 
 
An administrator from the Leadership Team of CC1 offered an interesting 

musical analogy of his role in broad engagement with the faculty: 

 I almost think of myself as (although I’m not musically inclined), a conductor of 
an orchestra where you’ve got the different sections of the orchestra: you know, 
you’ve got the strings and the horn, the drums, and then you bring together the 
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right people and focus them, like the math faculty and the Math Learning 
Emporium. So, I see myself as more orchestrating and making sure that the right 
teams are together and that they continue to move forward.   

 
 Another CC1 Team member confirmed how engaging the community led to the 

conception of the College Readiness Program. He stated: 

We started a conversation with the superintendents, and we showed them  data on 
their students who were coming to us. And we said, these are our students, not 
you’re doing a rotten job. What can we do to better prepare these students? 
That’s how we eventually started the College Readiness Program. 

 
 Since starting the College Readiness Program, fewer students are testing into 

developmental education. Almost every member of the Leadership Team from CC1 

mentioned the institution’s collaboration with the ISDs and local university as an 

example of broad engagement. Teamwork was mentioned by a few participants.  

 One person from CC2 mentioned a Tech Prep program which partners with 

community businesses to help train students for the workforce. There was not much 

mentioned by CC2 about broad engagement. According to the previous participant’s 

comments, there does not appear to be much interaction with the community. Achieving 

the Dream asserts that effective stakeholder engagement can aid the institutions in 

implementing student success initiatives. 

 Faculty.  

  A faculty member from CC1 asserted that broad engagement requires leaders who 

listen and works well with others because it requires building relationships within and 

outside the College. This faculty member’s comment aligns with Achieving the Dream, 

because according to AtD, broad engagement begins by listening (AtD, 2009a).  
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   Networking is a form of broad engagement. Networking with community 

businesses and schools is a way to promote AtD student success efforts. According to 

Gardner (1990), in a constantly changing environment, new and flexible networks 

become necessary. The former way of doing business may no longer produce results. 

AtD recommends including all stakeholders in the student success process because 

communities are affected by student success and student failure. Support from external 

stakeholders demonstrates they care about students and the future of our country. In 

congruence with AtD, Gardner (1990) reminds us that all leaders must spend part of their 

time building community. 

Theme Four: Systemic Institutional Improvement 
	
  

The fourth theme to emerge as a practice that leads to improved student success is 

systemic institutional improvement. Systemic institutional improvement encompasses the 

strategic planning process whereby goals are set based on data. In this stage, the 

programs and student services are regularly evaluated to determine their effect on student 

success, which directly influences budget allocations. The colleges are expected to 

continue to improve student success and sustain programs and practices that have proven 

to be effective, thus establishing a culture of continuous improvement. In order for 

student success to become systemic, efforts to improve student outcomes must be 

ongoing. Professional development is also a part of systemic institutional improvement as 

is the formation of committees to guide and monitor student success efforts (AtD, 2009). 

Participants expressed their points of view as follows. 
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 Chief Executive Officer. 

 Systemic institutional improvement at CC1 includes a core team that works hard 

to disseminate information throughout the organization, as well as numerous initiatives 

previously mentioned. CC1 has realigned the math curriculum and reduced its number of 

sections. The Chief Executive Officer from CC1 discussed additional results of systemic 

institutional improvement: 

We’ve increased persistence of students significantly. We’ve done some 
restructuring.  We added a student success director and a dual credit director.  We 
have five early college high schools since we started with Achieving the Dream. 
As a result, our dual credit in the high schools has grown from 90 students in 
2001 to 3,500 students today in traditional high schools.  We now have 1,500 
students in our early college high schools. We have over 5,000 [total] students 
taking college level courses while they’re still in high schools.  
 

The Chief Executive Officer from CC2 explained how systemic institutional 

improvement helps sustain innovations: 

I think the best way we can sustain them is two or three ways.  Number one; be 
sure you have the appropriate policies in place to make sure it’s sustainable.  If 
you’re implementing new practices, change your policies that make these kinds of 
things happen, then that will help to sustain it.  Number two, you have to really 
take a look at reallocating some resources from other areas.  Yes, budgets are 
tight, we understand budget cuts, I understand that, but I’ve also found over the 
years if president wants to get something done, they find the money to get it done.  
 
Both of the Chief Executive Officers efforts are supported by Achieving the 

Dream that states the College should actively work to scale up and sustain programs and 

practices. Scaling up and maintaining programs require additional resources.  
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 Board of Trustees.  

 Board members from CC1 and CC2 spoke about the benefit of leadership training 

and staff development in regard to systemic institutional improvement. The Board 

member from CC1 commented: 

Because of staff development right now, when we need a person to step in as 
dean, we’ve got a lot of people qualified to become deans. And when I need 
someone to step in as interim president, we’ve got several people that can step in. 
 

 According to Achieving the Dream, the Colleges should provide opportunities to 

faculty and staff for professional development to help improve student success and close 

achievement gaps.  

Leadership Team. 

            The majority of Leadership Team members from both institutions spoke about 

student success efforts that have been institutionalized and professional development 

opportunities for faculty and staff.  

 According to a team member from CC1, student success initiatives at his 

institution have become sustained through systemic institutional improvement.  

 We institutionalized. Like the College Readiness Consortium, it wasn’t a fad; we 
institutionalized it. The Math Learning Emporium, it’s a part of what we do.  The 
PREP program, which is very similar to the College Readiness Initiative, but it’s 
for students who come to our campuses rather than the high school students.  

 
 A team member from CC2 discussed professional development efforts at her 

institution: 

I [VP] spent the majority of the [grant] money on professional development in 
one way or another training everybody in the college. I brought in a poverty 
expert who did programs on the culture of poverty with all the faculty and all the 
staff. Mandatory attendance was required for the program. 
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The CC1 Team member that coordinates the Leadership Program described how 

the program operates. The institution has found the program very beneficial in training 

new leaders: 

 We’ve had the Leadership Program now for seven years. We’ve had not just 
lower leveled people go through the program, we’ve had AVPs, Directors and all 
levels go through there, so that gives you a good feeling. They are given a project 
by the President to focus on. They have to work in teams and you get to see how 
people work together. You see the people that are ready for something more. So 
that helps you ask, “How about coming and working on this committee?” 

 
 A Team member from CC2 who was about to retire, explained that those who 

interact with students and who are in the classrooms are the ones who most need 

professional development training. According to AtD, professional development and the 

institutionalization of successful practices are crucial to student success. 

 Faculty.  

    Training faculty helps to sustain and institutionalize programs. The following 

faculty member from CC2 shared the training process of supplemental instruction, which 

led to the institutionalization of supplemental instruction at her institution. 

For Achieving the Dream, I’ve been involved with our supplemental instruction 
program, so I coordinate and run that program for the college. I went to some 
conferences, learned about supplemental instruction, got the training and 
certification, and then came back and tried to implement it here. Really it’s sort 
of a one-man show. I train the [SI] faculty, hire and train the tutors, and sit in on 
the classes sporadically. 
 
A faculty member from CC1 discussed that restructuring math courses and 

applying for a grant allowed them to sustain improvement in math. After finding overlap, 

the math sections were reduced from four to three. 
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 Focus Group.  

 Professional development and training are aspects of systemic institutional 

improvement. Almost all of the focus group members associated Achieving the Dream 

with leadership, training, and development. CC1 has been very supportive of professional 

development opportunities for the faculty and staff.  One participant commented, “When 

I think of Achieving the Dream, I think of leadership.” Another said, “Achieving the 

Dream opened up opportunities for professional development.” This group was very 

excited and grateful. In addition to professional development training, sustainability of 

student success efforts is a part of systemic institutional improvement. Both colleges have 

maintained initiatives that have contributed to improved student success such as the 

College Readiness Program and the Compass Review. 

Leading with Passion  
	
  
 The fifth theme to emerge as a practice was leading with passion. Leading with 

passion is expressed through enthusiasm, excitement, and a zealous commitment to 

student success. Passionate leaders inspire others toward a shared vision. These leaders 

inspired their organizations to commit and support Achieving the Dream and student 

success efforts. The enthusiasm of the leaders had a spillover effect on the organization. 

The participants seemed very excited about student success efforts and overwhelmingly 

credited their leaders for the successful practices and initiatives that led to improved 

student success and outcomes. When participants were asked why they believed their 

institution had achieved such a high level of student success, almost every interviewee 

credited the outstanding support and commitment of their leaders to Achieving the Dream 
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and its goal of increasing student success and achieving equity among students as the 

reason for their success. The following quotes are only a sample of expressions of leader 

appreciation from the participants in the study. The letters at the beginning of the quotes 

indicate the institution and leader. 

