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ABSTRACT 

Community college leadership in America is facing an impending crisis, with 

the projected retirement of a significant percentage of community college presidents 

within the next 10 years.  This leadership crisis looms just as colleges are facing 

significant transformation that educes a need for visionary leaders who exhibit the 

transformational leadership skills needed for the 21st century, which research suggests 

largely reflects women’s leadership style.  However, a lack of gender equity continues 

to plague the highest leadership levels, with men continuing to dominate at the 

community college presidency.  Although research suggests that leadership programs 

that prepare aspiring women leaders for the presidency could lead to important gains 

in gender equity, too few women are advancing through the leadership pipeline despite 

attending such programs.   

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceived effectiveness of a 

leadership development program predicated on the American Association of 

Community College (AACC) leadership competencies in preparing women leaders for 

a community college presidency in the 21st century.  The study setting was four very 

large Texas public community colleges that were AACC members, and participants 

for the study were seven women community college leaders who had attended the 

AAWCC LEADERS Institute, a formal leadership development program for women 

based on the AACC leadership competencies.  Data collection consisted primarily of 

semi-structured interviews, observations, and documents.  The data collected were 

analyzed using the constant comparative method.  
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The findings of this study indicated that women leaders who attended the 

AAWCC LEADERS Institute perceived that the training had prepared them for 

advancement to a presidency, and the training positively impacted their desire to 

ascend to a presidency that was often short-lived.  Also, while many of the AACC’s 

core leadership competencies are highly relevant in preparing for a presidency, 

significant gaps still exist in the AACC leadership competency framework related to 

navigating institutional culture and politics, as well as work/life balance.  Finally, 

findings indicated that follow-up activities that include a mentorship component are 

needed to sustain leadership development.  

The implications for higher education practice concerning formal leadership 

development programs are concerned with establishing stronger connections between 

aspiring women leaders and successful leaders of both sexes, and addressing women’s 

motivation for ascension. Also, while the AACC core leadership competencies are 

generally seen as highly relevant, significant gaps exist that impact women’s 

leadership growth and ascension, and formal follow-up activities that include a strong 

mentoring component are lacking. 

The findings of this research study will contribute to higher education practice 

through a series of recommendations for preparing and motivating aspiring women 

leaders to ascend to a presidency.  These recommendations are that leadership 

development programs should foster continued interaction between aspiring women 

leaders and those who have successfully achieved a presidency, and should include 

mechanisms to enhance their desire for advancement to a presidency. In addition, the 

AACC core leadership competency framework should be readdressed to address 
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significant gaps perceived by women leaders, and leadership development program 

designers should imbed formal, structured, and sustainable follow-up activities into 

their curriculum that include a mentorship component.  At the time of the study, 

research was limited on the impact of a formal leadership development program on 

women’s successful advancement to a presidency; therefore, additional research 

should be conducted to increase understanding of how leadership development 

programs for women can be enhanced to offer effective leadership training for women 

to lead the community colleges of the 21st century. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

With a mass exodus of retiring presidents on the horizon, community college 

leadership in America is in crisis (American Association of Community Colleges 

[AACC], 2013; Eckel & Kezar, 2011; McNair, Duree & Ebbers, 2011; Mellow & 

Heelan, 2015).  In a 2016 survey of community college presidents, more than half 

(54%) expressed plans of stepping down within the next five years, and an additional 

23% expressed plans to step down by 2026 (Gagliardi, Espinosa, Turk, & Taylor, 

2017).  With such a large percentage of presidents projected to retire over the next 15 

years, the looming leadership crisis is poised to significantly impact the future of 

higher education.   

In addition, the senior executive leaders who traditionally comprise the 

leadership pipeline, such as chief academic officers and provosts, are aging as well 

(Boggs, 2003; Gagliardi et al., 2017; Jones & Warnick, 2012), and many of them also 

express plans to retire within the next decade (McNair, 2015).  As the number of these 

leaders who typically advance to the presidency dwindles, current leadership is tasked 

with ensuring that the next generation of leaders is prepared to fill the upcoming void 

(Boggs, 2003; McDade, Dowdall, Marchese, & Polonio, 2009; Reille & Kezar, 2010). 

Compounding the leadership crisis is the changing community college 

environment of the 21st century.  The potential vacuum in leadership looms just as the 

community college landscape is undergoing significant transformation (AACC, 2013; 

Gagliardi et al., 2017).  Community college presidents are tasked with managing 

increasingly demanding federal and state mandates for student success in the face of 
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dwindling student enrollments and increased student diversity, as well as emerging 

technological advancements and eroding financial support (Amey, Jessup-Anger, E., 

& Jessup-Anger, J., 2008; Cohen, Brawer, & Kisker, 2014; Eckel & Kezar, 2011; 

Eddy, 2009).  This changing environment educes a demand for a new generation of 

community college presidents with the skills needed to effectively lead their 

institutions into the next era (AACC, 2013).   

The American Association of Community Colleges, the leading advocacy 

organization for community colleges (AACC, n.d.), established a set of six core 

leadership competencies in 2005 to address the emerging needs for effective 

leadership, which include: a) organizational strategy; b) resource management; c) 

communication; d) collaboration; e) community college advocacy; and f) 

professionalism (AACC, 2005).  In 2013, the AACC’s 21st Century Implementation 

Team expanded upon the existing framework to create progressive leadership 

development “to ensure that the leadership pipeline is flush with competent 

individuals” (AACC, 2013, p. 3), and asserted that all AACC-affiliated leadership 

programs should include training on the new leadership model.  The AACC’s new 

competency model emphasizes the need for emerging leaders to recognize the 

environment in which they lead “and identify the skills required to transform the 

existing college infrastructure to one capable of ensuring student success in the 21st 

century” (AACC, 2013, p. 3).   

Consequently, no longer can effective presidents be viewed as authoritative 

figures wielding power atop a hierarchical governance structure; instead, they must 

provide effective, transformational leadership that meets the needs of internal and 
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external stakeholders, such as governing boards, faculty, students, and members of the 

public (Bolman & Gallos, 2011; Mellow & Heelan, 2015).  Transformational 

leadership is defined as a leadership approach that inspires and empowers followers to 

succeed in a supportive, collaborative environment (Northouse, 2016).  Research 

supports assertions that women leaders in particular exhibit a transformational 

leadership style that promotes inclusiveness and participation (e.g., Ballenger, 2010; 

Bolman & Deal, 2008; Cox & Salsberry, 2012; Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006; Power, 

2006).  Gill and Jones (2013) noted that effective women presidents regularly lead 

efforts to create “collegial, cooperative, and family-like” environments (p. 63), and 

Ballenger (2010) noted that the traditional leadership style associated with men is 

considered less effective than the preferred “relationship-oriented style” (p. 6) 

associated with women’s leadership.  Bolman and Deal (2008) suggested a positive 

shift has occurred in cultural attitudes toward women’s leadership, which they 

attributed to women’s growing educational edge over their male counterparts.   

The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) data for postsecondary 

institutions supports Bolman and Deal’s (2008) assertion that women are outpacing 

men nationally when it comes to higher education.  Women dominated college 

enrollments in 2015, when they accounted for 56.6% of the nearly 6.5 million students 

enrolled either full-time or part-time in public community colleges, and 54.6% of the 

nearly 8.4 million students enrolled in public four-year institutions (NCES, 2016).  

Women also dominated in degree attainment, earning 58.4% of all associates, 

bachelors, masters, and doctoral degrees awarded in 2015 (NCES, 2017a).  In 

addition, women held the majority of higher education management positions at public 
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colleges and universities in 2013, the last year in which NCES reported disaggregated 

data on primary occupations for this classification, comprising 54.2% of the 238,677 

executive/administrative/managerial staff (NCES, 2017d).  

However, women are not ascending to leadership positions at rates comparable 

to their presence in the leadership pipeline, defined as the pathway that leads to the 

presidency (AACC, 2013).  The 2017 American College Presidency Study by the 

American Council on Education (ACE) estimated that in 2016, just 30% of all higher 

education presidencies were held by women (Gagliardi et al., 2017).  The ACE survey, 

conducted in 2016 for the eighth time since 1986, solicits responses from “all 

identified presidents of accredited, degree-granting, U.S. higher education institutions” 

(Gagliardi et al., 2017, p. 2) in order to provide longitudinal trend data on the college 

presidency.  The 2017 survey resulted in 1,546 responses from a total of 3,615 

presidents, for a 43% response rate that ACE suggested provided “a high level of 

confidence with which to estimate national trends” (p. 2). 

The 2017 ACE report also indicated a significant slowdown in women’s 

progression into the presidency over the past 10 years.  After making significant gains 

from 1986 to 2006 when the percentage of women presidents increased from 10% to 

23% (ACE, 2012), only 7% more women presidents were reported between 2006 and 

2016 for a total of 30% (Gagliardi et al., 2017).  Women fared considerably better at 

public community colleges, representing 36% of presidencies in this category 

(Gagliardi et al., 2017).  This data is significant when considering that the response 

rate for public community college presidents was 53.5%, more than half of the 

respondents from all institution types (Gagliardi et al., 2017).  However, women still 
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remain woefully underrepresented at the presidency, considering that women 

comprised 58% of the reported 31,595 community college management staff positions 

in Fall 2015 (NCES, 2017c).   

These national trends in community college enrollment and leadership trends 

are largely reflected at Texas public community colleges.  Texas is second only to 

California in the number of public community colleges, boasting 82 colleges within 50 

college districts (Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board [THECB], 2017).  

Texas community colleges also enroll the second highest number of students 

nationally, with 732,281 students reported in Fall 2017 (THECB, 2017).  Women led 

31 of these institutions in 2017, or 38% (TACC, n.d.).  This number slightly outpaces 

the national percentage of 36% women presidents at public community colleges 

(Gagliardi et al., 2017).   

In spite of support for women’s leadership styles and their representation in the 

leadership pipeline, research indicates that barriers to women’s advancement to the 

presidency persist (e.g., Ballenger, 2010; Bornstein, 2008; Jones & Palmer, 2011).  

Myriad factors influence these barriers, which can be grouped into institutional factors 

and interpersonal factors.  Institutional factors include organizational structures that 

reflect the typical hierarchical and bureaucratic design of community college 

organizations (Bolman & Deal, 2008; Bornstein, 2008); cultural barriers inherent in 

male-dominated institutional cultures that encompass gender bias (Bornstein, 2009; 

Gill & Jones, 2013); fear or discomfort in working with women leaders (Bolman & 

Deal, 2008; Dean, 2009); and questions concerning the legitimacy of women as 

leaders (Bornstein, 2009).  Interpersonal factors that limit women’s advancement 
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opportunities include negative work relationships between women and their colleagues 

(Ballenger, 2010; Jones & Palmer, 2011).  These negative work relationships 

commonly take the form of competition (Jones & Palmer, 2011), discrimination, and 

sexism (Bolman & Deal, 2008, “On the Way,” 2007), which serve to marginalize 

women, undercut their contributions, and lower their self-esteem (“On the Way,” 

2007).  These factors serve as barriers that unequivocally impact a prospective 

woman’s ability and motivation to ascend to higher levels of authority; therefore, 

identifying and implementing effective methods for surmounting these barriers to 

women’s advancement is paramount in overcoming the gender disparity found in 

community college leadership.   

Research supports that the AACC competencies encompass the skills needed 

for effective leadership in the 21st century (e.g., Duree & Ebbers, 2012; Eddy, 2012; 

McNair et al., 2011; Sullivan, 2009); however, scant research addresses their 

effectiveness in preparing women in the competencies needed to advance to a 

presidency.  Researchers have noted that the competencies largely reflect the need for 

skills in traditionally male domains of leadership, such as fiscal management, facilities 

management, and technology (e.g., Sullivan, 2009; Wilson & Cox-Brand, 2012); 

however, women are often excluded from learning these domains.  Formal leadership 

development programs have been shown to focus on basic leadership skills rather than 

on skills that lead to visionary, transformational leadership (Eddy, 2009).  In addition, 

Eddy (2012) noted that the AACC competencies do not address skills she defined as 

“contextual competency” (p. 32), or the ability to understand a college’s culture, 

climate, and values.  Although numerous leadership programs have been designed to 
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prepare the next generation of women leaders (Eddy, 2009), insufficient evidence 

supports whether these programs are successful in preparing women for the challenges 

that can hinder their ascendency to executive-level positions.   

Statement of the Problem 

Just as contemporary community college presidents are looking to pass the 

mantle of leadership to the next generation, they are finding that current administrators 

are either unprepared or uninterested in stepping into the presidential role (Riggs, 

2009).  Duree and Ebbers (2012) noted that community colleges are faced with the 

daunting challenge of identifying qualified leaders who possess “necessary skills and 

traits to be successful” (p. 41), as projected retirements of executive-level 

administrators are anticipated to shrink the leadership pipeline (McNair, 2015).  

Complicating the issue, advancement through the leadership pipeline appears 

to be slower for women than for men, and women appear to be excluded from 

advancement despite preparation (Ballenger, 2010; Eddy & Rao, 2009).  For example, 

the most common terminal degree held by community college presidents is a doctorate 

in education (Eddy & Rao, 2009; Wallin, Sullivan, & McDade, 2009), yet a vast 

disparity exists between the percentage of women presidents and the percentage of 

women who hold doctoral degrees in the profession (Lepkowski, 2009).  Of the 

11,829 education doctoral degrees earned in 2016, 8,137 (68.8%) were earned by 

women, compared to 3,692 (31.2%) by men (NCES, 2017b).  However, men held 64% 

of presidencies that year despite holding less than a third of the typical qualifying 

credential.  This incongruity warrants further exploration to determine why women 

who earn the expected credential are not advancing into the presidency at higher rates.   
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Since women remain underrepresented at the presidency, formal leadership 

development and networking programs geared toward women are increasingly 

essential in creating an effective leadership pipeline (Flowers & Moore, 2008; 

McNair, 2015).  Research suggests that women embrace the opportunity to participate 

in structured programs (e.g., Ballenger, 2010; Baltodano, Carlson, Jackson, & 

Mitchell, 2012), and many formal leadership development programs and networking 

organizations have emerged as cornerstone strategies in leadership preparation (Eddy, 

2009; Madsen, Longman, & Daniels, 2012; Townsend & Twombly, 2007).  Programs 

such as the American Association of Women in Community Colleges (AAWCC) 

LEADERS Institute, the Higher Education Resource Services (HERS) institute on 

women’s leadership, and the National Institute for Leadership Development sponsored 

by the League for Innovation in the Community College (The League) are dedicated to 

women’s leadership skills acquisition and have graduated thousands of women from 

their programs over the past 30 years (American Association of Women in 

Community Colleges [AAWCC], 2014; Eddy, 2009; Townsend & Twombly, 2007; 

Twombly, 1995; White, 2012). 

Despite the many leadership development opportunities that have been enacted 

over the past few decades, women have not risen to leadership levels at rates 

comparable to their representation in the leadership pipeline (Cordova, 2011; 

Gagliardi et al., 2017; White, 2012), and the gender gap persists.  Research reveals 

two gaps in women’s leadership preparation and advancement that require further 

exploration.  First, too few women are advancing through the leadership pipeline 

despite attending leadership development programs (Cordova, 2011; White, 2012).  
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For example, in White’s (2012) study of the HERS institute on women’s leadership, 

one of the premier national women’s leadership programs, 32% of the 4,300 

participants in the program had moved into leadership roles since it was founded in 

1972.  However, just 14% of those had moved into executive-level leadership 

positions (White, 2012), revealing a significant gap in the leadership pipeline for 

women who are preparing for advancement.   

Second, community college leaders have noted that leadership development 

programs fail to address the AACC competencies effectively (AACC, 2005).  A 

survey of 95 AACC Leading Forward Summit participants and the Leading Forward 

National Panel in 2004 – a 76% response rate for the 125 total possible participants – 

indicated that while respondents supported the need for all six leadership 

competencies in effective presidential leadership, they perceived that the competencies 

were not well-integrated into existing leadership training programs (AACC, 2005).  

Additionally, it is unclear from the available leadership literature whether leadership 

development programs adequately prepare women for the leadership challenges of the 

21st century, or whether the 2013 AACC leadership competencies address the unique 

challenges that face aspiring women presidents.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceived effectiveness of a 

formal leadership development program based on the AACC leadership competencies 

in preparing women leaders for a community college presidency in the 21st century.  

For this study, a leadership development program is defined as a formal training 

program designed to prepare community college leaders for the presidency (ACE, 
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2012).  The study focused on women leaders at Texas public community colleges who 

had attended the LEADERS Institute sponsored by the AAWCC, which is an affiliate 

organization of AACC.  The current LEADERS Institute curriculum is built upon the 

AACC’s leadership competency framework (AAWCC, 2014).  This study explored 

participants’ perceptions of how the program impacted both their ability and desire to 

ascend to the presidency. 

This study contributes to community college practice by exploring women 

leaders’ perceptions of their experience with a formal leadership development 

program to gain an understanding of how such programs affect women’s ability and 

desire to advance to a college presidency.  In addition, the study explores women’s 

perceptions of the AACC’s core leadership competencies to determine whether the 

competencies adequately meet the unique challenges facing women aspiring to 

advance to a presidency.  Finally, the study contributes to the discussion of how 

college leadership can address the impending leadership crisis and the need for 

effective transformational leaders by preparing and motivating women to successfully 

traverse the leadership pipeline, since they already hold more than half of the positions 

that typically lead to the presidency (NCES, 2017c).   

Research Questions 

The following four research questions guided this study: 

1. How do community college women leaders perceive their participation in the 

AAWCC LEADERS Institute has prepared them to advance to a presidency? 
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2. How do community college women leaders perceive their participation in the 

AAWCC LEADERS Institute has influenced their desire to advance to a 

presidency? 

3. How do community college women leaders perceive the relevance of the 

AACC leadership competencies in preparing them to advance to a presidency? 

4. How do community college women leaders view their leadership competence 

after participating in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute? 

Significance of the Study 

The impending leadership crisis is one of the most daunting challenges facing 

community colleges in the 21st century (AACC, 2013; Gagliardi et al., 2017; Mellow 

& Heelan, 2015).  At the same time, transformational leadership has emerged as the 

preferred leadership style for today’s ever-evolving community colleges (AACC, 

2013; Bolman & Gallos, 2011; Mellow & Heelan, 2015), and research supports that 

women possess the skills exhibited by transformational leaders (e.g., Ballenger, 2010; 

Bonebright, Cottledge, & Lonnquist, 2011; Cox & Salsberry, 2012; Eddy & 

VanDerLinden, 2006; Montas-Hunter, 2012).  The looming leadership crisis within 

the changing community college environment offers a prime opportunity for 

contemporary leadership to make significant strides in gender equity in leadership, and 

to strengthen the leadership pipeline with transformational women leaders (Eddy, 

2009; Madsen et al., 2012; McClellan & Dominguez, 2006).  Expanding the 

leadership pipeline can also remedy the homogeneity of the college presidency by 

including a pool of presidential candidates that more closely reflects the student body, 

faculty, and administration (Flowers & Moore, 2008; Gagliardi et al., 2017).   
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However, there is scant research that addresses whether leadership 

development programs adequately prepare women for the leadership challenges of the 

21st century, or how well the AACC core leadership competencies prepare women to 

be presidents.  Consequently, understanding how women perceive the effectiveness of 

current leadership development programs in preparing them for a presidency is of 

increasing importance, considering the myriad institutional and interpersonal factors 

that present barriers to ascendency (Bolman & Deal, 2008; Bornstein, 2009; Jones & 

Palmer, 2011; Sullivan, 2009), as well as what impact such programs have on 

women’s ability and desire to ascend to leadership positions.  Increased understanding 

of women leaders’ perceptions of their leadership development can illuminate 

strategies for other women who may be considering a presidency, thereby filling the 

leadership pipeline with additional women candidates prepared to enter the 

presidency, closing the gender gap, and averting the looming leadership crisis.  

Summary of Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework for this study is grounded in five concepts 

concerning women community college leaders (see Figure 1).  First, the community 

college environment has evolved significantly in the 21st century, with presidents 

tasked with leading their colleges through an increasingly complex environment 

(AACC, 2013; Eddy, 2009; Fulton-Calkins & Milling, 2005).  Second, the research 

repeatedly notes that transformational leadership is best suited to this new 

environment, and that women exhibit the transformational leadership style befitting 

the contemporary community college environment (e.g., Ballenger, 2010; Bornstein, 

2009; Diehl, 2014; Kezar, Carducci, & Contreras-McGavin, 2006).   
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Third, institutional structure and culture, while evolving, still foster barriers to 

women’s advancement that need to be overcome for higher education institutions to 

increase gender equity at the presidency (Bornstein, 2008, 2009; Chliwniak, 1997; 

Diehl, 2014; Eddy & Cox, 2008).  The 2017 ACE report notes that while diversifying 

the presidency continues to grow in importance, women continue to be 

underrepresented at the presidency (Gagliardi et al., 2017).  Fourth, research supports 

that formal leadership development enhances women leaders’ ability and desire to 

ascend to a presidency (e.g., Madsen, 2011; White, 2012).  Finally, research indicates 

that training on the AACC leadership competencies impacts women’s leadership 

ascension, with leadership development based on the AACC core leadership 

competencies being perceived as integral to leader success (e.g., Duree & Ebbers, 

2012; Eddy, 2012; McNair et al., 2011; Sullivan, 2009).  These five concepts frame 

the study to explore how women leaders perceive the effectiveness of a formal 

leadership development program based on the AACC leadership competencies in 

preparing and motivating them to advance to a college presidency. 

 
 
Figure 1. Conceptual framework model on higher education and leadership in the 
21st century. The five concepts that frame the study are represented in terms of 
their interrelatedness. 

21st Century Higher Education Environment 

Leadership 
Development 

Programs 

Transformational 
Institutional 

Barriers 

Women 
Leaders 
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Leadership 

Competencies Leadership 
Interpersonal 

Barriers 
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Summary of Methodology 

 This qualitative study utilized a phenomenological research design, conducted 

through the lens of a social constructivist paradigm (Creswell, 2014), to explore 

women leaders’ perceived effectiveness of a leadership development program based 

on the AACC leadership competencies.  The study setting encompassed publicly 

funded Texas community colleges from what the Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board (THECB) classified in the Very Large Accountability Peer Group, 

a grouping of the 10 largest colleges and college districts in the state, based on student 

enrollment (THECB, n.d.).  Located in major metropolitan areas of Texas, institutions 

in the Very Large Accountability Peer Group serve 62% of all students in Texas 

community colleges (THECB, n.d.).   

A purposeful sample (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) of participants was selected 

for the study.  Selected participants were women who had served in a leadership 

position and who had attended an AACC-affiliated leadership development program.  

The leadership development program chosen for this study was the AAWCC’s 

LEADERS Institute, which is designed to prepare women to advance to a presidency 

(AAWCC, n.d.). 

Data collection consisted primarily of semi-structured interviews conducted by 

the researcher to obtain a rich understanding of the participants’ lived experience as 

leaders, and their perceptions of their leadership training in impacting their ability and 

desire to ascend to a presidency (Creswell, 2014).  Field notes were collected during 

interviews for triangulation purposes, and reflections on the participants’ shared 

experiences in the leadership development program were documented through 
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reflexive journaling (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Documents collected for data analysis 

included the AACC’s Competencies for Community College Leaders (AACC, 2013), 

the AAWCC LEADERS Institute curriculum, and related agendas for the six-day 

Institute.   

Data analysis was conducted utilizing a constant comparative method to 

identify emerging themes into clusters of meaning that described the phenomenon 

(Creswell, 2013).  During an open coding process, these clusters of meaning were 

further developed into the overriding themes or categories used to aggregate data for 

sense-making.  The themes developed during the coding process were then analyzed 

and developed into textural and structural descriptions of the participants’ experiences 

(Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).  The researcher sought to establish trustworthiness 

throughout the research process through bracketing (Creswell 2013; Orcher, 2005), 

member checking (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Orcher, 2005), 

triangulation of data (Creswell, 2013; Shenton, 2004), peer debriefing (Creswell, 

2013); and reflexive journaling (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).   

Assumptions of the Study 

The following assumptions guided the study: 

1. Participants had a working knowledge of leadership styles, to include 

transformational leadership. 

2. Participants answered the interview questions as candidly and honestly as 

possible to provide a clear picture of their experiences with a formal leadership 

development program. 
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3. Participants’ perceptions of institutional culture and its impact on women’s 

advancement may only be applicable to their institutions. 

Limitations to the Study 

The study had the following limitations.  This study only explored perceptions 

of women leaders who had attended the AAWCC’s LEADERS Institute and who were 

employed at very large Texas public community colleges that are members of AACC.  

Therefore, transferability will depend on the reader’s interpretation of how findings 

can be applied to his or her own institutional environment or to other leadership 

development programs not included in this study.  

Definition of Terms 

The following terms were used throughout the study.  They are defined as 

follows: 

Institutional culture is defined as “persistent patterns of norms, values, 

practices, beliefs, and assumptions that shape the behavior of individuals and groups 

in a college or university and provide a frame of reference within which to interpret 

the meaning of events and actions on and off the campus” (Kuh & Witt, 1988, p. 6). 

Institutional structure is defined as the design an organization uses to 

allocate roles and responsibilities with formal reporting relationships within a set of 

rules that govern performance (Bess & Dee, 2012).  

Leadership competence is defined as the extent to which leaders identify and 

operate the skills required to lead in the increasingly complex higher educational 

environment (AACC, 2013). 
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Leadership competencies are defined as the skills the AACC has deemed as 

core leadership skills necessary for leaders to be effective and to successfully evince 

change in their organizations (AACC, 2013).  

Leadership pipeline is the pathway that leads prospective leaders to the 

presidency (AACC, 2013) and typically involves holding an executive-level position 

prior to the presidency (ACE, 2012).  

Leadership style is defined as “the behavior pattern of a person who attempts 

to influence others” (Northouse, 2016, p. 94). 

Transformational leadership is defined as a leadership approach that inspires 

and empowers followers to succeed in a supportive, collaborative environment 

(Northouse, 2016).   

Summary 

Community college leadership in America is at a crossroads, with the projected 

retirement of up to 77% of community college presidents by 2026 during a time of 

transformation (Gagliardi et al., 2017).  Leadership in the 21st century requires 

visionary, transformational leaders who exhibit leadership competencies that can 

move community colleges into the future (AACC, 2013), and abundant research 

suggests that women in particular exhibit the needed traits for transformational 

leadership (e.g. Ballenger, 2010; Bonebright et al., 2011; Cox & Salsberry, 2012; 

Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006; Montas-Hunter, 2012; Power, 2006).  Therefore, the 

pending void in the presidency is a prime opportunity for colleges to impact gender 

equity and tap into the transformational leadership skills exhibited by women, which 

can be accomplished by nurturing aspiring women leaders through formal leadership 
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development programs (Eddy, 2009).  Leadership programs that support and 

encourage aspiring women leaders to enter and advance through the leadership 

pipeline can lead to important gains in gender equity that can offset the significant 

slowdown in women’s leadership achievement since 2006 (Ballenger, 2010; Gagliardi 

et al., 2017).   

This study explored whether women leaders perceived that a formal leadership 

development program based on the AACC competencies was effective and adequately 

addressed the skills needed to be successful leaders in an increasingly dynamic 

environment that still favors male advancement.  Study findings can be used to aid 

community college leaders and those who provide leadership development in 

understanding how leadership development programs can be enhanced to offer 

effective leadership training for women to lead community colleges in the 21st century. 

Organization of the Remainder of the Study 

Chapter II synthesizes relevant literature concerning the gender gap in 

community college within the context of the impending leadership crisis, the evolving 

educational environment of the 21st century, the AACC core leadership competencies, 

factors that impact women’s ascendency to the presidency, and the role of leadership 

development programs and mentorship on women’s preparation and advancement.  

Chapter III details the methodology for the study, to include the research design, data 

collection methods, and data analysis procedures. Chapter IV presents the results of 

the study, and Chapter V presents a discussion of the findings, their implications and 

recommendations for higher education practice, and recommendations for further 

research.  
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter synthesizes literature concerning the gender gap in community 

college leadership in the context of the impending leadership crisis, the evolving 

educational environment of the 21st century, and the unique factors that impact 

women’s ascendency to the presidency.  The following topics will be discussed: a) 

historical context of leadership in community colleges; b) the 21st century leadership 

environment; c) gender and leadership styles; d) the American Association of 

Community Colleges leadership competencies for the 21st century; e) the AACC 

leadership competencies and gender; f) barriers to women’s advancement; g) 

leadership development programs; h) impact of mentorship on advancement; and h) 

conceptual framework of the study.  The purpose of this study was to explore the 

perceived effectiveness of a formal leadership development program based on the 

AACC leadership competencies in preparing women leaders for a community college 

presidency in the 21st century.        

Historical Context of Leadership in Community Colleges 

Community colleges are a uniquely American invention developed at the turn 

of the 20th century to provide educational opportunities for a growing population not 

being served by traditional higher education (Cohen, Brawer, & Kisker, 2014; Mellow 

& Heelan, 2015; Nevarez & Wood, 2010).  The creation of the community college 

was influenced by university leaders, economic issues, and societal transformations 

that centered on increased access for social equality (Cohen et al., 2014; Mellow & 

Heelan, 2015).   Influential university leaders at the time, such as William Rainey 
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Harper, president of the University of Chicago, and Alexis Lange, a University of 

California professor and member of the State Board of Education, would suggest that 

these lower-level schools, called junior colleges, should provide “general and 

vocational education” needed for the nation’s expanding workforce needs (Cohen et 

al., 2014, p. 7).   

With close historical ties to the public school system, community college 

leadership in the early years most closely mimicked that of a public school 

superintendent (Cloud, 2010; Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  Early leaders of these first 

colleges were called deans, reported to a superintendent, and held little decision-

making authority (Twombly, 1995).  This model of leadership would persist until the 

1950s, when the dean was replaced by a president and an administrative organization 

to lead the college (Twombly, 1995).  The 1960s and 1970s saw another evolution of 

community college leadership, with institutional leaders reflecting the domineering 

“great man” (Twombly, 1995, p. 70) concept of centralized authoritarian leadership 

under an autocratic, dominant, White male leader. 

