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Preface
By Charlie Errico

D

r. Glenn DuBois feels passionately about the lessons we can learn through the study of
history. A deeper understanding of the past fuels his commitment to a community college
system that offers hope for a better life to every student. I remember loaning him a favorite book on
Thomas Jefferson; I was surprised when two weeks later he quoted from it in a speech at New
Horizons. The Chancellor had singled out a passage about Jefferson’s vision of a school within “a
day’s horseback ride” of every Virginian. Our community college system, the Chancellor noted, with
campuses within a short drive of every citizen, was a fulfillment of Jefferson’s dream. He knew that
while many colleges take pride in their selectivity and the number of students they reject, the VCCS
values the number of students it accepts – Dreamers, veterans, women, minorities, hard-working
Virginians who struggle every day to achieve an education while holding down a job and raising a
family.
If you review the Chancellor’s speeches through the years, you will see themes emerge that tell you
about the man and his values. Words such as “equity,” “diversity,” “accessibility,” “affordability”
and “social justice” are sprinkled throughout his remarks. He spotlights the importance of
workforce training, developmental education, and “great expectations” for the Commonwealth’s
disadvantaged youth.
There is one theme, more than others, that captured my heart and those of my colleagues. In the last
two years, the Chancellor has focused on the issue of race and disparities that exist in educational
opportunities, incarceration rates, life expectancy, and family wealth. Resolving these problems, in
his words, will take “tireless dedication and collective vigilance.”
I remember attending VCCS meetings years ago in the old James Monroe Building in a conference
room with pictures of VCCS presidents. A token woman and African American graced the wall
filled with pleasant-looking white men with balding heads and graying temples. Thanks to the
Chancellor, the majority of today’s VCCS presidents are women and minorities. In our divided
America, many leaders know the politically correct verbiage, but few walk the walk and make
meaningful changes. Dr. Glenn DuBois is a leader who supports his words with actions.
In the past decade, the Chancellor’s Faculty Advisory Committee (CFAC), blessed with dedicated
and thoroughly professional chairs such as Ray Bailey and Patrick Tompkins, has worked with the
Chancellor and his leadership team to make the VCCS the best community college system in the
nation. This achievement was a product of the Chancellor’s belief that institutional progress is a
team endeavor. Meetings were respectful and collegial, and there was a level playing field because
participants left their rank and titles at the door before entering the room. We were all there for a
common purpose: to enhance the welfare of our students. If we replace the words “students” with
“nation,” our political leaders would learn an important lesson.
In a recent speech, the Chancellor stated, “nobody travels this journey alone.” But for that statement
to have meaning, the travelers need to have common goals and aspirations. Through shared services
and other initiatives, the Chancellor kept his promise to maintain a twenty-three college Virginia
Community College System. He knew that was important because he is one of us. Like most of our
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students, he was the first in his family to attend college and worried, in his words, that he was not
“college material.” His “mother’s persistence” persuaded him to enroll at a community college in
New York where his academic journey began. Perhaps he never dreamed of one day earning a
doctorate, becoming a college professor, and leading a nationally recognized statewide system of
community colleges with forty campuses. Yet, as our Virginia community college students know,
open-access affordable education is the path to make your dreams come true.
I know that I speak for my community college colleagues in saying that we are honored to have
taken this journey with our Chancellor. He has been both an inspiration and a friend.
Charles Errico, PhD
Professor of History
Northern Virginia Community College
Chair, Chancellor’s Faculty Advisory Council
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Expanding Opportunity with Community College Transfer Grants
This op-ed was originally published in the Richmond Times-Dispatch in 2007.

F

inding a good job will soon be impossible for those who lack a college degree. The link
between education and success is largely understood. College graduates are more likely to be
employed and earning better pay. Recent statistics show that the median income of a Virginian with
only a high school education is roughly $7,000 less than someone who has an associate degree and
almost $22,000 less than a person holding a bachelor’s degree.
Income statistics, however, reveal only part of what’s occurring. Technology and other knowledgebased industries are changing the very nature of Virginia’s job market. For example, after centuries
as the commonwealth’s leading exports, coal and tobacco are eclipsed by the microchip. And good
paying jobs – like those at our factories and mechanic shops – that were once obtainable with only a
high school diploma now require postsecondary education.
More and more, Virginia families understand this. They know that their child needs a college
education to lead an independent life. But only one in five Virginia students now in the 9th grade will
earn a college degree.
Rising tuition prices that
outpace family incomes
are a big reason for
that. As public officials, we
must expand the access
families have to an
affordable college
education.
To that end, an important
reform effort, the Virginia
Community College
transfer grant proposal, is
under consideration by the
General Assembly. This
proposal will encourage
more students to go
further in their college
education, it will make
obtaining that education more affordable, and it will make Virginia’s higher education system more
productive. As introduced, the transfer grant proposal would hold mandatory tuition and fees to the
community college rate for a student’s third and fourth at a four-year school – saving Virginia
families thousands of dollars a year.
To qualify for a transfer grant, a student would have to earn a 3.0 grade-point average or better while
completing an associate degree, apply for financial aid, demonstrate financial need, and enroll in one
of Virginia’s public or private four-year colleges or universities upon graduation from a community
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college. For qualified students moving on to a private university, their grant amount would be
determined by the average cost of tuition and fees at Virginia’s public four-year universities. Almost
1,800 students would benefit from the grants in the first year, if the proposal, as introduced, wins
legislative approval.
Virginia’s four-year colleges and universities, which already partner with community colleges
through an impressive number of guaranteed admissions agreements, would benefit by having
motivated, successful students transferring onto their campuses—students that succeed at the same
rate as their traditional students. The grant program positions community colleges as an on-ramp to
a four-year degree and is also a cost-effective way for our higher education system to absorb the
increased demand of the thousands of additional students expected in the next five years.
The transfer grant proposal meets higher education priorities expressed by the Republican and
Democratic leaders of the General Assembly – who want our higher education network to operate
as cost-effectively as possible – and Governor Tim Kaine, who calls in his economic development
strategic plan for an increase the percentage of Virginians enrolled in college and increase the
proportion of Virginia’s population that holds a bachelor’s degree. The community college transfer
grant would help achieve all these goals.
Jobs and opportunities will go where knowledge and talent thrives in the 21st century. The bad news
is that secret is out, and nations across the world are positioning themselves to be the destination of
that future opportunity. But the good news is that Virginia has the people and resources to remain a
leader. Virginia has everything to gain and nothing to lose by making affordable access to higher
education a bigger priority. For the commonwealth, it means being better positioned to compete and
win in a truly global economy. For individuals, and the communities in which they live, it means a
better life.
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Remarks at Genesee Community College Commencement
This speech was delivered on May 18, 2008 at Genesee Community College in Batavia, New York.

P

resident Steiner, faculty and staff; proud moms and dads, and family members; distinguished
guests; and the graduating class of 2008: good evening…and congratulations.