 The Chief Executive Officer from CC1 is described by the participants as active, 

supportive, present, inspirational, committed, a risk taker, one who instills passion, a 

great listener, and laid back. A description of the leadership characteristic will follow 

each quote. In the first quote, passion is demonstrated by the Chief Executive Officer’s 

unwavering support of his organization by always being there for his team.  

CC1/CEO. Our leader was present at all our student success core teams.  When it 
was on the Achieving the Dream core team, he was at every meeting. At 
conferences, he will come and have breakfast. He’ll be at the general session; 
he’ll go to sessions with you.  If you’re giving a session, he will come and support 
you.  
 

  An attribute of a great leader is his or her ability to show support. Support is 

demonstrated by ‘being there’ for the team. It demonstrates that the leader cares and 

appreciates the efforts of the team. It is an illustration that he a part of the team. 

Believability increases when the leader is personally involved (Kouzes & Posner, 2007).  

 In the next quote, passion is demonstrated by the inspirational ability of the leader: 

 CC1/CEO. “Well clearly, it hasn’t hurt us at all to have an inspirational leader 
like our Leader. He has been willing to give us the go ahead, the blessing from the 
President’s office to go out and make it happen, to take the risks, so to speak. 
That’s been good.” 

 
 Effective leaders inspire others. Inspirational leaders understand the needs of 

others and have their interests at heart. “Inspirational leaders breathe life into the hopes 
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and dreams of others and enable them to see the exciting possibilities that the future 

holds” (Kouzes & Posner, 2007, p. 18). 

 In the following quote, passion is inspired by the leader’s commitment to always 

participating and remaining involved:  

 CC1/CEO. Our Leader hasn’t missed one meeting in six years. One meeting in 
six years and we met regularly. We seldom missed a month, that’s committed 
leadership. And everywhere we went to any conferences or whatever, people 
would say, “How do you get your Leader involved?” When we did the 
presentations, he was on the presentation team. That’s committed leadership, but 
he, it doesn’t stop there because he instilled that passion for student success and 
that need for that leadership into his next level. 

 
 Exemplary leaders demonstrate commitment. Committed leaders are motivated; 

they believe strongly or want something very much (Gardner, 1990). In Achieving the 

Dream, committed leaders strongly believe in helping students succeed. Commitment 

from the leader also motivates others to pursue the goals of the organization. 

 The next quote describes a passionate leader as one who trusts people to do their 

jobs and one who listens to his constituents. 

CC1/CEO. The Leader’s style of leadership is laid back. He believes in giving 
people a job and letting them do it, and supporting them in what they need. He’s 
probably one of the best listeners I’ve ever been around. It’s an amazing skill 
listening and you know most people listen with the thought of responding. He just 
listens with the thought of listening and understanding. 

   
 Extraordinary leaders are good listeners. Good listeners make people feel that the 

individual is genuinely interested in them. Active listening is a way to build trust (Zenger 

& Folkman, 2009). 

 The Chief Executive Officer from CC2 shared comments with the Vice President 

of Educational Support Services (EVESS), who coordinated Achieving the Dream efforts 
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at CC2. These leaders were described as being excited, visionary, and influential. In the 

following quote, passion is demonstrated in the excitement and enthusiasm of the leader 

to student success. 

 CC2/VPESS. Our AtD leader was always excited about Achieving the Dream 
and what the possibilities were. She had the vision that we could be better.  At 
every opportunity, she waved the banner. I think because she selected people to 
work on the core team who were as committed as she was, they carried the banner 
back to their particular areas.  She lived and breathed Achieving the Dream and 
what it could do. 

 
 Extraordinary leaders lead with high energy and vitality (Roueche, et al., 1989). 

This high level of energy inspires followers to also become excited. Their enthusiasm 

sends a very positive message to the rest of the organization, which inspires the 

constituents from excitement to action.   

 Passion was demonstrated in the ability of the leader to influence others. 

 CC2/VPESS. “In my view she was the most influential administrator  
 
during the Achieving the Dream years, without a doubt.” 
 
 The ability to inspire others is at the core of leadership. An inspired leader 

exemplifies a zeal and passion for their endeavors. The zeal becomes contagious to the 

rest of the organization. When people are inspired, they become motivated to model the 

behavior of the leader (Kouzes & Posner, 2007).  

 In the following quote, by allowing the organization to try different practices and 

programs, the leader demonstrated passion for student success.  

CC2/CEO. I saw him as a great visionary, a great visionary who allowed us to do 
and try the things that we have been able to do and try. When you would say 
something to him about being a visionary, he’d say, “no, he’s just out and about 
and get’s ideas from other places and brings them here. Some of that may be true, 
but I still think some of it came from his own mind.  
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   Great leaders are visionaries. A visionary leader must know the immediate and 

future of the college and how it will look once it reaches that future. A visionary 

communicates his or her plans with others so that the vision becomes shared. “A vision is 

more than one person’s perspective” (Roueche et al., 1989, p. 110). 

 The admiration of the followers for their leaders is very evident in their 

comments. Each quote describes attributes of a transformational leader. Transformational 

leadership is the premise upon which AtD was created. Transformational leaders are 

supportive, inspirational, great listeners, committed, and visionary. The behavior of these 

transformational leaders has inspired their organizations to become more focused on 

student success and work toward improving student outcomes. Transformational leaders 

value people. Transformational leaders inspire trust and a leader who spires trust is 

“valuable in bringing about collaboration among the constituency” (Gardner, 1990, p 33). 

The leaders show unconditional support and commitment to AtD as well as to their staff. 

When leaders show enthusiasm about AtD, it “stirs the fire of passion in others” (Kouzes 

& Posner, 2007, p. 18). 

Summary 
	
  
 Support and commitment to improve student outcomes and achieve equity, the 

use of data to inform decisions, broad engagement, systemic institutionalization, and 

leading with passion proved to be integral parts of leadership practices at Leader Colleges 

for the Chief Executive Officers, Board of Trustees, the Leadership Team, and Faculty. 

These leaders recognized that these practices are significant factors in the equation of 

student success. The collaboration of the internal and external stakeholders led to the 
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creation of successful initiatives that helped improve student performance and equity, 

especially in developmental education. Reviewing data was a new concept for both 

colleges, but they embraced it and allowed it to change the culture of the college to a 

culture of evidence where decisions are data informed. Without the engagement and 

support of internal and external stakeholders, it is likely that these institutions would not 

have achieved the level of success that they are experiencing. All of the participants 

seemed genuinely concerned about student success. They managed to bring their various 

disciplines together and work as a team for the greater good, to help students succeed. 

There was shared vision and leading by example. The leadership in all of the groups was 

transformational.  The leadership was so transformational that the participants felt it was 

necessary to credit their Presidents with the success of Achieving the Dream at their 

institutions. According to Burns (1978), “The premise of this [transformational] 

leadership is that, whatever the separate interests persons might hold, they are presently 

or potentially united in the pursuit of ‘higher goals’, the realization of which is tested by 

the achievement of significant change that represents the collective or polled interests of 

leaders and followers” (p. 425). 

Research Question Two  

 What was the Perception of the Achieving the Dream Coach and Data Facilitator 

 Regarding the Leadership Practices that Contributed to Increased Student  Success? 

 Coaches (C) and data facilitators (DF) perceived that the leadership practices 

demonstrated at each institution served to increase student success, however, concern was 
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expressed about the quality of institutional research at each institution. The CC1 data 

facilitator stated that overall the practices worked.  

  I think on the whole, their interventions worked, and when they were finding that 
something wasn’t working as well as it should, they made mid-course corrections.  
For example, if they weren’t able to scale it up as fast as they thought they should, 
and they were still going into a boutique program or something, they were able to 
say ‘what kinds of things do we need to do to make this something that can reach 
all potential students that need this?’  There was hardly ever a failure of any kind, 
and even when there were things that fell short, they seemed to learn from them 
and they took an attitude all the way through, the whole organization that was 
‘well, we can learn from this, we can do better. 

  
  Student success efforts at CC1 were not wasted on fruitless endeavors. Programs 

that did not work were discontinued. According to Drucker (1999), that which does not 

produce should be abandoned to enable the resources to be used elsewhere. 

  When asked about his perceptions of practices that led to improved student 

success, the coach from CC1 commented: 

It’s not so much the practices, but one has to appreciate how the college came to 
identify those areas or challenges that the college had and then determined what 
interventions would best be used to help students achieve their goals.  