This autocratic style of leadership would shape community college governance 

structures.  Amey, E. Jessup-Anger, and J. Jessup-Anger (2008) define governance as 

“the structure and process of decision making a college uses to address internal and 

external issues” (pp. 5-6).  The primary governance structure of early community 

colleges reflected what Bess and Dee (2012) call a bureaucratic model, with an 

organizational hierarchy that situates authority at the top and a specific division of 

labor based on formal, fixed roles and responsibilities.  Contemporary community 

colleges still largely reflect a bureaucratic, authoritative structure that supports male 
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advancement to the presidency, with women presidents still a rarity despite 

representing more than half of the student body since the mid-1970s (Bolman & Deal, 

2008; Cohen et al., 2014). 

Women’s leadership garnered little attention before Twombly’s (1995) seminal 

work on gendered images concerning community college leadership.  Twombly 

explored how leadership literature shapes the preeminent view of what a leader is in 

terms of masculine power and authority, with alternate images of feminist views being 

marginalized.  Her historical depiction of leadership showcased the great man concept 

dominating throughout the community college expansion of the 1960s and 1970s, 

which was perpetuated in the 1980s under the transformational leadership approach 

that relied upon visionary presidents still in the leadership role.   

However, that leadership role remained under the male purview despite few 

notable differences in leadership ability between the sexes (Twombly, 1995).  

Twombly opined that viewing non-male leadership as asexual rather than female 

undermines women’s leadership styles and contributions, especially when women’s 

leadership is discussed “in terms of problems rather than potential” (p. 75).  Twombly 

promoted a newer, gender-inclusive model of transformational community college 

leadership based on “inclusiveness, intuition, and horizontal connectedness rather than 

hierarchy” (p. 72), which was a new concept for higher education leadership in the 

20th century that has persisted throughout contemporary leadership literature (e.g., 

Barcelo, White, Lowrie, & Musil, 2010; Bornstein, 2008; Chliwniak, 1997; Eddy, 

2009; Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006; Madsen, 2011).   
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The 21st Century Leadership Environment 

In the 21st century, myriad factors have altered the community college 

environment both internally and externally, with fast-paced technological 

advancements; dwindling student enrollments and increased student diversity; 

legislative demands for increased accountability for student success; and scant 

financial resources placing pressure on institutions and their leaders (Amey et al., 

2008; Cohen et al., 2014; Eckel & Kezar, 2011; Eddy, 2009; Mellow & Heelan, 2015).  

The push for a flexible and responsive educational environment that can adapt to 

changes at both the federal and state levels educes a need for a new generation of 

leaders with the skills needed to lead their institutions into the next era (American 

Association of Community Colleges [AACC], 2013; Eddy, 2009; Fulton-Calkins & 

Milling, 2005).  Despite the inherent challenges in navigating these competing 

demands, the college president remains “the single most influential person on a 

campus” (Eckel & Kezar, 2011, p. 281) and is viewed as the leading change agent for 

institutional reform that better suits the community college of the 21st century.   

The literature supports that the strong president style of leadership that has 

dominated American higher education since its inception is a relic of the past; 

contemporary presidents can no longer be authoritarians but must instead become 

negotiators and consensus-builders among all groups applying pressure and input on 

decisions – governing boards, faculty, students, and members of the public (Bolman & 

Gallos, 2011; Mellow & Heelan, 2015).  Community college presidents are expected 

to provide effective leadership for an increasingly diverse and complex campus body 

while also appeasing internal and external groups that promote competing desires and 
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needs (Cohen et al., 2014; Eckel & Kezar, 2011).  External calls for increased 

accountability and transparency from lawmakers and students, coupled with eroding 

support from state appropriations and local taxes (Potter & Phelan, 2008), have 

created a greater need for presidents who can navigate these often competing 

expectations.  Additionally, internal issues such as student retention and achievement 

in an increasingly diverse environment have challenged college leaders to redefine 

governance within the institution’s organizational structure for effective decision-

making (Bess & Dee, 2012).   

Yet effective governance and leadership in the current community college 

context depends less on specific leadership traits than on a president’s ability to meet 

the needs of diverse stakeholders in what Eckel and Kezar (2011) described as “a fluid 

context” (p. 304).  Presidents can either support or impede their institution’s 

effectiveness; therefore, having a successful president is paramount to the continued 

success of a community college in carrying out its mission and expectations (Eckel & 

Kezar, 2011).  Eckel and Kezar’s research on the president, which profiles the typical 

president, the president’s job and its evolution, the organizational and environmental 

contexts in which presidents must lead, and the pipeline for tomorrow’s presidents, 

concluded that effective presidential leadership in the future would likely require 

leaders who can “leverage an integrated, shared leadership approach that encourages 

coordinated and synergistic leadership among many actors” (p. 304).  Research 

overwhelmingly suggests that the rapidly evolving community college context 

requires leaders who are nimble, adaptable, and reflective of the institutions they are 
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expected to lead (e.g., Eckel & Kezar, 2011; Eddy, 2009; McNair, Duree, & Ebbers, 

2011; Mellow & Heelan, 2015; Power, 2006).   

An abundance of research supports that an increased emphasis on inclusive, 

participatory leadership is more successful in the changing higher education landscape 

compared to the traditionally hierarchical and autocratic style of leadership (e.g., 

Ballenger, 2010; Bonebright, Cottledge, & Lonnquist, 2011; Bornstein, 2008; Diehl, 

2014; Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006).  Additionally, the traditional bureaucratic 

organizational structures that persist in the community college environment have been 

criticized for creating barriers to effective transformational leadership and to gender 

parity (Bornstein, 2008; Cloud, 2010; Wallin, 2010).  Bornstein (2008) and Cloud 

(2010), in their studies on community college leadership, have suggested that new 

organizational systems must be constructed that support transformational leadership, a 

leadership approach that inspires and empowers followers to succeed in a supportive, 

collaborative environment (Northouse, 2016).  Reframing organizational structures 

that support transformational leadership for the next generation of community college 

leaders can better address the ever-changing community college environment (AACC, 

2013; Bess & Dee, 2012; Bornstein, 2008; Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006; Fulton-

Calkins & Milling, 2005).   

Leadership Crisis 

Just as community colleges are in need of diverse, transformational leaders, 

concern over unprecedented leadership turnover has dominated the literature (e.g., 

AACC, 2005; AACC, 2013; Duree, 2007; McNair et al., 2011; Mellow & Heelan, 

2015; Tekle, 2012; Weisman & Vaughan, 2006).  As early as 2004, the AACC (2005) 
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projected that nearly half of the reported 1,186 community college presidents would 

retire by 2006.  Two years later, Weisman and Vaughan (2006) found that up to 84% 

of college presidents surveyed (545 of a possible 897 respondents from AACC 

member colleges) indicated plans to retire by 2016.  In 2007, Duree’s survey of 415 

community college presidents indicated that more than three-fourths expressed plans 

to retire by 2012.  Tekle’s (2012) survey of community college presidents five years 

later garnered similar results, with 75% of the 370 study participants planning to retire 

by 2022, and an additional 15% of respondents planning to retire by 2027.  With 

consistent projections indicating that up to 90% of community college presidents were 

considering retirement by 2027, the looming leadership crisis is real and considered 

one of “blockbuster proportions” (Mellow & Heelan, 2015, p. 161).    

Compounding the leadership crisis is the scarcity of qualified candidates in the 

leadership pipeline (Duree & Ebbers, 2012; Reille & Kezar, 2010; Riggs, 2009).  The 

leadership pipeline is defined as those positions that typically lead to the presidency, 

namely provosts/chief academic officers, and other senior executives in academic 

affairs, student affairs, or business/administration who have spent their careers in 

higher education (ACE, 2012).  The traditional pipeline to the presidency has 

remained essentially unchanged since 1986, with most presidents in 2016 advancing 

either from provost or chief academic officer (40%) or another higher education 

leadership position (18%) (Gagliardi, Espinosa, Turk, & Taylor, 2017).  The senior 

administrative leaders who traditionally comprise the presidential pool are aging as 

well (Boggs, 2003; Jones & Warnick, 2012), and in 2008, up to 25% of the roughly 

1,800 senior administrators at the time had expressed plans to retire by 2016 (Mellow 
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& Heelan, 2008).  With community colleges shedding senior-level administrators who 

traditionally make up the leadership pipeline at a significant rate, current leaders are 

tasked with broadening the pipeline to ensure that an adequate, diverse pool of trained 

professionals is prepared and groomed within the next few years to ascend to the 

presidency (Duree & Ebbers, 2012; Eckel & Kezar, 2011; Jones & Warnick, 2012; 

McDade, Dowdall, Marchese, & Polonio, 2009; Reille & Kezar, 2010; Riggs, 2009).   

This impending wave of presidential and senior administrative retirements 

creates an unprecedented opportunity for community college leaders to alter the 

demographics of leadership and make significant strides in gender equity.  Community 

colleges in particular seem to promulgate a “women friendly” (Eddy, 2009, p. 186) 

leadership environment, with a greater percentage (36%) of women presidents in 2016 

than any other higher education institution types (Gagliardi et al., 2017).  Diversifying 

the leadership pipeline can remedy the homogeneity of the community college 

presidency by endorsing leadership that more closely mirrors the student body, and 

reflects the needs of an increasingly diverse faculty and administration (Gagliardi et 

al., 2017; Flowers & Moore, 2008).   

The pending leadership void also offers a prime opportunity to eschew the 

prevailing leadership composition of “top-down administration by a group of white 

men” (Eddy, 2009, p. 207), for a more diverse group of leaders who can provide 

differing views and perspectives on how institutions should be led.  However, research 

has discovered that although there is a perception that women have won gender parity 

in the workplace, much work remains to be done (e.g., Cordova, 2011).  In Moving the 

Needle on Women’s Leadership, Cordova (2011) suggested that women have made 
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“surprisingly little progress in advancing to the executive suite” (p. 8), despite 

outpacing men in obtaining advanced degrees such as the doctorate.  For example, 

women are significantly outpacing men in achieving the education doctorate, which 

has received much attention as the premier credential for community college 

presidents (Eddy & Rao, 2009).  As early as 2009, Wallin, Sullivan, and McDade 

(2009) noted that up to 70% of community college presidents held a doctorate degree 

in education.  Of the 11,829 education doctoral degrees conferred in 2015, 68.8% of 

them (8,137) were earned by women, compared to 32% (3,692) by men (NCES, 

2017b).  However, this achievement has not translated to gender equity in community 

college leadership, since men still held 64% of presidencies despite holding less than a 

third of the typical qualifying credential (Gagliardi et al., 2017).  

The Gender Gap 

Gender-based research on leadership styles indicates that women are 

particularly adept at promoting inclusiveness and collaboration (e.g., Bonebright et al., 

2011; Cox & Salsberry, 2012; Montas-Hunter, 2012), and the growing demand noted 

by the American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) for transformational 

skills at the presidency supports the need for increasing gender equity in leadership 

(Bornstein, 2008; Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006; Power, 2006).  However, the 

literature consistently reveals a dearth of women in executive community college 

leadership positions, such as provosts/chief academic officers and other senior 

executives in academic affairs, student affairs, or business/administration (e.g., 

American Council on Education [ACE], 2012; Cordova, 2011; Diehl, 2014; Eddy & 

Cox, 2008; Flowers & Moore, 2008; Fulton-Calkins & Milling, 2005; Madsen, 2011).  
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A look at the demographic profile of higher education leadership indicates 

little has changed over the past three decades since the American Council on 

Education (ACE) first studied the American college presidency in 1986.  A full 30 

years later, the 2017 ACE study on the college presidency reflects that leadership 

remains undeniably homogenous, with White males continuing to lead in 

disproportionate numbers (Gagliardi et al., 2017).  Women remain woefully 

underrepresented in senior leadership positions including the college presidency 

(Gagliardi et al., 2017; Cook, 2012; Flowers & Moore, 2008), despite comprising 

more than half of the student body in higher education institutions in 2015 (National 

Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2016).  Women’s progress into the 

presidential role has shifted little over the past decade after making significant gains 

from 1986 to 2006, when the percentage of women presidents increased from 10% to 

23% (ACE, 2012).  That rate of increase has stagnated, with only 7% more women 

presidents reported between 2006 and 2016 (Gagliardi et al., 2017).   

Women also are not ascending to leadership positions at rates comparable to 

their presence in the leadership pipeline (Flowers & Moore, 2008).  The ACE report 

noted that despite representing 57% of all faculty and senior administrative staff, 

women comprise only 30% of higher education presidents (Gagliardi et al., 2017).  

This number has only advanced by 4% since the last ACE report in 2012, when the 

authors concluded:  

If the proportion of women who serve as senior administrators and full-time 

faculty provide a standard for equity, then women, as presidents, remain 

underrepresented. … While it may appear that women in senior and faculty 
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positions are slowly closing the gender gap, the potential pool from which 

many women presidents emerge still indicates that more leadership 

development, mentoring, and networking are needed to increase the 

representation of women presidents. (ACE, 2012, p. 14)  

In 2017, the ACE report again noted the need to focus on women’s advancement to 

the presidency, concluding, “Developing deeper insight into the unique experiences of 

women presidents is of paramount importance if the presidential gender gap is to be 

closed” (Gagliardi et al., 2017, p. 29). 

Community colleges are slightly ahead in creating more gender parity at the 

executive level, with 36% of women presidents compared to 30% at four-year 

universities (Gagliardi et al., 2017).  Statistics show that 58% of the reported 31,595 

community college management staff positions in 2015 were held by women (NCES, 

2017c), which is encouraging for aspiring women leaders at community colleges.  

However, the male trajectory to higher administration continues to surpass that of 

women as reflected in their dominance at the presidency, despite women earning more 

than half of all doctoral degrees conferred in the last decade (Gagliardi et al., 2017).   

In addition, with 28% of community college presidents in 2016 having served 

as a president before their current presidency, the practice of “prioritizing experienced 

presidents further skew[s] the pool of candidates toward white men … [and] works 

against efforts at diversifying the presidency” (Gagliardi et al., 2017, p. ix).  Research 

supports that organizational structures have long been influenced by male norms for 

leadership and continue to support male advancement (e.g., Bornstein, 2009; Eddy, 
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2009), and colleges, as Twombly (1995) asserted 20 years ago, “have been slow to 

shed their image as top-down bureaucracies” (p. 68).   

Gender and Leadership Styles 

The role of gender in community college leadership has garnered much 

attention in the literature, with a focus on perceived differences in leadership styles 

between men and women (e.g., Bess & Dee, 2012; Kezar, Carducci, & Contreras-

McGavin, 2006; Northouse, 2016).  Northouse (2016) describes leadership style as 

“the behavior pattern of a person who attempts to influence others” (p. 94).  According 

to Bess and Dee (2012), the differences in leadership styles can be summed up simply: 

“women empathize and men systematize” (p. 871).  Leadership theorists suggest that 

men’s and women’s brains are wired to approach leadership from these differing 

dimensions, with men exhibiting a positivist approach that relies on traditional, top-

down authority, while women reflect a social constructionist approach that is more 

relational and collaborative (Northouse, 2016). 

Research by Eddy and VanDerLinden (2006) provides strong support for 

women as transformational leaders.  Eddy and VanDerLinden framed their study on 

new definitions of leadership for community colleges that expand upon the 

traditionally held definitions that reflect Twombly’s (1995) “great man theory of 

leadership” (p. 74).  Their survey of community college administrators was conducted 

with a stratified random sample of 1,700 community college administrators from the 

AACC data bank, yielding 682 participants from a variety of campus district types and 

geographic locations.  Findings indicate that although male and female participants 

differed slightly in defining leadership, they subscribed to gendered stereotypes of 
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male leadership being more directive and autocratic, and female leadership being more 

participatory and meritocratic (Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006).  The authors proposed 

that with more women ascending to positions of authority, “new definitions and 

models of what it means to lead a community college campus may become more 

apparent” (p. 23).  Their research highlights the need for leadership development 

programs to expand on the current conceptions of what it means to effectively lead a 

community college.  

The AACC Leadership Competencies for the 21st Century 

Community college leaders have considerable influence on their organizations, 

and Duree and Ebbers (2012) noted that they are considered the “primary players in 

creating a culture of change” (p. 41).  Yet contemporary leaders struggle with 

navigating this increasingly complex, often hypercritical environment, as they are 

pressed between internal and external pressures that challenge their effectiveness and 

undermine their success (Eddy, 2009; Mellow & Heelan, 2015).  The need for better 

training for community college leaders in the 21st century was addressed as early as 

2003 by Boggs, who described the changing higher education landscape and 

recognized the need for better leadership preparation.  His work highlighted findings 

from the 2001 AACC community college presidential survey on such topics as their 

perceived preparation for the presidency and skills they perceived as necessary for the 

future.  When asked to identify areas of the presidency they had not been prepared for 

beforehand, the most frequent response was that “they were not prepared for the 

overwhelming demands of the job” (Boggs, 2003, p. 18).  Areas of concern were listed 

as managing external and internal relationships, fundraising and financial 
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management, working with governing boards, and dealing with unduly critical campus 

climates (Boggs, 2003). 

Also in 2003, the AACC recognized the need to develop leaders who could 

guide their institutions effectively in the 21st century (AACC, 2005).  With grant 

support from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, the AACC leveraged experts in 

community college leadership in 2004 as part of its Leading Forward initiative to 

develop a competency framework for community college leaders, resulting in the 

development of six leadership competencies: a) organizational strategy; b) resource 

management; c) communication; d) collaboration; e) community college advocacy; 

and f) professionalism (AACC, 2005). 

Since then, studies on the effectiveness of leadership development programs in 

addressing these competencies have indicated mixed results.  The AACC conducted a 

survey of all 125 participants of the 2004 Leading Forward summits and found that 

while 100% of respondents (n = 95) responded that each of the six competencies was 

“either ‘very’ or ‘extremely’ essential to the effective performance of a community 

college leader” (AACC, 2005, p. 1), those respondents who worked for leadership 

development programs indicated that their programs had either minimally or 

moderately prepared participants to utilize them (AACC, 2005).  The results exposed 

disconnects between these competencies and the curricula of leadership development 

programs.   

Eddy and Rao (2009) sought to discover how well leadership development 

programs taught future community college leaders the AACC’s leadership 

competencies.  Their study focused on doctoral programs, noting that the doctoral 
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degree is considered the “‘ticket’ to advancement” (Eddy & Rao, 2009, p. 7) to the 

presidency, since the vast majority of community college presidents (73%) at the time 

of their study held a doctorate in education.  They surveyed 149 doctoral programs 

identified from the Association for the Study of Higher Education directory, with a 

44% participation rate.  Results of the survey indicated that doctoral programs fell 

short in utilizing the AACC framework for leadership development, with most 

programs covering leadership concepts and leadership theory in only one course, with 

negligible connection to the six competencies.  The findings suggested the need for 

“substantive reform” (Eddy & Rao, 2009, p. 22) to incorporate the competencies 

identified by AACC that are designed to develop community college leaders. 

Duree and Ebbers (2012) surveyed community college presidents concerning 

their perceptions of AACC competencies and whether they adequately addressed the 

skills community college presidents needed to lead.  Based on their survey (n=415), 

the researchers found that while presidents perceived they were well-prepared in most 

of the competencies, one-third of respondents felt unprepared in collaboration skills, 

most notably in “demonstrating cultural competence” (p. 45).  They described cultural 

competence as a leader’s ability to embrace diversity and incorporate “different 

cultures, values, and ideas into the organization” (p. 45). 

Another significant finding revealed that most of the 415 presidents surveyed 

(80%) identified themselves as transformational leaders; however, only 6% felt they 

were prepared to demonstrate transformational leadership as a first-time president 

(Duree & Ebbers, 2012).  The authors suggested that transformational leaders require 

development throughout their career trajectory and could benefit from a greater focus 
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on transformational leadership theory in formal leadership development programs to 

increase overall competency prior to a presidency.  These findings suggest that 

leadership development programs need to develop new training resources to better tie 

curriculum to the AACC competencies so that aspiring leaders are adequately 

prepared to step into the presidential role, and the researchers ultimately concluded 

that the competencies should be adapted as the community college environment 

evolves.  

Eddy (2012) undertook a study to determine how the AACC competencies 

were being practiced by interviewing 75 college leaders, 12 of whom were community 

college presidents, for feedback on their utilization of the competencies.  She found 

that presidents generally used the competencies in ways that complemented the skills 

they already had attained and that fit the campus culture and climate, which led her to 

propose an additional competency not included in the AACC list called “cultural 

competency” (p. 32), which supports Duree and Ebbers’ (2012) finding that cultural 

competence is required of community college leaders,.  However, to avoid confusion 

with culture framed as diversity, Eddy renamed it “contextual competency,” defined as 

“understanding the college culture and reading the context of what is valued” (p. 32) 

such as campus traditions and history.  Also, Eddy suggested reframing the 

competencies in clusters that reside within this contextual competency, asserting that 

many of the competencies were aligned and being used in tandem by presidents.  Her 

cluster model presents a useful way for naturally connecting the various competencies 

to focus less on perceptions of leaders and more on their actions.   
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Although many research studies support the need for leaders to develop skills 

based on the AACC competencies (e.g., Duree & Ebbers, 2012; Eddy, 2012; Eddy & 

Rao, 2009; McNair et al., 2011; Sullivan, 2009), less clear is whether they are 

adequate in addressing the practical needs of leaders in navigating an increasingly 

complex environment.  Noting that “institutional transformation cannot take place 

without the development and continual improvement of a college’s leadership” 

(AACC, 2013, p. 2), in 2013 the AACC revisited its leadership competencies.  The 

AACC’s 21st Century Implementation Team noted the need to address the leadership 

crisis facing community colleges, emphasizing that 146 first-time presidents were 

hired between May 2012 and April 2013, with many of them indicating they were 

lacking ”the requisite skills required to ‘hit the ground leading’” (AACC, 2013, p. 3).   

The implementation team developed a framework for deliberate and 

progressive leadership development for college presidents, focused on the core 

leadership competencies “to ensure that the leadership pipeline is flush with competent 

individuals” (AACC, 2013, p. 3) who can lead their institutions in the 21st century.  

The team also insisted that all AACC-affiliated leadership programs include training 

on the new leadership model and encouraged other leadership develop programs to 

implement the new model as well (AACC, 2013).  Rather than six core leadership 

competencies, the new framework was developed around five competencies that 

included all of the original leadership competencies except professionalism.  The 

framework also defined each of the competencies more fully and offered a framework 

for leaders to progressively grow and mature in their leadership competence (AACC, 

2013).   
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Organizational strategy was defined as strategically improving institutional 

quality based on “knowledge of the organization, its environment, and future trends” 

(AACC, 2013, p. 6).  Resource management was defined as how a leader “equitably 

and ethically sustains people, processes, and information as well as physical and 

financial assets to fulfill the mission, vision, and goals of the community college” 

(AACC, 2013, p. 8).  Communication was defined as how a leader “uses clear 

listening, speaking, and writing skills to engage in honest, open dialogue at all levels 

of the college and its surrounding community; promotes the success of all students; 

ensures the safety and security of students and the surrounding college community; 

and sustains the community college mission” (AACC, 2013, p. 9).   

Collaboration was defined as developing and maintaining “responsive, 

cooperative, mutually beneficial, and ethical internal and external relationships that 

nurture diversity, promotes the success of all students, and sustains the community 

college mission” (AACC, 2013, p. 10).  Finally, community college advocacy was 

defined as the extent to which a leader “understands, commits to, and advocates for 

the mission, vision, and goals of the community college on the local, state, and 

national level” (AACC, 2013, p. 11). 

The AACC Leadership Competencies and Gender 

Research offers resounding support for the AACC competencies in describing 

the skills needed for effective leadership (e.g., Duree & Ebbers, 2012; Eddy, 2012; 

McNair et al., 2011; Sullivan, 2009); however, scant research exists to address 

whether the AACC leadership competencies address gender differences in preparation 

and effectiveness, or the unique barriers that women must overcome to be effective 
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leaders.  For example, Sullivan’s (2009) study of women community college 

presidents validates the leadership competencies developed by AACC and the need to 

emphasize these competency areas in formal leadership development programs.  Her 

study included six women community college presidents purposefully sampled from 

different regions of the country to explore their perceptions concerning the relevance 

of the AACC competencies to their leadership role (Sullivan, 2009).  Findings 

indicated that “none of the women named a learning need that was not included in that 

competency list” (p. 121).  However, Sullivan discovered that these women still 

reported challenges related to AACC competencies grounded in traditionally male 

domains, such as fiscal management, facilities management, construction projects, and 

technology.  She further noted that male leaders were perceived to actively deny 

access to knowledge in these areas in order to maintain power, which belies the 

transformational leadership approach touted throughout the literature for the 

contemporary community college context (Sullivan, 2009). 

Observing the AACC’s advocacy for increased diversity in community college 

leadership, Wilson and Cox-Brand (2012) reviewed the leadership competencies to see 

if the language truly supports advancing diversity, particularly in gender.  Noting that 

the competencies were developed within a male-dominated leadership context, the 

researchers performed an analysis on the language found in the leaders’ competencies 

in the context of a feminist lens.  They determined that while the competencies invoke 

language that appeared to promote a participatory leadership style, the underlying 

construction suggests “a type of patriarchal hegemony” (p. 81).  Their findings echoed 

Sullivan’s (2009) earlier assertion that the AACC competencies largely reflect male 
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domains of leadership that women are excluded from learning.  Such findings question 

whether training on the leadership competencies can address the lack of women in the 

presidency, especially when cultural competency, as suggested by Duree and Ebbers 

(2012) and Eddy (2012), is not included.  These research results underscore a need for 

expanding the leadership competencies to address barriers to women’s advancement, 

which can aid leaders of both genders in reshaping their institutional culture to be 

more supportive of women’s leadership.   

Barriers to Women’s Advancement 

 Research suggests many factors influence women’s ability and desire to 

ascend to higher levels of leadership (e.g., Bolman & Deal, 2008; Bornstein, 2008, 

2009; Dean, 2009; Diehl, 2014; Eddy & Cox, 2008; Gill & Jones, 2013; Jones & 

Palmer, 2011; Townsend & Twombly, 2007).  These factors can be grouped into two 

distinct yet often overlapping themes: institutional factors and interpersonal factors.  

Institutional factors as defined for this study include two sub-categories: 1) structural 

barriers; and 2) cultural barriers.  Structural barriers include the typical hierarchical 

and bureaucratic design of community college organizations, as well as workplace 

policies and procedures that reflect male values (Bolman & Deal, 2008; Bornstein, 

2008).  Cultural barriers inherent in male-dominated institutional cultures encompass 

gender bias (Bornstein, 2009; Gill & Jones, 2013); fear or discomfort in working with 

women leaders (Bolman & Deal, 2008; Dean, 2009); and questions concerning the 

legitimacy of women as leaders (Bornstein, 2009).   

Interpersonal factors that limit women’s advancement opportunities, as defined 

for this study, include work relationships between women and their colleagues 
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(Ballenger, 2010; Jones & Palmer, 2011).  These barriers can have a decided impact 

on a woman’s ability and motivation to ascend to leadership positions, and identifying 

and implementing effective methods for overcoming these barriers is of grave 

importance in overcoming the gender disparity found in community college 

leadership.   

Institutional Factors 

Institutional factors include both structural and cultural issues, and research 

reflects that such factors can either support or hinder women’s advancement to and 

ultimate success in leadership positions (e.g., Ballenger, 2010; Bornstein, 2008; Diehl, 

2014).  The literature on higher education leadership shows that two compelling 

reasons for the existing gender gap are a historical reliance on male-centric, 

hierarchical institutional structures, and institutional culture that favors men’s 

advancement to key leadership roles (e.g., Bornstein, 2009; Eddy & Cox, 2008).   

Institutional structure.  Institutional structure in modern-day community 

colleges largely reflects the traditional organizational structure that favors male 

advancement to leadership positions (Ballenger, 2010; Eddy & Cox, 2008).  Ballenger 

(2010) conducted a quantitative study of purposefully sampled women presidents at 

public higher education institutions to explore the barriers women perceive in 

advancing to the presidency and affirmed that the “good old boy network” (p. 12) 

continues to be encountered by women leaders.  She surveyed 97 women presidents at 

public institutions with at least 8,000 students, with a response rate of 41% (35).  Her 

findings showed that 57% of participants reported barriers in their ascension to 
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leadership positions, suggesting that institutional structures continue to favor male 

advancement because men still prevail in leadership positions (Ballenger, 2010). 

Eddy and Cox (2008) described the bureaucratic nature of institutional 

structures as giving “power through activities and alliances, most often to the 

exclusion of women” (p. 70).  They noted that community colleges still rely on 

traditional power structures that presuppose masculine leadership traits as successful, 

and they typically advance women who exhibit such traits (Eddy & Cox, 2008).  In 

their qualitative study of six women community college presidents, participants noted 

that male-influenced behaviors were expected of presidents due to their position, but 

women who exhibited such behaviors were often criticized. The researchers suggested 

that despite the increasing number of women in leadership positions, gender 

stereotypes need to be deconstructed to allow for more female-centric leadership traits 

to be accepted within the prevailing male-normed institutional structure.  

Institutional structure also shapes community college policies and practices, 

which can impact women’s desire and ability to enter the pathway to the presidency.  

Of great importance to women in administration is a supportive environment that 

values their needs and contributions, which often is lacking in male-dominated 

institutions (Bornstein, 2008; Cox & Salsberry, 2012; Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006). 

In her analysis of contemporary research on women and the college presidency, 

Bornstein (2008) noted that “the impediments to women’s motivation and preparation 

for the presidency are unsurprising in a system that structurally and culturally 

privileges men” (p. 165).  She suggested that increasing the number of women 

presidents can help reframe organizational structures to encourage the advancement of 
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underrepresented groups through the leadership pipeline by “eliminating gendered 

expectations for leadership and accepting individuated leadership styles appropriate 

for nonhierarchical, collaborative, interactive organizations” (p. 181). 