Thomas Wolfe, the writer, was wrong; you absolutely can go home again, and it feels wonderful to
be back.
Tonight, Genesee Community College honors its 40th graduating class. The 762 members of this
class join a collection of alumni that is nearly 20,000 people strong. While a number like 20,000 is
impressive, don’t mistake it as a sign that graduating from college is easy; it’s not. Enrolling in
college takes courage. Finishing with a degree or certificate takes perseverance. Now that you have
done it puts you in a minority that remains much too small in America today: it makes you leaders.
I appreciate what you’ve accomplished because I know how overwhelming it has been to arrive at
this moment. More than thirty years ago – right around this time of the year – I was walking across
the stage at my high school, picking up my diploma, wondering how in the world I had even
graduated. If I didn’t graduate last in my class, I was certainly in sight of it. But you know what? I
didn’t care. I just wanted out. I didn’t know, and really didn’t care, what the future held for me. I
wanted a job. What I really wanted was money in my pocket.
And so, I got my wish – a job washing dishes in the restaurant in my neighborhood. You know, I
had never even considered college. No teacher, no coach, not even a friend of mine had even put
the idea of college in my head. Dish-pan-hands, my friend: that was the extent of my aspirations.
The good news is after only a few months, I opened my eyes and raised my goals and thought yeah,
I can move up. I did, which meant that I was busing tables. I figured if I could get on the floor, I
could at least see my customers. At the time I considered that an aggressive and bold career move.
My mom wasn’t impressed. And I’m grateful she wasn’t. She thought I had more in me than that –
even if I couldn’t see it. So every day, it seemed, as I clipped on my red bow-tie and put on my thick,
cotton, fashion-free, fire engine red busing jacket, Mom would harass me about it. “Glenn, you need
to go to college, “she would say while shoving a community college application into my hand. “Fill
this thing out, now. You can do this.” We’d go back and forth about it. But you know how
mothers are. I eventually caved in.
I was shocked – shocked! – when an acceptance letter came through the mail. In fact, I was
convinced it was a mistake. Maybe someone in the registrar’s office got my name confused with
another. But I decided to go to class. I wasn’t taking any chances, however. I kept the acceptance
letter in my shirt pocket for proof. I was certain that someone would eventually spot me, realize the
college’s mistake and ask me to leave.
My next surprise was that I found the classes to be engaging and interesting. Gradually, I developed
meaningful relationships – especially with my instructors. It changed me. I felt a growing
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confidence. Busing tables wasn’t going to be enough. I felt like I was on a launch pad, curious to see
just how far I could go.
As I look back on that time, one of the best – if not the best – feature of the community college was
the opportunity to interact with inspiring teachers. That is as true today at Genesee as it was then.
Instructors like Carl Wahlstrom, instructors like Ruth Andes here at Genesee bring the passion and
magic to their teaching day after day, and they’ve been doing it for more than 30 years. No question,
every one of you in a cap and gown feels that way about at least one – it’s probably more – but at
least one of the instructors here at Genesee. My teachers inspired me to become a teacher –
specifically, a community college teacher.
I found myself inspired again, right here at Genesee by yet another person who shares a passion for
what community colleges
do. Dr. Stuart Steiner
challenged me when I was
a dean here. He gave me
great responsibilities, paid
me well, set the bar high
and gave me a great
opportunity. Part of me
wishes I could say that was
a unique circumstance –
you know, the leadership
of this college looking at a
guy like me and saying,
“You could be more.” But
my Genesee story isn’t
unique. You see, this
medium-sized rural college
in upstate New York –
Genesee Community
College – has produced more community college presidents and more system chancellors than any
other community college in the nation. That’s a distinction, my friends, that everyone here should
take pride in.
Now I have the pleasure of serving at the helm of the vibrant and dynamic community college
system in Virginia – one of the nation’s largest. I hope that gives you a sense of why community
colleges, and this community college in particular, are so important to me. They are like Ellis Island,
an on-ramp if you will, to a great career and a great life…even for a short-sighted busboy.
To the Class of 2008: I want to share with you a true story. And yes, it’s brief. In New Market,
Virginia – near the border with West Virginia, there’s a spot underground called “Endless Caverns.”
It’s not far from its more famous cousin, Luray Caverns. Endless Caverns were discovered in 1879,
by a couple of boys who were chasing a rabbit. They moved some rocks to continue their pursuit
and came upon it. The caverns opened for visitors in the 1920s.
The reason I bring up the caverns is a tradition there that I think is fascinating and speaks to the
challenges you will face. Endless caverns, so far, live up to their name: the end has yet to be found.
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Since just after the Civil War, on three separate occasions parties have been assembled and deployed
with the mission of finding the boundaries of the caverns.
The first team couldn’t. But they left their mark at the spot where their search ended: a glass bottle.
Inside that bottle was a challenge. It declared their effort and called upon some unknown, future
explorer or group to begin there on the next quest to find the end. The vast caverns have been
explored for not one, not two, not three, not four, not five, but six miles – think of it, six miles! –
and yet, the end has yet to be found. Perhaps it doesn’t end.
To this day, three separate bottles have been set upon the ground, marking the end of an exploration
effort and a challenge for the next.
Ladies and gentlemen, that’s what we leave you. Soon enough, it will be your turn to pick up the
bottle and carry on.
See, the generation you follow has accomplished a lot – some good, some bad. But it is leaving you
with at least as many challenges as it has solved. We’ll hand you the vaccine to polio, but we don’t
have the answers to cancer, diabetes or AIDS. We’ll hand you the highest quality of life ever known,
but we can’t tell you where to find the energy you’ll need to sustain it and improve it. We’ll hand you
incredible weapons and strategies that can be used to win wars, but hardly any answers on how to
prevent one.
The book of things we know is simply not as big as the book of things we don’t. For instance, we
cannot say exactly how many living things inhabit the Earth with us. In fact, at the current pace of
our research, it will take a little over 15,000 years to catalog just all of the insects on our planet. The
rest of the animal kingdom will take longer. We have yet to explore the depths of our own oceans.
In 1958, two members of the U.S. Navy – in a tiny submarine – touched the bottom of the deepest
part of the Pacific Ocean floor. It took them four-hours to descend nearly seven miles to the
bottom. They spent twenty-minutes there looking out a key-hole sized window. Yet – just like the
Apollo missions to the moon – we’ve never gone back.
We are only beginning to understand the bodies we inhabit. Of the billions upon billions of cells
that make up you, there are at least 200,000 different protein cells. We understand, so far, what only
about 2% of them do. Those examples fail to scratch just the surface of the many mysteries and
challenges that await our attention – that await your attention.
It’s your turn. Combine the courage and perseverance you used to get here tonight with what
Genesee has given you. Ignore the cynics; ignore the pessimists; ignore the fatalists who all say we
can’t do better or say that our best days are behind us. They’re wrong. You are learners. You are
leaders.
Pick up the bottle. Embrace the challenge and show us the way forward.

9
https://commons.vccs.edu/inquiry/vol25/iss1/20

10

et al.: Full Text

Remarks at the 35th Annual Conference of the
National Association for Developmental Education
This speech was delivered at the Marriott Wardman Park Hotel in Washington, D.C. on February 24, 2011.