  
 The response from the coach from CC1 was uniquely different from the others. He 

felt that even though the practices worked, more attention and appreciation should be 

given to the institution’s leadership and the steps that were taken to achieve improved 

student success, rather than the practices themselves. He expressed great admiration for 

the leader’s commitment in determining problematic areas, finding solutions, and 

collaborating with both internal and external collaborators to achieve student success. 

 The coach from CC2 seemed pleased with the institution’s progress. When asked 

about his perception of leadership practices at CC2, he responded:  
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 Very positive. I learned things that I can use at my other four institutions;  and I 
did that a lot of times. I would tell them the good things that were  going on at the 
other institution and give them examples. So I was able to plant ideas from them to 
other institutions and from other institutions to them.  

 
 The data facilitator from CC2 commented that some practices worked and some 

did not. She added that she was very proud of the success CC2 made. She remarked, “Not 

everything was successful. I think that’s important to note, but they kept on moving and 

when something was shown not to be as successful, you stop it and try something new.” 

 Overall, the coaches and data facilitators were satisfied with the practices from 

CC1 and CC2. 

Theme One: Commitment and Support to Improve Student Outcomes and Achieve 

Equity 

 The coaches (C) data facilitators (DF) expressed their points of view about support 

and commitment to improve student outcomes and achieve equity in the following 

quotes. The data facilitator from CC1 contended it is crucial for the Chief Executive 

Officer to demonstrate commitment:  

DF/CC1. Committed leadership starts with the President, of course. It’s also a 
significant role for people to lead wherever they are.  So, for example, the vice 
president has roles to play, the faculty has a role to play.  The President will be a 
unifying force to pull it all together and set an overall direction, which the 
President did so magnificently, to help keep them focused on what is critically 
important and set the tone.   
 

 According to the data facilitator this Chief Executive Officer demonstrated 

commitment by leading his institution and keeping everyone focused on student success. 

 C/CC2. Essentially what a president has to do is he has to be the major advocate 
for student success and for measuring student success. And the two major arms in 
the community college for achieving student success are the academics and the 
student services or student development. 
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  The Chief Executive Officers in the study became advocates for Achieving the 

Dream and student success. This was demonstrated in their attitudes and actions toward 

student success initiatives. The Chief Executive Officer from CC2 participated in his 

institution’s Advocacy program as an illustration of his commitment to improving student 

outcomes.  

 DF/CC2. The Vice President of Educational Support Services was the person that 
was really in charge of the initiative at that institution. She came to really want to 
dig deeper, she came with a passion for student success, and I think that passion 
was really what drove the initiative. Her participation was one of the reasons that 
CC2 did so well, but it was a desire to assist more students to be successful.   

 
 Commitment and support according to the data facilitator, was demonstrated 

through the leader’s desire to lead and passion for student success. This attitude aligns 

with the premise of Achieving the Dream. 

Theme Two: Use of Data to Inform Decisions 

 Each coach mentioned an inadequate Institutional Research (IR) department for 

both institutions.  Although the coaches and data facilitators perceived that data use to 

inform decisions had value, they also expressed that the use of data could be problematic 

at times. The coaches expressed their points of view about using data to inform decisions 

in the following quotes: 

DF/CC1. Part of the problem with IR has been that their sole focus and their 
training and background had been on reporting just for compliance purposes. But 
the issue within the data realm is that frankly that some of the data were 
problematic. It’s that garbage in, garbage out phenomenon. Some of this stuff just 
wasn’t clean data. The third Issue related to that is the mechanisms for providing 
the reporting were archaic and problematic and it’s really hard to get data pulled 
together quickly. They still have data issues, but they are working on it.  
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 The Data Facilitator also mentioned that data had indicated a growing gap 

between male and female students. 

 The ability to disaggregate data drives Achieving the Dream. The coach from 

CC2 commented on a former problem at CC2 and how it was resolved. 

C/CC2. I thought that we had a real difficult time getting the student database set 
up, and the President helped us by finding somebody who was competent.  And 
once we got the right competent person in there, she was just a miracle worker.  
She worked with the faculty; she worked with the department heads, with the 
division deans, and with the vice presidents.   
 

 According to the coach, data is very crucial to Achieving the Dream, however 

archaic systems and inadequate staff will not meet the needs of student success efforts. 

Theme Three: Broad Engagement 

 Broad engagement presents opportunities to enlist the participation and 

collaboration of others in Achieving the Dream student success initiatives. There was a 

consensus of positive reviews from the coaches about broad engagement at each 

institution. The coaches credited the institutions for using every opportunity possible to 

engage others in student success efforts. The leaders, including faculty and staff, shared 

Achieving the Dream and student success at meetings, assemblies, convocations and 

town hall meetings. The Data Facilitator from CC1 spoke very excitedly about broad 

engagement at CC1: 

 DF/CC1.  Oh my goodness, you should see what they do!  Their first start of 
every academic year they have a college-wide assembly. The President talks 
about things, and gives them information about what’s happening. They have 
other speakers.  And this is everybody; this is not just faculty. This is staff, this is 
administration, this is everybody. They share this information.  The President and 
others go around the various campuses and talk to different groups of people so 
that they’re getting the information out there.  They’ve worked with the 
community and people in the K-12 schools, all kinds of things, and they’re 
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starting to see some real impact because of the way things are changing in the 
numbers. 

 
 According to the data facilitator, the leaders at CC1 demonstrated broad 

engagement by articulating the vision of student success in every forum possible, while 

including internal and external stakeholders. According to Achieving the Dream, 

collaboration is a key to improving student outcomes. 

 The data facilitator from CC2 expressed a positive perception of the progress 

made by CC2 in broad engagement: 

 DF/CC2. I think that’s one of the secrets to their success. And that is, that the 
president and the vice-president were 100% behind the initiative and they brought 
it up whenever possible:  during orientations, during faculty convocations, and 
they brought it up to the Board of Trustees. It wasn’t just something that is done 
by a couple of people in IR or whatever; it became part of the college culture. It’s 
on their website. It may have been written in their school newspaper or other 
correspondence. 

 
 The above statements confirm that in adherence to Achieving the Dream, CC2 

made public declarations about Achieving the Dream and student success efforts, 

including posting it on their website and other media outlets.  

Theme Four: Systemic Institutional Improvement 

 Systemic institutional improvement encompasses strategic planning, program 

evaluation, sustainability of student success agenda, and professional development. There 

was a consensus between coaches and data facilitators that the institutions had 

demonstrated aspects in all areas of systemic institutional improvement. The coaches 

made remarks in regard to student success efforts and professional development. The 

coach from CC2 commented that the institution had made vast improvements in 
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achievement for minority and majority groups. He explained that was the reason they had 

received awards and were accepted as a leader college.  

 The data facilitator from CC1 commented on the development of a Leadership 

Academy at the institution. The Leadership Academy focuses on leadership strategies 

that help improve student success. 

Summary 

 The perceptions of the coaches were very positive. Even though the colleges are 

still having challenges with data, the coaches believe that since joining Achieving the 

Dream, the colleges have made great progress in the transformation to using data to 

making student success a priority to improve student outcomes. The colleges have 

engaged internal and external stakeholders while exemplifying committed leadership 

from the President, Board, administrators, and faculty. 

  Prior to AtD, the colleges were not using data to inform their decisions, nor had 

they even heard of the concept. Achieving the Dream knew early on that the main 

problem for most colleges would be institutional research because their IR departments 

were inadequate for data research. Their IR basically functioned as departments for 

regulatory reporting for governmental agencies.  According to AtD, (2009), typical 

challenges for institutional research include: (a) compliance reporting (state, federal, 

accreditation), (b) technical barriers (minimal access to data systems), (c) role confusion 

(which department should do the work), and (d) influence (IR is not perceived as 

important). Even with the challenges, the coaches believe these institutions have a bright 

future ahead of them. The data facilitator from CC1 commented that the institution was 



	
   	
  

	
  
	
  

150	
  

making an amazing difference in an area that is challenged economically and 

academically. The data facilitator from CC2 stated that CC2 had really bloomed and it 

was rewarding to watch the culture change. 

Research Question Three 

What Obstacles to Change were Encountered by Stakeholders During Innovation 

Sustainability? 

 The leadership practices reported by the participants appeared to contribute to the 

community colleges progress in ensuring student success. However, both colleges 

experienced certain obstacles that either prevented or slowed the process. The data 

suggests that both colleges have been able to overcome some of these obstacles; however 

some remain and need to be addressed. The following is a description of the obstacles 

that emerged from the data including: (a) resistance to change; (b) high percentages of 

students enrolled in developmental education; (c) funding reductions; (d) lack of 

communication; (e) high enrollments with reduced staff; (f) orientation too long; (g) 

inability to retrieve reliable data; (h) skepticism; (i) engaging students in the Advocacy 

program; and (j) working as a team. 