Also, although women have made significant inroads into senior leadership, 

research by Barcelo, White, Lowrie, and Musil (2010) and Ballenger (2010) noted that 

issues of work/life balance still need to be addressed to support women’s entry and 

ascendency up the leadership pipeline.  Ballenger (2010) noted that the majority of the 

women in her study of 35 women presidents indicated “lack of support for women 

with family responsibilities clearly served as cultural and structural barriers in their 

career aspirations for upper leadership positions” (p. 12).  With most of today’s 

colleges and universities established by men, male-centric values, lifestyles, and 

processes tend to dominate the institutional climate in higher education.  Yet with 

women holding more than half (58%) of mid-level and higher administrative positions 

(NCES, 2017c), institutions looking to increase administrative diversity and fill 

impending leadership vacancies must account for the differing values and lifestyles of 

women in order to support their continued ascension (Cox & Salsberry, 2012).    

Women also still dominate as the family caretaker, and researchers have noted 

that family friendly workplace policies play a significant role in attracting women to 

administrative positions (e.g., Barcelo et al., 2010; Cox & Salsberry, 2012; Montas-

Hunter, 2012; Seay, 2010).  By developing family friendly policies and programs, 

including flexible work schedules, childcare assistance, and expanded healthcare 

options, institutions can alleviate some of the home front stresses that discourage 

qualified women from taking on more demanding workplace positions (Cox & 
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Salsberry, 2012; Seay, 2010).  In a review of the first 10 years of accomplishments by 

Campus Women Lead (CWL), an organization developed in 2000 to provide national 

leadership on gender equity in higher education, Barcelo et al. (2010) noted what they 

called “significant improvements” (p. 4) in women-friendly work-life campus policies 

and access to resources such daycare.  This finding was based on a 2005 meeting 

where 25 women members of the Campus Women Lead organization reflected on 

their leadership journeys to refine CWL workshop curriculum designed “to mobilize 

women’s leadership for inclusive excellence” (p. 3).  Their stated goals were to build 

alliances and develop more inclusiveness in higher education institutions (Barcelo et 

al., 2010).  However, 10 years later the authors noted that shortfalls still existed, 

suggesting further investment in women’s leadership to evince workplace changes that 

support women’s advancement is necessary.   

Barcelo et al.’s (2010) findings echo findings by Townsend and Twombly 

(2007), who examined institutional climate and its impact on women’s advancement 

through a review of contemporary literature on community college organizational 

change and leadership.  They suggested that despite how women-friendly community 

colleges are perceived to be based on female representation in the student and faculty 

ranks, any equity achieved in the hiring of women in executive-level positions was 

more accidental than intentional, since community colleges still lacked basic family-

friendly policies and practices despite a growing contingent of women leaders 

(Townsend & Twombly, 2007).  They purported that a deliberate, intentional approach 

to establishing policies and practices with a diversity agenda can expand the internal 

leadership pipeline and nurture leadership success for women.  Such findings suggest 
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that institutional leaders should review their internal structures and practices with a 

critical eye toward their role in promoting diversity and gender equity to assure 

women are recruited, supported, and promoted to leadership positions.   

Institutional culture.  Along with male-normed institutional structures, 

research consistently finds that community colleges perpetuate a traditionally male-

dominated institutional culture biased toward male advancement into executive-level 

leadership roles, including the presidency (e.g., Bornstein, 2008, 2009; Christman & 

McClellan, 2012; Diehl, 2014; Eddy & Cox, 2008; Jones & Palmer, 2011; Madsen, 

2011; McClellan & Dominguez, 2006).  Kuh and Whitt (1988) defined institutional 

culture as  “persistent patterns of norms, values, practices, beliefs, and assumptions 

that shape the behavior of individuals and groups in a college or university and 

provide a frame of reference within which to interpret the meaning of events and 

actions on and off the campus” (p. 6).  Research suggests that community college 

culture still reflects male norms and values, which leads to gender bias that 

undermines women as authority figures (e.g., Bornstein, 2009; Chliwniak, 1997; Gill 

& Jones, 2013).  Chliwniak (1997) produced a seminal work on the gender gap in 

higher education leadership, revealing that women often are judged on their leadership 

style rather than on their effectiveness, with female-centric leadership styles viewed 

negatively in institutional cultures dominated by men.   

Women still must contend with questions concerning their legitimacy as 

leaders (Bolman & Deal, 2008; Bornstein, 2009).  Perceived differences between male 

and female leaders perpetuate gendered stereotypes that associate leadership with 

maleness and question women’s legitimacy as leaders (Bornstein, 2009; Sullivan, 
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2009).  According to Bornstein (2008), barriers to legitimacy begin with the masculine 

work culture still found in higher education, and gendered expectations continue to 

stymie women’s advancement or, at minimum, cast a shadow over their effectiveness.   

Her extensive research on women presidents suggests that they still experience serious 

hurdles in their acceptance and legitimacy as leaders despite exhibiting the leadership 

styles viewed as essential in the 21st century (Bornstein 2008, 2009; Sullivan, 2009).   

Bornstein (2009) found that women leaders who are successful tend to emulate 

masculine leadership traits, while women leaders are often considered “indecisive or 

weak” (p. 218) when their leadership style fails to mirror the institution’s historical 

cultural context that promotes the directive, authoritative leadership style commonly 

associated with men.  She based her findings on a survey she conducted of 377 

presidents, with a response rate of 48%, as well as interviews she conducted with 13 

presidents and what she called “extensive scholarly research, and my own 14 years of 

experience as a college president” (p. 210).  She determined that gender bias is based 

on perpetuated stereotypes on the differences between men and women; men are 

associated with traditional hierarchical leadership styles with authority flowing from 

the top-down, while women are associated with a more collaborative and interpersonal 

style that is more suited to the community college environment of the 21st century 

(Bornstein, 2009).   

Sullivan (2009) also noted that women leaders are often denied opportunities 

to develop leadership competence based on gendered assumptions concerning their 

legitimacy as leaders, creating a barrier to advancement.  Sullivan used a theoretical 

framework to discuss literature on the community college presidency in terms of 
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gender and organizational culture.  Her research found that the “dominant culture 

poses a barrier to learning and performing” (Sullivan, 2009, p. 124) for women at the 

presidency, since male norms of leadership prevail.  Additional research on women 

leaders by Ballenger (2010) supports the assertion that cultural barriers to 

advancement persist in higher education.  Her research on women presidents found 

that men tend to mentor and promote other men out of familiarity, which often 

excludes capable women from consideration and presents a barrier to achieving gender 

equity at the presidential level (Ballenger, 2010).   

Despite the myriad barriers noted throughout the literature, Bolman and Deal 

(2008) suggested that “attitudes are changing, support mechanisms (such as day care) 

have increased, and cultural views have shifted” (p. 355), which they attributed to the 

growing population of women nationally, and their growing educational edge over 

their male counterparts.  Research indicates that these barriers are likely to shrink as 

women continue to advance into community college leadership roles (e.g., Bolman & 

Deal, 2008; Seay, 2010).  

 For one, successful women presidents routinely lead efforts to create 

“collegial, cooperative, and family-like” environments (Gill & Jones, 2013, p. 63) 

despite institutional cultures pervaded by masculine leadership traits.  Gill and Jones 

investigated factors that marginalize women leaders through a naturalistic inquiry and 

case study of four women leaders in West Texas.  They explored organizational bias 

and the influence of institutional culture on limiting women’s opportunities to ascend 

to positions of leadership.  In their study, the authors asked participants how they 

perceived their work environments, their leadership characteristics, and their 
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mentorship opportunities.  The authors found that while the women in the study were 

aware of the masculine leadership traits pervasive in community colleges, they sought 

to actively influence their environments with transformational leadership practices that 

emphasized collaboration (Gill & Jones).  The study is relevant in showing how 

women executive leaders perceive their leadership ability and effectiveness, as well as 

how they can influence their institutional culture to be more collaborative and 

accepting of female-centric leadership styles (Gill & Jones).  

Interpersonal Factors 

Understanding institutional structure and culture and their role in women’s 

advancement is the first step for institutions looking to foster gender equality on their 

campuses.  Interpersonal factors also impact women’s advancement in leadership.  

Interpersonal factors in this context refer to work relationships between women and 

their colleagues, as well as their motivation to advance.  The quality of work 

relationships can have a decided impact on both the ability and desire for women to 

advance to higher positions of leadership (Brown, 2005; Gerdes, 2010; “On the Way,” 

2007).   

Workplace relationships.  Institutional culture and the perceived glass ceiling 

continually impact workplace relationships (Cox & Salsberry, 2012; Jones & Palmer, 

2011).  The U.S. Department of Labor defines the glass ceiling as “those artificial 

barriers based on attitudinal or organizational biases that prevent qualified individuals 

from advancing upward in their organizations into managerial-level positions” (U.S. 

Department of Labor, 1991, p. 1).  Ballenger (2010) noted that the lack of women in 

senior leadership positions in higher education indicates that the glass ceiling is 
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evident even in the “supposedly progressive world of higher education” (p. 1), where 

older white males still persist at the presidency (Gagliardi et al., 2017). 

 Also, since community college leadership remains predominantly a male 

domain, heightened competition among women fosters “defensive behaviors” (Jones 

& Palmer 2011, p. 196) that undermine their female colleagues and thwart women’s 

advancement.  These negative observations of women’s workplace behavior can 

undermine women’s desire to ascend to higher levels of leadership (Bornstein, 2009; 

Chliwniak, 1997; Cox & Salsberry, 2012; Jones & Palmer, 2011).   

Jones and Palmer (2011) conducted focused research on the impact of 

interpersonal relationships among women in the workplace and the role institutional 

culture plays in perpetuating the perceived glass ceiling that limits career mobility for 

women.  Study participants were selected from 988 public community colleges listed 

as members of AACC and resulted in 934 responses, lending a high degree of validity 

to the study.  Jones and Palmer (2011) found that the dearth of advancement 

opportunities for women within male-centric institutional cultures causes women to 

undercut their female colleagues.  These covert actions “nurture the reputations of 

women being too emotional and petty to serve in top leadership positions” (p. 196).  

Although women often perceive themselves and their female colleagues as being 

supportive of each other, women who aspire to advancement may instead encounter an 

environment of distrust, competition, and jealousy that can sabotage attempts to gain 

leadership positions (Jones & Palmer).   

Jones and Palmer’s study is supported by findings in other research that has 

shown how women seek to diminish other women as they advance through the 
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leadership pipeline (e.g., Cox & Salsberry, 2012), and reinforces Chliwniak’s (1997) 

assertion decades earlier that women in the workplace seek to undermine other women 

despite their effectiveness as leaders.  Further exploration is warranted to determine 

what direct or perceived impact work relationships have on women’s motivation to 

pursue upper-level positions in academia, and how leadership development programs 

can provide training to women in navigating this unseen, insidious obstacle to 

effective leadership.  

Several studies note how women continue to suffer from discrimination and 

sexism in the workplace from both women and men, which can hinder their 

advancement to leadership positions (e.g., Chliwniak, 1997; Jones & Palmer, 2011).  

While noting some of the interpersonal pitfalls created by a negative institutional 

culture, Jones and Palmer’s (2011) study highlighted the need for women to nurture 

positive working relationships within their institutions.  In other research, Bonebright, 

Cottledge, and Lonnquist (2011) demonstrated how collaboration with others outside 

an organization can foster positive working environment among women.  The 

researchers analyzed the collaborative partnership between the Women’s Center at the 

University of Minnesota, which is the oldest university center of its kind established in 

1960, and the university’s Office of Human Resources (OHR).  This collaboration was 

designed to support women’s leadership development into executive-level leadership 

positions and has served as a model for women’s leadership development 

collaborative efforts among other organizations (Bonebright et al., 2011).   

Through a historical analysis of the women’s center, the authors identified four 

“guiding principles” for women’s leadership development: “overcoming bias against 
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women in leadership; honoring women’s leadership styles; building collaborations and 

broad networks; and leading for equity and systems change” (p. 84).  Their research 

provides a framework for a supportive organizational structure that encourages women 

to support each other in their efforts to advance through initiatives such as women’s 

professional circles developed to support diversity and professional development.  

Research has consistently shown that leadership development opportunities such as 

these serve as prime motivators for women in choosing to ascend to the ranks of 

higher administration (e.g., Bonebright et al., 2011; Montas-Hunter, 2012; Seay, 

2010).   

Motivation for advancement.  While some research indicates that women and 

men in higher education administration may desire to advance to the presidency at 

similar rates (e.g., Lepkowski, 2009), other research has noted differences in 

motivation (e.g., Cox & Salsberry, 2012; Gerdes, 2010).  A common theme driving 

satisfaction in leadership for women is having a supportive network of women 

administrators and providing support to others (Gerdes, 2010).  Gerdes (2010) 

surveyed women in senior academic and administrative positions to see what 

commonalities led to their success and satisfaction in higher education leadership.  She 

sent an open-ended survey to women identified personally and through higher 

education listings of senior administrators, and then utilized snowball sampling to 

achieve responses from 98 participants.  Most of the participants noted differences in 

motivation from their male counterparts, with women feeling less competitive toward 

their male counterparts yet also less satisfied with the level of support provided within 

the organizational culture.  This research indicates that establishing effective 
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interpersonal networks among women administrators within institutions can be an 

effective strategy for enhancing motivation to ascend, while also forging stronger 

supportive relationships among women that can combat the covert efforts to 

undermine each other. 

Women’s internal motivation to advancement generally relies on the 

opportunity to assist others (Cox & Salsberry, 2012).  An Advancing Women in 

Leadership report by Cox and Salsberry (2012) focused on women’s internal 

motivations to advancement through a multi-case study, where invited participants 

were women with at least three years of success in high-level administrative roles at 

land grant institutions.  Of the 61 potential participants identified, 16 participated in 

the study.  Overwhelmingly, the participants were “fairly adamant in the fact that 

when a person reaches the upper-level administrative arena, the emphasis is nurturing 

and influenc[ing] the success of others rather than on self” (p. 12).  Participants also 

considered “making a difference … in the lives of students or colleagues” (p. 21) an 

important motivating factor.  This finding underscores the need for institutional 

leadership to provide a campus climate conducive to inclusiveness and teamwork to 

take full advantage of the skills women exhibit, as well as the need for women to 

identify whether an institution is a good fit for their values and traits (Bornstein, 2008; 

Cox & Salsberry, 2012).  Institutions that make a concerted effort to address women’s 

values and leadership styles will likely encourage a greater number of current women 

administrators to consider executive-level leadership positions in the future. 

Research also has demonstrated that successful women leaders possess similar 

attributes and leadership traits that assist them in overcoming barriers to advancement, 
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such as self-efficacy and resilience (e.g., Christman & McClellan, 2012; Diehl, 2014; 

Montas-Hunter, 2012).  Montas-Hunter (2012) described self-efficacy as a person’s 

belief in his or her capabilities under a variety of circumstances.  In her qualitative 

study of eight successful Hispanic women leaders, she found that 100% of the 

participants in the study exhibited a high degree of self-efficacy, developed through 

supportive networks that encouraged them to high levels of professional achievement 

(Montas-Hunter).  Integrating self-efficacy development into leadership development 

programs for women could be a positive step in assuring greater representation of this 

underrepresented group in higher education leadership. 

Lending further support to the idea of self-efficacy as a necessary leadership 

trait for women, Diehl (2014) explored a variety of barriers, which she labeled 

“adversities” (p. 55), in her study of 26 women presidents, provosts, and vice 

presidents from a variety of U.S. Mid-Atlantic institutions.  The author found that 

adversity for women leaders can result in growth or opportunity if it is survived, and 

that many women choose not to view difficulties as barriers but as empowering 

experiences that catalyzed the development of additional leadership skills for dealing 

with gender-based leadership barriers (Diehl, 2014).  By framing barriers as mere 

difficulties, women can increase their self-efficacy and successfully overcome 

institutional and personal barriers to advancement.  

In two complementary gender-based studies, Christman and McClellan (2012) 

highlighted the role of resilience in overcoming barriers for both women and men to 

determine if social constructions of gender would emerge.  The two studies were 

developed using a theoretical framework comprised of both resiliency and gender 
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theories and were conducted as a modified Delphi technique to compile and group 

information from higher education leaders with a doctorate in educational leadership. 

The first study centered on women leaders, and the second focused on men.  Of the 17 

men purposefully selected to participate, eight agreed to participate, and of the 16 

women purposefully selected to participate, seven agreed to participate.  Results 

showed that while both participant groups were resilient and motivated to overcome 

barriers, both groups also noted the expectations of others based on gender concepts, 

with men perceiving a need to be heroic leaders and women describing their resiliency 

in terms of others’ perceptions (Christman & McClellan).  Fostering resiliency in 

women leaders that does not depend on outside perceptions is an area of further 

inquiry for leadership development programs seeking to advance gender parity. 

Role of Discrimination and Sexism in Workplace Advancement 

Women leaders continue to note the role discrimination and sexism play in 

their ability and desire to assume leadership roles.  A special 2007 Association for the 

Study of Higher Education (ASHE) report titled On the Way suggested that sexism 

and racism continue to serve as psychological barriers to retention and advancement of 

women and minorities, even though both have become more subdued and difficult to 

identify than in prior decades (“On the Way,” 2007).  The report described “diversity 

backlash” (p. 50) as a major barrier to women and minority advancement, along with 

other subtle “microincursions” (p. 50) experienced by both groups in the workplace.  

Microincursions are defined as subtle, often unconscious ways of marginalizing 

minorities and women in the workplace that serve to devalue and oppress their 

contributions and impact their self-esteem (“On the Way,” 2007).   
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The report also noted that women and minorities may “unconsciously become 

their own oppressors” by internalizing microincursions as defects in their own 

behaviors rather than external influences by the dominant group (p. 51).  This practice 

can create internal barriers that unconsciously deter women and minorities from 

seeking high-level positions, which already carry a high degree of stress (“On the 

Way,” 2007).  This study underscores the need for women and minorities to recognize 

how institutional barriers affect them psychologically by creating personal barriers to 

advancement, and to seek coping strategies to help them overcome these self-imposed 

barriers.  

Leadership Development Preparation  

Since women remain disproportionately underrepresented in executive-level 

administration despite modest gains over the past 30 years, formal leadership 

development programs geared toward women are increasingly essential in creating an 

effective pipeline to higher education leadership (Baltodano, Carlson, Jackson, & 

Mitchell, 2012; Bonebright et al., 2011; Flowers & Moore, 2008; Madsen, 2011; 

McNair,  2015; White, 2012).  Women view having leadership training and 

encouragement from mentors as significant events that influence their ability to 

achieve and succeed at a presidency (McNair, 2015; Power, 2006).  In McNair’s 

(2015) collective case study of eight first-time community college presidents in 

California, five of whom were women, she found that “expanding professional 

experiences, working with mentors, and engaging in professional development 

activities” (p. 78) were perceived by participants as essential to their leadership 

development and success.  McNair’s study also reflected the importance of mentorship 



Texas Tech University, Deirdre Hinkle Reyna, May 2018 

 54 

in succeeding at the presidency; fully half of the participants, who either did not have 

mentors or who did not fully engage with their mentors, left the presidency within two 

years (McNair, 2015).  Her findings suggest that intentional, formal leadership 

preparation – including mentorship – is paramount to success at the presidency and 

also can lengthen their tenure at that position.  

Leadership development for women has emerged as a foundational area of 

inquiry within human resources development, with successful women leaders 

providing “positive transformational experiences” that those who they work with 

would not experience under “gender-homogeneous leadership” (Madsen, 2011, p. 

133).  A national agenda dedicated to providing formal leadership development for 

women is increasingly necessary for advancing women to executive levels of 

leadership; in the introduction to a special issue of Advances in Developing Human 

Resources concerning leadership development programs for women, Madsen (2012) 

outlines the importance of leadership programs for women in advancing into higher 

education leadership.  She noted that “leadership development programs and 

interventions have now reached a critical level of importance” (Madsen, 2012, p. 4). 

Research suggests that women embrace the opportunity to participate in 

structured programs (e.g., Ballenger, 2010; Barcelo et al., 2010).  Many formal 

leadership development programs and networking organizations have emerged as 

cornerstone strategies in leadership preparation.  Several national leadership programs 

are devoted to women’s leadership, such as the American Association of Women in 

Community College (AAWCC) LEADERS Institute, the Higher Education Resource 

Services (HERS) institute on women’s leadership, and the National Institute for 
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Leadership Development sponsored by the League for Innovation in the Community 

College (The League).  These leadership programs focus on women acquiring 

leadership skills and developing self-efficacy as leaders, which research suggests are 

requisite for women’s leadership success (e.g., Christman & McClellan, 2012; Diehl, 

2014; Montas-Hunter, 2012.  The AAWCC, which is an AACC affiliate organization, 

has notably taken intentional steps to revise its LEADERS program curriculum to 

more strongly reflect the AACC core leadership competencies by ensuring that 

training modules were directly correlated to the competencies (AAWCC, 2014).   

The programs mentioned above tout their success in increasing women’s 

ascendancy to leadership positions in higher education.  For example, the LEADERS 

Institute has graduated more than 6,000 women since 1986, and two of its alumni in 

2014 advanced to a presidency, while two others advanced to a vice presidency 

(AAWCC, 2014).  White’s (2012) study of the HERS institute, founded in 1972, 

indicated that 32% of the 4,300 participants had moved into leadership roles.  

However, just 14% of those had moved into executive-level positions.  Of note, 

younger women attending the HERS institute in 2006 reported less of a desire to 

advance into leadership roles, with senior leaders surmising that “younger women 

were unwilling to ‘take risks’ to advance” (p. 17), and equated advancement with 

“harsher work conditions, ever-intensifying demands and … the likelihood of strain 

and sacrifice in juggling competing responsibilities” (p. 17).     

Impact of Mentorship on Advancement 

Mentoring has emerged as a significant factor in accelerating women’s 

advancement in higher education leadership (Ballenger, 2010; Brown, 2005; Dean, 
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2009; Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011).  Mentoring, which Dunbar and Kinnersley (2011) 

defined as “the process whereby a more experienced individual provides counsel, 

guidance, and assistance to another person” (p. 17), has shown to be instrumental in 

creating a pipeline for potential women leaders into higher administration by 

facilitating a clear pathway to advancement (Brown, 2005; Dunbar & Kinnersley, 

2011).  In a survey of 91 female presidents at independent colleges, Brown (2005) 

isolated mentoring as “an invaluable resource for the recruitment and preparation of 

women for the college presidency” (p. 659).  Study participants affirmed that 

mentorship played a critical role in their desire and ability to advance further into 

administration.  Mentoring relationships benefit both the mentor, who nurtures young 

leaders by sharing personal and workplace experiences, and the mentee, who gains 

needed skills and insight into how to lead successfully (Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; 

Gerdes, 2010).   

In Dean’s (2009) study of women chief academic officers (CAOs), mentoring 

also emerged as a critical component in preparing women for advancement.  She 

surveyed 657 women CAOs concerning their mentoring experiences, with a response 

rate of 57% overall and 58% from community colleges.  Her findings indicate that 

most women CAOs (82%) have been mentored, and they perceived their mentors as 

“incredible professional assets, as resources, guides, and role models who supported 

and facilitated their professional development and advancement opportunities” (p. 

141).  She concluded that mentoring is instrumental in advancing women into senior 

leadership positions by providing the “knowledge, support, and opportunities” (p. 144) 

necessary to be successful. With the chief academic officer still being the primary 
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position to achieving the presidency, this finding supports the need for women leaders 

to provide mentoring to younger women who aspire to leadership positions. 

Other research has demonstrated the desire for women to find an effective 

mentor who shares similar backgrounds and values; women tend to seek other women 

as mentors, and minority women tend to prefer a mentor of the same ethnicity (e.g., 

Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; Longman & Lafreniere, 2011).  Dunbar and Kinnersley 

(2011) surveyed 239 women administrators concerning their mentoring experience, 

with the vast majority (64%) reporting having at least one mentor.  Overwhelmingly, 

participants cited mentorship as easing their transition to leadership roles by enabling 

them to hone their skills and provided professional networking opportunities (Dunbar 

& Kinnersley, 2011).  The same year, Longman and Lafreniere (2011), in their survey 

of 125 participants (71% response rate) of the Council for Christian Colleges and 

Universities Women’s Leadership Development Initiative from 1998 to 2008, found 

that mentoring and shadowing are transformational experiences for emerging women 

leaders.  

Beyond the issue of parity, mentorship offers many advantages to those being 

mentored.  Women hoping to transition into higher leadership positions have lauded 

mentors as a great asset in understanding institutional culture and in developing 

strategies based on guidance from these influential female colleagues (Dean, 2009; 

Oakes, 1999).  In an analysis of the obstacles historically faced by women higher 

education administrators, Oakes (1999) noted that mentorship plays a significant role 

in addressing external pressures women face that can inhibit upward mobility, such as 

home/work balance, by providing role models who have managed these conflicting 
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tensions.  A decade later, Dean’s (2009) study determined that professional women 

who had found success in climbing the leadership ladder can help the next generation 

of women leaders by sharing their experiences and coaching others through the 

barriers that can discourage them.  The consistency of these findings suggests that 

mentorship by successful women leaders is paramount to advancing more women 

through the leadership pipeline.   

Conceptual Framework of the Study 

The conceptual framework for this study is grounded in five main concepts 

concerning women’s leadership in the contemporary community college environment.  

First, the higher education environment has evolved significantly in the 21st century, 

with continual technological advancements; growth in student enrollment and 

diversity; increased accountability for student success; and dwindling financial support 

creating new challenges for community college leaders (Amey, Jessup-Anger, E., & 

Jessup-Anger, J., 2008; Cohen et al., 2014; Eckel & Kezar, 2011; Eddy, 2009; Mellow 

& Heelan, 2015).  In their book, Minding the Dream: The Process and Practice of the 

American Community College, Mellow and Heelan (2015) noted that “the leadership 

challenge is staggering” (p. 148), requiring leaders to “bring together many divergent 

opinions around difficult endeavors in order to respond to change” (p. 148).  

Second, this rapidly changing environment requires transformational 

leadership in the presidency role to navigate the complex, often competing needs of 

internal and external stakeholders (AACC, 2013; Eddy, 2009; Fulton-Calkins & 

Milling, 2005; Mellow & Heelan, 2015).  The AACC’s study in 2013 repeatedly 

emphasizes the need for transformational leadership in its leadership competency 
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framework, noting that emerging leaders need to recognize the context in which they 

operate and identify the skills required to transform the existing college infrastructure 

to one capable of ensuring student success in the 21st century (AACC, 2013).  Mellow 

and Heelan (2015) also emphasize the need for transformational leaders, saying they 

“must be even more innovative and creative, and much more successful at 

implementing new structures and pedagogies than their predecessors” (p. 151). 

Abundant research also notes that gender influences leadership style, with 

women exhibiting the transformational leadership characteristics of inclusiveness and 

collaboration that are best suited to this new environment (e.g., Ballenger, 2010; 

Bornstein, 2009; Dean, 2009; Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006; Dean, 2009).  Bornstein 

(2009) noted in her research that women “offer skills especially well-suited to leading 

within the new organizational structures” (p. 163), while Eddy and VanDerLinden 

(2006) found in their survey of 682 community college administrators (40% response 

rate) that women demonstrate a more participatory and meritocratic orientation toward 

leading more befitting of the contemporary community college environment.  

The third concept supports that institutional structure and culture continue to 

promulgate barriers to women’s advancement, furthering gender inequity in 

community college leadership (Bornstein, 2008, 2009; Chliwniak, 1997; Diehl, 2014; 

Eddy & Cox, 2008).  Women must still contend with work environments that further 

male norms of leadership and favor male advancement; for example, Diehl (2014) 

noted in her study of 26 women presidents that women must still deal with issues such 

as discrimination and gender-based leadership barriers such as exclusion from formal 

networks designed strictly for men.  Women also must contend with cultural barriers 
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that foster gender bias and question women’s legitimacy as leaders, as noted in 

Bornstein’s (2009) exploration of gendered expectations of leadership.  Her research 

noted that women continue to struggle to achieve legitimacy as leaders “because of the 

unequal power relations in our social institutions” (p. 215).    

Additionally, interpersonal relationships among women and their colleagues 

often undermine their leadership ability, impacting women’s desire for advancement 

(Bornstein, 2009; Jones & Palmer, 2011).  Jones and Palmer (2011), in their research 

on 934 women leaders of community colleges, found that the prevailing community 

college work environment fosters competition among women.  Their study determined 

that limited opportunities for women’s advancement often led women to undermine 

their female colleagues, hindering their ability and desire to advance (Jones & Palmer, 

2011).  Bornstein (2009) similarly suggested that the “competitive spirit and drive for 

personal advancement” (p. 234) may cause women to be less likely to pursue a 

presidency than their male counterparts.  

The fourth concept is that formal leadership development geared toward 

women has been shown to positively impact aspiring women leader’s ability and 

desire to ascend to a presidency (Bonebright et al., 2012; Madsen, 2012; White, 2012).  

White (2012) and Bonebright et al. (2012), in their respective studies of the HERS 

program and the University of Minnesota Women’s Center, identified methods in 

which leadership development programs have been altered to accommodate the 

current challenges facing higher education, such as technology, diversity, 

affordability, and funding, to ensure women are prepared for advancement to a 

presidency.   
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The final concept is that training on the AACC leadership competencies 

impacts women’s leadership ascension.  Research indicates that leadership 

development based on the AACC core leadership competencies is perceived as 

integral to leader success (e.g., Duree & Ebbers, 2012; Eddy, 2012; McNair et al., 

2011; Sullivan, 2009).  In particular, research on women community college 

presidents’ perceptions of the leadership competencies by Duree and Ebbers (2012) 

and Sullivan (2009) found that the competencies were integral to women presidents’ 

advancement and success. 