G

ood morning. I’m delighted to be with you to help kick-off the 35th Annual Conference of
the National Association on Developmental Education (NADE). The theme for this year’s
meeting, “Capitalizing on Developmental Education,” couldn’t be more timely. It fits nicely, in fact,
with what we all heard just a few weeks ago in the President’s State of the Union speech. President
Obama referred to America’s collective challenges, describing them as today’s Sputnik moment.
Later, after talking about community colleges and universities, he urged the nation to, “Win the
Future!”
Too few people realize what I firmly believe: the work of the people in this room, the creation of a
new and more effective developmental education, and our ability to elevate those who were once
considered “not-college-material” will determine America’s place in the world.
Our Sputnik moment? Without your best efforts, America will lack the people we need to build and
fuel the rockets on this next proverbial space race.
Win the future? Without your success, we won’t even be able to field a team, let alone win anything.
Once, perhaps, we had the luxury of sitting back, waiting for the best and brightest to reveal
themselves. That’s no longer a winning strategy. Our success, today, depends on getting as many
people as possible to reach their potential – and we quantify that, we make it tangible with a
postsecondary credential.
“Opportunity is missed by most people,” Thomas Edison once said, “Because it is dressed in
overalls and looks like work.” Were he with us in this room today, Edison would agree that the
opportunity we face with developmental education today is boundless.
On the challenge
Like a Charles Dickens novel, the last four years has been the best and worst of times for Virginia’s
Community Colleges. Our enrollment has grown by nearly 48,000 people. Our annual state funding
has been slashed by $105 million.
Neither of those facts keeps me up at night. What keeps me up at night is knowing that we share a
dubious distinction with Germany as the only industrialized nations that is replacing its current
generation of workers with one that is less educated. What keeps me up at night are memories from
a visit to Turkey where students and families are desperate to access a college education and will go
just about anywhere and pay just about any price to get it. What keeps me up at night are memories
from a visit to China where I visited an institution roughly as big as a mid-sized community college
that is educating more STEM students than its American counterpart is educating total students.
I applaud and support President Obama’s goal of increasing the number of American college
graduates by five million over the next decade. I feel the same way about Virginia Governor Bob
10
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McDonnell’s goal of increasing the number of Virginia college graduates by 100,000 over the next
fifteen years. These are the right public policies – and one of the few issues that achieves bipartisan
agreement in today’s politics.
At Virginia’s Community Colleges, we are pursuing an aggressive public agenda to hold up our end
of the deal. It’s a six-year strategic plan, called Achieve 2015, five goals largely focused on the issue of
student success. To truly pursue that plan in a time of tight budgets, we are in the midst of a
statewide reengineering process centered on the issue of developmental education. That’s the biggest
roadblock we face to achieving our strategic goals and being the partner that students, families,
employers, and elected leaders need us to be if America’s best days are still ahead of us. While I
could go on and on with the nuance of what we are doing, I think our strategy comes down to three
simple elements: priorities, partnerships, and results.
On priorities
Virginia’s Community Colleges are proud to say that we were among the inaugural participants in
the Achieving the Dream project. That helped us really focus on the barrier that developmental
education poses to student completion and student success. Half of our incoming students need
developmental education. Of that group, three out of four students fail to graduate or transfer
within four years. We like to consider ourselves as experts in developmental education. Those
numbers, however, tell a different story.
Next, we created a statewide taskforce that studied the issue and made three significant
recommendations: first, we must reduce the overall need for developmental education in Virginia.
That means swimming up-stream to address the problem and that means bolstering the partnerships
we have we those who work in K-12. Second, we must redesign developmental education courses.
The students who take these courses and the instructors who teach them are both so much better
than results indicate. We are failing, however, to position those students for success. The process is
failing them. The status quo – little more than a false promise – is no longer justifiable. And third,
we must articulate measurable goals for this reform effort and reach them. In a perfect world, every
student that needs developmental education would get it and get on his or her way to graduation and
further success. While we aspire to that; we must be better than 25 percent.
The mechanics of our reform, explained briefly, simply involves moving our process from a broadbased assessment that gives you either a thumbs up or thumbs down on the need for a semester or
year of developmental education to one that reveals an individual’s particular areas of weakness and
helps them improve through shorter, module classes. We aim to give the student exactly what they
need without bogging them down in things they don’t. While the mechanics of this reform are
important, so too is the larger cultural shift that is at its heart.
On partnerships
The most important thing we need to do to make our developmental education more successful is
to bolster the relationships we hold with those engaged in it – I am talking about our community
college faculty, I am talking about those who work in the high schools, and I am talking about the
students themselves.
For us, that process began with a statewide taskforce model that was inclusive of those broad
perspectives. We have separate task forces for developmental mathematics and developmental
reading and writing. Those panels are co-chaired by both a retired and current VCCS president and
11
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include vice presidents; deans; academic and student services people; faculty members from inside
and outside of the respective subject areas; workforce non-credit people; counselors; and a K-12
representative.
We began with mathematics. That panel’s work is already finished. It’s now being implemented by a
second panel that consists of 40 math faculty members, including at least one instructor from each
of our 23 community colleges. They are meeting now and will continue to meet through the full
implementation across the state, scheduled to occur in spring, 2012. The process will repeat itself
with developmental reading and writing, obviously on a different timeline.
The perspective our faculty offers is critical to the success of this effort. That’s why our
commitment to them is so strong and will grow stronger in time. This April, we are hosting an
inaugural Developmental Education Symposium for our faculty. We hope this becomes an annual
event. This year, we are expecting 200 developmental faculty members from across the state to
gather, hear from our keynote speaker from the National Center for Developmental Education, and
participate in collaborative working sessions to tackle the challenges they share in this field.
Further, we are assembling what we hope will be another annual event, our Chancellor’s
Developmental Education Institute in June. This will be a smaller, more intensive effort where 50
faculty members will attend a week-long institute, likely led by the folks at the National Center for
Developmental Education. This will be unique for the nation, with an agenda focused on Virginia’s
developmental reform efforts.
We are trying to build a group of master developmental faculty members. We will challenge them to
be part of the solution to this issue and to lead at least two professional development opportunities
for their colleagues back on campus. Both opportunities require significant resources and labor. But
they are a shrewd investment in the men and women who will be transforming white paper ideas
into action and transforming lives in the process.
I mentioned earlier that one of the needs we discovered when we focused on the issue was the need
to swim up-stream and to reduce, if not eliminate, the need for developmental education. Hard data
over the last four years consistently shows that half of the recent high school graduates we serve
require developmental education. Finger-pointing is easy, isn’t it? I mean how simple would it be to
publicly cry that a lack of college readiness among high school graduates is the reason our success
numbers aren’t higher?
It would be easy to make that case. It would also be a waste of time. Instead of pointing a finger, we
extended our hand to our K-12 partners. Our 23 community college presidents met with local
school superintendents face-to-face to share the grim statistics. They met with a simple message, an
appeal, really, asking what can we do together to turn these numbers around?
Those conversations led to some promising collaborative efforts. We are conducting several pilot
programs across the state right now that work like this: high school juniors take our community
college placement tests. Those who demonstrate a need for remedial education are offered a
capstone college readiness class in their senior year of high school. That class is designed
cooperatively by our community college faculty and their counterparts at the high school. We began
with mathematics. We are expecting to see the results from those pilot efforts soon but I would be
willing to bet a week’s pay that they will be significant.
12
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Of course, that willingness to work together extends to so many other things we do including:
• Our Dual Enrollment offerings that serve more than 30,000 high school students;
• The Virginia Education Wizard that we designed that will soon be used by every public
school student for career and college planning beginning in the seventh grade; and
• The community college employees who work in half of Virginia’s high schools, called Career
Coaches, who are solely focused on getting more students college-bound with impressive
results.
And finally, what we are talking about here is a stronger partnership with the students we serve. The
process we have now for developmental education simply serves them poorly. You either test into
developmental education, or you don’t. And if you do, you are signing up for a long ride over
ground you may or may not need to cover. An approach that breaks down to one-credit modules,
which can be customized to the needs of an individual student and his or her path forward, will
better position them for success while keeping the faith they showed in us by enrolling.
On results
Years ago, I heard a community college president say in jest that developmental education was the
whirlpool of higher education. Once a student floated into it, he or she would churn and churn until
they ran out of financial aid. Once depleted,
the whirlpool would suck them to the
bottom, never to be seen again.
That description bothered me – and it still
does. Half of our incoming high school
graduates need some form of developmental
education. Three out of four of those
students fail to graduate or transfer. What a
waste.
We will ultimately judge our reform efforts
not by how good our intentions are, nor by how hard our people work, but rather by the results we
can measure. We must make a difference. Should our reforms fail, should it fall short of moving the
needle, we will do it again – and again, and again, until we get it right. Personally, I believe it is a
moral imperative, and I believe we are on the right track.
In closing, let me thank you again for the chance to speak today and share with you some of our
thinking about where we are going with developmental education. And thank you for your passion
and dedication to this issue. Edison was right, by the way. Opportunity is missed all of the time
because it is dressed in overalls and looks like work. But we’re here. We aren’t missing it. And we’re
not afraid of the work.
That’s a luxury we can’t afford when the future of our industry, and perhaps even our country,
hangs in the balance. To me, “Capitalizing on Developmental Education,” means creating and
implementing the reforms that will allow the people we serve to make the most of their future – and
ending the false promise that now leads to many of them to nowhere. Moving forward I am excited
about sharing our results and learning from yours as we try to create the future we all believe is
possible.

13
https://commons.vccs.edu/inquiry/vol25/iss1/20

14

et al.: Full Text

Improving the Military Friendliness of
Virginia’s Community Colleges
This speech was delivered at Reynolds Community College on November 21, 2011.