 Resistance to change. 

 Resistance refers to opposing and striving against change. 

 The Chief Executive Officer from CC2 experienced resistance during innovation 

sustainability of student success practices. He commented, “We had some resistance, and 

I will tell you today, we still have some resistance and that’s just being honest about it.” 

The Chief Executive Officer explained that because he supports innovation, creativity, 
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and cutting edge interventions, some of the faculty and staff thought it was a Presidential 

fad. Eventually, according to the Chief Executive Officer, Achieving the Dream was 

embraced by most of the faculty and staff.  

 In contrast to the Board member from CC1 who did not experience any obstacles, 

the Board member from CC2 was not as fortunate. He commented that there was 

resistance to change and stated, “There’s just a natural aversion to change.” He explained 

that the resistance was compounded by limited resources and a reduction in staff. Like 

every other community college, their state funding has been significantly reduced, yet the 

enrollment continues to climb. 

  Resistance to change was experienced at both CC1 and CC2. Leaders must 

remain cognizant that resistance is a normal reaction to change. According to Gardner 

(1990), innovation can be seen as a disruptive force that shatters normalcy. People resist 

things that interrupt their routine because it requires making a change. Kouzes & Posner 

(2007) assert “disruptive change demands significant commitment and sacrifice, but the 

positive feelings associated with forward progress generate momentum to ride out the 

storm. (p. 205) O’Toole (1996) offers some hypotheses of why people resist change. The 

first is that change does not feel natural and people want stability. Secondly, perhaps the 

teachers and staff resisted change because preconditioning had not occurred. 

They did not know enough about Achieving the Dream or had not seen any real evidence 

that it worked. The good news is that most of the constituents at both institutions have 

embraced Achieving the Dream because they have evidence that it works.  
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 High percentage of students enrolled in developmental education. 

 The obstacle for most community colleges is the disproportionate amount of 

students testing into developmental education. Students are entering college unprepared, 

especially in math, reading, and writing. The obstacle according to the Chief Executive 

Officer from CC1 was that 98% of enrolling students were testing into developmental 

education. An additional problem was how not to blame other educational institutions for 

their failure. His solution was to form partnerships with the school districts, the local 

university, and community businesses. The collaboration between the various entities 

resulted in new student success initiatives. The College Readiness Initiative and PREP 

are initiatives that reduced the percentage of students testing into developmental 

education at CC1. 

   Funding reductions.    

   Every institution in this country including community colleges is experiencing 

budget cuts and reduced funding from the federal and state governments. One of the most 

prevalent obstacles mentioned by participants from the Leadership Team at CC1 was the 

fear of reduced funding. A team member said, “Well, I think it’s like with any grant, you 

know, the grant’s here and you got the money, but it goes away.” At least one third of the 

participants agreed with that concern.  

  Team members from CC2 were also concerned about reduced funding. Anxiety 

still exists about what will happen when the funding ends. Reduced funding was 

mentioned by a third of the participants. Faculty also expressed concern about decreased 

funding. 
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  To assist member institutions implement student success initiatives, Lumina 

Foundation gave each AtD college a total of $450,000 for the first five years. After the 

AtD grant, 15 colleges were awarded the Bill and Melinda Gates DEI grant that ranged 

from $300,000 to $743,000 over three years. The DEI grant was to be used to assist the 

continuation of AtD initiatives. The two institutions in this study both received the 

maximum grant award.  

  Most colleges today including the community colleges in this study are 

desperately seeking grants and other funding sources to supplement the deficits. The 

participants expressed concern because they have seen evidence that their student success 

efforts are making a difference in the lives of students, and they want those successful 

initiatives to continue. Other strategies to help fray costs include reallocating resources 

and restructuring the organization. The benefit of restructuring is that it causes 

institutions to reexamine current functions and procedures (O’Banion, 1997).  In relation 

to the reduced funding is the fact that the colleges are not able to hire enough staff 

commensurate with their growth. Until the economy improves, colleges will have to 

become even more innovative and resourceful to continue to survive while improving 

student success. The participant who found it difficult to keep her staff focused on new 

ideas was probably concerned that without additional staff, some of the innovations may 

have to wait. Based on the current state of affairs, no relief is in sight. 

   Lack of communication. 

  Communication is a means of having discussions, expressing thoughts and 

exchanging knowledge about something. According to participants at CC1 
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communication was lacking and needed to be improved. One person from the CC1 

Leadership Team mentioned the problem of a lack of communication as an obstacle to 

student success, commenting, “if there was anything that I would have done differently, 

although I don’t even know how, it is to ensure that everyone was better informed.”  

   A concern about communication was also mentioned by a faculty member from 

CC1. Her comment was, “I think we could have done a better job disseminating 

information.” The lack of communication appears to be an area of concern for CC1.  

  The primary obstacle expressed by the focus group at CC1 was also the lack of 

communication. One participant said things would have been smoother if there had been, 

“maybe a little bit better communication across committees so that we weren’t stepping 

on each other’s toes or so that we could collaborate with one another.” 

  Other focus group members mentioned that those who did not serve on committees 

did not receive much communication about what was going on and sometimes notes from 

the meetings were not readily available online. Half of the participants voiced the concern 

about communication. 

   The lack of communication was presented as a major concern at CC1. CC2 did 

not express concern about communication. The majority of the complaints about 

communication did not come from the Chief Executive Officers, Board members, or 

Leadership Team. Most of the concerns about communication were from the faculty. 

They felt like they were out of the loop, especially those who were not a part of a 

committee. They found it very frustrating not knowing what was going on with 

Achieving the Dream efforts, and yet they were encouraged to embrace the innovations 
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and interventions produced by its efforts. Communication must be an open process and 

one that encourages participation from all its constituents (Roueche et al., 1989, p. 157). 

Poor communication can cause resistance and reduce participation. There was no 

indication in the study of who the resisters were. Roueche et al., (1989) continue by 

explaining that people in the organization must be kept informed to establish and 

maintain an open line of communication. Sharing information and facilitating open 

communication builds trust and decreases territoriality (Blanchard, 2010). Even though 

broad engagement was encouraged and demonstrated, according to participants, more 

needed to be done internally with faculty and staff. 

   High enrollments with reduced staff. 

  The most significant obstacles mentioned by the Leadership Team at CC2 were 

high enrollment and a reduced staff. They have not been able to increase staff to match 

the growth and as a result they are experiencing high turnover. The reduced staff is 

related to reduced funding by the state. At least two people mentioned the difficulty of 

being able to focus. One member stated it was difficult for teachers to focus on anything 

new when they are teaching more students, more hours, and more classes. The other team 

mentioned that it has been difficult to keep her staff focused on student success because 

they are so overworked. She commented, “It is really hard now because we are so short 

staffed in terms of the number of people we need to serve. One of the staff members said 

to me the other day, “Our infrastructure is built to handle 8000-9000 students, and we 

aren’t prepared for what we have” This member also said because her staff is 
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overworked, “we have in our area a record number of people turn in their resignations.” 

This problem is a major concern at CC2 and was mentioned by half of the participants.  

  Orientation too long. 

  Orientation includes many students and can become confusing if not organized 

effectively. One Team member mentioned that the orientation at CC1 needs to be 

changed because it is too long. Her comment was, “They need to change the orientation. 

The way we do orientation with the students needs to be changed.” According to this 

participant, there should be two orientations, a general one when the students come in, 

and another one later with specific advice on career choices. She commented that the 

process needs to be simplified because students really do not know what their career 

interests are. A specialized orientation at a different time would help to illuminate 

options. 

  Inability to retrieve reliable data. 

  Reliable data is critical to AtD efforts to improve student success. Reliability refers 

to the ability to reproduce the same results. CC2 Team participant commented, “I think 

the biggest challenge, personally for me, is data.  The challenge has been getting reliable 

data and getting it to the people who need to use it.” His complaint included that other 

members of the organization were making changes to the data, causing it to be unreliable. 

According to this participant, each time he tried to retrieve data, the results were 

different. According to this participant, data retrieval has improved since the earlier days 

of AtD. 
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  Skepticism. 

  At CC1 a few members of the Leadership Team mentioned suspicion or skepticism 

as an obstacle. One comment however was, “I think a lot of times there was a certain 

amount of suspicion.  What were we doing and why were we doing it?”  