However, the research is less clear on whether formal leadership programs 

have successfully incorporated training on the competencies, or whether the 

competencies are sufficient to address the institutional and interpersonal barriers that 

still impede women’s advancement. Duree and Ebbers (2012) and Eddy (2012) 

suggested that cultural competence in particular appears to be inadequately addressed, 

suggesting that expansion on the competencies may be required to prepare women 

leaders for leadership in the 21st century. These five concepts framed the study to 

explore how women leaders perceived the effectiveness of a formal leadership 

development program in preparing and motivating them for a successful college 

presidency in the ever-changing higher education environment. 

Summary 

The traditional hierarchical form of leadership is becoming outmoded in 

today’s ever-changing community college landscape.  The complexity of 

organizations and competing internal and external demands require college leaders 

who demonstrate inclusive, transformational leadership, which research suggests 



Texas Tech University, Deirdre Hinkle Reyna, May 2018 

 62 

favors female-centric leadership styles and organizational structures (e.g., Bess & Dee, 

2012; Bornstein, 2008; Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006).  Increasing gender parity at the 

highest levels of leadership emerges throughout the research as a solution to the 

approaching leadership crisis, and women leaders with transformational leadership 

styles are poised to become the new generation of leadership as pending retirements 

create opportunities for advancement (Bornstein, 2008; Eddy & VanDerLinden, 

2006).  However, gender equity continues to plague the highest leadership levels in 

higher education (Gagliardi et al., 2017).  To close the leadership gap and promote 

gender diversity, current community college leadership must nurture aspiring women 

leaders through effective leadership development.  Strong leadership programs, 

coupled with mentoring opportunities that support and encourage women to enter the 

presidential pipeline, can lead to important gains in gender equity that can offset the 

significant slowdown in women’s leadership achievement since 2006 (Ballenger, 

2010). 

Although myriad leadership programs have been designed to prepare the next 

generation of women leaders, scant research exists to document success in preparing 

women for the unique challenges that block their ascendency to executive-level 

positions.  Community college leadership has been promoting the AACC leadership 

competencies as central skills to effective leadership since 2005; however, recent 

studies have questioned whether the competencies are being taught effectively (e.g., 

Duree & Ebbers, 2012; McNair et al., 2011; Sullivan, 2009).  Formal leadership 

development programs appear to fall short by focusing on acquiring basic leadership 

skills rather than on providing skills that lead to visionary, transformational leadership 
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(Eddy, 2009), and they also fail to address the AACC leadership competencies in an 

effective manner (Duree & Ebbers, 2012).  

 A further concern is whether the current AACC competencies meet the needs 

of aspiring women leaders, who still must lead in a male-dominated environment that 

promotes gender bias and a culture of distrust toward women in authority.  This dearth 

of research leaves a significant gap in whether leadership development and mentoring 

support women’s ascendency in what continues to be a male-dominated leadership 

environment that favors traditional hierarchical authority in spite of abundant research 

on the transformational skills necessary for the 21st century.   

Current research indicates that formal leadership development programs likely 

need a redirected focus on competencies that are critical for women in navigating 

institutional structures and cultures that impede their advancement, along with 

research on how to leverage mentoring programs to prepare women presidents for the 

realities of the position.  Also, further research into women’s motivation for 

ascendency is needed to determine why more women with the required credentials are 

not moving into senior leadership positions.  If women in the leadership pipeline being 

groomed and prepared for advancement fail to avail themselves of the opportunities 

presented by the impending leadership crisis, actual gains in women’s leadership in 

higher education will continue to stagnate.  The following chapter, Chapter III, 

presents the methodology and research design for this study. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Chapter III presents the methodology that was utilized to address the research 

questions concerning leadership development training for community college women 

leaders.  The topics discussed in this chapter include: a) restatement of the purpose of 

the study; b) restatement of the research questions; c) research design; d) data 

collection; e) data analysis; f) trustworthiness; and g) context of the study and 

researcher. 

Restatement of the Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceived effectiveness of a 

leadership development program based on the American Association of Community 

College (AACC) core leadership competencies in preparing women leaders for a 

community college presidency in the 21st century.  For this study, a leadership 

development program was defined as a formal training program designed to prepare 

community college leaders to advance up the leadership pipeline to the presidency.  

The study focused on women leaders of very large Texas public community colleges 

who have attended the LEADERS Institute sponsored by the American Association of 

Women in Community Colleges (AAWCC), an affiliate organization of AACC.  The 

LEADERS Institute is built upon the AACC’s leadership competency framework and 

is targeted toward women in community college administration (AAWCC, 2014), and 

the researcher explored participants’ perceptions of how the program impacted both 

their ability to lead and their desire to ascend to the presidency. 
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Restatement of the Research Questions 

The following four research questions guided this study: 

1. How do community college women leaders perceive their participation in the 

AAWCC LEADERS Institute has prepared them to advance to a presidency? 

2. How do community college women leaders perceive their participation in the 

AAWCC LEADERS Institute has influenced their desire to advance to a 

presidency? 

3. How do community college women leaders perceive the relevance of the 

AACC leadership competencies in preparing them to advance to a presidency? 

4. How do community college women leaders view their leadership competence 

after participating in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute? 

Research Design 

Establishing the Paradigm 

 Qualitative research is described as a method for exploring and understanding 

the meaning assigned to a particular human or social concern (Creswell, 2013).  

Qualitative researchers study phenomena in a natural setting to derive meaning 

through an interpretive, emergent process that utilizes both inductive and deductive 

logic (Creswell).  In qualitative research, researchers become an integral component of 

their research as they immerse themselves in the topic of inquiry and interpret 

meaning from participants’ varying views (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Schwandt, 2007).  Therefore, researchers must begin by acknowledging the 

philosophical assumptions that will influence their inquiry, especially their personal 

background and views as they relate to the study topic (Creswell, 2014; Schwandt, 
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2007).   

Research writers denote a variety of interpretive frameworks that qualitative 

researchers rely upon to orient their research, called “philosophical worldviews” 

(Creswell, 2014, p. 5), “paradigms” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 15), or “philosophical 

perspectives” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 8).  Although Merriam and Tisdell (2016) 

note that little consistency exists in how these frameworks are discussed, the social 

constructivist worldview emerges consistently as an approach where reality is 

described as a social construct where individuals seek to understand the world by 

deriving meaning from their experiences and those of others (Creswell, 2014; Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016).   

The social constructivist worldview builds on what Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

label a “naturalist paradigm” (p. 36), where multiple constructed realities are studied 

holistically to make sense of a phenomenon.  A phenomenon is defined as a key 

concept or idea that is central to the study (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Since meaning is varied among individuals, the researcher must look for “the 

complexity of views rather than narrowing meanings into a few categories or ideas” 

(Creswell, 2014, p. 8) to uncover the multiple constructed realities of study 

participants.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) describe constructed reality as an ontological 

position where reality only exists in the mind of the individual.   

Social constructivists focus on forming meaning from the experiences and 

perceptions of individuals within the context in which they live and work (Bess & 

Dee, 2012; Creswell, 2014), in what Schwandt (2007) describes as “a process of 

construction resulting from the interaction of mind and environment” (p. 38).  Reality 
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is constructed between the researcher and the study participants, and researchers must 

acknowledge how their own lived experiences will influence and shape their 

interpretations as they identify patterns and derive meaning from participants’ 

perceptions of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013; Orcher, 2005). 

This study was predicated on a social constructivist worldview to explore 

participants’ views on their leadership development.  This worldview is apt when the 

researcher seeks to understand the essence of individuals’ lived experiences and 

perceived realities of the phenomenon in question, within a bound context (Creswell, 

2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  On a broad scale, this study considered the current 

community college leadership context in which all selected participants experienced 

the phenomenon, which is their shared experience of the AAWCC formal leadership 

development program.  On an individual level, the study explored participants’ 

leadership experiences within their institutional context for a richer understanding of 

the phenomenon. 

Type of Study 

 Qualitative studies grounded in a social constructivist worldview typically are 

conducted within one of five research designs: a) narrative research; b) 

phenomenology; c) grounded theory; d) ethnography; and e) case study (Creswell, 

2013).  Narrative research explores the lives of individuals through the retelling of 

individual experiences, while phenomenology seeks to understand the essence of a 

concept or phenomenon by exploring the lived experiences of those who have 

experienced it for meaning (Creswell, 2013).  Grounded theory is used to generate a 

theory that explains how a particular group within a specific setting experiences a 
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process or action that occurs over time (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994; Schwandt, 

2007).  In ethnography, the focus is on the shared patterns of what Creswell calls a 

“culture-sharing group” (p. 90), with extended fieldwork and observations into the 

daily lives of the group (Moustakas, 1994).  Finally, a case study involves a particular 

object of study, such as an entity or an individual, and explores the case within a 

specified place and time for in-depth understanding (Creswell, 2013).    

This study sought to derive meaning by examining the perceptions of 

participants who had experienced a particular phenomenon; therefore, a 

phenomenological research design was appropriate.  In this case, the phenomenon is 

the participants’ shared experience of the AAWCC’s formal leadership development 

program.  A phenomenological design suits the social constructivist paradigm for its 

reliance on recording and describing the lived experiences of a phenomenon as 

explained by participants (Creswell, 2014; Moustakas, 1994; Schwandt, 2007).  Rich 

description of multiple individual experiences leads to the creation of meaning and 

extension of knowledge about the phenomenon under inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Moustakas, 1994).  Phenomenological design is used when individuals who have 

experienced the phenomenon “have both subjective experiences of the phenomenon 

and objective experiences of something in common with other people” (Creswell, 

2013, p. 78) that can be shared and analyzed for collective meaning.  Schwandt (2007) 

emphasizes the subjectivity inherent in phenomenology, since the researcher utilizing 

this research design can only describe an experience from the subject’s point of view.  

 The study was designed to gain a deeper understanding of women leaders’ 

lived experiences on how leadership development training had impacted their ability 
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and desire to ascend to a community college presidency.  Therefore, the researcher 

sought first-hand accounts of participants’ leadership journey, to include their 

leadership experiences and the role they ascribed to formal leadership development in 

advancing up the leadership pipeline.  The individual participants’ collective 

perceptions were then shaped into meaning through an interpretive, emergent, and 

reflective process that encompasses the defining features of phenomenological 

research design (Creswell, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Moustakas, 1994).    

Study Setting 

The setting for this study was Texas public community college districts that are 

members of AACC.  The study setting was further constrained to colleges classified 

by the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (THECB) in the Very Large 

Accountability Peer Group (Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board [THECB], 

n.d.), based on student enrollment.  Average enrollment for the Very Large 

Accountability Peer Group in Fall 2017 was 19,606 (THECB, 2017).  The colleges 

included in the study ranged in student enrollments from 12,014 to 31,374 in Fall 2017 

(THECB, 2017).  Participants were employed at four college districts:  College A in 

the Texas Gulf Region, College B in South Texas, College C in North Texas, and 

College D, also in North Texas.  Institutional profiles are as follows: 

 College A is a very large Texas public community college in the Texas Gulf 

Region, with student enrollment of 12,022 in Fall 2017 (THECB, 2017).  Student 

race/ethnicity was primarily White (26%) and Hispanic (46.9%).  Total in-district cost 

of tuition was $15,894.  A total of 1,445 associate’s degrees were conferred in Fiscal 

Year 2017, along with 637 certificates (THECB, 2017).  At the time of the study, the 
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college was led by a woman president.  The rest of the senior leadership team, 

including positions of dean and above, consisted of five women and four men.  

 College B is a very large Texas public community college in South Texas, 

with student enrollment of 31,374 in Fall 2017 (THECB, 2017).  Student 

race/ethnicity was primarily Hispanic (94.6%).  Total in-district cost of tuition was 

$13,494.  A total of 3,680 associate’s degrees were conferred in Fiscal Year 2017, 

along with 1,989 certificates (THECB, 2017).  At the time of the study, the college 

was led by a woman president.  The rest of the senior leadership team, including 

positions of dean and above, consisted of five women and four men. 

College C is a very large Texas public community college in North Texas, 

with enrollment of 14,955 in Fall 2017 (THECB, 2017).  Student race/ethnicity was 

primarily Hispanic (29.5%), White (21.8%), and African American (16.8%).  Total in-

district cost of tuition was $17,171.  A total of 1,993 associate’s degrees were 

conferred in Fiscal Year 2017, along with 463 certificates (THECB, 2017).  At the 

time of the study, the college was led by a woman president.  The rest of the senior 

leadership team, including positions of dean and above, consisted of seven women and 

nine men. 

 College D is a very large Texas public community college in North Texas as 

well, with student enrollment of 12,014 in Fall 2017 (THECB, 2017).  Student 

race/ethnicity was primarily Hispanic (32.3%), White (28.0%), and African American 

(25.3%).  Total in-district cost of tuition was $17,095.  A total of 1,208 associate’s 

degrees were conferred in Fiscal Year 2017, along with 372 certificates (THECB, 

2017).  At the time of the study, the college was led by a male president.  The rest of 
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the senior leadership team, including positions of dean and above, consisted of three 

women and four men. 

Participants 

The participants for the study were women who were serving in leadership 

positions at very large Texas public community colleges that were members of the 

AACC at the time of the study.  Merriam and Tisdell (2016) note that when choosing 

participants, a qualitative researcher relies on criterion-based selection, a technique 

where the researcher identifies the specific attributes of participants required to 

address the research questions.  Inclusion criteria for participants in this study were 

that they had held leadership position at their institutions and that they had attended 

the AAWCC LEADERS Institute in 2012, 2013, 2014, or 2015.  The AAWCC was 

established in 1973 to advance women’s leadership in community colleges and 

became an affiliate organization of AACC the following year (“Historical 

Background,” n.d.).  The organization’s LEADERS Institute is a six-day leadership 

program designed for aspiring community college women leaders described as “a 

content-intensive, experiential workshop, based on a recently revised curriculum 

reflecting AACC core competencies for leadership” (AAWCC, 2015, p. 5).  

Ethical considerations when selecting participants include receiving prior 

approval from each campus involved, disclosing the purpose of the study to 

prospective participants, and ensuring participants are not pressured to participate 

(Creswell, 2013).  Prior to conducting the study and selecting participants, permission 

was sought from the Human Research Protection Program of Texas Tech University.  

In addition to seeking permission to conduct this study from TTU, the researcher also 
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requested permission from the institutional review boards at the study institutions 

when applicable.  To overcome any ethical issues, the researcher sought permission to 

recruit participants from each campus identified in the study setting, sent prospective 

participants detailed information on the study’s purpose and how the results would be 

used, and requested informed consent in a pressure-free manner to respect the 

prospective participants’ decision to accept or decline involvement in the study 

(Creswell).   

Sampling 

 Qualitative research relies on a purposeful sampling strategy to select 

participants, since particular participant characteristics are needed to address the 

research questions (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Creswell (2013) refines 

purposeful sampling for phenomenological studies as criterion sampling, since 

phenomenological research requires that participants have shared characteristics and 

also have experienced the phenomenon central to the study, which is their shared 

experiences of the AAWCC LEADERS Institute.  Prospective participants for the 

study had to meet the inclusion criteria of being a woman who had been in a 

leadership position, and who had attended the AAWCC LEADERS Institute in 2012, 

2013, 2014, or 2015.  Initial participants were identified through AACC member 

institutions from Texas as well as the researcher implementing snowball sampling, a 

technique where existing study participants recruit additional subjects who meet the 

inclusion criteria (Orcher, 2005).  This sampling strategy is effective in locating 

individuals from a specific population in the absence of other sources for locating 

them (Orcher).  A total of seven participants were recruited for the study.   
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Data Collection 

Data collection is the means of acquiring the information needed to answer the 

research questions central to the research study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  In 

qualitative research, data is conveyed through words rather than numbers, as in 

quantitative research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  The researcher is highly involved in 

the data collection process and becomes the primary instrument for data collection 

(Creswell, 2014; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  The researcher 

typically employs three primary data collection techniques for qualitative studies: 

interviews, observations, and documents (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016).  Interviews are used to collect information from those who can best answer the 

research questions (Creswell, 2013).  Observations are used to document what the 

researcher observes about a phenomenon in the field setting, using all five senses to 

record any information related to the research questions (Creswell, 2013).  Documents 

are stable, readily available, and rich sources of information that are “contextually 

relevant and grounded in the contexts they represent” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 277).   

Phenomenological research relies heavily on interviews to obtain a rich 

understanding of the participants’ lived experience with the phenomenon (Creswell, 

2013); therefore, this data collection method was the primary technique used in the 

study.  Interviews can be highly structured with what Schwandt (2007) calls “forced-

choice responses” (p. 163) as in a survey; unstructured with flexible questioning that is 

exploratory in nature and not previously determined (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016); or 

semi-structured with a mix of clearly developed questions to elicit specific data from 

all participants, along with exploratory questions designed for open-ended responses 
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(Creswell, 2013; Schwandt, 2007).  Semi-structured interviews contain flexibly 

worded questions focused on the phenomenon being studied to elicit rich, descriptive 

stories from participants (Creswell, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Schwandt, 2007).  

Such interviews allow for extensive data collection from chosen participants for the 

development of themes that can be aggregated into a series of “significant statements” 

(Creswell, 2013, p. 82) that provide a deep understanding of how participants have 

experienced the phenomenon. 

For this study, the researcher conducted in-depth, face-to-face, semi-structured 

interviews, where participants were asked a series of questions designed to gain 

information about the participants and about the phenomenon central to the study 

(Creswell, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Merriam and Tisdell (2016) describe 

good interview questions as ones that are “open-ended and yield descriptive data” (p. 

120); therefore, questions were developed that elicited participants’ knowledge, 

experience, feelings, and behavior, as well as demographic questions that were 

relevant to the study.  Follow-up questions, or what Orcher (2005) calls “probes” (p. 

131), allow the participant to elaborate or provide more detail as needed to ensure the 

researcher clearly understands and records the participant’s perceptions (Creswell, 

2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Orcher, 2005).  As Creswell (2014) suggests, the 

researcher followed an interview protocol for the interview process that addressed 

asking questions and recording answers (see Appendix F).  Creswell’s protocol 

includes: 

• a heading that describes the date, place, time, and location of the interview; 

• instructions for the interviewer on standard interview procedures for 
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consistency among interviews; 

• instructions for the participants concerning the interview process; 

• interview questions, to include demographic questions about the 

interviewee; 

• follow-up probes for additional details; and 

• a final acknowledgement and statement of thanks to each participant. 

The researcher requested permission to audiotape the interviews and took notes during 

the interviews (Creswell, 2014).  Orcher (2005) also suggests making notes following 

the interview to summarize the interview, note items of significance from the 

interview, record the participant’s mood and body language, and document reflections 

on the information’s implications in a reflexive journal.   

The researcher made observations of the participants in their natural setting 

when possible, which enhances qualitative research (Creswell, 2014).  Qualitative 

observations allow the researcher to gain additional information about the participants 

in an unstructured, informal manner, documented in field notes (Creswell, 2014; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Lincoln and Guba (1985) note that observations captured in 

field notes should include what was heard and seen with particular attention to 

nonverbal communication for triangulation purposes.  The researcher documented any 

observations relating to the phenomenon central to the study, to include the 

participant’s physical setting, interactions, conversations, and behaviors (Creswell, 

2013).  The field notes served as rich description of the researcher’s observations 

outside of interviews and aided in providing context to the study (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985; Shenton, 2004).   
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Documents also were used in the study for analysis purposes.  Documents 

central to this study were the AACC’s Competencies for Community College Leaders 

(AACC, 2013), which describes the core leadership competencies being examined in 

the context of this study, as well as agendas and related attendee materials from the 

AAWCC’s LEADERS Institute.  These documents were used for triangulation 

purposes during the data analysis process that served to augment the study’s 

trustworthiness.  

Throughout the data collection process, the researcher used reflexive 

journaling to record the researcher’s thought processes and the basis for decisions that 

guide the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), as well as initial speculations concerning 

meaning (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  The reflexive journal 

provides an opportunity for the researcher to record the basic logistics of the study, to 

reflect upon how the study is unfolding from a personal perspective, and to record the 

reasoning for why certain methodological choices are made (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

The researcher followed Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) suggestion of making regular 

entries throughout the study that included these key components in a diary format to 

enhance the study’s trustworthiness. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis in qualitative research makes sense of the information collected, 

in a process Creswell (2014) describes as “peeling back the layers of an onion” (p. 

195) before putting the data back together into interrelated themes that are then 

interpreted for meaning.  Qualitative researchers analyze data by observing patterns 

and constructing categories and themes to derive meaning from collected data 
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(Creswell, 2014).  Creswell describes this as an inductive process, where the 

researcher organizes and sorts data using a constant comparative method commonly 

employed by qualitative researchers.  The constant comparative method describes how 

the researcher codes data to develop particular categories or themes related to the 

phenomenon (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Lincoln and Guba (1985) describe categories 

as emerging from this constant comparison of new data to previously collected data 

into “provisional categories” (p. 347) that later are developed into viable categories 

that can then be analyzed for meaning.   

In a phenomenological study, data analysis is conducted throughout the data 

collection process, as early interviews are conducted and themes begin to emerge 

through observations and note-taking (Creswell, 2014).  Before the analysis can begin, 

however, the researcher must first engage in self-disclosure, which Orcher (2005) 

defines as “consciously thinking about their traits and beliefs that might affect their 

decisions” (p. 161).  Self-disclosure forces the researcher to acknowledge his or her 

own personal beliefs and experiences about the phenomenon (Orcher, 2005).  

Moustakas (1994) suggests that external perceptions are invariably tied to “internal 

perceptions, memories, and judgments” (p. 46), which requires the researcher to reject 

assumed meanings of the phenomenon through self-reflection.   

Next, the researcher must employ “bracketing” (Orcher, 2005, p. 161) to 

suspend personal judgment or assumptions that might lead the investigative process 

rather than allowing for an emergent process based on the evidence.  Moustakas 

(1994) describes this process as “epoche” (p. 84).  In epoche, the researcher does not 

deny or doubt everything, just the personal biases that serve as a basis for truth, so that 
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he or she may look at a phenomenon afresh outside of any preconceptions (Moustakas, 

1994).  Creswell (2013) notes that while the researcher can never completely be 

removed from the study, bracketing is designed to ensure that the researcher sets aside 

personal experiences and prejudgments so that the voices of the participants become 

the focus.  In addition, bracketing within the research study exposes the researcher’s 

past knowledge concerning the phenomenon and allows the reader to judge whether 

that knowledge influences the results, which lends credibility to the study (Creswell, 

2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Moustakas, 1994). 

The constant comparative method was used to develop themes by the 

researcher searching through interviews, field notes, and other data sources for 

significant statements that highlighted how the participants had experienced the 

phenomenon under inquiry (Creswell, 2013).  The researcher then built a list of these 

significant statements, called “horizonalization of the data” (Creswell, p. 193).  Those 

statements then funneled into what Creswell calls “clusters of meaning” (p. 82) that 

became the overriding themes or categories used to aggregate data for sense-making. 

The clusters of meaning developed during the coding process were then 

analyzed to create textural and structural descriptions of the participants’ experiences 

(Moustakas, 1994).  Textural descriptions are used to describe what participants 

experienced, while structural descriptions describe the context that influenced how 

participants experienced the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).  

Textural descriptions rely on verbatim examples from participants, where they share 

their experiences in their own words, and structural descriptions emerge from the 

researcher’s analysis of the setting and context of participants’ experiences (Creswell, 
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2013).  These descriptive narratives were then combined into a culminating “essential 

invariant structure” (Creswell, 2013, p. 82) of the phenomenon, which describes the 

participants’ common experiences and the meaning the researcher derives from them.  

The essential invariant structure, or what Moustakas (1994) calls “the essences of 

phenomena” (p. 46), becomes the interpretive lens for reporting findings.  Through the 

reflective process inherent in phenomenological research, Moustakas (1994) posits 

that meaning emerges from description rather than explanation, and continual 

reflection on the phenomenon leads to meaning.  Therefore, the researcher relied on 

constructing clear, rich textural and structural descriptions of the phenomena to 

immerse the reader in the first-person perceptions and experiences of participants. 

Trustworthiness of the Study 

For a qualitative research study to be considered valid, it must adhere to certain 

standards of trustworthiness (Creswell, 2014).  In qualitative research, trustworthiness 

indicates the study’s worth through multiple strategies during the research and writing 

process designed to verify the accuracy of the findings and to convince others of the 

accuracy (Creswell, 2014).  Employing various validity strategies throughout the 

research study can strengthen the trustworthiness of a study and inspire confidence in 

the ensuing findings (Creswell, 2014; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  As endorsed by 

Lincoln and Guba (1985), four key criteria for establishing and testing for 

trustworthiness are: a) credibility; b) transferability; c) dependability; and d) 

confirmability of results.   

Credibility refers to the degree to which results inspire confidence (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  One technique for establishing credibility is through member checking, 



Texas Tech University, Deirdre Hinkle Reyna, May 2018 

 80 

which Orcher (2005) describes as the process of having participants verify the 

accuracy of interview transcripts and provide feedback on the interpretations made by 

the researcher.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) consider member checking “the most critical 

technique for establishing credibility” (p. 314).  For this study, the researcher 

employed member checking throughout the semi-structured interviews to clarify and 

confirm participants’ meanings.  The participants also received a draft of the interview 

transcript for verification, and any desired revisions were discussed fully with the 

participant so that consensus could be achieved and credibility could be enhanced.  

Triangulation, which involves utilizing multiple data sources for comparison, 

is also used to augment credibility (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016; Shenton, 2004).  This technique is used in qualitative research 

through the coding process, which in this study occurred with the development of 

clusters of meaning as the researcher reviewed interview transcripts, observational 

field notes, and other documents central to the study.  Site and participant triangulation 

also were employed with the selection of multiple participants from various 

community colleges so that their experiences and perceptions could be compared and 

verified against others to construct meaning (Shenton, 2004).  Using multiple data 

sources to demarcate converging data points and perspectives reduces researcher bias 

and increases confidence in the results (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton, 2004). 

Bracketing within the research study discloses the researcher’s past knowledge 

and predisposition concerning the phenomenon, which lends credibility to the study 

(Moustakas, 1994; Orcher, 2005).  Bracketing allows the reader to assess whether the 

researcher’s personal experience and prior knowledge influenced the results (Creswell, 
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2013).  Along with bracketing, peer debriefing can be used to strengthen credibility by 

bringing the perspective of a disinterested outsider, called a peer debriefer, to review 

the study, pose questions, and offer interpretations from someone not close to the 

study (Creswell, 2013).  This process helps expose potential biases or assumptions 

being made by the researcher so that further reflection and analysis can occur, thereby 

strengthening the credibility of the study (Creswell, 2013).  Therefore, a peer debriefer 

with a background in research outside of higher education administration was utilized.    

Transferability refers to the application of research findings to a different 

setting (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton, 2004).  Shenton (2004) notes that 

transferability describes external validity for a study, whereby readers can infer 

whether the results can apply to other contexts.  For research to be transferable, the 

researcher must provide sufficient detail and contextual information so that the reader 

can judge whether the findings are comparable to instances of the phenomenon in 

another setting or situation (Shenton, 2004).  Lincoln and Guba (1985) emphasize 

“rich, thick description” (p. 359) of the study setting and participants as essential for 

judgments of transferability.  The researcher carefully recorded a rich description of 

the study setting, participants, data collection techniques, and data analysis procedures 

as part of the reflexive journal to allow readers to assess transferability, thereby 

strengthening the trustworthiness of the study (Shenton, 2004). 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) also assert that dependability is closely tied with 

credibility, with the inclusion of various credibility strategies serving to augment a 

study’s dependability.  Dependability can be achieved by fully documenting the 

process of conducting the research in a reflexive journal.  The reflexive journal serves 
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as a rich source of information as well by documenting the researcher’s daily activities 

and reflections throughout the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  The researcher used 

reflexive journaling throughout the data collection and analysis processes to record in-

depth detail of the process. 

Confirmability relates to evaluating whether the findings are objectively 

supported by the data rather than the researcher’s personal biases and predisposition 

toward the topic (Shenton, 2004).  Many of the strategies mentioned above, such as 

triangulation, bracketing, and reflexive journaling, can enhance confirmability for the 

study (Shenton).  These strategies were employed by the researcher to enhance 

confirmability. 

Context of the Study and the Researcher 

Context of the Study 

 This research study was conducted in the context of the 21st century leadership 

environment and the call for transformational leaders who have been trained in the 

AACC’s leadership competencies.  Community colleges are facing an impending 

leadership crisis, with projections suggesting that up to 90% of community college 

presidents are considering retirement by 2027 (Tekle, 2012).  Compounding the 

leadership issue is the lack of gender equity that continues to plague the highest 

leadership levels in higher education even as college leaders must shift toward 

leadership competencies that reflect more female-centric leadership styles (AACC, 

2005; Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006).  Gender-based research on leadership styles 

indicates women are particularly adept at promoting inclusiveness and collaboration 

(e.g., Bornstein, 2008; Cox & Salsberry, 2012; Montas-Hunter, 2012), and the 
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growing demand for transformational skills highlights the need for increasing gender 

equity in leadership (Bornstein, 2008; Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006; Power, 2006).   

However, the literature consistently reveals a dearth of women in executive-

level community college leadership positions (e.g., Eddy & Cox, 2008; Flowers & 

Moore, 2008; Fulton-Calkins & Milling, 2005), and scant research exists to address 

whether the AACC leadership competencies address gender differences in preparation 

and effectiveness, or the unique barriers that women must overcome to advance to a 

presidency.  The focus of this study was on women leaders at very large Texas public 

community colleges who had attended the AAWCC LEADERS Institute, and the 

researcher explored participants’ perceptions of how the Institute impacted both their 

ability and desire to ascend to the presidency.  Understanding the role of a formal 

leadership program in addressing the unique barriers that impact women’s ascendancy 

to the presidency will help to bridge the gap of knowledge between what formal 

leadership programs teach and what aspiring women leaders perceive is needed to 

ascend to the presidency.  

The study setting was comprised of four Texas public community colleges that 

were members of AACC and classified by THECB in the Very Large Accountability 

Peer Group (THECB, n.d.), which is a grouping of college districts with the largest 

enrollments in the state.  Average enrollment for the Very Large Accountability Peer 

Group in Fall 2017 was 19,606 (THECB, 2017).  The colleges included in the study 

ranged in student enrollments from 12,014 to 31,374 in Fall 2017 (THECB, 2017).  

