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A NOTE FROM AACC’S PRESIDENT & CEO
DERIONNE P. POLLARD, Ph.D.

AACC’S STRATEGIC COMPASS

The AACC Strategic Compass serves as a guide for navigating our increasingly complex sector. For
leaders, the AACC Strategic Compass outlines our North Star purpose to strengthen and mobilize
America’s community colleges as engines of equitable opportunity, economic mobility, and civic
vitality. 

Grounded in AACC’s Resilient by Design report, the Strategic Compass serves as an anchor for our
work in intentionally building the architecture necessary for organizations to thrive. We will do
this by increasing their capacity to anticipate change and adapt quickly with coherence and
purpose. To accomplish this, we also have to adapt our own ways of learning and developing as
leaders to ensure that resilience is intentional and not just reactionary.

We heard from many community college leaders about their experiences, their challenges, and
their needs. These sessions solidified the need for modernized professional development
offerings and helped inform the reimagining of the AACC programs needed to support and
strengthen both individuals and the sector as a whole. AACC’s reimagined programs, guided by
the Strategic Compass, will stand on four foundational pillars that include:

Leadership Formation – individual introspection on character and identity
Skills Development – leadership competencies 
Experiential Learning and Mentorship – real-world skill application
System Implementation – aligning teams, culture, and goals

What follows was informed by the insights we heard from 
community college presidents that clearly show the urgency 
for transformed leadership development programs and 
 outline the need for an initial focus on Leadership Formation.

Formation is just the beginning. We are honored to work with 
you to strengthen the sector by strengthening our leaders. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Presidential Professional Formation & AACC’s Redesign of
Leadership Development
A White Paper for the Field
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THE NEW REALITY OF THE COMMUNITY COLLEGE PRESIDENT

The community college presidency has entered a new era—one marked by extraordinary complexity,
heightened scrutiny, societal fragmentation, and a profound mismatch between what the role
demands and the support structures available. During AACC’s 2025 Leadership Design Lab (LDL),
current and former presidents described the presidency as a public crucible: deeply meaningful, but
increasingly exposed, politicized, and unsustainable without new scaffolding.

Presidents spoke candidly about the realities of the role:

“The job is harder than we tell aspiring leaders.”
“We need a place where we can say out loud what we’re actually facing.”
“The presidency is becoming unsustainable without new structures of support.”
“We are constantly brokering culture—inside the institution and outside it.”

And, it is not just presidents that are seeing this play out.  In a recent piece, faculty member and
Inside Higher Education columnist Rachel Toor reiterated these same notions saying that “the climate
around the presidency has shifted from principled disagreement to something that looks and feels
like bullying” and that criticisms of today’s college president “aren’t just sharp; they’re personal. And
that’s new.”

At the same time, AACC’s Strategic Compass and its field-shaping Resilient by Design report
collectively call for a new model of leadership—one grounded in identity, character, resilience,
adaptive governance, and ecosystem orchestration. The Strategic Compass offers a navigation system
for the sector; Resilient by Design offers the philosophical and operational foundation for institutions
to evolve as learning enterprises in a time of continuous change.

Merging these insights from the LDL, the Strategic Compass, and Resilient by Design, this monograph
proposes a complete redesign of AACC’s leadership development portfolio anchored by four pillars -
Leadership Formation, Skills Development, Experiential Learning and Mentorship, and System
Implementation. The redesign will include a new  AACC Presidents’ Academy model grounded in a
comprehensive, whole-person approach to community college leadership development.

This is not incremental change. It is a generational redesign.

Presidents in today’s environment face unprecedented conditions:
Intense media scrutiny amplified by social media ecosystems
Politicized board environments, sometimes marked by dysfunction or misalignment
Culture wars entering the campus
Severe resource constraints and workforce instability
Erosion of public trust in institutions
New forms of crisis as seen in cyberattacks, public threats, misinformation, and political
intrusion
Fragmented communities with divergent expectations
Local and national polarization intersecting with institutional decision-making

The LDL group was unequivocal: These challenges are not episodic—they are structural.

And because they are structural, leadership development must move beyond skills training to a
deeper, more integrated model of leader formation.