T

hank you for the opportunity to speak today about what Virginia’s Community Colleges are
doing to serve military-related students – and to talk about how our work could be enhanced
moving forward through strategic partnerships and resources.
Virginia’s Community Colleges were created 46 years ago to address the commonwealth’s unmet
needs in higher education and workforce training. We were founded, in essence, to do what no other
higher education provider was willing or able to do. Time and again, we have seen the flexibility and
responsiveness of that mission serve the commonwealth well – bringing the opportunities of higher
education to people who were separated from it by reasons of geography, of finances, of culture,
and other circumstances.
It’s easy to bask in the altruistic notions of our mission. But the truth is that our mission is
increasingly selfish – selfish on behalf of the commonwealth’s benefit. Competing for and securing
opportunity in the 21st century is harder than it has ever been before. Virginia doesn’t have the
luxury of wasting the talents and contributions of any single person. That’s especially true when it
comes to the men and women who are willing to wear our nation’s uniform.
Rebuilding community, commonwealth, and country
It has been said that America is the land of the free because it is the home of the brave. Since 2000,
Virginians serving in every branch of our nation’s armed forces have been called to duty in no fewer
than a dozen foreign countries including Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan, East Timor, Haiti, Somalia and
Yemen. We have asked these men and women in many cases to go to places they’ve never before
been, to help people they’ve never before met with challenges they’ve never before faced.
It’s time, I believe, to take that experience, that courage, and that passion and translate it into
opportunity that will not only benefit these young people and their families but also our country, our
commonwealth, and our communities. Just as we cannot expect members of our military to carry
out their mission without resources and training, we cannot expect them to meet their potential at
home without resources and training. That’s where their community colleges step in.
Who are they?
Virginia’s Community Colleges, today, serve more than 31,000 military-related students. That
number includes active military and reserve members, spouses and dependents, and veterans. We
believe that number may be even higher because that is a self-reported statistic, from students
enrolled only in our academic credit programs.
Let me give you a better sense of what that number means: if all of those people were to appear in
one place, you would have a student body about the size of Virginia Commonwealth University. I
would invite you to read just a few of their stories. We brought with us today copies of the most
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recent VCCS annual report that includes some student profiles in a special veteran’s section. You
can’t help but be impressed, if not amazed, if you read a few of those stories.
There are some subtle, yet significant, differences between these military-related students and their
classmates:
• Our veterans are more likely to be men. Seven out of ten veterans that we serve are men.
That is nearly the opposite of our non-veteran student enrollment, where six out of ten
students are women.
• Our veterans are more likely to be older students. Most of our veteran students are 25 or
older. Fewer than 8 percent are younger than that. Meanwhile, six out of ten students in our
non-veteran enrollment are under the age of 25.
• Our students who were veterans are more likely to be minority students generally and more
likely to be African-American than the rest of student population.
• Veteran students at Virginia’s Community Colleges come to us with lower average incomes
and earn slightly higher average financial aid packages.
• Two out of ten students who were veterans are also the first in their family to attend college.
That compares to three out of ten for our non-veteran students.
• Veterans are nearly twice as likely as their counterparts to pursue degrees in science,
technology, engineering, mathematics and healthcare – or what’s often called STEM fields.
• And it’s about even money between veteran and non-veteran students when it comes to
examining who are pursuing transfer degrees.
There are some promising signs when you look at those statistics. That’s especially true with the
significant percentage of male veterans who are enrolling – bucking the gender trends being seen
across the nation. That’s also true with the higher percentage of veteran students who are pursuing
STEM degrees. Just as there is near-universal agreement on the need for more college graduates
across our commonwealth and country, there is similar agreement on the need for more science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics – and healthcare – majors.
Serving our veterans
So, what are Virginia’s Community Colleges doing to serve active duty members of the military and
reserves, veterans and their families? The answer is that the focus, personnel, and resources that our
individual 23 community colleges offer to these students are calibrated to match the demand in their
college service region. Accordingly, the parts of Virginia that military-related students and their
families most often like to call home – Northern Virginia and Hampton Roads, for example – are
where you will find our most significant offerings for those students.
An example of that is the Tidewater Community College Center for Military and Veterans
Education, which was established just this year at the college’s Virginia Beach Campus. That center,
in many ways, represents a blue print for what community colleges can be to military members,
veterans and their families. According to the Virginia National Guard, the TCC Center is the only
public college or university in the Virginia actively supporting their “Yellow Ribbon Reintegration
Program” working with their soldiers and families before and after over-seas deployments. The TCC
center is also working with the Department of Defense, the Veterans Administration, the
Department of Labor, the Office of Personnel Management and others to develop the E-2-I
wounded warriors Education Employment Initiative. This work is aimed at working with wounded
warriors early in their recovery to identify the skills and knowledge they have and need to earn the
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postsecondary credentials that will position them to secure high-wage, high-demand jobs to get them
back into the workforce.
The TCC center is working on a similar project with the Navy’s Center for Personal and
Professional Development to design and pilot the Navy’s Disability Transition Assistance Program.
Through the center, TCC is a candidate for a Military Spouses Community Blueprint Network Grant
to ensure that military spouses have the skills and credentials they need to secure good jobs in the
private sector.
The TCC center, like Northern Virginia and many of our other community colleges, also acts like a
bridge connecting military-related students with employers who are in need of skilled-up workers.
That work can take many
forms. For example, they
are partnering with
Dominion Virginia
Power and the Troops to
Energy Jobs program to
help veterans make a
smooth transition from
their military careers into
skilled utility and
engineering position
within the energy sector.
Along with the Virginia
Employment
Commission and Easter
Seals, the TCC center is
promoting the Veterans
Employment Program Green Jobs Initiative. A customize certification program, created along with
the Virginia Center for Weatherization is showing promising results. Every single veteran who took
part in initial pipeline course this year got a job. You can’t ask for much more than that.
Efforts like this, in various shapes and sizes can be found across our 23 community colleges.
Virginia Western Community College, in Roanoke, is the first higher education institution in Virginia
to officially start a chapter of SALUTE, the nation honor society for veterans. Patrick Henry
Community College, in Martinsville, has a Veteran Coordinator who boasts an impressive track
record of connecting veterans with employers who are seeking them. Eastern Shore Community
College is working with their local Virginia Employment Commission to offer monthly workshops
for veterans focused on jobs and career services.
A number of our institutions are connected to Veteran’s Upward Bound Programs and others are
working with local chapters of the Wounded Warrior Program to bring their services to recovering
veterans. Our statewide foundation, the Virginia Foundation for Community College Education, has
adopted support for military-related student resources as one of its key priorities. And, of course,
military-related veterans have access to resources like non-credit workforce training programs,
academic, financial aid and career coaching, and resume-building networking-assistance at every
Virginia Community College, just like their classmates. This is simply a small taste of what Virginia’s
Community Colleges are offering veterans and military-related students.
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Remarks at the Great Expectations Forum
This brief speech was delivered at the Hilton in Short Pump on April 5, 2012.

L

adies and gentlemen, distinguished guests, Great Expectations students, good afternoon. It’s a
pleasure to welcome you to our 5th annual Great Expectations education forum. We created
this program in 2008 to make a difference – and today is a remarkable reminder that we are making
a difference as we honor the largest graduating class in the program’s history. Of course, we couldn’t
do that alone. The recipe for success today requires strong connections and strong partnerships.
Rising up from 2%
We began Great Expectations to end what too many people know is the two-percent club. Across
America, young people who are, or have been, in foster care go on to graduate from college at a rate
of less than two percent. It’s a national tragedy. Two percent should describe the milk we pour into
our cereal, not the success rate of the children in our community.
Well, ladies and gentlemen, since we began Great Expectations in 2008, we have grown bigger and
better every year. We began by serving students at five of Virginia’s 23 community colleges. We will
soon be opening a Great Expectations program at our 16th college. We began by having to find
foster youth to serve in our program. We knew there were probably some enrolled in our colleges,
but we didn’t really know who they were or what we needed to do to help them succeed. We have
served more than 1,000 students since 2008 and we are actively serving more than 500 Great
Expectations students across Virginia today.
We began with Virginia, like every other state, as part of the two-percent club. We are now in the
ten-percent club and rising! The 53 graduates we are honoring later in today’s program are part of
the more than 100 foster youth that Great Expectations has helped become college graduates. If that
doesn’t make you proud, nothing ever will.
What change looks like
There is a focus today on convincing more young people – from all walks of life – to pursue and
complete a college credential. That thrust is the centerpiece of the strategic plan, called Achieve
2015, for Virginia’s Community Colleges. That thrust is the centerpiece of Virginia’s governor, Bob
McDonnell, who is focusing his administration on creating 100,000 additional Virginia college
graduates. And that thrust is the centerpiece of the Obama Administration, which is focused on
creating five million more college graduates across the nation.
Those are big numbers, aren’t they? They sound almost hypothetical, don’t they? So how does it all
happen? Well, you’re looking at it. Take a look around the room. See the talented, smart, promising
young people who are becoming college graduates. That’s what it’s all about.
As I said, the recipe for success today requires strong connections and strong partnerships. Great
Expectations, my friends, is making a difference.
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Now Is the Time to Story-Sell Community Colleges
This keynote addressed was delivered at the Council for Resource Development Presidents Fundraising Academy on
September 17, 2012 at the Jefferson Hotel in Richmond.

L

adies and gentlemen: good afternoon. I appreciate the chance to speak with you about my
perspective on community college fundraising. The art and science of growing your college’s
resource base has changed a great deal over the course of my thirty-year career. And it’s becoming
more important every day.