The colleges were located in three distinct geographic regions: College A was located 

in the Texas Gulf Region, College B was located in South Texas, and College C and 
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College D were located in North Texas.  At the time of the study, Colleges A, B, and 

C had women presidents, while College D had a male president.  

Context of the Researcher 

 In qualitative research, the researcher is the primary data collection instrument 

and often views the central phenomenon of the study through a personal lens 

(Creswell, 2014).  Creswell (2013) and Orcher (2005) suggest that the researcher use 

bracketing to expose past knowledge and personal experiences with the phenomenon 

being studied to enhance credibility and trustworthiness of the study.  The researcher’s 

personal experiences and knowledge with the subject of this study is detailed below. 

 At the time of the study, I was a woman executive-level administrator 

employed at a large Hispanic-serving public community college in South Texas.  I 

came to higher education from a non-traditional path, having enlisted in the U.S. 

Marine Corps straight out of high school at a time when women represented less than 

20% of all enlistments.  I advanced into a leadership position early in my career, and 

being a female leader in a primarily male organization shaped my early leadership 

style and approach.  Years after leaving the Marine Corps, I embarked on my 

educational path, earning a bachelor’s degree in English before becoming marketing 

and public relations director for the local community college.  The president who hired 

me was a former Marine whose leadership style reflected the directive style I was 

accustomed to from my Marine Corps days, and he served as my first mentor in higher 

education.  When he announced his retirement two years later and a new president was 

appointed, the new president became my next mentor.  His leadership style was much 

less directive and more reflective of transformational leadership qualities such as 
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collaborative decision-making.  His commitment to gender diversity and support of 

aspiring women leaders led him to promote me to an executive-level leadership 

position in 2011, which at the time consisted of three men and two women.  My 

appointment brought gender parity to the executive team for the first time in the 

college’s history, and I served as a member of the executive team for six years.  I 

currently hold an executive-level position at a very large community college in the 

Texas Gulf Coast Region. 

As a woman leader who is interested in pursuing a presidency, I am intrigued 

by the effects of institutional culture, gender bias, and other potential barriers to 

ascendancy that I explored within this research study.  I purposefully chose a doctoral 

program in higher education administration that would focus on community college 

leadership once I determined that my career goal was to achieve a community college 

presidency.  Even though I needed to be cautious about influencing the study based on 

my own experiences, I believe this research study has allowed me to learn from the 

personal and professional experiences of other successful women who have chosen a 

career path similar to mine in higher education, and will inform other women how 

they can use leadership preparation to develop into successful and effective leaders. 

Summary 

 This qualitative research study used a phenomenological research design 

predicated on a social constructivist paradigm to explore the perceived effectiveness of 

leadership development programs in preparing women leaders for a community 

college presidency in the 21st century.  The study setting was Texas public community 

colleges that were members of AACC, and participants for the study were chosen 
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from women leaders who attended the AAWCC LEADERS Institute between 2012 

and 2015.  The research targeted participants from very large colleges as defined by 

THECB (THECB, n.d.) for a sample size of seven participants.  

The researcher relied primarily on semi-structured interviews to obtain a rich 

understanding of the participants’ lived experiences as leaders and their perceptions of 

their leadership training in impacting their ability and desire to ascend to a presidency.  

Other collected data included observations and reflections documented through field 

notes and reflexive journaling, and other documentation related to the research 

questions, the participants, and the leadership development program.  Data analysis 

focused on coding information through a constant comparative method to identify 

emerging themes into clusters of meaning that described the essence of the 

phenomenon.  Trustworthiness was established throughout the research process 

through member checking, triangulation of data, bracketing, peer debriefing, and 

reflexive journaling.  The following chapter, Chapter IV, presents the findings of the 

study, based on the analysis of the data collected. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

Chapter IV presents the findings of the study.  The topics discussed in this 

chapter include: a) summary of the research design; b) overview of the study setting 

and participant profiles; and c) the findings of the study.  The purpose of this study 

was to explore the perceived effectiveness of a leadership development program based 

on the American Association of Community College (AACC) core leadership 

competencies in preparing women leaders for a community college presidency in the 

21st century.  For this study, a leadership development program was defined as a 

formal training program designed to prepare community college leaders to advance up 

the leadership pipeline to the presidency.  The study focused on women leaders at very 

large Texas public community colleges as defined by the Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board (THECB) who had attended the LEADERS Institute sponsored by 

the American Association of Women in Community Colleges (AAWCC), an affiliate 

organization of AACC.  Of specific interest was how women leaders perceived the 

program impacted both their ability and desire to ascend to the presidency. 

The study was guided by the following four research questions: 

1. How do community college women leaders perceive their participation in 

the AAWCC LEADERS Institute has prepared them to advance to a 

presidency? 
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2. How do community college women leaders perceive their participation in 

the AAWCC LEADERS Institute has influenced their desire to advance to 

a presidency? 

3. How do community college women leaders perceive the relevance of the 

AACC leadership competencies in preparing them to advance to a 

presidency? 

4. How do community college women leaders view their leadership 

competence after participating in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute? 

Summary of the Research Design 

 This qualitative study utilized a phenomenological research design, conducted 

through the lens of the social constructivist paradigm (Creswell, 2014), to explore 

women leaders’ perception of how a leadership development program based on the 

AACC leadership competencies prepared them for advancement to a presidency by 

exploring their shared experiences in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute.  In 

phenomenological research, the researcher is highly involved in the data collection 

process (Creswell, 2014; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016); therefore, 

the researcher served as the primary instrument for data collection.  To emphasize the 

experiences of women who attended the leadership development program, data 

collection included semi-structured interviews, field notes, and document analysis to 

address the study’s purpose and research questions (Creswell, 2014).  Reflexive 

journaling was employed to guard against researcher bias (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Approval was sought and obtained from the Texas Tech University Human Subjects 

Review Board before data collection began (see Appendix A). 
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Data Collection Process 

 Following Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from Texas Tech 

University (see Appendix A), the recruitment and selection of participants began.  

Presidents of all 24 Texas public community colleges classified in the Very Large 

Accountability Peer Group (THECB, n.d.) and identified as members of the AACC 

(AACC, 2014) were contacted by email to recruit participants.  Email addresses for 

each of the community college’s presidents, who served as the gatekeepers to potential 

participants, were found by visiting the colleges’ websites.  Each president was sent an 

email that introduced the study and requested their support and assistance in recruiting 

prospective participants who met the inclusion criteria for the study (see Appendix C).  

The inclusion criteria for potential women participants were that they had been in a 

leadership position and that they had attended the AAWCC’s LEADERS Institute 

between 2012 and 2015.   

Of the 24 presidents emailed, 20 responded that they did not have participants 

who met the inclusion criteria.  From the remaining four institutions, two required IRB 

approval before soliciting participants, and the college presidents forwarded the 

researcher’s email to their IRB office for processing.  One college reviewed the 

research study, provided IRB approval (see Appendix B), and forwarded the study 

information, the Description of the Study document, and the Interview Protocol (see 

Appendices E and F) to prospective participants.  Individuals who were interested in 

participating in the study were directed to contact the researcher directly by email or 

by phone to express their interest.  The other college did not identify any potential 

participants based on the inclusion criteria and therefore did not provide IRB approval.  
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The presidents of the remaining two colleges responded affirmatively that they 

had potential participants who met the inclusion criteria to participate in the study and 

agreed to forward the study information, the Description of the Study document, and 

the Interview Protocol (see Appendices E and F) to their prospective participants, who 

were directed to contact the researcher directly by email or by phone if they were 

interested in participating in the study.  

From the initial requests, only two individuals who met the inclusion criteria 

volunteered to participate in the study.  Through snowball sampling from those two 

volunteer participants, three additional prospective participants were identified, and 

two of those volunteered to participate in the study.  The third prospective participant 

declined to participate after several follow-up emails were sent by the researcher to 

remind the prospective participant of the research study and to request voluntary 

participation.  One of the community college presidents, who had been a member of 

the AAWCC board during the study timeframe, forwarded the study information, the 

Description of the Study, and the Interview Protocol to four more prospective 

participants, who were directed to contact the researcher directly by email or phone if 

they were interested in participating in the study.  Following initial contact with the 

additional four prospective participants, three agreed to participate while one declined 

to participate.  After an extensive recruitment effort, there were a total of seven 

participants in this study.   

Once participants were identified and agreed to participate in the study, they 

were contacted by email to establish interview dates and times at their convenience.  

Because of the wide geographic distribution of the participants, three interviews were 
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conducted in person at the participants’ institutions, two were conducted by phone at 

the participants’ request, and two were conducted through Skype interview, also at the 

participants’ request.  For the interviews, wherein the researcher and the semi-

structured interviews served as the main data collection tools, participants were again 

provided a copy of the Description of the Study document and the Interview Protocol 

(see Appendices E and F).  A Waiver of Written Consent was requested and received 

from each participant (see Appendix G).  The Interview Protocol was thoroughly 

reviewed with participants to remind them of the purpose of the study, that their 

participation was completely voluntary, that questions could be skipped, and that the 

interview could be discontinued at any time for any reason.   

In addition, an explanation of the confidentiality of all information collected 

was discussed; participants were provided an opportunity to ask questions before the 

interview began, during the interview, and at its conclusion; and participants were 

provided information concerning the review of their interview transcript.  Participants 

were asked to choose an appropriate pseudonym to protect their identity, with all 

participants leaving that task to the discretion of the researcher.  Each participant was 

asked if the interview could be audio recorded prior to the beginning of the interview, 

and all agreed to having their interviews recorded. 

The same interview protocol was followed for each participant interview, and 

each participant was asked the same interview questions for consistency.  Appropriate 

probing and clarifying questions were asked at the discretion of the researcher to 

generate deeper meaning and richer data (Orcher, 2005).  Interviews varied in length 

from 37 minutes to 61 minutes, depending on participants’ experiences and level of 
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engagement in responding to questions.  Member checking was employed throughout 

the interviews to validate understanding of participant thoughts and clarify responses 

as needed (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Orcher, 2005).  At the conclusion of each 

interview, the researcher reiterated gratitude for participation and informed 

participants that they would receive their interview transcript via email for an 

opportunity to elaborate or clarify any information shared. 

Interviews were recorded and stored as MP3 files on an encrypted and 

password-protected external drive.  Files were shared securely with a third-party 

transcriptionist, transcribed verbatim into a Microsoft Word document, and returned to 

the researcher within 12 hours.  Upon receipt of the transcriptions, they were 

compared to the original audio recordings for accuracy and then shared with each 

participant within one week of the interview.  Nominal adjustments to the interview 

transcriptions were requested by participants. 

Data also was collected through document analysis, field notes, and reflexive 

journaling throughout the data collection process.  The initial document obtained for 

analysis was the AACC’s Competencies for Community College Leaders (American 

Association of Community Colleges, 2013), which described the core leadership 

competencies being examined in the context of this study.  Other documents collected 

included the complete curriculum from the LEADERS Institute, agendas that outlined 

the daily presentations and leadership activities scheduled for participants, and related 

PowerPoint presentations given by the Institute presenters.  These documents were 

obtained from one of the participants at College A, who was the first to be interviewed 

for the study and volunteered to provide them.   
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Documents obtained for document analysis were used to attain an 

understanding of the phenomenon experienced by participants and to triangulate the 

data collected and analyzed from the semi-structured interviews and field notes.  Field 

notes were taken during participant interviews that were later used to enhance and 

confirm details provided in the audio recordings.  Reflexive journaling was used 

throughout the data collection process to ensure that potential researcher bias was 

acknowledged, and member checking was utilized during the semi-structured 

interviews to ensure meaning was understood and again by forwarding the interview 

transcripts to participants to clarify and confirm participants’ meanings. 

Data Analysis Processes 

Significant qualitative data was collected through the semi-structured 

interviews and enhanced by comparison to field notes and analysis of documents for 

triangulation purposes.  A phenomenological approach was used to analyze the 

phenomena under inquiry, which was the participants’ shared experiences of attending 

the AAWCC LEADERS Institute.  To begin the analysis of the data collected, the 

researcher engaged in self-disclosure to reflect on personal beliefs and experiences 

concerning whether formal training on the AACC core leadership competencies meets 

the needs of aspiring women leaders, and the researcher also reviewed the reflexive 

journal to bracket out researcher bias and suspend judgment about the phenomenon 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).   

The constant comparative method was used throughout the data collection and 

analysis processes by searching through the interview transcripts, documents, and field 

notes to identify significant statements that highlighted how the participants had 
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experienced the leadership development program (Creswell, 2013).  The researcher 

then built a list of these significant statements, called “horizonalization of the data” 

(Creswell, p. 193), that were then developed into tentative themes for aggregating the 

data (Creswell, 2014; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Those statements became the 

overriding themes or categories initially used to aggregate data for sense-making. 

During an open coding process, participant responses were reviewed 

thoroughly to identify patterns and potential themes to address the phenomenon.  As 

each interview transcript was reviewed, data was color-coded based on key words, 

phrases, or thoughts through the continued use of the constant-comparative method 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  As preliminary codes were identified, this list of codes was 

entered into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet, and relating data and meaningful 

statements from each participant interview were entered for each code by participant 

pseudonym and page number.  Triangulation was employed to compare each code 

against the field notes and the data analysis documents, and the list of codes was 

adjusted as similarities, differences, and patterns were identified.  The reflexive 

journal was referenced throughout the coding process to bracket out researcher bias 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Orcher 2005).   

Following the open coding process, axial coding was used to identify 

relationships that could be aggregated into “clusters of meaning” (Creswell, 2013, p. 

82) that identified relationships among themes developed in open coding.  The 

emerging themes were refined throughout the coding process as patterns and 

relationships among data points from the participants emerged.  This process led to the 

identification and explanation of the participants’ textural and structural experiences to 
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describe common experiences with the phenomenon central to the study and the 

meaning that could be derived from them.  Textural descriptions included verbatim 

examples from participants that were entered into the Microsoft Excel spreadsheet 

under the correlating category in a separate column that included the participant’s 

pseudonym and on what page in the interview transcript the data could be found.  

Structural descriptions describing how the participants perceived their experience were 

then developed through continual reflection on the emergent codes to finalize the 

themes, which were then entered into a new column on the spreadsheet next to the 

appropriate data point.   

Through continual reflection on the phenomenon and the emergent codes, the 

rich textural and structural descriptions of the phenomenon were refined into common 

themes that would immerse the reader in the lived experiences and perceptions of 

participants and also elucidate converging viewpoints.  Once the emergent themes 

were documented into viable categories, they were assigned to a research question to 

ensure relevance to the study.  The common experiences among participants were then 

reviewed to generate study findings that ultimately defined the phenomenon as 

experienced by participants in the study setting.   

Study Setting and Participant Profiles 

Study Setting 

 The settings for this study were Texas public community colleges that were 

members of AACC and classified by the THECB in the Very Large Accountability 

Peer Group (THECB, n.d.).  Average enrollment for the Very Large Accountability 

Peer Group in Fall 2017 was 19,606 (THECB, 2017).  The colleges included in the 
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study ranged in student enrollments from 12,014 to 31,374 in Fall 2017 (THECB, 

2017).  Participants were employed at four college districts:  College A in the Texas 

Gulf Region, College B in South Texas, College C in North Texas, and College D, 

also in North Texas.  Institutional profiles are as follows: 

 College A is a very large Texas public community college in the Texas Gulf 

Region, with student enrollment of 12,022 students in Fall 2017 (THECB, 2017).  

Student race/ethnicity was primarily White (26%) and Hispanic (46.9%).  Total in-

district cost of tuition was $15,894.  A total of 1,445 associate’s degrees were 

conferred in Fiscal Year 2017, along with 637 certificates (THECB, 2017).  At the 

time of the study, the college was led by a woman president.  The rest of the senior 

leadership team, including positions of dean and above, consisted of five women and 

four men.  

 College B is a very large Texas public community college in South Texas, 

with student enrollment of 31,374 in Fall 2017 (THECB, 2017).  Student 

race/ethnicity was primarily Hispanic (94.6%).  Total in-district cost of tuition was 

$13,494.  A total of 3,680 associate’s degrees were conferred in Fiscal Year 2017, 

along with 1,989 certificates (THECB, 2017).  At the time of the study, the college 

was led by a woman president.  The rest of the senior leadership team, including 

positions of dean and above, consisted of five women and four men. 

College C is a very large Texas public community college in North Texas, 

with enrollment of 14,955 in Fall 2017 (THECB, 2017).  Student race/ethnicity was 

primarily Hispanic (29.5%), White (21.8%), and African American (16.8%).  Total in-

district cost of tuition was $17,171.  A total of 1,993 associate’s degrees were 
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conferred in Fiscal Year 2017, along with 463 certificates (THECB, 2017).  At the 

time of the study, the college was led by a woman president.  The rest of the senior 

leadership team, including positions of dean and above, consisted of seven women and 

nine men. 

 College D is a very large Texas public community college in North Texas as 

well, with student enrollment of 12,014 in Fall 2017 (THECB, 2017).  Student 

race/ethnicity was primarily Hispanic (32.3%), White (28.0%, and African American 

(25.3%).  Total in-district cost of tuition was $17,095.  A total of 1,208 associate’s 

degrees were conferred in Fiscal Year 2017, along with 372 certificates (THECB, 

2017).  At the time of the study, the college was led by a male president.  The rest of 

the senior leadership team, including positions of dean and above, consisted of three 

women and four men. 

Participant Profiles 

 The participants in this study were women in leadership positions at the study 

institutions who met the inclusion criteria for the study.  To ensure curriculum 

alignment with the AACC core leadership competencies and currency of the data 

collected, the timeframe for participation in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute was 

bound to the years 2012, 2013, 2014, and 2015.  All participants included in the study 

were employed at the community college districts in a leadership position at the time 

they attended the LEADERS Institute, with one participant having moved to an out-of-

state university by the time the research study was conducted.  Participant profiles are 

as follows: 
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 Andrea was associate vice chancellor for student services at College A, and 

had served in that role for three years at the time of the study.  She had 25 years of 

experience in higher education and had served in various leadership roles, including 

department chair, associate dean, dean, and interim vice president.  She holds a 

master’s degree in counseling.  She described her institution as having mostly a 

collaborative and distributive organizational structure.  She described her leadership 

style as situational leadership.  She attended the AAWCC LEADERS Institute in 

2013. 

 Claudia was associate dean of institutional research and effectiveness at 

College B at the time of the study, and had served for four years in this role. She had 

been at her college district for 20 years, beginning in a professional-technical position, 

then serving in various leadership positions including as a director and associate dean.  

She holds a Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership.  She described her 

institution’s organizational structure as primarily collaborative.  She practices what 

she called a mentoring leadership style.  She participated in the AAWCC LEADERS 

Institute in 2014. 

 Karen was dean of community education at College A at the time she attended 

the AAWCC LEADERS Institute in 2014.  She had served in various dean positions at 

College A for six years before moving to an out-of-state university for employment 

after attending the Institute.  She holds a master’s degree in humanities.  She described 

the organizational structure at College A as very hierarchical.  She practices what she 

called team-oriented leadership. 
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 Lourdes was chief information officer at College B, with four years of 

experience in this position at the time of the study.  She had been at her college district 

for 20 years, and prior to her promotion had served as assistant chief information 

officer.  She has a bachelor’s degree in business administration, with a major in 

computer information systems.  She described her institution’s organizational structure 

as traditionally hierarchical with collaborative elements.  She practices participatory 

and transformational leadership.  She attended the AAWCC LEADERS Institute in 

2013. 

Melissa was coordinator of the Honors Program at College C at the time she 

attended the AAWCC LEADERS Institute in 2015, and she had served in that role for 

three years at the time of the study.  She had 15 years of experience in higher 

education and had served in various leadership roles at other institutions, with the title 

of associate director and coordinator. She holds a Doctorate of Philosophy in English.  

She described her institution as a hierarchical organizational structure, with evidence 

of collaboration and grassroots approaches in decision-making.  She described herself 

as a servant leader. 

 Pam was vice president of continuing and professional development at College 

A, with eight years of experience in this position at the time of the study.  She had 

been at her college district for 28 years and had served in various leadership positions, 

including as a director and a dean.  She holds a Doctor of Philosophy in Educational 

Psychology.  In describing her institution’s organizational culture, she said it was 

hierarchical in nature while striving to be collaborative.  She considers herself a 

servant leader.  She attended the AAWCC LEADERS Institute in 2013. 
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 Sonia was vice president for academic affairs at College D and had served for 

four years in this role at the time of the study. She had been at her institution for four 

years and had 33 years of experience overall in higher education in various leadership 

roles including as dean and executive dean.  She holds a Doctor of Philosophy in 

Higher Education.  She described her institution’s organizational structure as 

hierarchical with collaborative decision-making.  She described her leadership style as 

supportive.  She attended the AAWCC LEADERS Institute in 2012. 

Findings 

AAWCC LEADERS Institute Participation and Preparedness for Advancement 

to a Presidency 

The first research question sought to explore how community college women 

leaders perceived their participation in a formal leadership development program had 

prepared them to advance to a presidency.  The following two themes emerged from 

analysis of the data to address this question: 1) shared experiences of women leaders, 

and 2) importance of skills and AACC leadership competencies for advancement.  

Shared experiences of women leaders.  A consistent theme among 

participants was the effect of direct sharing of experiences by women leaders – 

especially women presidents – in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute to their 

preparation for advancement.  Claudia (associate dean, College B) described hearing 

about these shared experiences as “eye-opening” in terms of “the clear focus on ‘this 

is what it would take to be a female president and these are the issues you have to 

address’.”  She went on to elaborate: 
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The focus [from presenters at the Institute] was so strong on “this is what it’s 

like to be a woman president, and these are the things you need to work on,” 

and then bringing in presidents for us to talk to and be able to learn what their 

experience was. 

Sonia (vice president, College D) shared similar perceptions as Claudia’s, 

stating that “to be able to get as much information from the leaders who came to speak 

to us, all women, was just awesome.”  Sonia elaborated that the sharing of experiences 

from women presidents positively influenced her perception of what it takes to prepare 

for advancement, saying, “They just took us from breakfast to bedtime through a 

series of discussions of really soul-searching, visionary experiences to help us 

determine if this is what we really wanted to do.”   

Lourdes (chief information officer, College B) described the shared 

experiences from women leaders at the Institute as “a great experience.”  She noted 

that as a new leader, “it was a nice opener for me.  I did not think that there were so 

many women in leadership roles, and I remember being excited by that.”  Karen (dean, 

College A) emphasized how the shared experiences from women presidents reinforced 

her leadership preparation.  She shared how their stories “really helped me remember 

some of those skills that I had gained earlier and had not been using.”  She enjoyed the 

exposure to women leaders at the Institute, especially “getting a chance to meet people 

from all over the country and see what they are doing.”   

Multiple participants shared that they perceived women leaders who served as 

presenters at the Institute were relatable and honest.  Pam (vice president, College A) 

perceived the presenters were “very candid” in sharing their experiences as leaders as 
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well as their perceptions of themselves as leaders, especially in understanding their 

own personal strengths and how to apply them to a leadership role.  Andrea (associate 

vice chancellor, College A) recollected a specific instance of a speaker’s shared 

experience that she found impactful:   

I do remember one of the ladies being very honest, and I appreciated how she 

handled feedback to the participants in a very forthright and honest way that 

was not damaging.  It was taken in a very constructive manner by people, and 

it was honest.  It was very honest. 

Melissa (coordinator, College C) shared the benefit of being able to interact 

with women leaders on a personal basis at the Institute, realizing that “they’re just 

people.”  She continued, “We would hang out with presidents of other colleges, and I 

never really talked to a president before.  So that was great just to think, ‘This is just a 

person, and you can talk to this person.’”  This sentiment was shared by Karen (dean, 

College A), who perceived the women leaders who shared their experiences were 

viewed “in more of a realistic way” that helped attendees see themselves in leadership 

positions.  She recalled: 

They were not paragons; they didn't all wear crowns.  And you could more 

easily see yourself in their company and … at their level.  Part of that was 

because of how approachable all these women were, that came out and talked 

with us.  They demystified it, and they made it possible that you could really 

envision yourself in that role.  I thought that was one of the real strong benefits 

of the program. 
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Sonia (vice president, College D) also described the information from 

presenters at the Institute as being very realistic and honest in what it would mean to 

prepare for advancement to a presidency, both personally and professionally:   

Ladies came in and they talked about the impact of being in those leadership 

roles on their families, and what that meant in their careers, and the long hours, 

and having to make sacrifices, and if you prepared and were ready for those 

sacrifices.  Some were very open about, “I’m on my second or third marriage.”  

Some came in and said, “This is how I’ve dealt with the stresses of the job.”  

So that was very helpful to me.   

Importance of skills and leadership competencies for advancement. 

Another main theme that emerged among the participants in the study was the 

importance of learning the skills and leadership competencies necessary to 

successfully advance up the leadership pipeline.  Pam (vice president, College A) 

shared the significance of true practitioners being involved in sharing the curriculum 

at the AAWCC Institute, saying, “The best part of this program is the fact that it was 

taught by practitioners in the area of each topic, so they could tell you how it really 

was, and you tend to believe them because they’ve been where you are and want to get 

there [to a presidency].”  She contrasted that experience with leadership development 

training structured at her institution, where “the person who leads our organizational 

development leadership training here has never been a leader.”  

Pam’s sentiment was furthered by Melissa (coordinator, College C), who noted 

that “the curriculum [of the Institute] was excellent.”  She added, “They just gave us 

so much practical information over that week, I don’t really know if they could have 
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fit in anything else.”  Karen (dean, College A) echoed the perceptions of Pam and 

Melissa, discussing the value of the structure and planning of the Institute’s 

curriculum in covering basic skills and leadership competencies, noting that she 

perceived that “…it was definitely well-planned and well thought-out, and they 

approached it from different angles.  So you looked at your social IQ and your 

emotional IQ and your educational goals, and we worked on interview skills.”  Karen 

stated that she walked away with practical information on honing her leadership skills 

to prepare for a presidency, noting, “There are skills I can build on and I can hone that 

make me more competitive or make me more aligned with what it would take to be a 

good president.” 

 Claudia’s (associate dean, College B) perceptions mirrored Karen’s 

perceptions concerning the focus on skills, noting the use of self-evaluation tools 

during the Institute that she said “helped you really just understand what your own 

strengths are.”  She also emphasized the value of a focus on what she called “simple 

things, like interviewing and having a head shot,” preparatory items she had not 

considered before attending the training.  She elaborated on the importance of the 

interview experience: 

They had us do a mock interview, where they gave us a prompt of a question, 

and they had us sit in front of a camera and just answer the question as if we 

were being interviewed by the press, or, you know, for a job.  And they 

videotaped us, and they had someone in there who was a president or former 

president who critiqued our performance, not only content-wise, but also how 

we look on camera, how your voice comes across, things like that.  And then 
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they videotaped it so then we can watch our own video as well, which was 

neat. 

Sonia’s (vice president, College D) perception was that her preparation through 

the leadership development training program had practical results, crediting it with her 

promotion to a dean’s position shortly after her participating in the AAWCC 

LEADERS Institute.  She identified that “having that [AAWCC LEADERS Institute] 

on my resume, I think, really helped me.  I think just being able to say that I went 

through that Institute, that is a big deal” because of its reputation for enhancing a 

woman’s leadership ability. 

Although Claudia (associate dean, College B) found the experience at the 

Institute valuable, she expressed a desire for “more in-depth information on when you 

go through interviews at the [vice president] level, the president level, how do you 

know from those interviews that an institution is right for you?”  She elaborated on 

this point:  

There was a lot of information on what a president does, and how you need to 

prepare for that.  But many of us were a level or two below going directly to a 

presidency, so there are some intermediate step that we all need to take … 

there’s a whole lot involved in just getting that job, and so that information on 

how do you identify what your path to [the] presidency is going to be and how 

do you get there, and how do you prepare for looking for and getting those 

jobs. 

Summary of AAWCC LEADERS Institute participation and 

preparedness for advancement to a presidency.  The two themes that emerged from 
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analysis of the data to address the first research question were: 1) shared experiences 

of women leaders, and 2) importance of skills and AACC leadership competencies for 

advancement.  All of the participants perceived that their participation in the AAWCC 

LEADERS Institute prepared them well to advance to a presidency, stating that the 

Institute was valuable in obtaining leadership competence geared toward advancing 

women to the presidency.  The experiences shared from women leaders who led the 

training were consistently mentioned as beneficial to preparing them for advancement, 

with participants noting the presenters’ candor and honesty in what the job entails.  

Several participants added that learning about how to prepare for advancement directly 

from successful women leaders helped them better envision themselves in the role of 

president. 

In addition, the material covered during the six-day Institute emphasized the 

practical skills and leadership competencies necessary for advancement, which most 

participants said was instrumental in preparing them for leadership roles.  Participants 

consistently lauded the program’s focus on skills that would align with being 

successful as a president, with one participant suggesting that more in-depth 

discussion on identifying a pathway to the presidency and institutional fit would 

enhance preparation for advancement.   

Influences of AAWCC LEADERS Institute on Desire to Advance to a Presidency 

The second research question sought to understand how community college 

women leaders perceived their participation in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute had 

influenced their desire to advance to a college presidency.  The following two themes 

emerged from analysis of the data to address this question: 1) seeing women leaders’ 
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success is empowering, and 2) recognizing personal leadership potential enhances 

desire for advancement. 

Seeing women leaders’ success is empowering.  A major theme that emerged 

through the analysis of the data was the importance of interacting with women leaders 

who had succeeded in advancing up the leadership pipeline.  All of the participants 

perceived that successful women presidents being included as presenters in the 

leadership Institute was important to their leadership development.  Claudia (associate 

dean, College B) described it as “very empowering, to actually be able to sit down and 

talk with presidents.”  Sonia (vice president, College D) said experiencing the Institute 

“was such a huge ‘awe’ moment for me,” adding, “to be able to get as much 

information from the leaders who came to speak to us, all women, that was awesome.”  