  Initial skepticism was also mentioned as an obstacle by a few participants at CC2. 

Some thought it was the ‘flavor of the month’ while a few others thought AtD would 

lower pedagogy standards at the institution.  

  One focus group member shared that some believed Achieving the Dream lowered 

their standards for pedagogy. 

  One way that leaders can reduce suspicion is by leading by example. When leaders 

demonstrate sincere commitment, it sends a message to the organization that the practice, 

program or initiative is important to the success of the organization. After witnessing the 

success of AtD student success interventions, suspicion was reduced. 

    Engaging students in the Advocacy Program. 

 Students perform better when they are engaged; and those who are not engaged 

are least likely to succeed. One faculty member from CC2 commented that engaging 

students in the Advocacy Program has been an obstacle. This was also confirmed by the 

researcher in the document review process. Participants from the focus group also 

mentioned the difficulty of engaging students. According to the faculty members in this 

study, they must work really hard to engage students. 

Findings by the Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE, 

2008) remind us that academic and social support along with high expectations will 
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promote student success if students engage in them. The following comment by Tinto (as 

cited in CCSSE, 2008) offers a description of community college students while 

explaining why it is important to engage them: 

Lest we forget, most community college students work and/or attend part-time. 
For many, going to college is but one of a number of obligations. The time they 
spend on campus often is limited to attending class. When class is over, they 
typically leave to attend to family and work. As a result, the classroom may be the 
only place students interact with one another and with faculty, the only place 
where they can be effectively engaged in learning. If high expectations and high 
support are not experienced in the classroom, they are not likely to be experienced 
elsewhere (CCSSE, 2008, p.2).  
 
Research by Baker, Roueche, & Gillett-Karam (1990) assert that teachers must do 

more than examine content and curriculum and study test scores, they must make the 

right choices about how to teach, especially the community college student. They suggest 

that if students are unmotivated, research should be done to examine what teachers are 

doing who are motivating and engaging their students.  

  Working as a team. 

  Teamwork is critical to the success of Achieving the Dream. According to 

Blanchard (2010), teams make better decisions, can execute quicker than traditional 

hierarchies, and can do more to enhance creativity than persons working alone. AtD 

teams and committees evaluate student success practices to ensure effectiveness. 

  A few people mentioned that it was sometimes difficult to work as a team or 

committee. One participant explained, “there was some territoriality. So getting through 

that and getting everybody to cooperate was difficult”. One member stated that a 

challenge was bringing everyone together to design the same goals with different teams.  
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  Though most participants expressed obstacles, some did not, as expressed by a 

team member from CC1, “there was organizational commitment and funding to achieve 

their goals, so we did not experience any obstacles.” 

Summary	
  
	
  
  This chapter presented the findings from this multiple case study based on the 

qualitative data that was collected through (1) in-depth interviews of Chief Executive 

Officers, Board of Trustees members, the Leadership Team, faculty, and Achieving the 

Dream coaches, (2) a focus group, and (3) analysis of internal narrative and financial 

reports to AtD and articles from various publications. An attempt was made to examine 

leadership practices at Achieving the Dream Leader Colleges that led to increased student 

success.  

  The findings that emerged from the study revealed five themes as practices that 

led to improved student success. The same themes were apparent in all of the questions. 

The themes corroborated with the principles of Achieving the Dream. The responses 

were heavy on commitment, which is the most crucial of all of the principles.  

  Several obstacles were mentioned including: resistance, the substantial number of 

students testing in developmental education, inadequate institutional research, funding, 

suspicion, and insufficient communication. The coaches gave favorable reports on the 

community colleges and were optimistic about their futures.  

  The next chapter includes a thorough summary of the study findings, conclusions, 

the study implications, recommendations for practice, and recommendations for further 

research. 
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CHAPTER SIX: SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
“It’s true that you can lead a horse to water and that you can’t make him drink, but you 

can paint pictures of cool, refreshing, inviting liquid and make him thirsty” (Roueche, 

Milliron & Roueche, 2003, p. 84). 

Introduction 

 This study focused on the leadership practices at two Achieving the Dream 

Leader Colleges that sustained innovation to improve student success. Specifically, the 

study investigated what leadership practices were employed by the Chief Executive 

Officer, Board of Trustees, Leadership Team, and Faculty that improved student 

outcomes. The study gathered data demonstrating the commitment, support, actions, and 

concerns of the leaders as well as the perception of the Achieving the Dream Coaches of 

the leadership practices that improved student achievement. 

 This final chapter includes a review of the study and a discussion of the major 

findings of the study and their implications. Recommendations for further leadership 

practices are offered at the end of the chapter. 

Summary of the Study 

 Few community colleges are successful in reducing student attrition rates. The 

literature review revealed that less than half of all community college students complete 

their associate’s degree within six years.  Over 40 percent of college students who earn 

more than 10 credits never complete either a two-year or four-year degree. At community 

colleges over 70 percent of students who enroll say they expect to obtain a bachelor’s 

degree, but only 23 percent receive one (Venezia, Kirst, & Antonio, 2003). In the U.S., 
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African American and Latino 12th graders read and do math at the same level as white 8th 

graders (Venezia, Kirst, & Antonio, 2003; Haycock, 2001). According to McCabe (2000) 

improving student outcomes has been unsuccessful for most community colleges. The 

literature review also addressed the achievement gap that has persisted in community 

colleges in the U.S. because of the high attrition rates of the students. According to Miller 

(1995), there are two compelling reasons to reduce the gaps: education is essential for 

long-term productivity and competitiveness of the U.S.; and if minorities are to enjoy a 

good quality of life they need knowledge and skills close to those held by whites. The 

literature review also revealed that of the 70% of high school students that graduate, only 

32% graduate college ready. The literature exposed the fact that the challenge of 

community college attrition can only be improved by leaders who commit to (1) 

improving student outcomes; (2) seeking innovative and sustainable practices; and (3) 

transforming their institutions systemically to create a culture of success (Lumina, 2008). 

Through sustained innovations the two Achieving the Dream Leader Colleges presented 

in this study have been able to increase student success. 

 Achieving the Dream Leader Colleges has been able to demonstrate innovation 

sustainability through specific practices that led to improved student outcomes. The 

researcher felt it was essential to investigate the practices demonstrated by the Achieving 

the Dream Leader Colleges to understand how their success was achieved. The researcher 

also examined the level of commitment and support from the leaders of the institutions, 

which are the primary criteria for all member colleges of Achieving the Dream.  
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 The purpose of the study was to determine what the leadership practices were that 

sustained innovations that led to improved student outcomes and how they were sustained 

as demonstrated by the leaders of the community college, the Chief Executive Officer, 

Board of Trustees, Leadership Team, and faculty. The researcher also sought to know of 

any challenges that were experienced during the period of sustainability.  

 This multi-case study was conducted using qualitative research methods. In this 

study, Achieving the Dream Leader Colleges who are ‘highly recognized’ describe the 

practices that have contributed to improved student achievement. The researcher 

conducted the study over three months during the summer of 2011. Thirty-four 

interviews were conducted at the participant colleges with Chief Executive Officer, 

Board of Trustee members, members of the Leadership Team, Faculty, a focus group, 

and the coaches and data facilitators who had been assigned to these community colleges 

to offer guidance and support in their quest to improve student outcomes.  Data analysis 

revealed explanations and common themes about the leadership practices at each 

community college.   

Research	
  Questions	
  
	
  
Three research questions guided the study: 

1. What leadership practices were employed by the following to sustain innovation 

that led to increased student success? 

A. The Chief Executive Officer 

B. The Board of Trustees 

C. The Leadership Team 
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D. The Faculty 

2. What was the perception of the Achieving the Dream coach and data facilitator 

regarding the leadership practices that led to increased student success? 

3. What obstacles to change were encountered by stakeholders during innovation 

sustainability? 

Findings 

 Findings from the study indicated the following leadership practices were 

employed by the Chief Executive Officer, Board of Trustees members, Leadership Team, 

and faculty to sustain innovation that led to student success: (a) commitment and support 

by the Chief Executive Officer and senior leaders of the institution; (b) using data to 

inform decisions (c) broad engagement between all stakeholders, internal and external, to 

affect change; (d) systemic institutional improvement; and (e) leading with passion. 

The findings from the leadership practices align somewhat with Achieving the 

Dream’s five-step process for increasing student success illustrated in figure 5. AtD’s 

five steps are: (1) commit; (2) use data to prioritize actions; (3) engage stakeholder; (4) 

implement, evaluate, improve; and (5) establish a culture of continuous improvement. 