While I am obviously more familiar with the Virginia presidents here, I see a wide range of
presidential experience and a great deal of talent in the room, and I applaud that. Thank you for
taking the time to attend this academy. To be honest with you, however, I question just how
effective this academy is. After all, I’ve been here for at least 15 minutes and not one of you has
solicited me for a personal donation to your college.
Addressing unmet needs
Your presence today is a testament to the value you place on community college fundraising. The
concept behind our community colleges isn’t new. In fact, Thomas Jefferson was kicking it around
in the 1780’s. (A quick aside for those of you who are new to or just visiting Virginia: it is frowned
upon to deliver a speech here without an allusion to or a quote from Jefferson.)
Jefferson, the author of the Declaration of Independence, believed that universal education was
essential to freedom. He advocated for higher education to be available “without regard to wealth,
birth, or other accidental condition”; that it should be provided “at the common expense of all” and
that a network of colleges should be accessible to all by no more than one day’s ride by horseback.
Twice, Jefferson tried and failed to win approval for a network of public colleges from the Virginia
General Assembly. Pieces of his proposal, however, would go on to form the state’s public primary
schools.
Virginia’s Community Colleges, like many of the community colleges across are nation, are relatively
new. They were created in my lifetime and really began to take shape in the second half of the 20th
century. Forty years ago, the words “private fundraising” weren’t even in our community college
vocabulary. Twenty years ago, private donations to community colleges were like shooting stars.
They were as random and surprising as they were beautiful and helpful. Ten years ago, the topic of
private fundraising divided community college presidents into two groups: the presidents who talked
about it and the presidents who rolled up their sleeves to try it.
Today, you simply cannot be a community college president unless private fundraising is a top
priority. I would point out to you that I did not say THE top priority because fundraising for the
sake of fundraising isn’t enough. The sweet spot, I believe, is when your leadership weaves together
the priority of fundraising with what your college does to meet the needs of the people you serve.
Changing your fundraising focus
What’s relatively new for community colleges is private fundraising. After all, community college
presidents have been fundraising since the day we opened our doors. The difference is that back
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then presidents made pitches only to people whose first names were “Governor,” “Senator,”
“Delegate,” “Councilman” and perhaps even that guy in Washington named “Congressman.” And
in Virginia our presidents had no fear asking for money from a guy named “Chancellor.”
As community college leaders, we grew up believing that our public institutions needed only public
money. More often than not, we were right. So let me ask you: If we have what it takes to ask
elected leaders for money, what’s stopping us from asking others?
It’s time, my friends, to broaden our focus. For most of our lives, we have worked with government
leaders who were in the practice of giving it all away. That’s over now. Those folks have largely been
replaced by people
who are in the
practice of taking
most of it back.
Don’t get me
wrong. The
various levels of
government we
work with will
continue to have
deep and
meaningful
impacts on our
colleges and our
mission. But
relying only on
them; counting on
them to fund our
colleges like they
did back in those
sepia-toned good
ole’ days is a recipe for failure. When it comes to government budgets, those waters are over-fished.
Too many interests are fighting too hard over too few resources. We need to cast wider nets in
deeper waters.
Let me give you just one example of where we could go: How about our alumni? Time and again, I
think about our earliest students, the people we served more than 40 years ago. You know, those
same people who once received our class schedules in their mailbox are now receiving social security
checks and pension checks in that mailbox. Considering tools liked planned giving, why aren’t we
talking to more of those folks?
You know, I talk openly about how my community college was my launch pad. I didn’t even want to
go. My mom made me do it. But I began a journey at the State University of New York in
Farmingdale that has brought me to the chancellor’s office of what I consider the nation’s most
dynamic community college system, the VCCS. As chancellor, I get special attention every year from
The Chronicle which feels compelled to print my salary in their pages. I’m not crazy about that.
Who would be? But it happens. Do you know that even with that annual disclosure of my salary, for
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more than a decade now, I have never once been approached by the people in Farmingdale to make
a contribution? It makes me wonder about whom else we are missing in this work.
Two years ago, gifts to education accounted for 14 percent of the $290 billion donated in America,
according to a 2011 report from Giving USA. I’ve never seen any indication that the community
college share of that 14 percent was anything to write home about.
This fall, community colleges will enroll one out of every three college students in the nation,
according to the National Center for Education Statistics. Shouldn’t we strive to see that ratio when
it comes to that 14-percent of the nation’s charitable giving? We need to broaden our fundraising
focus.
Story-selling
To broaden our fundraising focus, to ensure that private fundraising creates the resources that
advance our mission, we have to do one thing better: we must become better storytellers – and dare
I try to create a new word, we need to become better story-sellers.
History, it is said, is a good story well told. I’m not sure of what the opposite of that is but I believe
our community colleges are an amazing story that is poorly told.
Our community colleges helped create America’s middle class. We made the American Dream
tangible for millions of people, and we are often the lynchpin for transformative economic
development deals. And, yet, we bear the burden of an outdated image as high schools with ashtrays,
the outdated reputation as the place you go when you can’t get into a quote-unquote “real” college,
and reflexive comparisons to four-year universities -- comparisons which are often as helpful as
comparing ducks to turtles because, you know, they both spend some of their time in the water.
We must do a better job at sharing our story. We give people a chance when others won’t. We give
people a second chance when others can’t. We customize our offerings to cater to what employers
need and need now. We are the only institutions of higher education in America that focus on
community needs. Do your neighbors understand that? Do mine?
As community college leaders we are community college experts. I wonder: is that expertise getting
in the way? I wonder about what we miss because of what’s called the Curse of Knowledge – the
assumption that those around us know what we know. Just like the people we hope to enroll, the
people we hope to solicit for donations don’t know what an FTE is. They don’t understand why the
nurse we just graduated came through a credit program while the welder we just graduated came
through a non-credit program. The ins and outs of accreditation bore them to tears. And a General
Fund Budget sounds to them like something George Patton would use to buy cigars.
These people need to see, to hear and to feel the impact we have in the communities we serve. Our
community colleges practice an alchemy that transforms resources into opportunities for individuals
and, ultimately, better lives. What are you selling? What does your community need? How does my
dollar affect that?
There’s a simple way to measure the effectiveness of your college’s storytelling. It’s when the
answers to those questions are coming from others – not from you – in the conversations you have
around town.
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Now is our time
The stakes have never been higher for our community colleges. Never in my 30-year career has the
nation so desperately needed us to shine. Today’s politics allow for little unity or agreement. But the
need for more college graduates – and the roll that community colleges will play in producing those
graduates – earns attention and support from across the political spectrum and at all levels of
government. This is our time.
Today’s concerns over America’s student debt surpassing a trillion dollars, the loss of home equity
and stagnant, or lowered, family incomes have many seeking affordable options for pursuing their
college dreams. This is our time.
Today’s global economy, driven by the staggering pace of technology, is elevating the concept of
lifelong learning from a noble-sounding principle – something that Thomas Jefferson might have
written about – to a means of survival for families who can’t count on working the same job for 30years and retiring with a full pension and a gold watch. This is our time.
The wisdom of those who created our community colleges is only beginning to be understood.
These nimble, flexible, responsive, geographically dispersed institutions are exactly what we need to
meet America’s 21st century needs. In fact, soon after this century began, a sitting Virginia governor
said to me that if we didn’t already have community colleges, we would have to start creating them
immediately. This is our time.
When the odometer turns over again, when the 22nd century arrives, I believe people will look back
and say, yeah, this was the time when community colleges really came into their own and met their
potential. Your fingerprints, your names, will be all over that transformative period. And what you
are learning at this academy will be some important first steps on that wonderful journey.
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Remarks at the Society for College and University Planning
2013 Mid-Atlantic Conference
This speech was delivered on April 9, 2013 at Georgetown University in Washington, D.C.