Melissa (coordinator, College C) also found the experience empowering, saying, 

“Because I can see them doing it, it has given me the ability to envision myself doing 

something like that or similar,” which was echoed by Lourdes (chief information 

officer, College B), who shared:  

I felt so empowered, especially because I saw so many women, and I didn’t 

know there were so many women in leadership roles.  I remember the panels 

with different presidents from different institutions and having this big 

realization that, “Oh my God, they sent us because we’re the next ones.” 

In addition, Lourdes emphasized the influence of connecting with other women 

attendees at the Institute.  She noted that “it was a great experience for networking that 

I knew it could mean growing [as a leader] as well, because you keep sharing after you 

leave that program.  You keep the relationships, and you keep growing.”  Like 
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Lourdes, Karen (dean, College A) emphasized the role of connecting with other 

women at the Institute in similar positions to hers as having the greatest impact on her 

positive experience with the program: 

I think one of the best things that I got out of that Institute was the ability to 

have conversations with people who were in the same place I was.  As far as, 

I'm looking ahead to this other role that I would like to pursue or possibly look 

toward, and yet, I’ve still got all of this responsibility for these other 

individuals.  And so getting to have conversations with them about, “How are 

you handling this?  What are your frustrations?  How did you try and go back 

to school and raise your family and do your job,” and just that connection with 

people who were in the same type of situation I was in was very, very helpful.  

We did a lot of workshop things and training things and education things, and 

all of that was good and fine, and exercises where you had to think through for 

yourself where you were and what your thoughts were around whatever the 

given topic was.  And that was all good.  But, it was really those conversations 

with those other women that [were] very helpful to me. 

Recognizing personal leadership potential enhances desire for 

advancement.  The second main theme that emerged was how attending the AAWCC 

LEADERS Institute impacted participants’ desire for advancement.  For some 

participants, the Institute played an important role in allowing them to uncover their 

potential.  Claudia (associate dean, College B) in particular found the experience vital 

in her decision to advance to a presidency “because that particular program is very 
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focused on what it means to be a woman president and how you get there.”  She 

further elaborated:  

I honestly didn’t realize that [the Institute was designed to prepare women for a 

presidency] when I went.  It was my president who recommended that I go, but 

she really didn’t provide me any background before sending me.  I think she 

wanted to open my eyes to the potential of what I could do … and so that was 

her way of pushing me along, and that is where I realized it was possible. 

Lourdes (chief information officer, College B) expressed a similar sentiment as 

Claudia, admitting she had not considered advancing in leadership before attending 

the LEADERS Institute: 

I don’t think I considered being something else, like a leadership position.  I 

always enjoyed what I did; I always took pride in what I was doing.  I knew I 

was being prepared, that my vice president and my previous supervisor were 

preparing me for the next step, but I was not really looking for it or saying, 

“Oh, next year, I’m going to be something else.”  I didn’t have that plan. 

Following attending the LEADERS Institute, however, Lourdes acknowledged that 

“The idea was really there, they planted the seed in my head.  I remember discussing it 

and being excited.”  

After her experience at the Institute, Pam (vice president, College A) reflected 

on her desire for advancement, stating, “If I could go higher, yes I would,” while 

acknowledging that not all attendees had the same aspiration despite acknowledging 

their potential.  She said, “Although the ultimate goal for the LEADERS Institute was 

to get people to go to the presidency, some people don’t want that job but they want to 
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go as high as they can go in their area.”  She emphasized that the training on various 

skills and leadership competencies was highly useful for attendees whether they 

wanted to seek a presidency or move into a leadership role in their specific department 

or division.   

However, several participants noted that although they felt motivated before 

and during the leadership development program, their desire to advance waned once 

the realities of work set in.  Sonia (vice president, College D) did not rule out pursuing 

a presidency but noted that she was content in the leadership position she currently 

holds.  She shared that she enjoyed focusing on her work, saying, “I’m happy doing 

what I’m doing; I’m not power-hungry.”  She went on to share: 

If the opportunity presented itself, and it was the right opportunity, and I felt 

led spiritually, then yes, I might pursue it.  But if it didn’t, I wouldn’t stew 

about it.  I love the people that I work with, and I feel like I have a great 

opportunity, so I’m not pining away to get into a presidency. 

Melissa (coordinator, College C) and Karen (dean, College A) were more 

forthright than Sonia in their perception of the conflict between having the potential 

versus the desire for advancement; neither of them left the AAWCC LEADERS 

Institute with a desire to obtain a presidency.  According to Melissa, she was happy 

remaining in her chosen field instead of “getting tied up in, ‘do I want a presidency?’ I 

think, I love Honors, so how can I stay in that but make a career for myself and 

perhaps a position that does not currently exist in the district but at the district level?”  

Ultimately, she said, “I don't want to be a president.”   
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Karen admitted that despite recognizing her leadership potential after attending 

the Institute and advancing to another dean’s position at her institution, the presidency 

was no longer on her agenda.  She expounded:  

I think it's the realization [that] I think I've come to know myself, and I've 

realized that I am not well-suited to lead talent in a complex administrative 

environment.  I'm much more comfortable as a solo artist working in loosely- 

and organically-convened teams.  And I really like the freedom that comes 

with being able to focus on that work and not have the distractions that come 

with the high-level administrative work, and just the crazy administrative load 

of meetings and processes that you have to be involved in to be at that level. 

And so, I really have let go of any desire to move up higher. I wouldn't mind 

moving … back in the classroom, or along a parallel trajectory that I'm on.  

But I have no desire to go up to what I call the nosebleed section. 

Karen’s reflections on her leadership training and her ultimate decision to step away 

from pursuing a presidency revealed her discontent with the challenges and constraints 

inherent to serving in a leadership position.  

Summary of influences of AAWCC LEADERS Institute on desire to 

advance to a presidency.  The two themes that emerged from analysis of the data to 

address the second research question were: 1) seeing women leaders’ success is 

empowering, and 2) recognizing personal leadership potential enhances desire for 

advancement.  Overall, most of the participants perceived and had experienced that 

attending the AAWCC LEADERS Institute, filled with successful women presidents 

and other leaders positively influenced their desire for advancement.  Many of them 
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also indicated that they found the experience empowering, citing interactions with 

other successful women leaders at the Institute – both as presenters and fellow 

attendees – as inspiring.  Being selected for and participating in the Institute allowed 

participants to recognize their potential for advancement, and for some, to recognize 

that they were being tapped as the future leaders for their institution. 

However, participants revealed mixed feelings concerning their desire to 

advance to a presidency following their attendance of the Institute.  While some 

participants perceived that having the opportunity to talk with women presidents and 

other women seeking higher positions was instrumental in reinforcing their desire to 

advance in leadership, several participants noted that although they felt motivated 

before and during the Institute, their desire to advance waned once the realities of the 

leadership roles set in.  

Relevance of the AACC Leadership Competencies in Preparing for a Presidency 

The third research question that guided the study explored how community 

college women leaders perceived the relevance of the AACC core leadership 

competencies in preparing them to advance to the presidency.  The following two 

main themes emerged from analysis of the data to address this question: 1) core 

leadership competencies are relevant for advancement, and 2) women leaders have 

unique challenges not addressed by the AACC leadership competencies.  

Core leadership competencies are relevant for advancement.  

Overwhelmingly, the participants perceived that the five core AACC leadership 

competencies covered in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute were highly relevant for 

advancing to a presidency, with only community college advocacy not being 
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mentioned as a relevant competency for advancement.  The other four core leadership 

competencies include: a) organizational strategy; b) resource management; c) 

communication; and d) collaboration (AACC, 2013).  Pam (vice president, College A) 

highlighted the AAWCC LEADERS Institute’s focus on competencies such as 

organizational strategy and resource management as beneficial for preparing for the 

presidency.  She shared, “We had people talk in terms of [human resources], in terms 

of accounting, in fiscal affairs, in terms of student services,” adding that “I think 

having all those different pieces [on the leadership competencies related to 

organizational strategy and resource management] really made a difference.”   

Pam’s perceptions were shared by Karen (dean, College A), who noted the 

comprehensiveness of the training in leadership competencies.  Karen stated that the 

curriculum developers of the AAWCC LEADERS Institute “really looked at what 

does a well-packaged leader look like?  Where are those areas where we can 

encourage growth?” and mentioned all of the competencies besides community 

college advocacy as being well-covered in the curriculum.  

Claudia (associate dean, College B), Lourdes (chief information officer, 

College B), Andrea (associate vice chancellor, College A), and Karen (dean, College 

A) shared similar perceptions concerning the relevancy of core leadership 

competencies related to communication and collaboration, which they reflected on at 

their institutions after returning from the AAWCC LEADERS Institute.  Claudia noted 

the impact of realizing “what your strengths are, and how that impacts how you work 

with individuals, and what you can build upon.”  She explained how she perceived the 
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significance of the communication and collaboration leadership competencies in being 

respected as a leader once she returned from the six-day Institute:   

When you are in a leadership role, you need to go into any conversation feeling 

confident about your point of view to be able to be firm and not back down … 

but in a way that is incredibly respectful at all times.  I think that’s the balance, 

learning to be that collegial, feminine leader, but also knowing how to do that 

while still sticking to your guns and being firm.  

Further elucidating the importance of communication, Lourdes (chief 

information officer, College B) reflected on learning what she called “quick tricks” at 

the Institute to communicate effectively in what she described as a brief “elevator 

speech … being able to get your point across in that quick time, which is something I 

was not familiar with.”  She also described the need for women to remain neutral in 

conversations and not allow emotions to take over.  Lourdes’ thoughts on this were 

reinforced by Andrea (associate vice chancellor, College A), who said, “Having a 

good poker face is paramount to being a leader in today’s world because so much of 

what we do is a team event.”  Andrea emphasized effective listening as an important 

communication skill that is “all part of building a collaboration” and making leaders 

stand out from the crowd.  Karen (dean, College A) reflected on communication as 

well, noting that women need to be “deliberate” in how they present themselves as 

leaders.  She shared that women “have to be careful not to take over the conversation; 

sometimes women just use up all the air in the room.”  

Despite the common theme concerning the relevance of AACC core leadership 

competencies as presented during the Institute, Melissa (coordinator, College C) 
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shared a slightly different perspective.  While she appreciated the structure of the 

training, she perceived that not all competencies were clearly applicable to a 

leadership role.  She illustrated her confusion on the inclusion of certain topics 

covered under organizational strategy, stating, “There were some discussions that I 

was kind of confused about, like why are we sitting through a session on marketing?”  

However, in time she better understood how different components covered under 

organizational strategy were important to her leadership growth, and she found the 

curriculum materials to be a useful resource:   

As the years have gone by, I’ve thought, “Oh, OK, this is why they had us look 

at something like marketing, it’s about perception” … I would say that the 

leadership development [at the Institute] was great; they exposed me to a lot of 

things that I didn’t think were relevant at the time but have since become 

relevant.  Then I can always go back in the binder because I think, “We talked 

about that at LEADERS Institute, let me pull that up.”  So then I look at it 

again. 

Women leaders have unique challenges not addressed in the leadership 

competencies.  Another main theme that emerged through the analysis of the data 

collected for this research question was the unique challenges facing women leaders 

not addressed in the AACC core leadership competencies discussed during the 

AAWCC LEADERS Institute that affect their ability and desire to advance to a 

presidency.  The majority of participants perceived that key issues related to 

navigating organizational culture and politics, as well as managing their work lives 

with their personal obligations, were not adequately covered in the Institute 



Texas Tech University, Deirdre Hinkle Reyna, May 2018 

 116 

curriculum.  Within this theme, two subthemes emerged: 1) skills needed beyond the 

AACC competencies, and 2) work-life balance.  

Skills needed beyond the AACC competencies.  Multiple participants shared 

that dealing with challenges inherent in the higher education workplace that could 

hinder advancement could have been enhanced in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute’s 

curriculum.  Although the curriculum covered the AACC core leadership 

competencies well, Karen (dean, College A) described the overall experience as 

somewhat “artificial” and did not prepare her “for some of the tough realities when 

things don’t go well.”  She went on to illustrate this gap between the Institute 

curriculum and practice: 

It [the Institute] was kind of an artificial setting in the sense that everybody 

was there on their best behavior, telling their most inspirational stories.  So it 

didn’t prepare me for some of the tough realities when things don’t go well … 

I guess it would have been nice to have had someone sit down and say, “OK, 

we’ve talked about all the really great stuff, now let’s talk about the ugly stuff. 

Let’s talk about what you give up to do this, or what it could cost you, or what 

kind of target you might become.” 

Several participants highlighted salary negotiations as a basic workplace skills 

not covered in the Institute curriculum that they felt should be included because they 

could negatively affect women in their advancement to a presidency.  Although salary 

negotiations do not fall under the AACC leadership competency framework, 

participants still perceived that they were important enough to warrant being covered.  
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Claudia (associate dean, College B) perceived that “men are probably more 

comfortable with salary negotiations to begin with.”  She went on to share: 

I think women may tend to be a little bit, “Oh, if that’s the salary I guess that’s 

the salary,” whereas men I think are accustomed to, “OK, you give me this 

salary, I think it should be this, let’s have that conversation.  I think women 

might tend to be a little less aware that they can do that, or don’t feel quite as 

powerful to do those sorts of things. 

Sonia (vice president, College D) also noted that salary negotiations are an area of 

growth for women.  In sharing an example of a man being hired in a similar position 

to hers, she said, “They brought him in making quite a bit more than the rest of us.  

We’re not really sure why that happened, but of course it was a source of concern for 

us that that would happen.”  Ultimately, although she did not necessarily perceive he 

was making more because he was a man, she speculated, “we [women] didn’t 

negotiate well enough.” 

Most participants also perceived a gap in the Institute curriculum in discussing 

how to navigate institutional politics and culture.  Several participants described how 

challenging workplace cultures can be for women interested in advancing to a 

presidency and noted that none of the core leadership competencies seemed to address 

this challenge.  Lourdes (chief information officer, College B) described a colleague 

who left her institution after experiencing what she described as negative 

organizational culture in the workplace: “She left because she couldn’t take the stress.  

She just couldn’t – the stress that came with all the relationships and politics and 

culture.”  Lourdes offered that the LEADERS Institute should strive to address these 
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two areas better, with “more in-depth discussions of politics and what it means, and 

pointers with how to do things, how to manage so that things don’t get to you.”   

Sonia (vice president, College D) highlighted the negative effects of workplace 

relationships, sharing that she perceived that the Institute could better address “having 

to overcome knowing that individuals were rooting against you.”  She noted that in 

assuming her second position as dean of a different academic area than her first 

position, “some of those … faculty had just flat-out told me that they didn’t want me 

as their dean.”  She posited that more emphasis on managing situations where one’s 

legitimacy as a leader is questioned would be beneficial to women as they move into 

new leadership roles. 

Andrea (associate vice chancellor, College A) illustrated the particular 

challenge of working with men who exhibit a dismissive attitude toward women in 

leadership roles.  Although she described her institution as highly supportive of 

women as leaders, Andrea recounted a meeting concerning facilities development 

“where I was literally called a ‘princess,’ and I really could not believe it.”   She 

illustrated how the Institute curriculum could have addressed such situations:  

I think it would've been helpful – and I don't think it would've been a very PC 

[politically correct] session – but it would've been helpful to understand how to 

deal with gentlemen who like to call you “princess” and who like to discount 

you because you're female.  I don't think we had any type of conversation 

about that.  And role-playing with that would've been really great; getting 

someone to actually respond to an insult like that would've been very 
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interesting.  I know it would have helped me, and I’m sure it would have 

helped other people. 

Other participants discussed challenges surrounding the dynamics of working 

with other women and how this has affected their ability and desire to advance to a 

presidency.  Pam (vice president, College A) shared, “Sometimes a man’s 

temperament can be a benefit because they don’t put up with some of the things that 

tend to occur in a woman’s temperament,” such as “not getting into gossip, not getting 

into that picky, petty stuff.”  She also described “jealousy, or fear of being outdone” as 

barriers that create challenges to women’s advancement, a concern Karen (dean, 

College A) also mentioned.  Karen shared an experience with another woman 

colleague whom she said “took advantage of our innate friendship, and really, there 

was a little bit of sabotage, and I don’t know that a man would have done that.”  She 

noted that in general, her workplace challenges have predominantly come from her 

own gender, saying, “I’ve actually had more problems with women coworkers than I 

have had with men.” 

Work-life balance.  The participants overwhelmingly expressed how the need 

for work-life balance affected their desire to advance to a presidency and perceived 

this challenge was not addressed sufficiently in the Institute’s curriculum.  Claudia 

(associate dean, College B) noted that women remain the primary family caregiver, 

which results in challenges when considering advancement: 

For women, it’s different when you are the professional and the caregiver in a 

family.  Sometimes men, they do have these challenges of being a president 

while they have children, but unless they’re a single parent they’re probably 
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not the primary caregiver, whereas a woman who is a president or even a vice 

president and looking at these positions [for advancement] is both.  That’s 

where it becomes more challenging. 

She expressed that “what would be helpful from the woman’s perspective is, how do 

you balance caregiver versus professional?”   

Claudia’s sentiment was reinforced by several other participants, who noted 

that they delayed their leadership journey while their children were young.  Pam (vice 

president, College A) admitted she did not pursue administration “until after my 

daughters were grown.”  She reflected on her perception of what it took to be a 

successful woman president during a conversation with her mentor, who was 

encouraging her to pursue a dean’s position:  

He was saying, “You really need to do this,” and I said, “But you know, as I 

look above me at the women, they are either divorced or not married.”  And I 

said, “I don’t want to get a divorce. I am married and I have kids.  Looking at 

those two major role models, so to speak, of women [leaders], I don’t want to 

be either one of them.  I’ve already chosen something else for my lifestyle.”  

He said, “Well, in time you know, in time.”  And in time, it did work out. 

Lourdes (chief information officer, College B) shared a similar experience as Pam, 

saying she could not have considered advancing to a presidency or vice presidency 

sooner.  She added, “I’m at a point now where I can go anywhere now; my daughter is 

out of the house, and I’m alone.  So I can pick up and go wherever I choose.”   
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Andrea (associate vice chancellor, College A) commented that her 

advancement has been hindered by her parental role as well, preventing her from 

gaining the necessary credentials for advancing to a presidency: 

There were several people I knew who were in programs, Ed.D. or Ph.D. 

programs, and after talking to them and listening to what they were giving up 

and the time they were spending, I realized, to do a good job at that I would 

have to give up doing some things with these two children that I've got a very 

limited amount of time to spend with.  And so, I thought to myself, "Well, that 

will be something for when these kids are gone, when these children move on 

and they're no longer living in the house with us."  There will be a void in my 

life and maybe that's the timeframe for me to think about going back to school.  

Maybe that's when I could do this.  

Although the AACC competencies do not specifically address the credentials typically 

required for advancing to the presidency, the competency framework does note that 

obtaining a doctorate is still the most common qualification for advancement; 

therefore, Andrea perceived that not having that credential was a disadvantage. 

Melissa (coordinator, College C) reflected on her desire for work-life balance 

shortly after returning from the LEADERS Institute, following the departure of a 

colleague who advanced to a presidency.  Her colleague’s comments about leadership 

greatly affected Melissa’s perception of what it takes for a woman to advance in 

leadership: 

They had a reception for her departure, and she said a few words.  I knew she 

worked a lot of hours, so one of the questions that she talked about was when 
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people say, "How do you balance your work and life?"  And her response to 

that … was that she didn't distinguish between her work and her life.  Basically 

her work was her life.  That's not really me; I like to have a separation.  I like 

to be able to not look at my phone at night and not answer my email at night.  

So I think it works for her because she enjoys her work so much; it just 

becomes a part of her life, and there's no distinction.  But for me, I really want 

to have a distinction.  And I'm not sure if being at that level [president] allows 

you for that distinction. 

Summary of women leaders’ perceptions of the relevance of the AACC 

leadership competencies in advancing to a presidency.  The two main themes that 

emerged from analysis of the data to address the third research question were: 1) core 

leadership competencies are relevant for advancement, and 2) women leaders have 

unique challenges not addressed by the AACC leadership competencies.  The second 

theme was further divided into two subthemes: 1) skills needed beyond the AACC 

competencies, and 2) work-life balance.  All of the participants generally perceived 

that the core leadership competencies covered in the leadership development program 

were relevant to their potential advancement.  They strongly indicated that expanding 

their competence in key areas, such as communication and collaboration, made them 

better prepared for advancement into leadership roles, as well as practical information 

on other core leadership strategies of organizational strategy and human resources.  

Missing from their assessment of the AACC competencies, however, was any 

discussion on the role of community college advocacy, with no participants 

highlighting that particular competency as relevant. 
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However, although the participants found most of the AACC core leadership 

competencies highly relevant to their role as leaders, they did note significant gaps in 

their leadership development that were not addressed in the competencies.  Many 

participants suggested the LEADERS Institute should emphasize competence in areas 

that they viewed as challenges unique to women in the workplace, such as overcoming 

negative organizational culture, navigating politics, and dealing with challenging 

colleagues of both genders.   

Although not included explicitly in the AACC leadership competencies, salary 

negotiations also emerged as an area of concern for multiple participants.  Also, most 

participants cited a desire to find a better balance in their work life and personal life, 

and perceived more emphasis at the Institute on overcoming this challenge would 

benefit them in their leadership journey.  Perceiving that achieving work-life balance 

was implausible at higher levels of leadership was a strong influence on participants’ 

eventual desire to advance, with most participants ultimately decided that pursuing a 

presidency was no longer attractive despite their leadership preparation. 

Leadership Competence after Participating in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute 

The fourth research question sought to understand how community college 

women leaders viewed their leadership competence after participating in the AAWCC 

LEADERS Institute.  Leadership competence was defined as the extent to which 

leaders identify and operate the skills required to lead in the increasingly complex 

higher educational environment (AACC, 2013).  The following three themes emerged 

from analysis of the data collected to address this research question: 1) leadership 

development builds confidence, 2) participation in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute 
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creates synergy among women leaders, and 3) lack of follow-up hinders growth in 

leadership development. 

Leadership development builds confidence.  All of the participants credited 

the AAWCC LEADERS Institute with boosting their confidence as leaders.  Several 

of the participants found that confidence boost germinating from their initial selection 

to attend the Institute, since participants were nominated to attend by their college 

presidents.  Melissa (coordinator, College C) shared her recognition of her increased 

confidence: 

I think personally because I was chosen to go, I was like, “Great, the higher 

administration here sees something in me maybe that I’m not quite seeing yet 

myself.  They see me as a leader, so I want to go and explore that.”  So I think 

the validation that you have by going and being chosen by your institution, I 

think there’s tremendous value in that validation, because people outside of 

higher education might not understand all the different levels that you have to 

go through to get to that presidency level.  I don’t know if I would have had 

the confidence to just email a vice president at another campus and say, “Come 

to my meeting” if I hadn’t gone through that leadership Institute.  So it 

continues to help me see myself as someone who can reach out to other 

leaders, not be intimidated by them. They're just people.  

Andrea (associate vice chancellor, College A) also experienced a confidence 

boost from being selected to attend the Institute that lasted through her return to her 

workplace.  She shared:  
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I know that they had selected me to attend that Institute [AAWCC LEADERS] 

because they felt like I was somebody that could lead at a different level in the 

future, and that was one of the reasons why they had kind of tapped me to go, 

because you had to be selected to attend … Do I think some of the insights that 

I had to write about myself and gain about myself were helpful to me?  Yes, 

and I also think it was helpful to me to have to explain what I had been through 

because my current supervisor asked me to do that. … I had to bring to her 

what I had learned and what I thought would be helpful to me.  So I had to 

have that conversation with her, so it also gave her an opportunity to tell me 

where she thought I needed to improve as a leader. 

The sentiments of Melissa and Andrea were echoed by Claudia (associate 

dean, College B), who was honored to be selected to attend the LEADERS Institute by 

her institution’s president.  She credited conversations with her workplace mentors 

with encouraging her to attend the Institute and described their impact on her decision 

to attend: “I think had I not had those experiences and those conversations, I would be 

in a very different place.” Attending the LEADERS Institute sparked Claudia’s desire 

to pursue a presidency; she called the training “paramount in me getting to that 

decision.”  She went on to share:  

That was the one [attending the Institute] where I really made the decision, 

honestly, and so that was very impactful because that made me realize I really 

wanted to go in that direction.  I don’t think I saw my own potential before I 

went through some serious leadership training.  I don’t think I would have 
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realized I had the capacity to be a leader had I not gone through those trainings 

and learned about myself. 

Karen (dean, College A) also felt honored to be selected to attend by her college 

president and noted that she also enjoyed meeting other women at the Institute “with 

similar aspirations” for leadership and highlighted feeling validated by that 

experience.  She shared, “You saw yourself as a cadre, as a group of women moving 

forward in educational leadership, and there was definitely a confidence boost in that, 

to say, ‘I’m not in this alone; I’m not crazy for wanting this.’”   

Participation in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute creates synergy among 

women leaders.  Participants cited the strong synergy that resulted from their 

experience with participating in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute, which they 

perceived strengthened their competence as leaders.  Sonia (vice president, College D) 

noted, “I think that’s something that AAWCC brought to us and that has stuck with 

me, that as women we need to bond together and we need to stay together, and when 

we fail to do that we’re not doing ourselves justice.”  Karen’s (dean, College A) 

reflection on the experience at the Institute was similar to Sonia’s; Karen shared that 

“there’s definitely a synergy that develops while we’re there” that she perceived 

“could become very powerful very quickly” to help women develop further 

competence in their leadership ability.  

Andrea (associate vice chancellor, College A) echoed Karen’s perceptions of 

the synergy developed though participation in the Institute. She shared: 

These are all people who have some leadership that they're engaged in already, 

looking to move on.  That's what AAWCC is supposed to be about, trying to 
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help women develop their skills to be able to lead.  And so, there were some 

women who were not at the level that I was at.  But, there were some who were 

right along with me at that same sort of dean level position, where you've got a 

lot of responsibilities for people and you're looking at that next step.  And so, it 

was making those connections and having those conversations … it gets 

conversations going and gives that a system. 

Melissa (coordinator, College C) and Lourdes (chief information officer, 

College B) found the synergy developed at the Institute to be beneficial once they 

returned to their respective campuses.  Melissa recalled that she went back to her 

workplace looking for intentional ways to develop synergy with women at her 

institution.  She shared, “Especially after the LEADERS Institute, I was a little bit 

more savvy in … looking around and seeing who was doing great things.”  That 

synergy, she said, has helped her feel more comfortable in her leadership ability and in 

seeking out mentors to help her continue in her leadership journey. She shared:   

They said at the Institute to interview your potential mentor, not to let them 

know that's what you're doing, but go have coffee with the person, and just see 

how the coffee goes.  You know, "Hey, I'd like to meet for coffee."  That 

would be sort of an interview time.  Then if that goes well, then pursue that 

person and ask them if they would consider being a mentor. 

Lourdes communicated a similar view as Melissa, noting that the Institute 

“was a great experience for networking that I knew that it could mean growing as 

well, because you keep sharing after you leave that program.  You keep the 

relationships, and you keep doing stuff.”  She elaborated on the effects of that 
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experience, noting that following the Institute, she and a colleague who had attended 

the Institute at the same time “were so energized that we came back and created our 

own chapter.”  She went on to say: 

Not only did we go through the competencies and learn, but we came back 

with bigger and better things to do.  We were ready.  We understood we had 

been sent there because we were now considered part of the future leadership 

team … [and] we were ready to help others with their leadership skills.  To me, 

that was probably the best thing we got out of it. 

Lack of follow-up hinders growth from leadership development.   Several 

of the participants identified that the momentum gained from attending the LEADERS 

Institute did not necessarily carry over into their workplace once they returned.  Karen 

(dean, College A) and Claudia (associate dean, College B) both shared that the 

synergy that was evident while at the Institute was not always sustainable once 

attendees returned to work.  Karen lamented that steps to perpetuate the connections 

were not “required, or even visible, obvious.”  She said, “I would like to see that 

[synergy among attendees following the Institute] maybe be a little more intrusive, so 

that it would be a little harder to get back to our real world, than just kind of turn it 

off.”  Claudia supported Karen’s perception of a loss of synergy, saying “I think I 

would have liked to have seen some structured activity … after that one week to help 

you continue with the momentum that you’ve gained from that week, because you 

have that week and then you just go back to your institution and you’re by yourself.” 

Several participants suggested that synergy could have been enhanced through 

stronger mentorship connections through the Institute, noting the importance that 
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mentorship had played in their leadership advancement and suggesting that more 

mentorship exposure during and following the Institute would have solidified their 

leadership competency training.  Pam (vice president, College A), noted that 

mentorship was intended as a key component of the training, but no follow-up 

occurred: 

To begin with, we were supposed to write a plan, develop a plan that we would 

come back and do … then we come back, and they had supposedly set up these 

ways that we can connect, and we talked about our plan.  At the very end we 

got to visit with different people who came in and could have been our mentor.  

What bothered me was there was no follow-up [after leaving the Institute].  

They were supposed to come back and say, “Did you do what you said you 

were going to do?”  But there was nothing.  When there’s nothing [in terms of 

reporting back], you do nothing. 

Karen (dean, College A) also perceived that having a stronger mentorship 

component following the Institute would have furthered the synergy initially 

developed and ensured that follow-up activities would have been conducted.  She 

shared, “They provided a lot of opportunities [during the Institute] to collaborate and 

work together and to network.”  But despite a mentor/mentee relationship being set up 

at the Institute, “I didn’t follow through on that, and I feel like I missed out.”  She 

reflected that no obvious channel was in place to ensure that mentors and mentees kept 

in contact.  

Melissa (coordinator, College C) also found a lack of follow-up concerning the 

mentoring component.  She noted that although the Institute offered tips on how to 
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find a mentor, there was no clear path for how to work with one or what specific 

assignments should be done.  She shared, “I would have liked to have seen a little bit 

more application” of how to work with a mentor to continue her leadership 

development in a more structured fashion.  