According to AtD, by following these steps, colleges should be able to build effective and 

enduring evidence-based institutional practices that improve student success (AtD, 

2009a, p. 10).  
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Figure 5  Achieving the Dream’s Five-Step Process for Increasing Student    
                         Success through Institutional Improvement 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Improved student outcomes and reduced achievement gaps 
among subgroups of students based on five indicators: 
 

• Completion of developmental courses and progression to 
credit-bearing courses 

 
• Completion of gatekeeper courses, particularly first 

college-level or degree-credit courses in math and English 
 

• Completion of attempted courses with a ‘C’ or better 
 

• Persistence from term to term and year to year 
 

• Attainment of credentials 
 
Printed with permission of AtD (AtD, 2009a) 
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Leadership Practices that led to improved student success 

 Commitment and Support. 

 According to AtD’s Five-Step Process, committed leaders are willing to make the 

necessary changes in policy and practice, and are committed to investing the resources 

needed to improve learning and completion for all students, simultaneously achieving 

equity in student outcomes across all racial boundaries and income groups (AtD, 2005d). 

Leaders show their support by personifying the values, vision, and mission of the 

institution. According to findings from the study, leaders committed by: (a) being 

present; (b) listening to the team; (c) creating a shared vision; (d) developing leaders; (e) 

ensuring policies contribute to student success; (f) ensuring resources are available or 

reallocated to improve student success; (g) being advocates for students and responsive to 

their needs by creating and supporting initiatives to help reduce the number of students in 

developmental education and achieve equity; (h) evaluating programs to determine their 

effectiveness (i) demonstrating a passion for student success; (j) assessing students needs; 

and (k) engaging students.  

 Having a leader who listened seems to have meant a lot to the followers. 

According to participants, they felt that what they said mattered. O’Toole (1995) 

confirms the value of listening by stating, “Arguably the brightest leader this nation has 

known found it prudent, if not necessary, to listen to his subordinates and to encourage 

their opinions” (p.31). Active listening is one of the most important abilities of a leader 

because people sense that the leader is genuinely interested in them and not trying to get 

something from them (George & Sims 2007; Roueche et. al., 1989). In addition to 
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listening, O’Toole (1995) adds that the best leader is one who has the sense to choose 

good men to do what is needed and demonstrate the restraint to leave them alone to do it. 

The leaders in this study communicated the new vision of student success to the entire 

organization and enlisted their help and support to ensure students were helped. 

Committed leaders understand the vision is not just his or hers, but must be shared. In a 

shared vision the Chief Executive Officer places value on the follower’s involvement in 

achieving success. When visions are shared, they attract more people, maintain high 

levels of motivation, and endure more challenges than when they are not shared 

(Blanchard, 2010; Kouzes & Posner, 2007; Gardner, 1990; Roueche, Baker & Rose, 

1989). Research has shown that collaboration is critical for the adhesion within 

organizations. “When leaders engage others in planning and experimenting, they 

encourage collaborative effort and help build the infrastructure that is needed to support 

the change” (Blanchard, 2010, p. 229). The leaders from these Leader Colleges 

recognized that everyone is needed for the ‘team’; therefore they created core teams. The 

teams are built around a common purpose and mutual respect (Kouzes & Posner, 2007, p. 

223). Zenger & Folkman (2009) argue that it is a myth of leadership that leaders should 

devise strategies alone and then come back to announce them to the organization. The 

truth is “today the most sophisticated leaders recognize that they are not expected to have 

all of the answers or to define the strategy of the organization by themselves” (p. 195). 

 The Board of Trustees is primarily responsible for oversight and governing the 

community college. They are charged with ensuring that the community college carries 

out its mission (Obanion, 2009). It is also their responsible to ensure resources are 
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available to ensure student achievement. Sometimes policies must be changed or 

resources reallocated to achieve student success. Peter Drucker (1999) goes as far as to 

say, in order to free resources from being committed for something that no longer 

contributes to performance or produces results, that policy must be abandoned. Drucker 

goes on to say “if people are committed to maintain yesterday, they are simply not 

available to create tomorrow” (p.74).  

 Since these colleges became members of Achieving the Dream, various initiatives 

have been implemented to help students succeed including: Compass Review, Student 

Orientation, Advising and Registration (SOAR), Student Advocacy Initiative, College 

Readiness Initiative, Summer Bridge/Project Dream Program, Pretesting Retesting 

Educational Program (PREP), and Math Emporiums. Prior to these interventions, many 

students struggled and eventually dropped out. These colleges have restructured and 

redesigned courses to help the students pass through the developmental education 

sequence faster. The faculty members have researched best practices and modified them 

to fit their institution’s population. The implementation and success of these initiatives 

speak to the commitment of the Chief Executive Officers, Board, administrators, and 

faculty.  

Using Data to Inform Decisions. 

 Step two of AtD’s Five-step process affirms the use of data to identify gaps in 

student achievement. Findings from the study indicate participants find data useful for the 

following reasons:  to (a) build partnerships; (b) measure outcomes; (c) improve 

instruction; (d) see evidence; (e) raise levels of awareness of significance; (f) make 
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organizational and management decisions; (g) determine how many students are enrolled 

in developmental education; (h) determine if students are succeeding; and (i) evaluate 

program effectiveness. According to the coaches, the institutional research departments 

for both colleges were insufficient and inadequate for the needs of Achieving the Dream. 

Traditional IR departments have been used for compliance and regulatory reporting to the 

state or for accreditation reporting. Achieving the Dream requires the ability to 

disaggregate the data. Only then can one get a true picture of what is working and what 

needs improvement. Most colleges who have joined AtD have had to enlarge their IR 

departments. Most of the data colleges were able to generate were snapshots. One of the 

team members of this study complained about the inability to retrieve current data. He 

stated that every time he tried to retrieve data, the numbers were different because 

someone had changed something in the system. This causes frustration and unclean data 

to be retrieved. According to AtD, colleges need to understand how critical the role of IR 

and IT are to improving student success (AtD, 2009d). A premise of AtD is creating 

culture of evidence. A culture of evidence cannot be formed without data. The colleges in 

this study are still having challenges with data. One of them hired their third IR Director 

earlier this year. The other, according to the coach, is trying to improve the challenges 

with data, but has found a way to work around IR. There is definitely room for 

improvement at both colleges in the area of IR.  

 Broad engagement. 

 The third step in AtD’s process is engaging stakeholders. Broad engagement 

means to engage all stakeholders to improve student success.  It includes collaborating 
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with those within the organization as well as those within the community to work towards 

student success. Both of these colleges have been successful in forming partnerships with 

the community and local businesses. Community colleges train the workforce, therefore 

it is imperative to form relationships with the community enlisting support and offering 

support. Findings from the study indicated the Chief Executive Officers and leaders of 

the institutions had demonstrated broad engagement by:  (a) creating a mentoring 

program; (b) sharing information at college-wide assemblies; (c) creating community 

partnerships; (d) sharing information about Achieving the Dream at every forum until it 

became part of the culture; and (e) by posting AtD on their websites and in the school 

correspondence.  It was through engaging the external community that led to partnerships 

with the high schools. That partnership led to the creation of a College Readiness 

Initiative at CC1 that is given to juniors and seniors in the high school as practice for the 

placement exam. According to Achieving the Dream, engagement means more than just 

communicating with faculty to get their buy-in. It means that they will become a part of 

the culture change and work toward the goals of AtD of helping students succeed (AtD, 

2009c).  Though most of the faculty embraced AtD, findings from the study indicated the 

existence of challenges to faculty engagement. They included:  (a) resistance, (b) 

believing AtD was a fad, (c) suspicion, (d) an aversion to change, and (e) concern that 

AtD lowered standards of instruction. Though there were some initial naysayers, most 

participants agree that most internal stakeholders have embraced Achieving the Dream 

because they have witnessed the success of it. Roueche and Roueche (n.d.) assert that 

engaging faculty and staff in organizational goal setting requires patience. The tricky 
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thing about leadership, they purport is, “the leader’s ability to motivate and inspire 

faculty and staff to care as much about organizational success as does the leader” (p.1). 

Kouzes and Posner (2007) stated that collaboration is a crucial competency for achieving 

and maintaining high performance. Collaboration helps to build the infrastructure that is 

needed to support change (Blanchard, 2010).  