Y

our organization is asking a good, tough question in your conference theme: “Is higher
education still the gateway for opportunity in America?” Of course it is. Families are
struggling, however, to finance it.
Twelfth grade is no longer the finish line. Dropping out of high school or refusing to attend college
can doom generations of a family to a cycle of failure or under-achievement. Meeting the public calls
for more college graduates demands that we successfully break that cycle.
We have to break that cycle in the coalfields and the tobacco fields, where no one in the family ever
needed a college degree before. We need to break that cycle in the urban areas where children grow
up not seeing a single college graduate living in their neighborhood. And we need to break that cycle
for our newest Virginians who came here to pursue a dream and need our help overcoming the
language and culture differences that can intimidate.
Serving these 21st century students, my friends, represent our biggest challenge and requires our
best planning. Virginia’s Community Colleges were founded to address Virginia’s unmet needs in
higher education and workforce training. So, you might ask, what does planning have to do with
that? The short answer is that the importance of planning grows with each passing day. But it wasn’t
always that way.
Planning philosophies
It has been said that if you fail to plan then you are planning to fail. Former President Dwight
Eisenhower – the guy who planned the D-Day Invasion – is often quoted by planners and at
meetings like this for having said that, “Plans are nothing; planning is everything.” Eisenhower’s
notion was demonstrated, by my count, at least 973 times in Warner Brothers’ cartoons by Wile E.
Coyote who never could quite catch that Roadrunner no matter how many ACME Co. blueprints he
ordered nor how many contraptions he built.
Former heavy weight champion boxer Mike Tyson offered a more modern rendition of the
Eisenhower sentiment – albeit in his own way – when he said, “Everyone has a plan until they get
punched in the face.” Metaphorically speaking, and perhaps more than any of us would like to
admit, Tyson is right. We’ve all been there.
Too many plans?
My friends, I can assure you that there is no shortage of plans or planning in higher education in
general and community colleges in particular.
As public institutions, we work with state lawmakers and their staffs to create multi-year budget
plans. As employers, we must balance the needs for and the needs of a large, diverse, sometimes
isolated, and often part-time employee pool for an efficient labor plan. As landlords, we tend to
spaces and structures – including some buildings that are in use some two-times longer than their
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original life expectancy – as we write and rewrite facilities plans. As leaders in the field of education,
serving students with evolving needs from generation to generation, we must continually refresh our
academic plans. As service providers to a customer base that is increasingly wired, connected,
tweeted, and Facebooked, we must plan for information technology needs that can change before
ink dries on a page. As an increasingly important part of the economic development puzzle, we
continually revise our workforce development plans. And as witness to the senseless and horrific
episodes of violence that have splashed across America’s classrooms, we constantly test and
challenge our campus safety plans. As I said, there is no shortage of plans and planning in our
industry. One might even be able to argue that we have too many plans.
What we are lacking in higher education, what we truly need, are plans and planning that are
consistent, effective, transparent, and focused on critical state needs. I say that as someone with
more than 30-years of higher education experience. I have been fortunate enough to be part of some
plans that were, shall we say, great learning experiences. And I have been part of some plans that
helped bring into focus the community college mission and truly advance the institution.
Three traits of bad planning
So, how do you tell the difference between good and bad planning for a community college?
It can be complicated. While easy to describe, our mission can easily overwhelm. Our audiences, or
customers if you prefer, can seem countless, fragmented, and unaligned. And our people, while
smart, educated and deeply committed can sometimes over-think things. Hard to believe, isn’t it,
that a bunch of people who hold master’s degrees and Ph.Ds can over-think something? Well, it
happens.
Over the course of my career, I have found three common traits – red flags, if you will – that are the
hallmarks of bad planning.
The first trait of a bad plan is missed priorities. Community colleges shine when they meet
community needs. Good plans focus on those community needs. Bad plans focus on institutional
priorities. I’ll give you a quick example of that: Let’s say there’s a community college in a rural
county with a super low literacy rate. A good plan would be to identify, articulate and enact
strategies to double the county’s literacy rate over, say, five years. A bad plan would be simply to
build a new library with enough space on the ground floor to bring in a coffee shop. The former
goes right at what the community needs. The latter feels good for those inside the institution but
may or may not actually help the people the college needs to serve.
The second trait of a bad plan is a lack of measurable goals. Where you would expect to see hard
targets, you get fuzzy and fancy words. I’ve seen institutional plans that include a goal calling for an
institution to build cohesion. I don’t know what that means. Does it involve duct tape or model
glue? How do you measure that? And if you can’t – as all of you know so well – if you can’t measure
it then how do you know where you are, where you need to be and how much progress you made
along the way?
The third trait of a bad plan is that it has too many goals. There is a reality to planning and plans that
having dozens of goals – and I’ve seen some with more than 100 goals – is simply unwieldy and
unrealistic. The truth is that if you are trying to look at everything then you aren’t really seeing
anything. Solid plans, I believe, have ten or fewer goals. The whole idea here is to identify, articulate
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and pursue priorities for your institution. Those goals can and should be stretch goals. When they
are, they will take time to accomplish.
In short, I believe that a solid plan for a community college has no more than ten goals, most of
which are stretch-goals for the institution. Those goals are all measurable. And most importantly,
those goals respond to critical community needs.
Dateline 2009
Virginia’s Community Colleges were no strangers to planning before they hired me as chancellor in
2001. I had no trouble finding shelves full of reports and plans – evidence of committees created,
meetings held, and pages upon pages written. What I couldn’t seem to find though was any
indication that the process extended beyond that – no sign of the plans connecting to each other or
to the mission, no sign of
goals being reached or
failed, and no sign of
action.
Circumstances changed
that. Virginia, like the rest
of the nation, slipped into a
post 9/11 recession.
Overnight, the focus of our
state turned from cutting
taxes to cutting budgets.
That wasn’t the only thing,
however, backing our
colleges and universities
into a corner. We were hit
with a wave of rising
enrollment, more unprepared students, calls for greater degree productivity, and greater
accountability. We knew then that we had to get better at planning our future, not falling victim to it.
As I mentioned, failing to plan really is planning to fail.
With the help of others, I called for a summertime planning retreat. It took place at my home. The
presidents of all 23 colleges came along with my senior staff. We weren’t sure of what we were
doing. But we knew we had to do something. After several days of hand wringing, passionate
debates, and hard decisions, we had a plan…all 136 goals of it.
The beginning of wisdom, they say, is never pretty. This was no exception. We didn’t give up,
however. We kept after it for a few months. We cut the number of goals in half, and then in half
again, and again until we felt like vintners squashing grapes until we had only the finest wine
remaining.
We arrived ultimately at a plan we called Dateline 2009. It was a six-year statewide plan with seven
measurable goals. We unveiled it in 2003. We promised to increase enrollment in our credit
programs by 19,000 students. We promised to nearly double the number of individuals served in our
non-credit workforce training classes. We promised to be in the nation’s top ten in terms of
retention, graduation, and job placement rates. We promised to triple the number of students we
24
Published by Digital Commons @ VCCS, 2022

25

Inquiry: The Journal of the Virginia Community Colleges, Vol. 25, No. 1 [2022], Art. 20