Summary of women leaders’ perceptions of their leadership competence 

after participating in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute.  The following three 

themes emerged from analysis of the data collected to address the fourth research 

question: 1) leadership development builds confidence, 2) participation in the 

AAWCC LEADERS Institute creates synergy among women leaders, and 3) lack of 

follow-up hinders growth in leadership development.  Overall, participants perceived 

they had more leadership confidence, first for being selected to participate in the 

AAWCC LEADERS Institute, and then for the confidence they had gained in 

interacting with women leaders through the Institute.  The focus on the AACC core 

leadership competencies was viewed as a great benefit to their leadership growth 

overall.  Most of the participants also perceived that participating in the Institute had 

led to powerful synergy among women attendees that continued to varying degrees at 

their home institutions through networking and through sharing their learning 

experiences with other aspiring women leaders. 

However, several of the participants suggested that more could be done to 

continue the synergy developed at the Institute through sustained, structured follow-up 

activities.  Participants noted that leadership projects and mentoring relationships were 

developed at the Institute; however no formal structure was in place through the 

Institute to ensure these intended follow-up activities occurred.  Therefore, the 
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intended mentoring component did not develop in a way that would sustain the 

leadership development training at the Institute into the workplace, shortchanging the 

value of the synergy that had been developed. 

Summary 

Chapter IV presented the findings of this study and the themes that developed 

from analysis of the data collected from the study participants.  Research question one 

sought to understand women leaders’ perception of the impact of the AAWCC 

LEADERS Institute on their ability to advance to a presidency.  The main themes that 

emerged from analyzing the data related to this question were: 1) shared experiences 

of women leaders, and 2) importance of skills and AACC leadership competencies for 

advancement.   Research question two explored women leaders’ perceptions of the 

AAWCC LEADERS Institute’s influence on their desire to ascend to a presidency, 

and the main emergent themes relevant to this question were: 1) seeing women 

leaders’ success is empowering, and 2) recognizing personal leadership potential 

enhances desire for advancement. 

Research question three focused on how community college women leaders 

perceived the relevance of the AACC core leadership competencies in preparing them 

to advance to a presidency.  The two main themes that emerged to address this 

question were: 1) core leadership competencies are relevant for advancement, and 2) 

women leaders have unique challenges not addressed by the leadership competencies.  

The second theme was further divided into two subthemes: 1) skills needed beyond the 

AACC competencies, and 2) work-life balance. 
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Research question four focused on women leaders’ view of their leadership 

competence after participating in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute.  The following 

three themes emerged to address this question: 1) leadership development builds 

confidence, 2) participation in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute creates synergy 

among women leaders, and 3) lack of follow-up hinders growth in leadership 

development. 

The following chapter, Chapter V, will present a discussion of the findings, 

implications of the results of the study for higher education practice, recommendations 

for higher education practice, and recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

 Chapter V presents an overview of the study and discussion of the study’s 

findings.  The topics discussed in this chapter include: a) an overview of the study; b) 

discussion of the findings; c) implications for higher education practice; d) 

recommendations for higher education practice, and e) recommendations for future 

research. 

Overview of the Study 

The looming leadership crisis is one of the most formidable challenges facing 

community colleges in the 21st century (American Association of Community 

Colleges [AACC], 2013; Mellow & Heelan, 2015).  In addition, transformational 

leadership has emerged as the preferred leadership style for community colleges 

(AACC, 2013; Bolman & Gallos, 2011; Mellow & Heelan, 2008), and research 

supports that women possess the skills exhibited by transformational leaders (e.g., 

Ballenger, 2010; Bonebright, Cottledge, & Lonnquist, 2011; Cox & Salsberry, 2012; 

Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006; Montas-Hunter, 2012; Power, 2006).  These 

converging issues offer a prime opportunity for contemporary higher education 

leadership to make significant strides in gender equity in leadership and to strengthen 

the leadership pipeline with transformational women leaders (Eddy, 2009; Madsen, 

Longman, & Daniels, 2012; McClellan & Dominguez, 2006).  

However, there is scant research to address whether leadership development 

programs adequately prepare women for the leadership challenges of the 21st century, 

or how well the AACC core leadership competencies prepare women to be presidents.  
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Consequently, understanding how women perceive the effectiveness of current 

leadership development programs in preparing and motivating them for a presidency 

can help both higher education institutions and leadership development programs 

develop effective strategies to address the challenges women face in advancing to a 

presidency.  

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceived effectiveness of a 

leadership development program based on the American Association of Community 

College (AACC) core leadership competencies in preparing women leaders for a 

community college presidency in the 21st century.  Of specific interest was how 

women leaders perceived the leadership development program impacted both their 

ability to lead and their desire to ascend to the presidency.  For this study, the 

American Association of Women in Community College’s LEADERS Institute was 

chosen as the study setting to isolate leadership development specific to women and 

based on the AACC core leadership competencies.   

This study was constructed on a conceptual framework comprised of five 

concepts concerning community college leadership as derived from a review of 

relevant literature.  First, the community college environment has evolved 

significantly in the 21st century, with presidents tasked with leading their colleges 

through an increasingly complex environment (AACC, 2013; Eddy, 2009; Fulton-

Calkins & Milling, 2005).  Second, the research repeatedly notes that transformational 

leadership is best suited to this new environment, and that women exhibit the 

transformational leadership style befitting the contemporary community college 

environment (e.g., Ballenger, 2010; Bornstein, 2009; Diehl, 2014).   
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The third concept is that institutional structure and culture, while evolving, still 

foster barriers to women’s advancement that women need to overcome in order to 

move the needle on gender equity at the presidency (Bornstein, 2008, 2009; 

Chliwniak, 1997; Diehl, 2014; Eddy & Cox, 2008).  Fourth, research supports that 

formal leadership development enhances women leaders’ ability and desire to ascend 

to a presidency (e.g., Madsen, 2011; White, 2012).  The final concept is that training 

on the AACC leadership competencies impacts women’s leadership ascension, with 

research indicating that leadership development based on the AACC core leadership 

competencies is perceived as integral to leader success (e.g., Duree & Ebbers, 2012; 

Eddy, 2012; McNair, Duree, & Ebbers, 2011; Sullivan, 2009).  These five concepts 

framed the study to explore how women leaders perceived the effectiveness of a 

formal leadership development program based on the AACC core leadership 

competencies in preparing and motivating them to advance to a college presidency. 

This qualitative phenomenological study, conducted through a social 

constructivist lens, was guided by the following four research questions: 

1. How do community college women leaders perceive their participation in 

the AAWCC LEADERS Institute has prepared them to advance to a 

presidency? 

2. How do community college women leaders perceive their participation in 

the AAWCC LEADERS Institute has influenced their desire to advance to 

a presidency? 
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3. How do community college women leaders perceive the relevance of the 

AACC leadership competencies in preparing them to advance to a 

presidency? 

4. How do community college women leaders view their leadership 

competence after participating in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute? 

The study was conducted on women leaders in community colleges who 

attended the AAWCC LEADERS Institute between 2012 and 2015.  The AAWCC 

LEADERS Institute is a leadership development program designed for women and 

based on the AACC core leadership competencies.  The setting for this study was 

Texas public community colleges that were members of AACC, and that were 

classified as very large college districts according to the Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board (THECB, n.d.).  There were seven participants selected to 

participate in the study based on the inclusion criteria that they had attended the 

leadership development program in the timeframe indicated, and had served in a 

leadership role at their institution. Table 1 provides a summary of the participants’ 

profiles. 
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Table 1 

Participant Profiles 

Participant Title Institution Year Attended  
Institute 

Andrea Associate Vice Chancellor College A 2013 

Claudia Associate Dean College B 2014 

Karen Dean College A 2014 

Lourdes Chief Information Officer College B 2013 

Melissa Coordinator College C 2015 

Pam Vice President College A 2013 

Sonia Vice President College D 2012 

 
Discussion of the Findings 

AAWCC LEADERS Institute Participation and Preparedness for Advancement 

to a Presidency 

The first research question sought to explore how community college women 

leaders perceived their participation in a formal leadership development program had 

prepared them to advance to a presidency.  The following two themes emerged from 

analysis of the data to address this question: 1) shared experiences of women leaders, 

and 2) importance of skills and AACC leadership competencies for advancement.  

All of the participants perceived that their participation in the formal leadership 

development program was beneficial in preparing them for advancement to a 

presidency, with an emphasis on how the shared experiences from women leaders who 

served as presenters for the leadership development program was impactful in 
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demonstrating what was needed to prepare.  Significantly, this finding supports 

research on women presidents by McNair (2015) and Power (2006), whose studies 

found that women view leadership training as a significant influence on their ability to 

achieve a presidency.  This finding also is consistent with research by Madsen (2011), 

which suggested that successful women leaders provide “positive transformational 

experiences” (p. 133) to other women, and reinforces the need to engage current and 

former women presidents in leadership development training geared toward aspiring 

women leaders. 

Therefore, leadership programs designed for women should continue to 

include the shared experiences of successful women leaders in their curriculum.  As 

Baltodano, Carlson, Jackson, and Mitchell (2012) noted in their research on the 

American Council on Education’s Office of Women in Higher Education (OWHE), 

women embrace the opportunity to participate in formal leadership development 

programs with other women; therefore, women’s leadership development programs 

play a vital role in encouraging women to advance into higher leadership roles up to 

and including the presidency.  

Additionally, the Institute curriculum’s focus on developing the skills and 

leadership competencies necessary in preparing for advancement to a presidency was 

overwhelmingly perceived by participants as important, which aligns with findings by 

Duree and Ebbers (2012).  Their study found that sitting presidents perceived that the 

AACC’s core leadership competencies were important in their preparation and in 

conducting their responsibilities as president, which supports this study’s conceptual 

framework concerning the competencies needed to lead in the 21st century higher 
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education environment.  However, participants in this study perceived that more in-

depth information on basic leadership skills would be beneficial.  For example, 

Claudia (associate dean, College B) desired more emphasis on interviewing skills and 

“what is the practical way you work through finding your next job … the practical part 

of looking to the next step” in advancing to a presidency.  Therefore, more specific 

information on the intermediary steps necessary to prepare for advancement to the 

position of president should be included in the training.  

Also, although participants lauded the content of the Institute, the structure was 

critiqued.  Several participants suggested adjustments to the format that they perceived 

would enhance their leadership preparation.  Specifically, Karen (dean, College A) 

suggested that more group discussions with and among the presenters might be more 

beneficial:  “We had a lot of speakers, and I would have loved to have seen more of 

that done in a panel format, or in a round table format” to have more dialog 

concerning the topics.  Therefore, the format for presenting successful women’s 

shared experiences should be expanded within leadership development programs to 

allow for more engaging discussions among leaders and attendees.  Notably, aspiring 

women leaders are eager for more in-depth, candid, and richer engagement with 

presenters, rather than passively listening in an audience format.  Incorporating 

additional engagement opportunities within smaller group discussions would allow for 

more candid conversations about leadership experiences among presenters and 

attendees. 

One area of divergence in the findings was on the makeup of the Institute 

presenters.  Most participants perceived that having all women serving as presenters at 
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the Institute was advantageous.  Claudia (associate dean, College B) in particular 

perceived that having all women presenters allowed for more honesty and relatability 

about the challenges women face “because males don’t have the same experience.”  

This finding is consistent with research on leadership development programs designed 

for and by women, such as that conducted by Bonebright, Cottledge, and Lonnquist 

(2011) and White (2012) on the Women’s Leadership Institute (WLI) and the Higher 

Education Resource Services Institute (HERS), respectively.  These programs are two 

well-established programs devoted to advancing women’s leadership in higher 

education, and both studies noted the importance of such programs in developing 

women’s leadership potential and grooming them for advancement.  However, Pam 

(vice president, College A) perceived a male perspective might be of benefit in 

advancing women’s leadership competence and suggested including a panel of men in 

the leadership Institute.  She shared, “After you’ve heard all these women talk the 

whole time … maybe [include] a male perspective in there.  What do they think holds 

a woman back?”   

This finding suggests that leadership development programs geared toward 

women fall short by excluding male presenters.  Incorporating a man’s perspective on 

how to ascend to a presidency could overcome the perception noted in Sullivan’s 

(2009) research that suggests that men leaders actively deny access to knowledge on 

AACC competencies that are grounded in traditionally male domains, such as fiscal 

management, facilities management, construction projects, and technology.  Notably, 

research participants in this study admitted these competencies were highly relevant, 

supporting this study’s conceptual framework concerning the positive impact of the 
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competencies on their ability and desire to ascend; however, those competencies were 

not as strongly emphasized in the leadership development program as female-centric 

competencies such as collaboration and communication (Eddy & VanDerLinden, 

2006; Northouse, 2016).   

This finding also aligns with Sullivan’s (2009) finding that women still report 

challenges related to AACC competencies grounded in traditionally male domains.  

Participants’ perceptions in this study suggest that this gap in leadership development 

persists. Therefore, hearing strictly from women ignores the male perspective on how 

women leaders can be successful in a male-oriented work environment.  Adding that 

voice to women’s leadership training could address this deficiency.  Also, Ballenger 

(2010) noted in her research on women presidents that the “good old boy” network (p. 

12) still persists as a barrier to women’s advancement into leadership because men still 

tend to promote men out of familiarity.  Therefore, recruiting male leaders as 

presenters for a leadership development program focused on women’s leadership 

could enhance familiarity between the two groups and provide aspiring women leaders 

access to the men’s leadership network. 

Influences of AAWCC LEADERS Institute on Desire to Advance to a Presidency 

The second research question sought to understand how community college 

women leaders perceived their participation in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute had 

influenced their desire to advance to a college presidency.  The following two themes 

emerged from analysis of the data to address this question: 1) seeing women leaders’ 

success is empowering, and 2) recognizing personal leadership potential enhances 

desire for advancement. 
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Overall, participants perceived that attending a leadership development 

program filled with successful women presidents and leaders initially influenced their 

desire for advancement.  Participants indicated that they found the experience 

empowering, citing interactions with other successful women leaders at the Institute – 

both as presenters and as fellow attendees – as inspiring.  Also, being selected for and 

participating in the leadership development program allowed participants to recognize 

their potential for advancement, and to recognize that they were being tapped as the 

future leaders for their institution.  This finding supports Bonebright et al.’s (2011) 

research, which found that leadership development that encourages women to support 

each other in their efforts to advance serves as a motivating factor for women who 

aspire to advance to a presidency.  

However, participants revealed mixed feelings concerning their desire to 

advance to a presidency following the leadership development program, with most of 

them ultimately deciding not to pursue a presidency.  This finding elucidates findings 

by Cordova (2011) and White (2012), whose research studies indicated that women 

who participated in leadership development often decide against pursuing a 

presidency.  These findings call into question whether the AACC’s core leadership 

competencies are sufficient to address the barriers – whether institutional or 

interpersonal – that still impede women’s advancement in higher education and 

negatively impact their motivation.  White’s 2012 study on the HERS institute noted 

that women attending the institute in recent years reported less of a desire to advance 

into leadership roles, with senior leaders surmising that younger women equate 

advancement with “harsher work conditions, ever-intensifying demands and … the 
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likelihood of strain and sacrifice in juggling competing responsibilities (White, 2012, 

p. 17).   

As the first concept of this study’s conceptual framework notes, leading 

community colleges in the 21st century is a monumental task (Cohen, Brawer, & 

Kisker, 2014; Mellow & Heelan, 2015), and the third concept of the conceptual 

framework emphasizes the role of institutional and interpersonal barriers in women’s 

leadership advancement.  Therefore, further consideration of the leadership abilities 

needed to overcome barriers must be incorporated into leadership development in 

order to maintain women’s motivation to achieve higher leadership positions and 

impact the existing imbalance in gender equity at the presidency.  

Relevance of the AACC Leadership Competencies in Preparing for a Presidency 

The third research question that guided the study explored how community 

college women leaders perceived the relevance of the AACC core leadership 

competencies in preparing them to advance to the presidency.  The following two 

main themes emerged from analysis of the data to address this question: 1) core 

leadership competencies are relevant for advancement, and 2) women leaders have 

unique challenges not addressed by the AACC leadership competencies.  The second 

main theme was further divided into two subthemes: 1) skills needed beyond the 

AACC competencies, and 2) work-life balance.   

All of the participants generally perceived that most of core leadership 

competencies covered in the leadership development program were relevant to their 

potential advancement.  They strongly indicated that expanding their competence in 

key areas, such as communication and collaboration, better prepared them for 
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advancement into leadership roles, as well as practical information on organizational 

strategy and resource management.  This finding is consistent with findings by 

Sullivan (2009), whose research on women community college presidents validated 

the usefulness of leadership development based on the core leadership competencies.  

Her findings indicated that all of the aforementioned competencies were valued and 

utilized by women presidents in their leadership roles.  Therefore, leadership 

development based on the AACC competencies should continue to include robust 

training on key competencies of organizational strategy, resource management, 

communication, and collaboration.  

However, a significant finding in this study is that none of the participants 

discussed the leadership competency of community college advocacy during their 

reflection on the leadership development program, which suggests that this leadership 

competency was not viewed as essential in their leadership development.  This finding 

reflects an obvious gap in research conducted on AACC core leadership competencies; 

none of the literature reviewed since the AACC’s initial study in 2005 that led to the 

development of its core leadership competencies has revealed robust discussion on 

community college advocacy as essential to leadership competence (Duree & Ebbers, 

2012; Eddy, 2012; Eddy & Rao, 2009; McNair et al., 2011; Sullivan, 2009; Wilson & 

Cox-Brand, 2012).  Therefore, this competency may not warrant its elevated status as 

a core leadership competency.  Further consideration on how advocacy of the 

community college mission, vision, and goals should be incorporated into a leadership 

framework is warranted. 
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Another finding in this study is that most participants perceived significant 

gaps in their leadership development that were not addressed by the AACC core 

leadership competencies.  Participants overwhelmingly suggested that the leadership 

development program should emphasize competence in several areas that they viewed 

as challenges unique to women in the workplace, such as overcoming negative 

organizational culture and navigating college politics.  Several participants offered 

personal examples of negative experiences dealing with politics and culture, centered 

on their role as women.  This finding aligns with research by Duree and Ebbers 

(2012), who surveyed 415 community college presidents and found that while 

presidents perceived they were well-prepared in most of the competencies, one-third 

of participants perceived they were unprepared in “demonstrating cultural 

competence” (p. 45).  The researchers described cultural competence as the ability to 

embrace diversity and incorporate “different cultures, values, and ideas into the 

organization” (p. 45). 

In terms of dealing with negative work relationships with women colleagues,  

Pam (vice president, College A) and Karen (dean, College A) in particular elucidated 

issues with women in their workplaces, with Pam suggesting a woman’s temperament 

can serve to undermine advancement, and Karen noting that women’s behaviors 

toward other women seeking leadership positions can undermine their efforts.  These 

findings are supported in research by Jones and Palmer (2011) that highlighted how 

heightened competition among women fosters what they labeled “defensive 

behaviors” (p. 196) that undermine women colleagues and hinder women’s 



Texas Tech University, Deirdre Hinkle Reyna, May 2018 

 146 

advancement, and additional research by Cox and Salsbury (2012) that underscored 

how women seek to diminish other women as they advance up the leadership pipeline.  

This finding suggests that leadership development programs inadequately 

address how to navigate negative work relationships, which can have a detrimental 

impact on both a woman’s ability and desire to advance to a presidency.  This finding 

supports the final concept of the study’s conceptual framework concerning the impact 

of training on the AACC competencies on women’s advancement.  Establishing 

stronger, more intentional training on how to deal with negative behaviors from others 

is essential in supporting aspiring women leaders’ advancement.  In their study on 

gender and resilient leadership, Christman and McClellan (2012) noted that resiliency 

was key for leaders in overcoming barriers; therefore, developing resiliency should be 

addressed more intentionally in leadership development programs to ensure that 

women leaders have appropriate and specific training in order to overcome this barrier 

to advancement.   

Another finding from this study is that participants desire to find a better 

balance between their work and personal lives, and they perceived that more emphasis 

in the leadership development program on overcoming this challenge would benefit 

them in their leadership journey.  Believing that achieving work-life balance was 

implausible at higher levels of leadership was a strong influence on participants’ 

desire to advance, with most participants ultimately decided that pursuing a presidency 

was no longer attractive despite their leadership preparation.  This finding is consistent 

with earlier research on the importance of work-life campus policies and other family-

friendly policies and practices in supporting women’s advancement (e.g., Barcelo, 
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White, Lowrie, & Musil, 2010; Townsend & Twombly, 2007).  Additional research 

highlights the shortfall in addressing work/life balance in higher education to support 

women in advancing to the presidency (e.g., Cordova, 2011; Cox & Salsberry, 2012; 

Montas-Hunter, 2012; Seay, 2010) and this research study indicates that this shortfall 

still exists. 

Therefore, the lack of a competency that addresses the need for work/life 

balance and family-friendly workplace policies is a glaring omission from the AACC 

leadership competency framework, which supports the conceptual framework 

concerning the impact of the AACC leadership competencies on women’s 

advancement.  With aspiring women leaders poised to assume more leadership 

responsibility, thanks to their presence in the leadership pipeline and the pending 

leadership crisis, now is a prime opportunity to reformulate the competencies so that 

transforming the workplace environment becomes embedded in leadership 

development programs.  As Duree and Ebbers (2012) noted in their research on the 

AACC competencies, leadership development programs “continue to play a critical 

part in the development of successful transformational leaders in the new millennium” 

(p. 50).   

Consequently, reshaping workplaces to reflect support for work/life balance 

should be an imperative goal for community college leadership.  Addressing this goal 

through the AACC leadership competencies would address this study’s conceptual 

framework concerning the impact of the competencies on women’s ascendancy by 

addressing the interpersonal barriers that hinder women from advancing to higher 

levels of leadership, including the presidency. 
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Leadership Competence after Participating in the AAWCC LEADERS Institute 

The fourth research question sought to understand how community college 

women leaders viewed their leadership competence after participating in the AAWCC 

LEADERS Institute.  Leadership competence for this study was defined as the extent 

to which leaders identify and operate the skills required to lead in the increasingly 

complex higher educational environment (AACC, 2013).  The following three themes 

emerged from analysis of the data collected to address this research question: 1) 

leadership development builds confidence, 2) participation in the AAWCC LEADERS 

Institute creates synergy among women leaders, and 3) lack of follow-up hinders 

growth in leadership development. 

Overall, participants perceived a boost in their leadership confidence, first for 

being selected to participate in the leadership development program, and then for the 

confidence gained in interacting with women leaders through the program.  This 

finding supports research on women leaders by Montas-Hunter (2012) and Diehl 

(2014).  Montas-Hunter’s study found that successful women leaders exhibited a high 

degree of self-efficacy, which she defined as a person’s belief in his or her capabilities 

under a variety of circumstances, developed through supportive networks that 

encouraged them to high levels of professional achievement, while Diehl’s study 

emphasized how adversity for women leaders, when viewed as an empowering 

experience rather than a barrier, can encourage leadership growth and boost self-

efficacy. 

Most participants also perceived that participating in the program led to 

powerful synergy among women attendees that continued initially at their home 
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institutions through networking and sharing their learning experiences with other 

aspiring women leaders.  This finding is consistent with earlier research that suggests 

that networking is highly influential in supporting women’s leadership advancement 

(e.g., Baltodano, Carlson, Jackson, & Mitchell, 2012; Eddy, 2009; Madsen et al., 

2012; McNair, 2015).  However, several participants suggested that more could be 

done to continue the synergy developed at the Institute through sustained, structured 

follow-up activities.  Several participants noted that intended follow-up through the 

Institute did not occur, as no formal structure was in place to ensure sustainability.  

Karen suggested incorporating “structured outreach and encouragement” along with 

“some kind of follow-up … where we had a role in the future LEADERS program.”   

This finding suggests that better sustained connection and intentional 

engagement between the Institute and its alumni could help sustain the synergy 

created during the Institute and generate further momentum for leadership ascension.  

With sustainability of leadership growth and development being a core tenet of the 

AACC’s leadership competency framework (AACC, 2013), creating formal and 

visible connections to the Institute through follow-up activities to enhance those 

valued connections and networking opportunities is likely to further leadership 

development for participants.  

In addition, participants overwhelmingly pointed to their mentorship 

experiences as having a significant impact on their leadership journey, and providing 

intentional means for mentorship is a key component for women’s leadership 

advancement (Ballenger, 2010; Brown, 2005; Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011).  Claudia, 

Karen, Lourdes, Pam, and Sonia observed that their mentors greatly influenced their 
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desire to advance in leadership, while Pam and Sonia also perceived that their 

mentorship experiences led them to become strong mentors for other aspiring women 

leaders.  This finding is consistent with abundant research on mentorship and women 

in higher education that highlights its importance in women’s leadership advancement 

(e.g., Ballenger, 2010; Bornstein, 2009; Brown, 2005; Dean, 2009; Dunbar & 

Kinnersley, 2011; Gerdes, 2010; Oakes, 1999), which informs this study’s conceptual 

framework.  Brown (2005) noted that women college presidents credit mentorship 

with enhancing their desire to advance to a presidency, and also enhanced their desire 

to mentor others.  In addition, Ballenger’s (2010) study on women presidents found 

that access to women mentors is a challenge in male-dominated institutions because 

men are more likely to mentor other men; therefore, establishing more women leaders 

as mentors is necessary to impact advancement for aspiring women.   

Consequently, leadership development programs can contribute to women’s 

successful advancement to the presidency by establishing concrete, visible 

mechanisms for mentorship with successful women leaders.  Women who aspire to 

leadership benefit from mentorship, which has shown to ease the transition into 

leadership roles by honing their skills and providing networking opportunities (Dunbar 

& Kinnersley, 2011).  Providing aspiring women leaders with increased opportunities 

to connect with successful women presidents through leadership development 

programs would help them better understand the role of president and how to 

overcome the many challenges successful women presidents have navigated before 

them. 
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Implications for Higher Education Practice 

The findings of this study suggest several implications for higher education 

practice.  The first implication for higher education practice is that a formal leadership 

development program that unites aspiring women leaders with women who have 

achieved a presidency positively impacts women’s leadership preparation.  Formal 

leadership development geared toward women has been shown to positively influence 

a woman’s ability and desire to ascend to a presidency (Barcelo et al., 2010; White, 

2012).  Since higher education institutions are still overwhelmingly led by men 

(American Council on Education [ACE], 2017), which limits women’s exposure to 

women leaders in the workplace, study participants overwhelmingly perceived that 

their preparation for advancement was enhanced through the shared experiences of the 

women presidents and other women leaders who served as presenters in the leadership 

development program.   

This implication is supported by the study’s conceptual framework, especially 

within the first two concepts that emphasize the increasingly complex higher 

education environment and the role transformational leadership plays in navigating 

those challenges.  Mellow and Heelan (2015) noted that the leadership challenges in 

the 21st century are “staggering” (p. 148), and research notes the dearth of women 

leaders available who can serve as role models for aspiring women (Ballenger, 2010; 

Bornstein, 2009).  Therefore, leadership development programs can fill that void by 

exposing aspiring women leaders to women who have successfully navigated the 

leadership pipeline to achieve a presidency.  Through increased access to successful 
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women leaders, those women who aspire to leadership can better envision themselves 

in that role and can learn concrete steps to achieving advancement.   

However, a second implication for higher education concerning women’s 

leadership preparation, based on this research study’s findings, is that male leaders can 

play an important role in advancing women’s ascension to leadership positions, up to 

and including the presidency.  A male perspective could enhance women’s leadership 

development training, since men have better access to the male domains of leadership 

and supportive networks that bolster their advancement.  This finding addresses 

research by Bornstein (2008, 2009), which indicated that men exclude women from 

vital leadership training, and further research by Ballenger (2010) and Diehl (2014), 

which indicated that women still lack access to “the good old boy network” 

(Ballenger, 2010, p. 12).   This addition also could assist in addressing the shortfall in 

covering some of the basic leadership skills men exhibit that women perceive they are 

lacking, such as salary negotiations.  By including successful men leaders in women’s 

leadership development programs, women can have greater access to skills and 

competencies men deem significant in successful leadership advancement, thereby 

expanding their leadership competence.  

A third implication for higher education is that a formal leadership 

development program designed to prepare women for advancement does not 

necessarily influence attendees’ desire for advancement.  While the participants of this 

study perceived many benefits from their experience with the Institute, namely that 

they felt empowered through their exposure to successful women presidents at the 

Institute, recognized their personal leadership potential, and developed confidence in 
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their leadership ability, most of the participants ultimately did not desire to pursue 

advancement to a presidency.  As evidenced in the third concept of this study’s 

conceptual framework, considerable barriers still hinder women’s advancement to the 

presidency.  As Diehl (2014) noted in her study on women presidents (n=26), women 

still find themselves dealing with institutional structures that foster discrimination and 

favor male advancement.  In addition, Jones and Palmer (2011) noted in their study on 

women leaders that competition for scant leadership opportunities fosters negative 

behaviors among women in the workplace that undermine women’s desire to ascend 

to higher levels of leadership.   

Therefore, leadership development programs must be intentional in addressing 

how women can recognize and overcome these barriers to advancement and continue 

their leadership journey despite the challenges.  If women who are intentionally 

preparing for a presidency are not inspired to continue their leadership journey 

because of barriers to advancement, gender imbalance at the presidency will persist 

and institutional structures will continue to favor male advancement.  Additional work 

needs to be done to ensure that training on overcoming barriers is infused into 

leadership development programs.  

A fourth implication for higher education practice revealed by this study is that 

most of the AACC’s core leadership competencies – namely organizational strategy, 

resource management, communication, and collaboration – are highly relevant 

competencies for serving as a president.  This finding supports Eddy’s (2012) study on 

women presidents that indicated women presidents perceived the AACC competencies 

to be foundational in their leadership preparation, and also indicates that current 



Texas Tech University, Deirdre Hinkle Reyna, May 2018 

 154 

leadership development programs are overcoming the gap in skills development 

uncovered by Duree and Ebbers (2012).  Their study found that presidents perceived 

that they were ill-prepared in collaboration skills, while also noting that organizational 

strategy and resource management in particular are foundational competencies for 

leadership in the new millennium.   