The Presidency as Public Crucible

WHAT PRESIDENTS TOLD US: THE LIVED EXPERIENCE
Across three days, presidents expressed concerns that crossed geography, institution size, and
years of service:

1. The job is outpacing the preparation.
Traditional leadership programs focus on operations, not the deeper cultural, political, and
psychological dimensions of executive life.

2. Presidents are increasingly isolated.
Leaders need confidential, judgment-free spaces to process challenges with people who
understand the stakes.

3. Boards are struggling to navigate complexity.
Several presidents reported misaligned expectations, political or labor interference, or lack of
preparation among trustees.
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The presidency sits at the intersection of all these anchors. As the LDL noted, presidents must
now be:

Cultural interpreters
Political navigators
Public narrators
System orchestrators
Wisdom-based decision-makers
Relationship architects

This expanded role requires deep formation, not episodic content.

AACC’S ITERATIVE THEORY OF CHANGE

AACC’s leadership redesign rests on a dynamic, iterative theory of change:

If presidential development is rooted in identity, character, and purpose…
If leaders build the capacity to orchestrate ecosystems…
If leadership programs model learning enterprise behaviors (agility, inquiry, iteration)…
If presidents are equipped with adaptive governance skills…
If inner work and resilience practices are integrated from the outset…
If confidential crisis support networks are institutionalized…
If programs are structured as coherent, career-long pathways…

...then presidents will develop the wisdom, strength, clarity, and support needed to lead
institutions capable of navigating complexity.

AACC’s redesigned leadership portfolio—and a new Presidents’ Academy—are the
mechanisms for this change.

4. Crisis leadership is constant.
Cyberattacks, fiscal emergencies, controversies on campus, community tragedies, and
ideological conflicts are no longer rare—they are routine.

5. The labor of cultural brokering has intensified.
Presidents must mediate between the institution and its community, between polarized
internal factions, and among stakeholders with incompatible demands. Moreover, tension
around racial identity on campuses and federal anti-discrimination efforts remains complex
and confusing. 

6. The pipeline is weakening.
Potential presidents see the pressures, the scrutiny, and the instability—and hesitate.

These insights reinforced the need for a new leadership architecture rooted in identity, inner
work, adaptive judgment, and relational capacity, rather than operational content alone.

CONTEXT AND IMPERATIVE FOR CHANGE

Resilient by Design argues that institutional resilience arises from intentional design—not by
accident. It calls for colleges to become learning enterprises, capable of continuous sensing,
strategy adjustment, and adaptive governance.

The Strategic Compass shifts the Association from linear planning to dynamic navigation,
built around directional anchors:

Ecosystem Orchestration
Student Agency & Lifelong Learning
Data Insights & Adaptive Governance
Voice & Advocacy
Innovation for All

Resilient by Design + Strategic Compass Integration

A New Architecture for Leadership Development
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D. Innovations Proposed
100-day onboarding toolkit
Inner work coaching
Crisis consultancy network
Expanded micro-credentials for aspiring leaders
Career-stage pathways
Joint governance training with ACCT
Practitioner-authored case studies (“Top 10 Presidential Crises”)

THE PRESIDENTIAL PROFESSIONAL FORMATION FRAMEWORK

How This Differs from Traditional “Leadership Development”

Traditional leadership development often focuses on: skills, competencies, toolkits and
management techniques. But formation focuses on:

Identity
Character
Judgment
Wisdom
Purpose
Meaning
Relationships
Stewardship
Growth of the whole person

Formation is interior work aligned with exterior responsibility. Formation ≠
Training. It is the intentional shaping of identity, character, and judgment for
mission-centered leadership.

LEADERSHIP DESIGN LAB FINDINGS

A. Opportunities for AACC
Become the community college sector’s premier provider of leadership development.
Fill the “dearth of sector-specific presidential preparation” identified by participants.
Deliver a coordinated, attractive leadership pipeline that might draw in reluctant but
qualified future presidents.
Rebrand leadership offerings to reflect a fresh start aligned with AACC’s renewed
direction.
Address both leadership preparation and leadership sustainability.
Build deeper and sustainable connection with the 64 doctoral programs geared to
community college leadership and develop a catalog of ongoing "scholarship of practice"
learning modules for continuous growth.