helped transfer on to four-year universities. We promised to keep mandatory tuition and fees at less
than half the comparable cost of Virginia’s public universities. We promised to triple the number of
high school students we would serve with college classes through our Dual Enrollment programs.
And we promised to double our collective foundation holdings to $150 million.
I think, sometimes, that the hardest part of our plan was convincing our own people of its worth
and that we were all accountable to the promises it contains. I traveled throughout the state,
speaking to our college communities, explaining the plan and talking about why the people we serve
needed us to accomplish these goals. I’ve since had faculty members confess to me that the first
time I visited their campus, they thought, “Oh, that’s cute. Here’s another plan.” The second time
they heard me talk about it, they thought, “Huh. He’s still talking about that. It will be over soon
enough.” The third time they heard me talk about it was when they finally thought, “Oh, he really
means it.”
There are two things that I have to do well as chancellor – and if I do a good enough job with these
two things, all the other issues will take care of themselves: One, I have to set the right priorities.
That’s our plan. And two, I have to hire the right executive leaders, get out of their way and unleash
their talent.
Dateline 2009 helped me do both of those things. In setting the right goals, our plan became a road
map by which the members of our governing board could see where we were going and how quickly
we were getting there. Board members received updates on the plan and its execution at every
regular meeting. As far as hiring the right executive leaders, Dateline 2009 was the mold from which
the community college presidents would shape their annual goals, for which they were accountable
to me. They all had a hand in helping to paint these bull’s eyes. In shaping their annual goals, we
negotiated how those translated into action on their campuses. The annual goals meeting was the
way we could check-in without leaving them feeling micro-managed at their college.
Altogether, we met – or came darn close to meeting – six of those seven goals. And the one we
didn’t finish, the goal about reaching the nation’s top ten in terms of retention, graduation, and job
placement helped frame where we would go in the next six-year plan. Notice I said, it framed where
we would go. It didn’t dictate where we would go, because we knew the community would help us
do that.
Achieve 2015
As we approached the final year of the Dateline 2009 plan, we assembled a dream team of
community college leaders from across the state to draft our next strategic plan – what we would go
on to call Achieve 2015. My charge to that taskforce was simple: We needed another six-year plan. It
had to be bold. It had to stretch us as an organization. And it had to focused not on the needs of
our community colleges but rather on the needs of the communities we serve.
We began with a series of town hall meetings with the public; business leaders, elected leaders,
community leaders, K-12 leaders, and students we served. We asked them, “What do you need from
your community college to be successful, or more successful?” After eighteen months of collecting
that input, putting it all together, breaking it all apart, wringing our hands, gnashing our teeth, and
biting our nails, the taskforce produced a five-point plan. The plan’s focus includes access;
affordability; student success; workforce; and resources – many of the very same issues upon which
this SCUP meeting is focused.
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Just past the halfway mark of this six year cycle, I would tell you that we got a lot of things right with
this plan and at least one thing wrong. We were right about these goals. This public agenda placed
our colleges on the right path, giving them a head start on those larger public policy goals that would
later come at us from both Capitol Square and Capitol Hill. We were right to set these stretch goals.
It made us nervous at the time. The economy hit bottom as we were putting this plan together. It
would have been easy to just hunker-down and batten the hatches. Instead, we looked around and
wondered how many more people we could help.
We were wrong, however, in estimating what our outer limit was. We underestimated how many
people would seek their future at our doors. And we underestimated how long it would take us to
achieve the majority of these ambitious goals. All told, within the five goal areas of Achieve 2015, we
have eight measurable goals. At the halfway point of the plan, three years in, we had met six of the
eight goals.
So, we recently faced an important question: What now? Do we just cruise on, safe in the knowledge
that short of a catastrophe we will exceed every goal of this six-year plan? That didn’t feel right to us.
It would be hard to just tap in a gimmie’ putt and then try to act like we did something significant.
Instead, we took guidance from some geniuses – musical geniuses, that is: like the Blues Brothers,
we got the band back together, man. We reassembled the team that that created Achieve 2015 to
recalibrate our goals and examine if we missed a goal along the way. That panel worked through last
fall to submit a revised strategic plan to the State Board for its January 2013 meeting.
Their work became what we call Achieve 2015, Take Two. Like its predecessor, the plan focuses on
access, affordability, student success, workforce, and resources. Hard Metrics govern each of the
goals, though we did set the bars higher.
Reengineering
I would like to share with you some examples of these goals are being integrated throughout
Virginia’s Community Colleges. I spoke earlier about how those strategic goals shape what our
college presidents do every year, and how we are all accountable to our State Board on the progress
we make. But that’s not enough to create the cultural change we need to evolve into high
performing organizations.
To help accomplish that, we have created a statewide VCCS Reengineering Task Force. This “All
Hands on Deck” initiative allows us to re-examine everything Virginia’s Community Colleges do.
Over the past three years, the taskforce identified ten big ideas to pursue. Those ideas are guiding
the work of some two-dozen workgroups. Those workgroups vet, explore and refine
recommendations for the task force to consider. Obviously, that’s a lot of moving parts.
Given the intensive nature of that work and the inclusive way we go about doing it, those
workgroups will not cross the finish line at the same time. But we’re feeling good about the ones
that have. That includes:
• Breaking down silos and sharing distance learning classes to more than 1,000 students across
the state – classes they might have never seen without that reform;
• A transition to our new developmental mathematics approach that focuses on the needs and
the deficiencies of individual students. So far, we have only preliminary results from it.
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•

•

They’re encouraging. And they’re preparing us for this year’s reforms to developmental
reading and writing;
An audit of our academic programs to ensure that students are having to take – and having
to pay for – only those classes that are necessary for the degree or certificate they pursue.
That is an effort, by the way, that is ongoing. But it seems we are going to save students and
taxpayers millions of dollars a year; and
A recasting of the faculty performance review system which we believe will transform a
bureaucratic process into one that ensures our colleges are hiring the best inspiring
instructors and focusing on their professional development.

I would also like to mention our work to reform how we handle the back-office processing of
financial aid paperwork. For quite some time, we’ve had a love-hate relationship with federal
financial aid. It opens doors for so many of the people we serve. But for many of those people,
getting through that door can feel like an adventure worthy of an Indiana Jones movie, poisoned
darts, rolling boulder and snakes included. Our reforms are focused on freeing up financial aid
counselors to maximize their time to serve students.
I’ve been asked, more than once, when do I think the work of the Reengineering Task Force will be
complete? The answer, my friends, is that it won’t be – at least not for the foreseeable future. We are
now in what’s really an era of reengineering. That’s true, I believe, even beyond our colleges. The
need to re-examine and reinvent ourselves – the very thing that we offer the people we serve –
needs to become a permanent part of our M.O.
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Commencement Address at Piedmont Virginia Community College
This address was delivered at John Paul Jones Arena in Charlottesville on May 15, 2014.

D

istinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, proud moms and dads: good evening. And to the
members of the class of 2014: Congratulations!

Serving as a commencement speaker is a singular honor that carries with it three specific
responsibilities: my first responsibility is to congratulate those wearing the caps and gowns. So, to
the 609 students who make up the class of 2014: Job well done.
In addition, I want to thank the friends and families here today. Nothing is easy about earning a
college credential. Nobody travels that journey alone. It would probably be impossible without the
help of the people filling the stadium around you tonight: your moms and your dads, your spouses
and children, your siblings and friends. These important people knew when to encourage you. They
knew when to support you. And they knew when to give you a kick in the pants.
My second responsibility is to share some advice, some experience or some wisdom with the
graduates who are – at this very moment – wondering who I am and why their commencement
speaker isn’t Kim Kardashian, Miley Cyrus, or John Stewart.
And my third responsibility is the most important: be quick about it. These families are here today to
hear a particular
name called and to
see a particular
person on this stage
and I assure you, it
isn’t me.
Attica
So, today, I want to
share with you, my
friends, some of the
lessons I learned
during one of the
most challenging,
surreal and
unexpected times in
my life.
I say unexpected because I learned these lessons in a place I never thought I would be. It’s a place
that my mother never wanted me to be.
I’m talking about the years I spent behind bars, in a super-max prison. I’m talking about the four
years I spent at Attica State Prison in upstate New York.
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Attica’s dark shadow
Attica State Prison earned national notoriety in 1971 – long before your time – when a prison riot
led to a four-day inmate takeover of the facility. Those inmates had a long list of demands, including
access to more educational opportunities. Negotiations broke down eventually. The state police were
ordered to retake the prison by force. When the dust cleared, 39 people were dead, including ten
corrections officers.
That was a terrible and dark moment in our nation’s narrative. Movies have been made about it.
Like I said, that occurred in 1971. Thankfully, it was before my time too. I was there in the early
1990s.
Make the most of your freedom
The first lesson I want to share with you from my time at Attica is to make the most of your
freedom. While this is probably not unique to Attica, the prison building itself is a monument to
despair. It looks like a fortress from the Middle Ages with watch towers and razor wire. The walls
are tall, thick and painted what I would call “government contractor gray.”
When I say the words, “Times Square”, you probably think about New Year’s Eve, Ryan Seacrest
and tens of thousands of people crammed in together, singing as confetti drops and a shiny ball
slowly drops below building-sized video billboards. But the Times Square I experienced in Attica
was nothing like that place.
In Attica, Times Square is the central control hub where the four wings of the prison come together.
It leaves a rather different impression: the smell of bleach; the hum of industrial fluorescent lights;
and the “buzz…ka-bang!” percussion of heavy steel doors opening and closing. Only one of Times
Square’s gates can open at a time. Inmates can pass through a gate only in single-file lines of ten.
The process is deliberately slow.
The rhythms and echoes of everyday life in Attica remind you of the freedom that doesn’t exist
there. We take that freedom for granted in our everyday lives. The word “freedom” itself can feel
like little more than a talking point in a political speech. But the freedom to go where you want to
go; to learn what you want to learn; to be whatever it is you want to be is an incredibly precious gift.
My time in Attica taught me to be grateful for it every day.
Mind your manners
The second lesson I want to share with you from my time at Attica is to mind your manners.
I have worked in community college education now for a long time. It was in prison, however, that I
saw some of the very best and some of the very worst students I have ever seen. The college classes
offered behind bars typically had about 15 students in them. Those students were focused on
learning. They respected their instructors and their assignments to a degree not often seen in a
typical college classroom. They read their materials. They were prepared for class. They would ask
very sharp, insightful questions.
But holding a good in-class discussion was nearly impossible. The students lacked the manners that
are necessary to engage in a group conversation. People would talk over each other. They would
interrupt each other. They would ridicule each other. Even worse, they would ignore each other.
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You know, it’s a lot like those evening talk shows on those so-called cable news stations where
everyone on the screen just screams at each other. It’s deeply troubling to watch that kind of
interaction in person.
To achieve anything in this world, you will have to work with others. Collaborations, partnerships,
teamwork – these are really the only way things get done. So, mind your manners. You’ll never
regret it.
Never stop learning and value your education
The third, and last, lesson that I want to share with you from my time in Attica is to never stop
learning, to value your education, and to encourage that in people around you.
The phrase “Lifelong Learning” has been around a long time but the idea has never been more
important than it is today. Experts predict that today’s 609 graduates will have four or more
different careers in their lifetime. Everything technical you learned and every piece of technology
you touched along the way will be obsolete in a decade – if not sooner. That credential you earn
today is not a finish line. It is a starting line.
Most of the inmates I encountered behind the walls of Attica never finished high school. Inside
prison, however, these convicted felons were desperate to learn. To them, the chance to earn college
credits was as important as the air they breathed. The thought of going to class is what got them up
in the morning and off to work their prison day jobs. They took two classes a night, four nights a
week. And they took them seriously.
Some of those people I encountered were some of the very best students I had ever seen. Many of
the prisoners who took these college courses eventually earned a credential, and prison officials
allowed them to have a commencement ceremony, similar to this. They were permitted to wear caps
and gowns. They had a commencement speaker. Their families came to witness their big moment.
And, most importantly to the graduates, they got to celebrate by eating food from outside the prison
– pizza that was brought in for the special occasion. More than one graduate, I’m sure, described it
as the greatest pizza they ever had.
Let me ask you something: these people had reached rock bottom in their lives. They experienced
the day-to-day realities of life behind bars. They knew that it would be years before they could use
the skills and knowledge they learned in college classes. If the people I’m describing could
understand the value of continuing their education then why can’t each of us value that?
Never stop learning, my friends. Value the education you earn and encourage the people around you
to do the same.
The reveal
I’m sure, by this point, you’ve asked yourself at least once, “How did this guy go from inside Attica
to being the head of Virginia’s Community College System – and what did he do to end up inside a
super-max prison to begin with?”
Well, the truth is that I earned it. But that’s not to say that I was convicted of a crime.
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I was a senior administrator at Genesee Community College. I was in charge of college programs
that were offered at five different state prisons. I volunteered to teach criminology at the toughest
prison which just happened to be Attica.
So, yes, I spent four years inside the walls of that super-max prison, but I got to go home every
night and sleep in my own bed – a small detail that, you know, makes all the difference. As a fellow
community college graduate, I – and my story – am proof that a good education – like the one you
earned here at Piedmont Virginia Community College – can and will take you just about anywhere.
And the lessons are real. It doesn’t take four years inside a super max prison to understand them:
•
Make the most of your freedom;
•
Mind your manners;
•
Never stop learning and value your education.
The places you’ll go
I want to leave you with just one last thought. I have given a number of commencement speeches
throughout my career. That includes one to a class of graduates inside Attica State Prison. I read Dr.
Seuss to them. It’s one of my favorites.
Dr. Seuss wrote it when he was invited to be a commencement speaker for a college class that
included his granddaughter. It was the last book he ever wrote. So, in closing, let me share with you
just a few lines from “Oh, the Places You’ll Go!”
Congratulations!
Today is your day.
You're off to Great Places!
You're off and away!
You have brains in your head.
You have feet in your shoes.
You can steer yourself
any direction you choose.
You're on your own. And you know what you know.
And YOU are the one who'll decide where to go…
And will you succeed?
Yes! You will, indeed!
(98 and 3/4 percent guaranteed.)
Thank you and congratulations to the class of 2014.