This finding supports the final two concepts of this study’s conceptual 

framework concerning the impact of formal leadership development programs and the 

AACC leadership competencies on women’s ability to ascend to a presidency.  

Although leadership development programs are better aligned with the AACC 

competency framework, designers of these programs should continue to infuse these 

leadership competencies into their curriculum so that attendees can hone their skills 

(AACC, 2013).  In-depth training on all of the competencies listed above is necessary 

to ensure that women leaders continue to develop their skills to become successful, 

transformational leaders.  

However, two further implications concerning the AACC leadership 

competencies are that community college advocacy may no longer be a significant 

core leadership competency for leadership training, and significant gaps still exist in 

the leadership competencies in addressing women’s leadership growth and ascension.  

Most study participants perceived that competence in navigating institutional culture 

and politics is essential to their leadership development but was not obvious in the 

AACC core leadership competencies or adequately covered by the leadership 

development program.  This finding supports the conceptual framework concerning 

whether the current AACC leadership competency framework addresses women’s 
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advancement in light of the myriad institutional and interpersonal barriers they face.  

The current leadership framework does not appear to adequately address how to 

navigate institutional culture and politics, since aspiring women leaders still perceive 

deficiencies in the leadership training they receive.   

In addition, research indicates that women often decide against advancement to 

leadership positions because they perceive that their role as family caretaker conflicts 

with the demands of a leadership position such as the presidency (Ballenger, 2010; 

Cox & Salsberry, 2012; Montas-Hunter, 2012).  Study findings indicate that the 

current AACC leadership competency framework fails to address work/life balance.  

Therefore, shifting focus from the leadership competency for advocating for 

community colleges to instead advocating for systemic revision to institutional 

structures and practices that would support women in leading both their families and 

their institutions can alter the community college landscape by nurturing leadership 

success for women, and capitalizing on their transformational style of leadership that 

research suggests is necessary in the 21st century community college environment 

(e.g., Ballenger, 2010; Bonebright et al., 2011; Bornstein, 2008; Diehl, 2014; Eddy & 

VanDerLinden, 2006).  

A final implication for higher education practice based on this research study’s 

findings is that formal, structured follow-up activities that include a strong mentoring 

component can reinforce the training received through the leadership development 

program.  Participants perceived that a lack of follow-up following the six-day 

Institute hindered their leadership growth and was a missed opportunity in continuing 

their leadership preparation for advancement to a presidency.  Study participants 
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suggested that formalizing follow-up activities and enhancing mentorship 

relationships by pairing attendees with women leaders, either at the attendees’ institute 

or through networking provided by the leadership development program, should be 

incorporated to complement the formal leadership competency training received 

throughout the Institute.   

This finding supports research on collaborative partnerships between higher 

education institutions and leadership development programs conducted by Bonebright 

et al. (2011) and White (2012), who found that such collaborative efforts are 

successful in motivating women to aspire to leadership positions including the 

presidency.  In addition, Brown’s (2005) research on mentorship further buttresses the 

need for structured networking and mentorship to build a stronger pathway to the 

presidency.  Therefore, those who are involved in developing leadership development 

programs should ensure that networking and mentoring connections are formalized 

during the leadership development training so that follow-up activities can be 

successful, and that this formal, structured follow-up is clearly embedded in the 

curriculum.  Additionally, formal mentoring connections should be established by the 

end of the leadership training to ensure that all attendees of a leadership development 

program are paired with a strong mentor to work on follow-up activities and to build a 

stronger mentorship/mentee bond. 

Recommendations for Higher Education Practice 

Findings from this study suggest multiple recommendations for higher 

education practice.  Because so few women lead community colleges despite their 

presence in the leadership pipeline to the presidency (ACE, 2012; Flowers & Moore, 
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2008), these recommendations call for higher education leadership to bolster existing 

mechanisms that encourage and support aspiring women to successfully advance 

through the leadership pipeline toward a presidency.   

Leadership development programs have emerged as a key mechanism in 

women’s leadership growth (Baltodano et al., 2012; Bonebright et al., 2011; Flowers 

& Moore, 2008; Madsen, 2011; McNair, 2015; White, 2012); therefore, ensuring that 

program curriculum fully aligns with the skills and leadership competencies necessary 

for women’s advancement is vital in closing the leadership gap and creating greater 

gender parity in community college leadership. 

The first recommendation for higher education practice is for leadership 

development programs to capitalize more fully on the experiences and advice of 

successful women presidents.  Those who are tasked with developing curriculum for 

leadership development programs should encourage continued participation of current 

and former women presidents to share their leadership experiences and challenges in 

the presidency.  The reason for this recommendation is twofold: first, to ensure that 

aspiring women leaders are prepared for the realities of the position, and second, to 

ensure that all of the skills and leadership competencies women leaders view as 

essential to successful leadership are addressed in the leadership development 

program.  This recommendation supports the conceptual framework of this study in 

overcoming the barriers women leaders experience that impact their preparation and 

motivation to ascent to the presidency. 

A second recommendation for higher education practice is to incorporate into 

leadership development programs successful men leaders who are supportive of 
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women’s advancement.  Findings of this study suggest that incorporating men leaders’ 

perspective on how women can better prepare for advancement and how to overcome 

persistent workplace barriers could enhance the leadership training and provide access 

to what have been traditionally considered male domains of leadership (Sullivan, 

2009; Wilson & Cox-Brand, 2012).  Abundant research suggests that women suffer 

from negative workplace cultures that still support male ascendency and stymie 

women’s leadership growth (e.g., Ballenger, 2010, Bornstein, 2008; Diehl, 2014; 

Jones & Palmer, 2011), and incorporating forthright discussion among current men 

and women leaders into formal development training for aspiring women leaders 

would augment their understanding of these barriers.  Further, additional insight from 

men leaders on how to be successful as a president would enhance women’s ability 

and desire to advance to a presidency by illuminating those skills and competencies 

men view as essential to leadership success. 

A third recommendation for higher education practice is to develop 

mechanisms within leadership development programs to foster aspiring women 

leaders’ desire for advancement to a presidency.  Too many women who attend 

leadership development programs specifically designed for women do not end up 

pursuing a presidency, as evidenced in research by White (2012) on the HERS 

institute.  Based on this study’s findings, organizers of leadership development 

programs must consider what motivates women to ascend to higher levels of 

leadership when designing their programs.  In addition, community college leaders 

should consider aspiring women leaders’ resilience and self-efficacy when selecting 

women to attend leadership development training to ensure that participants exhibit 
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the qualities of successful women leaders (Christman & McClellan, 2012; Montas-

Hunter, 2012).  Community college leaders and organizers of leadership development 

programs should partner to explore mechanisms for further developing motivation, 

resilience, and self-efficacy in women leaders so that they maintain the desire to 

ascend to a presidency and perceive that they are capable of meeting the challenges.  

A fourth recommendation for higher education practice is for higher education 

leaders and leadership experts to convene once again to address the AACC core 

leadership competency framework in terms of the ever-evolving higher education 

environment.  This recommendation addresses the final concept of this study’s 

conceptual framework concerning the impact of the current AACC leadership 

competencies.  The AACC noted in 2013 that “[i]nstitutional transformation cannot 

take place without the development and continual improvement of a college’s 

leadership” (AACC, 2013, p. 2).  However, it has been five years since the current 

leadership competency framework was developed, and as the 2017 ACE report notes, 

the higher education landscape continues to rapidly evolve and transform.  This 

constant transformation requires flexible leaders who can recognize the ever-changing 

context in which they must lead and who can progressively improve and develop their 

leadership competence to ensure success in the 21st century.   

Therefore, the leadership competency framework must also progressively 

improve and evolve to meet women leaders’ needs to ensure their continued success in 

leading these dynamic institutions of higher education.  Based on this study’s findings, 

two gaps exist in the AACC core leadership competency framework: cultural 

competence and a competency that addresses the need for community college 
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leadership to value work/life balance.  One way to address this recommendation is to 

consider including a leadership competency specific to cultural competence so that 

women leaders are better prepared to advance to a presidency.  Research by Eddy 

(2012) on how college leaders utilize the AACC leadership competencies in the 

context of campus culture and climate informs this recommendation.  In her study of 

12 community college presidents, Eddy noted that presidents often spoke of the 

competencies in what she described as “clusters” (p. 33).  For example, organizational 

strategy and resource management were often discussed in tandem, and discussion of 

communication and collaboration were blended as well (Eddy, 2012). In addition, 

Eddy proposed an additional core leadership competency she described as cultural 

competency and ultimately labeled as “contextual competency” (p. 32), defined as 

“understanding the college culture and reading the context of what is valued” (p. 32) at 

the institution. 

Incorporating intentional, specific training on cultural competency into 

leadership development programs for women, either as part of the training devoted to 

the core leadership competency on organizational strategy or as its own competency as 

proposed by Eddy (2012), could capitalize on current women leaders’ experiences and 

knowledge to offer practical information to aspiring women leaders in overcoming 

institutional barriers to advancement that still prevail in higher education.  Also, 

labeling this as a specific leadership competency would reinforce its importance to 

leadership development overall in the contemporary community college environment.  

Further, formulating a leadership competency that addresses work/life balance is 

essential in encouraging the establishment of workplace policies and procedures that 



Texas Tech University, Deirdre Hinkle Reyna, May 2018 

 161 

are family-friendly, which Barcelo et al. (2010) noted plays a significant role in 

attracting women to leadership positions.  Intentionally elucidating a leadership 

competence concerning work/life balance would further support the ascension of 

qualified women who still serve as the primary family caretakers (Cox & Salsberry, 

2012, Seay, 2010). 

 A final recommendation for higher education practice is for formal leadership 

development programs to imbed formal, structured, and sustainable follow-up 

activities into their curriculum, in partnership with postsecondary institutions.  

Bonebright et al. (2011) highlighted the effectiveness of such collaborations between 

leadership development programs and postsecondary institutions.  This 

recommendation can be accomplished by tying formal leadership development 

program follow-up activities to intentional and robust institutional professional 

development activities.  Creating strong linkages between the leadership development 

curriculum and structured institutional activities should enhance both the ability and 

desire for aspiring women leaders to advance to a presidency.   

Moreover, mentorship is repeatedly revealed as a key component in preparing 

women for advancement to a presidency (Ballenger, 2010; Brown, 2005; Dean, 2009; 

Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011), which was supported by this study’s findings.  

Therefore, partnered activities between leadership development programs and 

postsecondary institutions should include a mentorship component whereby leadership 

development program attendees are mentored by a successful woman leader and also 

serve as mentors for other aspiring women leaders as they enter the leadership develop 

program.  In addition, incorporating mentorship activities that target other aspiring 
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women and prepare them to attend a leadership development program would create a 

greater pool of potential women leaders, with an ultimate goal of bringing greater 

gender parity to the presidency and averting the looming leadership crisis.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

The leadership crisis continues to loom, and higher education institutions will 

continue to struggle to fill vacancies and to close the gender gap that exists at the 

presidency.  The findings of this study suggest a need for future research on women’s 

leadership and advancement to the presidency.  Scant research exists on formal 

leadership development programs designed for women leaders and how they address 

barriers specific to women as they traverse the leadership pipeline.  This study focused 

on one leadership development program, the AAWCC LEADERS Institute, which is 

devoted to women leaders interested in advancing to the presidency; therefore, a 

research study that targets other women’s leadership development programs could 

offer additional insight on the applicability of the current AACC core leadership 

competencies and potential gaps.  For example, a review by Barcelo et al. (2010) of 

the national Campus Women Lead program was conducted nearly 10 years ago; 

therefore, a comparative study that includes participants of the program before 2010 

and participants since then would be valuable in assessing whether progress is being 

made in incorporating the AACC leadership competencies into women’s leadership 

development programs. 

Also, this study focused on women leaders at very large community colleges in 

Texas, which constrained the number of potential participants.  A phenomenological 

research study that expands the inclusion criteria for participants to a larger 
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geographic region, such as the southwest region of the United States, would 

potentially lead to richer data collection for analysis and enhance the relevance of the 

study findings.     

Further research also is needed on how the leadership competencies address 

typical barriers to women’s advancement, such as navigating institutional politics and 

balancing their work lives and personal lives.  Duree and Ebbers (2012) and Eddy 

(2012) suggested that cultural competence is necessary in the contemporary leadership 

environment.  However, the AACC leadership competency framework does not 

articulate how to address this competence.  Participants in this study also indicated a 

significant gap in the AACC leadership competencies in addressing work/life balance.  

Therefore, additional research on how to address these deficiencies is warranted.  The 

population for further research should be current and former women presidents who 

have had a long, successful tenure in their presidency.  A mixed-methods study with a 

quantitative questionnaire that includes defined questions and open-ended questions, 

along with follow-up interviews, can encapsulate women leaders’ perceptions of what 

is missing from the competencies and identify commonalities on how they have 

addressed these gaps in their own leadership journey.  This further research would be 

valuable in providing a better understanding of what leadership competencies best 

address the unique leadership challenges facing women and inform the reshaping of 

the AACC leadership competency framework for the ever-evolving community 

college environment. 

Finally, further research that focuses on women’s leadership development 

programs that incorporate mentorship experiences should be considered.  Participants 
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in this study overwhelmingly perceived that mentorship from successful women 

leaders should have been more intentional and sustainable in order to enhance 

leadership preparation.  Therefore, further exploration of the role of mentorship and its 

integration into leadership development programs would prove valuable to higher 

education practice.  A phenomenological study of purposefully selected women 

presidents who have attended other formal leadership development programs geared 

toward women and based on the AACC leadership competencies should be conducted 

to see if they successfully integrate mentorship into their programs. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the 

perceived effectiveness of a formal leadership development program based on the 

AACC core leadership competencies in preparing women leaders for a community 

college presidency in the 21st century.  Of specific interest was how women leaders 

perceived the program impacted both their ability to lead and their desire to ascend to 

the presidency.  For the purposes of this study, the American Association of Women 

in Community College’s LEADERS Institute was chosen as the phenomenon, to 

isolate leadership development specific to women and based on the AACC leadership 

competencies.  The study setting was four Texas public community colleges classified 

in the Very Large Accountability Peer Group by THECB, based on student 

enrollments (THECB, n.d.).   

The seven participants in this study were selected based on their attendance of 

the AAWCC LEADERS Institute during the study timeframe, which was 2012 to 

2015.  Participants also were employed in a leadership position at a community 
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college during the time they attended the Institute.  The researcher served as the 

primary data collection instrument, and data were collected through semi-structured 

interviews, field notes, and noteworthy documents.  A phenomenological approach 

was used to analyze the data, utilizing the constant comparative analysis method.  

Themes derived from the data analysis process were documented into viable 

categories and assigned to a research question to ensure relevance to the study.  The 

common experiences among participants were then reviewed to generate study 

findings that ultimately defined the phenomenon as experienced by participants.   

This study was constructed on a conceptual framework comprised of five 

concepts concerning community college leadership.  First, the community college 

environment has evolved significantly in the 21st century and presidents are tasked 

with leading their colleges through an increasingly complex environment (AACC, 

2013; Eddy, 2009; Fulton-Calkins & Milling, 2005).  Second, women exhibit the 

transformational leadership style befitting the contemporary community college 

environment (e.g., Ballenger, 2010; Bornstein, 2009; Diehl, 2014).  Third, institutional 

structure and culture, while evolving, still foster barriers to women’s advancement that 

need to be overcome for higher education to move the needle on gender equity at the 

presidency (Bornstein, 2008; Bornstein, 2009; Chliwniak, 1997; Diehl, 2014; Eddy & 

Cox, 2008).  Fourth, formal leadership development enhances women leaders’ ability 

and desire to ascend to a presidency (e.g., Madsen, 2011; White, 2012).  Finally, 

training on the AACC leadership competencies impacts women’s leadership 

ascension, with research indicating that leadership development based on the AACC 

core leadership competencies is perceived as integral to leader success (e.g., Duree & 
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Ebbers, 2012; Eddy, 2012; McNair et al., 2011; Sullivan, 2009).  These five concepts 

framed the study to explore how women leaders perceived the effectiveness of a 

formal leadership development program based on the AACC leadership competencies 

in preparing and motivating them to advance to a college presidency. 

The implications of this study for higher education are that a formal leadership 

development program that unites aspiring women leaders with women who have 

achieved a presidency positively impacts women’s leadership preparation; male 

leaders can play an important role in advancing women’s ascension to leadership 

positions, up to and including the presidency; a formal leadership development 

program designed to prepare women for advancement does not necessarily influence 

attendees’ desire for advancement; and most of the AACC’s core leadership 

competencies are highly relevant competencies for serving as a president, yet 

community college advocacy no longer seems to be significant as a core leadership 

competency.  Additional implications are that significant gaps exist in the leadership 

competencies that weaken women’s potential leadership growth and ascension, and 

formal, structured follow-up activities that include a strong mentoring component can 

reinforce the training received through the leadership development program. 

The findings of this study will contribute to higher education practice through 

the following recommendations for preparing and motivating aspiring women leaders 

to ascend to a presidency.  First, leadership development programs should foster more 

interaction between aspiring women leaders and those who have successfully 

navigated the leadership pipeline to achieve a presidency.  Second, leadership 

development program designers should incorporate successful men leaders who are 
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supportive of women’s advancement into program curriculum.  Third, organizers of 

leadership development programs should develop mechanisms within such programs 

to foster aspiring women leaders’ desire for advancement to a presidency. 

A fourth recommendation is for higher education leaders and leadership 

experts to convene once again to address the AACC core leadership competency 

framework in terms of the ever-evolving higher education environment.  This study 

found that two significant gaps exist in the AACC core leadership competency 

framework: cultural competence and a competency that addresses the need for 

community college leadership to value work/life balance.  Those engaged in the 

development of the AACC leadership competency framework and leadership 

development programs should incorporate specific discussion on cultural competency 

and work/life balance to close this significant gap in leadership development that 

hinders women’s advancement to a presidency.   

A final recommendation for higher education practice is for formal leadership 

development programs to imbed formal, structured, and sustainable follow-up 

activities into their curriculum, in partnership with postsecondary institutions.  This 

structure for follow-up activities should incorporate a mentorship component to 

connect attendees with successful leaders and should require their commitment to 

mentor other aspiring women leaders.  By establishing leadership development 

program alumni as mentors to potential women leaders at their institutions, these 

programs and higher education institutions can continue to enrich the leadership 

pipeline with aspiring women leaders by nurturing both their ability and desire for 

advancement to a presidency.  Taken together, these recommendations should foster 
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women’s continued advancement to the presidency, which will close the gender gap at 

the highest leadership level and aid in averting the looming leadership crisis in higher 

education. 
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APPENDIX C 

REQUEST TO CONDUCT STUDY AND IDENTIFY PARTICIPANTS 

 Dear ___________________: 
 
My name is Deirdre Reyna, and I am currently a doctoral candidate at Texas Tech 
University in the Higher Education Administration program, with a concentration on 
community colleges.  I am conducting a study that explores community college 
women executive leaders’ perceptions of formal leadership development programs in 
preparing them for ascendancy to a presidency.  Specifically, I am interested in 
women’s perceptions of the impact of formal leadership development programs on 
their ability and desire to ascend to a presidency.   
 
I am requesting your assistance in conducting this study at your institution.  If you 
agree, I am also asking your assistance in sending the below email script and 
Description of the Study to any executive-level women leaders who have participated 
in the American Association for Women in Community College’s LEADERS Institute 
from 2011 to 2015, and who have a minimum of three years in an executive-level 
position.  For purposes of this study, an executive-level position is defined as a 
position that typically leads to the presidency, such as provosts/chief academic officers 
and other senior executives in academic affairs, student affairs, or 
business/administration.  The participants will be asked to participate in one (1) 60- to 
90-minute interview, and I will travel to the institution to conduct the interview. 
 
Thank you for your consideration in allowing me to conduct this study at your 
institution, as well as in identifying potential participants.  If you have any questions 
regarding this research study, you may email me at deirdre.reyna@ttu.edu, or you may 
call me at (956) 206-5683.  You may also contact Dr. Stephanie J. Jones, who is 
supervising this study, at (806) 834-1380 or by email at stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu. 

 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Deirdre Reyna 
Texas Tech University Doctoral Candidate 
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APPENDIX D 

EMAIL SCRIPT FOR POTENTIAL PARTICIPANTS 

 
Dear ___________________: 
 
My name is Deirdre Reyna, and I am currently a doctoral candidate at Texas Tech 
University in the Higher Education Administration program, with a concentration on 
community colleges.  My dissertation research study focuses on community college 
women executive leaders’ perceptions of formal leadership development programs in 
preparing them for ascendancy to a presidency.  Specifically, I am interested in 
women’s perceptions of the impact of formal leadership development programs on 
their ability and desire to ascend to a presidency.   
 
I am requesting your assistance as a participant in this study.  Your participation 
would involve an in-person interview lasting approximately 60 to 90 minutes.  The 
interview will be scheduled at your convenience, with the date and time set based on 
your availability.  I will travel to your institution to conduct the interview at a location 
at your institution that is convenient for you, and I will provide a list of the interview 
questions one week prior to the interview date.  Interviews will be audio recorded.  
Your identity and the identity of your college will be kept confidential; your name or 
any personal identifying information will not be used in any published reports.   
 
Your participation in this research study is completely voluntary, and any information 
you share will be used strictly for research purposes.  If you are interested and willing 
to participate in this study, please email me at deirdre.reyna@ttu.edu, or you may call 
me at (956) 206-5683.  Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions about 
the study.  You may also contact Dr. Stephanie J. Jones, who is supervising this study, 
at (806) 834-1380 or by email at stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu. 

    
Thank you for your time and consideration in participating in this study.  Your 
participation will provide valuable insight into this study topic on women’s leadership 
development.  I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Deirdre Reyna 
Texas Tech University Doctoral Candidate 
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APPENDIX E 

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY 

What is this research project about? 
The purpose of this study is to explore the perceived effectiveness of a leadership 
development program based on the AACC leadership competencies in preparing 
female executive leaders for a community college presidency in the 21st century.  
   
What would I do if I participate? 
You will be asked to participate in a face-to-face interview where you will be asked a 
series of questions about your perceived experiences in leadership and leadership 
development training. 
 
How long will my participation take? 
The interview will last between 60 and 90 minutes.   
 
Can I quit if I become uncomfortable? 
Yes. The researchers and the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board have 
reviewed the questions included for the interview and perceive you can answer them 
comfortably.  However, your participation is completely voluntary.  You are free to 
stop answering questions at any time and discontinue the interview at any time. 
 
How are you protecting privacy? 
Pseudonyms will be used to identify participants and their institution.  All study data 
will be kept in locked file storage, and all electronic files will be saved on an 
encrypted external flash drive that will be kept in locked file storage only accessible 
by the researchers when not in use. 
 
How will I benefit from participating in this study? 
There is no monetary compensation for participating in this study. However, 
participants will benefit from the knowledge that they contributed to a study that aims 
to advance women’s leadership in community colleges. 
 
How can I participate in this study? 
Please send an email stating your willingness to participate to Deirdre Reyna at 
deirdre.reyna@ttu.edu or contact her at (956) 206-5683. Please provide your preferred 
method of communication. 
 
I have questions about this study. Who can I ask? 
1. If you have any questions about this research study, you can contact Deirdre 

Reyna at (956) 206-5683 or by email at deirdre.reyna@ttu.edu. 
2. You may also contact Dr. Stephanie J. Jones, who is supervising this study, at 

(806) 834-1380 or by email at stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu. 

mailto:deirdre.reyna@ttu.edu
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3. Texas Tech University also has an Institutional Review Board that protects the 
rights of people who participate in research. You may contact them with questions 
by calling (806) 742-2064 or by email at hrpp@ttu.edu. You may also contact 
them by mail at Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, 
Office of the Vice President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 
79409.  
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APPENDIX F 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Community College Women Executive Leaders’ Perceptions of the Role of 
Leadership Development Programs in Advancing to the Presidency 

 
Interviewer: Deirdre Reyna        Interviewee: __________________________ 

Date: __________   Time: __________   Location: ____________________________ 

I. Opening Statement: 

Thank you for taking the time to meet with me and participate in this research study. I 
appreciate your contribution to this study of leadership development and its impact on 
women’s ascendancy to the presidency.  The purpose of this study is to explore the 
perceived effectiveness of leadership development programs in preparing women 
leaders for a community college presidency in the 21st century.  Please note that your 
participation in this research study is completely voluntary, and any information you 
share will be used strictly for research purposes.  You may choose to skip any question 
or discontinue the interview for any reason.  Your identity and the identity of your 
college will be kept confidential; your name or any personal identifying information 
will not be used in any published reports.  You will be given an opportunity to provide 
feedback on the interview transcript in order to verify information and clarify 
meaning.  The audio recording may be transcribed by a third-party transcriptionist, 
and all notes and references to their information will be identified by a pseudonym. I 
would like to ask your permission to record this interview and to take notes during the 
interview. Consent given: ___________ 

 
Do you have any questions before we begin? 

 
II. Opening Questions: These questions relate to your education and experiences prior 
to your current leadership position: 

 
1. Please tell me about yourself. How long have you worked at your college, and 

in what roles? 
2. Have you held a leadership position at any other institution? If so, where and in 

what position? 
3. What is your educational background? 
4. What is your current title? 
5. What leadership development or training have you received, either formally or 

informally? When? 
 
III. Main Questions 
 



Texas Tech University, Deirdre Hinkle Reyna, May 2018 

 189 

1. How would you describe your institution’s organizational structure? 
Specifically, when it comes to decision-making would you say your institution 
is more hierarchical with a top-down approach, more collaborative and 
distributive, or more grassroots with a bottom-up approach? 

2. How would you describe your leadership style? 
3. What factors do you perceive have contributed to your career advancement? 
4. How would you describe your institution’s culture in terms of supporting 

women as leaders? 
5. Who or what influenced your decision to pursue a presidency? 
6. As a leader, what role do you perceive your gender has had on your work 

relationships with colleagues of either sex? 
7. What barriers, if any, have you experienced as a woman that you perceive have 

impacted your ability and/or desire to advance to a presidency?  
8. How would you describe the leadership development you received through the 

AAWCC LEADERS Institute? 
9. How would you describe the relevance of the AACC leadership competencies 

discussed in the program to your ability to lead effectively? 
10. How important would you say competency in navigating institutional culture is 

to your success as a woman leader? Was this competency discussed in your 
training? 

11. To what extent do you perceive your leadership development experience with 
AAWCC prepared you as a leader to advance to a presidency?  

12. To what extent do you perceive your leadership development experience with 
AAWCC impacted your desire to advance to a presidency? 

13. In what ways do you perceive your leadership development training through 
AAWCC could have prepared you better, as a woman, for leadership? 
Specifically, are there any other leadership competencies you wish you had 
been taught? 

14. What mentoring experiences have you had? 
15. To what extent do you perceive your mentoring experiences have impacted 

your ability and desire to advance to a presidency? 
16. To what extent do you mentor other aspiring women leaders? 
17. Have you experienced any other leadership preparation in relation to pursuing 

a presidency? If so, how do you perceive its impact on your ability and desire 
to advance to a presidency? 

18. What other experiences, whether personally or in the workplace, have you had 
that have significantly impacted your ability and desire to assume a leadership 
role? 

19. What ultimately was most influential in your decision to pursue/not pursue a 
presidency? 

 
IV. Concluding Questions 
 

1. Is there anything else you would like to add at this time? 
2. Do you have any questions for me at this time? 
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V. Closing Statement: 
 
Thank you again for taking the time to meet with me and participate in this research 
study. I appreciate your contribution to this study. I would like to remind you that 
everything you have shared with me will be used strictly for research purposes, and 
your identity will be kept confidential. Once I have prepared a transcript of this 
interview, I will share it with you so that you can verify the information you shared 
with me and clarify meaning. This concludes our interview session, and I will now 
stop the recording. 
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APPENDIX G 

ADULT PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
 

What is this research project about? 
The purpose of this study is to explore the perceived effectiveness of a leadership 
development program based on the AACC leadership competencies in preparing 
female executive leaders for a community college presidency in the 21st century.  
   
What would I do if I participate? 
You will be asked to participate in a face-to-face interview where you will be asked a 
series of questions about your perceived experiences in leadership and leadership 
development training. 
 
How long will my participation take? 
The interview will last between 60 and 90 minutes.   
 
Can I quit if I become uncomfortable? 
Yes. The researchers and the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board have 
reviewed the questions included for the interview and perceive you can answer them 
comfortably.  However, your participation is completely voluntary.  You are free to 
stop answering questions at any time and discontinue the interview at any time. 
 
How are you protecting privacy? 
Pseudonyms will be used to identify participants and their institution.  All study data 
will be kept in locked file storage, and all electronic files will be saved on an 
encrypted external flash drive that will be kept in locked file storage only accessible 
by the researchers when not in use. 
 
How will I benefit from participating in this study? 
There is no monetary compensation for participating in this study. 
 
How can I participate in this study? 
Please send an email stating your willingness to participate to Deirdre Reyna at 
deirdre.reyna@ttu.edu or contact her at (956) 206-5683. Please provide your preferred 
method of communication. 
 
I have questions about this study. Who can I ask? 
1. If you have any questions about this research study, you can contact Deirdre 

Reyna at (956) 206-5683 or by email at deirdre.reyna@ttu.edu. 
2. You may also contact Dr. Stephanie J. Jones, who is supervising this study, at 

(806) 834-1380 or by email at stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu. 
3. Texas Tech University also has an Institutional Review Board that protects the 

rights of people who participate in research. You may contact them with questions 
by calling (806) 742-2064 or by email at hrpp@ttu.edu. You may also contact 

mailto:deirdre.reyna@ttu.edu
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them by mail at Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, 
Office of the Vice President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 
79409. 

 
______________________________________   ____________________  
Signature       Date  
 
______________________________________  
Printed Name  
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