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Tough Job if You Can Keep It
Published August 2016

• Average tenure of Fortune 500 CEO:   9.7 years
• Median tenure of UC/CSU president:  7 years
• Median tenure of US CC president: 7 years
• Median tenure of CA CC president:     3.5 years
• Median tenure of K-12 sup. 3.2 years

(Sources: The Conference Board, AACC, CCLC, Council of Great City  Schools)

We need more stability at the top:



“Board-CEO relationships are 
the ‘secret sauce’ 

for organization success 
and for the length of tenure for CEOs.”

Frank Gornick 
Chancellor Emeritus, West Hills CCD



1. Tough Job if You Can Keep It and
2. Talk to Me: What CCC Trustees Want 

From Their CEOs
Susanna Cooper

Managing Director

Wheelhouse: The Center for Community College 
Leadership and Research 



Trustees: Minimum Desired Tenure for Effective CEO?



CEOs: How Long Do You Plan to Stay?



Trustees: Why Do CEOs Leave Their Jobs?



CEOs: Why Do CEOs Leave Their Jobs?
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Patience

Ability to deal with ambiguity

Ability to negotiate agreement

 Sensitivity to and understanding of diversity

Ability to manage multiple challenges/opportunities simultaneously

 Communication skills

Ability to carefully consider all possible outcomes

Strong core values

Top 3 Leadership Attributes

Trustees: What CEO Attributes Do They Want?
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Interpersonal communication skills

Effective written communication skills

Experience working for a Board

Ability to understand the political environment

Experience leading an org. of significant size

Community college finance experience

California commununity college experience

Academic/instructional leadership experience

Public speaking skills and experience

Collective barganing experience

Teaching (direct classroom experience)

Fundraising experience

Student services leadership experience

Top 3 Professional Skills/Experiences (N-95)

Trustees: What Skills Are They Looking For?
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Strategic Planning

Working effectively with Board

Working effectively with internal groups (e.g. unions)

Using metrics to implement improvements

Demonstrating commitment to diversity

Mentoring direct reports

Aligning recruitment/selection for org. improvement

adaptability to and understanding campus culture

Negotiating collective bargaining with unions

Seeking professional development opportunities

Top 3 CEO Responsibilities (N=95)

Trustees: CEOs Top Responsibilities



Trustees: What’s the Hardest Part of Serving?



CEOs: Their Biggest Challenges

• Mastering complex, demanding and political nature of the job.
• Understanding “boundaries of decision-making authority”
• Responding to multiple directives (BOG, Legislature, Governor)
• Developing fiscal acumen
• Managing time
• Communicating with multiple audiences
• Clarity about most salient priorities



Challenges especially for New CEOs

• Board/Trustee relations
• Collective bargaining relationship *
• Participatory Decision-making *
• Foundations & Fund-raising
• Accreditation*
• GO Bond elections and building programs
• Media relations

* particularly for CEOs who are new to California CCs
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So how do you develop collaborative and 
effective relationships?

The “secret sauce” ingredients:
•Communicate
•Clear Expectations
•Candor
•Courage



What kind off “Boss” are you?
• Trustworthy – don’t use information to divide or hurt
• Frank / candid – direct, yet compassionate
• Appreciate – quick to offer sincere praise
• Gives clear direction – set goals and expectations, then get out of the way
• Uses evaluations effectively – to reflect, grow and improve; never a “surprise”
• Accepts mistakes and missteps with grace – innovations / change may fail
• Eager to learn – learn from successes, failures and from others 
• Great listener – patient and active; may not say “yes” but at least listen
• Leads with questions rather than directives

• “How might we do this?” “Is the goal clear?”  “Is the reason for the goal clear?”
• “Do you have what you need to achieve this goal?”  “What do you need from me?”

California Schools Spring 2018 – “Superintendent Evaluations: School Boards, Begin with a Question”



Advice for Trustees
• Stay Student Focused
• Be patient with your CEO
• Ask tough questions while supporting your CEO
• Keep your CEO informed; don’t bypass; “no surprises”
• Stay out of the day-to-day but don’t be afraid to ask about the day-to-day
• Expect your CEO to listen, but not always act
• Ensure you have the support of the Board before you push for action
• Remember how important you are when you speak
• Invest in your CEO’s professional development; invest in you own
• Enjoy your Board service



Advice for CEOs
• Stay Student Focused
• Be patient with your Board
• Spend at least 30% of your time in Board-related activity
• Keep you Board informed; “no surprises”
• Ask tough questions and support your Board
• Develop a thick skin and don’t take all Board comments personally
• Expect your Board to listen, but not always agree
• Make sure you have the support of your Board before you take action
• Invest in your Board’s professional development; invest in you own
• Enjoy your tenure



Trustees and CEOs
You are NOT Alone

“This is an extremely lonely job and I depend on 

my Trustees to provide me direction, support 

and advice” A Community College CEO

“Our CEO is our only employee and we depend 

on that employee to run this organization, 

provide us solid information, advice and 

direction” A Community College Trustee



Questions / Discussion

Judy Chen Haggerty, Esq.
Mt. San Antonio College Trustee
ACCT Diversity Committee Chair-Elect
jchaggerty@roadrunner.com

Meredith Brown, Esq.
Peralta CCD Trustee
ACCT Diversity Committee member
MBrown@aalrr.com

Dr. Douglas B. Houston, Chancellor 
Yuba Community College District
dhouston@yccd.edu
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