B. Challenges That Must Be Addressed
Highly crowded landscape
Enhancing change management acumen
Internal and external perceptions of AACC’s programs
Inconsistent quality in existing leadership experiences
Lack of crisis and political-savvy training
Weak structures for confidential peer support
Different needs based on years in role
Cost barriers
Increasing political divisiveness impacting board relations

C. Design Principles That Emerged
Cohort-based learning with durable professional networks
Competency-based content tied to real executive challenges
Yearlong hybrid models with multiple touchpoints
Structured coaching and mentor preparation
Project-based learning grounded in live institutional dilemmas
Retired presidents as faculty for confidential, real-world guidance

A Whole-Person Model Anchored in the LDL’s Wisdom 
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The principal pillar of this work is Identity & Purpose Formation that grounds leaders in
vocation, values, and mission. It is the work of becoming a president, not only doing the work
of one.

Presidential formation begins with the leader’s understanding of their own “why.

Clarifying calling and purpose: How the president understands their vocation in service to
students, communities, and public good.
Presidential identity formation: Shifting from functional leadership (dean/VP) to systemic
leadership (civic, sectoral, state, national influence).
Philosophy of leadership: Articulating a clear set of beliefs about people, influence,
learning, and power.
Formation of internal narrative: Developing the story they tell themselves about their role,
responsibility, and place in the ecosystem.

This work results in a deep interior shift from managing to stewarding.

The interior architecture that sustains leadership is Character & Dispositional
Development: Resilience, humility, courage, emotional regulation.

Presidents are continuously navigating complexity, scrutiny, and moral dilemmas. Formation
must intentionally develop:

Moral courage (making decisions that are right, not easy)
Humility and reflective practice (the antidote to positional ego)
Resilience and emotional regulation (navigating crisis and criticism)
Practical wisdom (phronesis)—the capacity to choose well amid ambiguity
Generosity of spirit and relational care
Ethical stewardship of power and resources

This is the “character curriculum” of the presidency—the unseen work that
shapes all visible actions.

Identity

Core Elements

Presidents shape human systems reflecting the Relational & Cultural Leadership skills
needed to engage in trust-building, cultural navigation, and conflict mediation.

Professional formation requires:
Culture-building competence
Relational trust-building (with employees, boards, unions, community)
Communication fluency (internal and external)
Conflict navigation and repair
Courageous conversations and candor
Modeling inclusive, belonging-centered leadership

Presidents lead through people. Formation ensures they can hold space for
others’ growth, pain, aspirations, and conflict in ways that advance mission.

Recognizing the entire ecosystem, not just the institution, is a critical skill for presidents.
Ecosystem Leadership & Orchestration allows leaders to work across workforce, industry,
philanthropy, and government to align strategies and voice.

Presidents must move from vertical expertise (their prior portfolio) to:
Ecosystem orchestration (public, private, nonprofit, philanthropy, workforce)
Adaptive strategy-making aligned with long-term system realities
Public narrative and voice that elevates the sector
Coalition-building and boundary-spanning leadership for sophisticated change
management skills and abilities
Futures thinking and “voluntary fear engagement”

This is where the Strategic Compass aligns beautifully: presidents must be
formed as system architects, not just campus leaders.

Character

Relational

Ecosystem
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The quality of the decisions made at the CEO level are incredibly important. Judgment &
Decision-Making skills include sensemaking, ethics, crisis leadership, and the ability to
navigate ambiguity.

Professional formation must build:
Judgment under uncertainty
Sensemaking capacity in volatile environments
Discernment about which issues require attention, escalation, or patience
Ability to read context: political, cultural, institutional, and interpersonal
Crisis decision-making and recovery leadership

Judgment is where identity and skill intersect.

Governance & Stewardship 
Power held well is power used for good. There is a need to hone skills that help presidents
build Board partnerships, develop resource strategy, and maintain institutional integrity.

Formation for governance includes:
Healthy, transparent partnership with boards
Clarity around authority and boundaries
Financial stewardship and long-range resource strategy
Ethical responsibility to public mission and community
Guardian mindset: protecting academic integrity, institutional values, and student success

This is the "constitutional" aspect of presidential formation.

Formation doesn’t end at appointment -- it matures over decades. Ongoing professional
formation is a lifelong practice that employs reflection, renewal, learning cycles, and focuses on
long-term wellbeing.