 Upon learning that 98% of the students at one institution placed in developmental 

education, the Chief Executive Officer knew it was imperative to have the collaboration 

of the ISDs, the local university, and local business leaders to address the problem. So he 

had a ‘courageous conversation’ with external stakeholders to garner their support and 

offer his to them to help students succeed. Had he not had the courage to request a 

meeting, his college would still be experiencing excessively high enrollment in 

developmental education, perhaps higher than the 98%. But he took action and enlisted 

support from internal stakeholders and external stakeholders. The data shared with the 

school leaders and the community led to a commitment by those external stakeholders to 

partner with the college to help students succeed. The Chief Executive Officer asked the 

external stakeholders to serve on an advisory committee for the Achieving the Dream 

effort at his college. As stated earlier, this collaboration led to the creation of the College 

Readiness Initiative, which was led by key faculty members who formed a developmental 

education council to seek best practices and modify existing courses. They began to 

‘own’ their involvement (AtD, 2010e). By becoming fully engaged in the process, the 

commitment was internalized and institutionalized. Kouzes and Posner (2007) remind us, 

that “by bringing people together, sharing lessons from success and getting personally 
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involved, leaders reinforce in others the courage required to get extraordinary things 

done” (p. 309). Kouzes and Posner refer to it as creating a spirit of community. The 

courageous conversations of these leaders enticed the rest of the organization to embrace 

change. 

 Systemic institutional Improvement. 

 Step five of AtD’s process to increase student success is to establish a culture of 

continuous improvement taking appropriate steps to institutionalize interventions. Both 

Leader Colleges have implemented various initiatives to improve student success. 

Findings indicate the following initiatives and interventions have been sustained and 

institutionalized: College Readiness Initiative, Summer Bridge Program, Pretesting 

Retesting Educational Program (PREP), Math Emporiums, Compass Review, Student 

Orientation, Advising and Registration (SOAR), and a Student Advocacy Initiative. 

Evaluation is ongoing, but data suggests the initiatives are working. An examination of 

internal documents report a substantial improvement in retention and persistence rates 

because of the new interventions designed to improve student success. Figures 1 and 2 

support findings of initiatives success, revealing that the College Readiness Initiative has 

reduced the number of students enrolled in three developmental education classes and 

secondly, more students are graduating college ready. Figure 4 illustrates the difference 

SOAR makes in student retention. In Figure 5, a combination of SOAR and a student 

success course helped to reduce the achievement gap between African males and Anglo 

males. These initiatives show evidence that these innovations work well.  
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 Findings from the study also revealed the following manifestations as indications 

of a culture of continuous improvement: (a) the colleges made improvements in minority 

and majority groups; (b) leaders encouraged the development of faculty and staff training 

and professional development; and (c) ladders to success were created (Appendix B).  

Leading with passion. 

 Leading with passion is an aspect of commitment. Findings indicated leaders 

demonstrated their passion for student success by: (a) always being present and active at 

meetings; (b) supporting efforts of others; (c) being an inspiration for others; (d) showing 

concern for the organization; (e) trusting the constituents; and (f) listening.  Leading with 

passion shows the human side of an individual. People like knowing their leader is 

human no matter how brilliant he or she is.  

Humanistic leaders according to O’Banion (1997) exert certain attributes. They:  

(a) put the needs of the students first; (b) restructure individual courses to fit the needs of 

their students in order to produce successful student outcomes; (c) change the entire 

culture of the institution to help students succeed; and (d) show students they care about 

their futures. These leaders demonstrated all of these attributes in their zeal for student 

success. George & Sims (2009) purport  

passion is an important quality for Chief Executive Officers. According to them, “The 

infectiousness of your leadership must be apparent to the people, or you can’t charge 

forward. If you don’t love it, you can’t fake it” (p. 154). In congruence with George and 

Sims (2009), Zenger & Folkman (2009) report that the most powerful tool leaders have is 

the use of emotion and adds that the ability to get people excited and passionate about a 
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new direction is a very important skill.  “People need to know the logic, but they also 

need to feel the value and power of a new strategy” (p. 189). Leading with passion is 

rooted in transformational leadership, in which the leader seeks to satisfy and arouse 

higher needs in the follower, while engaging the full person (Baker et. al., 1990; Burns, 

1978; Roueche et al., 1989; Bass and Bass, 2008; Tichy, N. & Devana, M., 1986). 

Perceptions of Coaches and Data Facilitators Regarding Leadership Practices that 

Led to Increased Student Success 

 Overall, the coaches were very pleased with the leadership practices that led to 

improved student success. Findings indicated the following perceptions of the coaches 

and data facilitators in regard to leadership practices that led to improved student success 

at both institutions: (a) some worked, while some did not; (b) the institutions changed 

direction if they found an intervention did not work; (c) institutions still have challenges 

in IR; (d) institutions made tremendous progress in AtD; and (e) institutions should be 

appreciated for engaging all stakeholders to make a difference in student success in 

additional to their practices. 

The coaches and data facilitators agreed that new innovations typically come with 

challenges. However, they believe these two institutions have made great progress and 

are headed in the right direction toward improving student success. In response to what 

they believed the future looks like for the institutions, the coaches responded positively. 

The Data Facilitator from CC1 responded:  

 “Well, it certainly looks brighter than it did seven years ago.  I think 
 because of the work they’ve done with the College Readiness   
 Consortium, all of the school districts are much more focused on helping 
 students be college ready.” 
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 The Data Facilitator added that the institution is making a big difference in the 

region. She commented, “I think that CC1 will have a significant positive impact on the 

region’s economic viability as well. It will help raise the bar because more people will 

have a higher level of education.” 

 In regards to the future for CC2, both coaches were also very positive. The Data 

Facilitator had this to say: 

I think the future is bright. I mean, I think that that institution will never go back 
to the way it was.  I think their eyes have been opened to the value of data and 
data used in decision-making and how it can help make better decisions.  I think 
that the institution is on an upward path and hopefully will remain. 

 
 The coaches and data facilitators remain in contact with the institutions and visit 

at least once a year to assess their progress. 

Obstacles to Change Encountered by Stakeholders during Innovation Sustainability 

 Though it is normal to have some obstacles to change, they can be detrimental to 

the organization if not addressed. The Leader Colleges in this study were not exempt 

from obstacles during innovation sustainability. Findings from the study revealed the 

following obstacles to change: (a) resistance to change; (b) high percentages of students 

enrolling in developmental education; (c) funding reductions; (d) lack of communication; 

(e) high enrollment with reduced staff; (f) orientation too long; (g) inability to retrieve 

reliable data; (h) skepticism (i) engaging students in Advocacy Program; and (j) working 

as a team. 

 According to the participants, most of the obstacles with the exception of funding 

reductions and high enrollment with reduced staff have been improved. These two 
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obstacles are affected by reduced federal and state funding, which to date have remained 

unchanged, with no signs of improvement. 

Conclusions 

 Based on the findings of the study, several conclusions can be presented. 

Leadership practices begin with commitment to Achieving the Dream by the Chief 

Executive Officer and other senior administrators of the college. The creation of a core 

team is imperative to student success. There is a need to change policies and reallocate 

resources to ensure programs, practices, and processes produce positive outcomes for 

students. Some programs and practices such as orientation and the elimination of late 

registration should be mandatory to improve student success. 

 The College Readiness Initiative at CC1 has seen significant results preparing 

students to become college ready. Making SOAR mandatory at CC2 has also proven to 

be very effective in improving retention rates. The Compass Review (CC2) and PREP for 

the Accuplacer (CC1) have both shown positive results in reducing the number of 

students enrolling in developmental education. 

 The future of these institutions looks promising as they continue to evaluate and 

monitor the effectiveness of the interventions that are proving to increase student 

achievement.  

 The practices used by the institutions to enhance student achievement reflect the 

Five-Step process of Achieving the Dream to some extent. The one step that appears to 

be absent relates to step four, implementing, evaluating, and improving.  

 Finally, it can be concluded that in addition to the practices, a strong passion for 
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leadership is essential in improving student achievement. 

	
   As	
  documented	
  by	
  MDRC	
  (2011),	
  the	
  two	
  colleges	
  in	
  this	
  study	
  have	
  

documented	
  proof	
  that	
  their	
  interventions	
  are	
  moving	
  the	
  needle	
  on	
  student	
  

success	
  and	
  building	
  a	
  culture	
  of	
  evidence.	
  

Implications for Practice 

   Given the findings of this study, the following implications for practice are 

recommended: 

Improve Communication.  

 At CC1, discussions with the Chief Executive Officers, Board of Trustees 

members, and the Leadership Team made no reference to a lack of communication. 

However, faculty from the focus group as well as individual faculty indicated 

communication was inadequate at times during that period and could have been better. 