Judgement Long-term formation includes:
Mentorship from master presidents
Structured reflection routines
Leadership coaching and thought partners who can tell the truth behind the scenes
Annual reflective retreats
Sabbaticals for renewal, including PASI
Leadership residencies or fellowships (domestic or international)
Participation in national design labs
Strengthening storytelling and advocacy acumen
Regrounding in purpose and rebalancing commitments
Playbooks for crisis, culture, finance, and stakeholder alignment
Leadership renewal cycles to prevent stagnation

Leaders who see their presidency as a calling—rather than merely a contract
—grow in depth wisdom, and impact.

Sustainable Executive Practices 

Formation Outcomes

Grounded identity
Courageous, ethical leadership and strong presidential
voice
Healthy institutional culture
Knowing your institution’s people
Alignment to mission and ecosystem
Sustainable personal and professional flourishing while
building personal resilience and strategies for renewal
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THE AACC PRESIDENTS’ ACADEMY
 New Presidents’ Residency (0–4 years)

Sociopolitical acumen, crisis navigation, cabinet building, board
relations, identity formation, competencies

Mid-Career Intensive (5–10 years)
Reinvention, innovation, political voice, resource diversification,
wellness

Senior Leaders Renewal Retreat (10+ years)
Succession planning, legacy, deep coaching, institutional resilience

Crisis Advisory Network
Crisis and risk management, situational awareness, intervention

Professional Learning Hub
Micro-credentials, webinars, operational training

Phase 1 (Jan–Dec 2026): Foundation Building & Program Redesign
Finalize Presidential Formation Framework
Establish Presidents’ Academy governance
Establish key alliances
Design competencies for each career stage
Recruit practitioner faculty and coaches
Launch survey to refine content needs
Redesign existing programs under Presidents’ Academy
Build the 100-Day Toolkit
Stand up the Peer Crisis Consultancy Network
Develop hybrid modules and virtual learning platform
Establish partnership agreements

Phase 3 (Jan–Jun 2027): Pilot Year
Launch first New Presidents Residency
Pilot Mid-Career Intensive and Renewal Retreat
Release micro-credential series
Begin Presidents’ Academy Assessment & Research Program

Phase 4 (2027–2028): Full Implementation
Scale programs
Formalize annual Presidential Summit
Establish the Presidential Scholarship & Publication Series
Publish “Top 10 Presidential Crises” resource
Integrate longitudinal evaluation

Implementation Roadmap
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AACC’s Leadership Moment

The leadership crisis and the leadership opportunity are one and the
same.

In a time of profound societal change, AACC can steward the next
generation of community college presidents—leaders with the character,
clarity, judgment, resilience, and courage to shape institutions that are
Resilient by Design and aligned with the Strategic Compass.

This is AACC’s charge.
This is the sector’s moment.
This is how we build the future.

Leadership Design Lab Participants and Reviewers
· Dr. Marcia J. Ballinger, President, Lorain County Community College
· Dr. Julianna Barnes, Chancellor, South Orange County Community College District
· Dr. Helen Benjamin, Chancellor Emeritus, Contra Costa Community College District
· Dr. Sunita Cooke, President/Superintendent, MiraCosta Community College District
· Dr. Marielena DeSanctis, Chancellor, Colorado Community College System
· Dr. Myrtle Dorsey, Director/Professor of Practice, Morgan State University
· Dr. John Enamait, President, Stanly Community College
· Dr. Mike Gavin, President and CEO, Alliance for Higher Education
· Dr. Leigh Goodson, President, Tulsa Community College
· Dr. Ivan Harrell, President, Tacoma Community College
· Dr. Tracy Hartzler, President, Central New Mexico Community College
· Dr. Russell Lowry-Hart, Chancellor, Austin Community College
· Mojdeh Mehdizadeh, Chancellor, Contra Costa Community College District
· Dr. Paige Niehaus, President, Hillsborough Community College
· Dr. Avis Proctor, President, William Rainey Harper College
· Dr. Mary Spilde, President Emeritus, Lane Community College
· Dr. Lori Suddick, President, College of Lake County
· Dr. Randall VanWagoner, Facilitator and President, Mohawk Valley Community College
· Dr. Falecia D. Williams, President, Prince George’s Community College
 
AACC Staff:
· Dr. Meghan Gibbons, Chief Storyteller and Special Advisor to the President and CEO
· Dr. DeRionne Pollard, President and CEO
· Tammy Reichelt, Chief of Staff
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