Even though there were town hall meetings and website postings, faculty still felt out of 

the loop. They indicated that committee members knew much more about what was 

going on with Achieving the Dream initiatives than they did.  Communication is integral 

to the lifeline of an organization because it allows the organization to run smoothly. 

Resistance to change may be encountered when there is a lack of information 

disseminated within the organization. Without honest, passionate, and empathetic 

communication, people create their own information about change, and rumors begin to 

serve as facts (Blanchard, 2010, p. 232). O’Toole (1996) reminds us that the best 

communication forces one to listen. He asserts, “Information is power, but it is pointless 

if hoarded; power must be shared for an organization or a relationship to work” (p.45). 
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The researcher recommends improved communication between committees and the 

departments they represent.  

Improve Institutional Research Efforts. 

CC1 has found alternative ways to retrieve data. This is acceptable only if it is an 

interim solution, but not if concerted efforts are not being made to correct whatever the 

problem is with their Institutional Research (IR) department. CC2 has experienced such 

turnover in their IR that very little information exists on their website. When the 

researcher attempted to find data, she was connected to the NCES website. One of the 

participants complained about the data not being current and the fact that it offers more 

snapshots than useful data. ‘Having information technology and institutional research 

functions with sufficient capacity to meet increased demand for information are essential 

to the success of any effort to implement the Achieving the Dream improvement process” 

(AtD, 2009d, p.1).  It is recommended therefore, that efforts continue to improve in this 

area for both institutions. 

Seek Ways to Maintain Administrators and Support Staff. 

 CC2 is experiencing substantial attrition by administrators and support staff. With 

substantial increases in enrollment and minimal staff, efforts to improve student success 

may be negatively affected. The researcher suggests the continuation of seeking external 

sources of funding to hire additional support. The problem may require organizational 

restructuring or a reallocation of current resources to alleviate overburdening the staff. 

Overtaxing leads to burnout. This could lead to the employee leaving the organization. 

According to one participant, people are overwhelmed with the level of work expected of 
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them, so they quit. She commented, “My staff is overworked and, as a result of that, we 

have in our area a record number of people to turn in their resignations.” The participant 

genuinely wants to help students, but is frustrated by the current situation. She added,  

 I think that people are seeking other choices.  It is more work than you can handle 
in a day, and I guess the frustration is that…my staff is filled with people who 
really want to do a good job and I think they find it frustrating to do the job they 
want to do, because of the lack of human resources. 

 
Due to these findings, the researcher recommends that the institution seek the means to 

improve this situation. 

Offer Detailed Degree Plan. 

 A participant from CC1 revealed that she thinks having a more detailed degree 

plan would encourage students to persist in college. Currently, the students receive 

schedules each semester. Her comments were, “Not just a degree plan, I’m talking about 

a schedule and a plan. I’m talking about semester-by-semester; that’s how you live.  You 

know, that’s the way the For-Profits do it.” Her reference to For-Profit institutions 

referred to the fact that when students enroll there, they are given an in-depth degree plan 

that encompasses their courses from start through graduation. While there is limited 

information about the effectiveness of such a detailed degree plan, it appears to make a 

difference at the For-Profits and may be worth pursuing at community colleges.  

Implications for Future Research 

 The study focused on answering the three guiding research questions:  

(1) What leadership questions were employed by the Chief Executive Officer, Board of 

Trustees, Leadership Team and Faculty to sustain innovation that led to increased student 

success; (2) What was the perception of the AtD Coach and Data Facilitator regarding the 
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leadership practices that led to increased student success; and (3) What obstacles to 

change were encountered by stakeholders during innovation sustainability. 

 Further, the study focused on perceptions of administrators, faculty members, and 

coaches only. Also, participant colleges were members of Achieving the Dream. In 

addition, the study was completed at one period of time, which limits the scope of 

findings. Therefore, the following areas for further study are recommended: (1) A survey 

of other community colleges might generate information about the process and practices 

used to improve student success; (2) studies addressing long term gains may illuminate 

why some colleges are able to sustain student success, while others are not; and (3) future 

studies may include students to gain insight about effective practices that lead to 

improved student success. 
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Appendix A 

 
Consent Form 
 
Examining Leadership Practices at Achieving the Dream Leader Colleges: A 
Multiple Case Study 
 
You are being asked to take part in a research study examining leadership practices at 
Achieving the Dream Leader Colleges that led to student success. You are being asked to 
take part because you are a CEO, board member, faculty member, leadership team 
member, coach, or data facilitator who was actively involved in Achieving the Dream 
(AtD) at the college during the five years of AtD prior to obtaining leader status. In 
addition, faculty members must have been directly impacted by a practice that improved 
student success. Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have 
before agreeing to participate in the study. 
 
What the study is about: The purpose of this study is to ascertain particular leadership 
practices employed through sustained innovation that led to increased student success.  
 
What I will ask you to do: If you agree to be in the study, I will conduct an interview 
with you if you are the CEO, board member, faculty member, leadership team member, 
coach, or data facilitator. If you are a faculty member and agree, I will also conduct a 
focus group with you. The interview will include questions about your role as it relates to 
student success, how you became involved in Achieving the Dream, changes your 
institution has made since becoming a member of Achieving the Dream, sustained 
innovation used to achieve student success, how you were involved and influenced 
student outcomes, practices used to reduce the achievement gap between student groups, 
practices used to reduce developmental education, obstacles to change experienced 
during the innovation sustainability, perceptions of leadership practices, and your 
recommendations for innovation sustainability to increase student success. The semi-
structured interview will take about an hour. The focus group will also be semi structured 
to allow open discussion among participants. The focus may take up to 90 minutes. With 
your permission I would like to tape record the interview and focus sessions. 
 
Risks and benefits: 
I do not anticipate any risks to you participating in this study other than those 
encountered in everyday life. The minimal risk includes access to confidential data by the 
transcriber in addition to the investigator. The risk is minimal because you will not be 
identified by name on tapes or hardcopy data. There are no benefits to you. Other 
colleges and leaders will benefit by learning what leadership practices you employed to 
improve student success at your institution in order to improve student success at their 
institutions.  
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Your answers will be confidential. The records of this study will be kept private with 
access limited to the researcher and a transcriber. In any released public report, no 
identifying information about you will be included. All research records will be kept in a 
locked safe. All audio recordings will be destroyed immediately after the transcriptions 
are completed. Consent forms and written transcriptions will be destroyed three years 
after the completion of the study.  
 
Taking part is voluntary: Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You 
may skip any questions that you do not want to answer. If you decide to take part, you are 
free to stop or withdraw at any time. If you decide not to participate, it will not affect 
your current or future relationship with The University of Texas or your college. 
 
Examining Leadership Practices at Achieving the Dream Leader Colleges: A 
Multiple Case Study 
 
If you have questions: 

The researcher conducting this study is Linda P. Lebile. Please feel free to contact me if 
you have any questions at lplebile@aol.com. If you have questions about your rights as a 
participant in this study, you may contact the Office of Research Support (ORS) at (512) 
471-8871 or email at orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu. 

Statement of Consent: I have read the above information, and have received answers to 
any questions I asked. I consent to take part in the study. 
 
Your Signature______________________________________________Date_______ 
 
Your Name (printed) 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
In addition to agreeing to participate, I also consent to having the interview/focus group 
audio-recorded.  
 
Your Signature______________________________________________Date_________ 
 
Signature of person obtaining consent  ___________________________Date_________ 
 
Printed name of person obtaining consent ________________________Date__________ 
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Appendix B 

COMMUNITY COLLEGE ONE - LADDERS TO SUCCESS 

Lead with Passion 

  Embracing the learning college philosophy and  

  Establishing core values 

Access and Opportunity 

  Knowing who we serve 

  Examining the data 

  Building college readiness 

Develop Team 

  The Leadership Academy 

  The Teachership Academy 

  Student Leadership Academy 

  Staff Training and Development 

  Faculty Development 

  Faculty and Staff Development 

  Centralized Training Repository 

  Trustee Development 

Develop Community 

  United Blood Services 

  Recycled Computers 

  Electrical Journeyman 

  Service Learning 

Evaluate 

  CCSSE 

  Noel Levitz 

  Employee Climate Survey 

  Audits 
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Appendix B - CC1 Ladders to Success Continued 

 

Respect Legacy and Culture: and Resolve to Make a Difference 

  Salute to the Arts 

  Endowed Scholarships 

  Hispanic Outlook Magazine 

  ALASS 

Strategic Partnerships 

  Pre K-12 (Public and Private) 

  Universities 

  Business and Industry 

  Workforce Board 

  City/County Government 
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Appendix C   
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