31
https://commons.vccs.edu/inquiry/vol25/iss1/20

32

et al.: Full Text

Email on Same-Sex Marriage Benefits
On October 7, 2014, this email was sent to all faculty and staff in Virginia’s community colleges.

D

ear colleagues:

As you have likely know, the U.S. Supreme Court made an historic decision yesterday to effectively
allow same sex marriages to be legally recognized. In response, Governor Terry McAuliffe
announced that our state government is working to bring all of its policies and practices into
compliance so that marriages between same-sex partners will receive the “full faith and credit they
deserve,” and signed Executive Order #30 to begin that process.
The Virginia Department of Human Resource Management (DHRM) will soon release guidance to
all agencies, including Virginia’s community colleges, regarding policy changes to include
information about health care benefits, flexible reimbursement accounts, the Family Medical Leave
Act, and other relevant employee benefit matters.
That information will be shared with you and your colleges as soon as it is available. Once that
occurs, please direct any questions you may have to your college’s human resources department.
They will assist you with
policy and rules
interpretation and assist
you with enrollments and
related affairs.
Further, these policy
changes are in keeping
with the spirit of the
Chancellor’s Task Force
on Diversity that was
charged with identifying
“Strategies, actions,
programs, and policies
that will enable the VCCS
to build an inclusive and
representative community.” Our State Board approved the group’s final report earlier this year and
we are in the process of implementing it.
The VCCS honors diversity in all of its dimensions, understanding just how integral that is to
serving all of a growing and increasingly diverse Virginia.
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More Credentials Essential to Individual
and Business Prospects in Virginia
This op-ed, co-written with Barry DuVal, the president and CEO of the Virginia Chamber of Commerce, was
published in the Richmond Times-Dispatch on December 17, 2015.

V

irginia is on the verge of taking an important step forward in filling the job vacancy backlog
that exists in our state by bridging the gap between a skilled workforce and quality career
choices. The plan Governor McAuliffe unveiled yesterday will put more people to work and help
businesses fill vacant positions by expanding certification programs at Virginia’s Community
Colleges.
Certifications are a growing and increasingly important part of Virginia’s postsecondary picture,
driven by employer needs. Some of Virginia’s fastest-growing industries, like cybersecurity
healthcare and advanced manufacturing, boast the greatest needs for these credentials. Meanwhile,
other industries that Virginia relies on daily are seeking ways to replace an aging workforce in
essential positions like HVAC, electricians, plumbers, and truck drivers.
Our commonwealth today invests in individuals who pursue anything between an associate degree
and a doctorate. Virginia needs all those credentials. The need is just as great, however, for the
postsecondary certifications
that denote critical skills,
essential to keeping Virginia
moving forward.
There were more than
175,000 job vacancies last
year in Virginia that required
postsecondary certifications,
according to research
conducted by the company
Burning Glass. The unfilled
jobs paid more than $28 an
hour, or more than $58,000
dollars a year – a figure that is
just shy of Virginia’s median
household income of
$63,000. Those jobs each sat vacant for nearly a month, longer than the national average. We all paid
a price for that. Virginia businesses lost more than 36 million hours of productivity. Individual
Virginians lost more than $1 billion in wages. And our state government, which depends on income
tax withholdings more than any other state save one, lost more than $54 million in tax revenue.
That’s not a one-time occurrence. Over the next decade as many as two-thirds of the 1.5 million
jobs that Virginia must fill will require more than a high school diploma but less than a bachelor’s
degree, according to leading economic analysis. Those jobs will demand an associate degree and
industry-recognized certifications that Virginia’s Community Colleges help people obtain.
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Virginia’s Community Colleges spent the spring and summer studying this issue, at the direction of
the General Assembly and the McAuliffe Administration. More than 1,500 business leaders weighed
in at 22 town hall meetings held across Virginia. While those sessions confirmed the nuances and
distinctions that make our regions unique and fascinating, they all confirmed the urgent need for
more credentialed talent. That feedback echoed the message from the 7,000 business and
community leaders who engaged in the process of putting together the Virginia Chamber’s Blueprint
Virginia business plan for the Commonwealth in 2013, with workforce development cited as the top
priority for our long-term prosperity.
We’re not alone in identifying this need. Across the nation, 19 states are already funding the training
programs that lead to these credentials. That includes many of Virginia’s neighbors, like Maryland,
Kentucky and both Carolinas. North Carolina, alone, is investing more than $92 million a year on its
non-credit training programs. For the sake of comparison, Virginia spent $5 million on comparable
programs last year. Virginia can do better and we must.
The training programs that lead to these credentials are short-term, lasting weeks or months,
compared to the semesters and years it takes to earn a traditional college degree. The programs cost,
on average, $3,100, though there is little to no financial aid available for people pursuing them. It’s
not hard to see what a deterrent that can be given that 75-percent of Americans live paycheck-topaycheck, lacking even a spare $500 to cover a medical emergency. These training programs offer
people a second chance to pursue their American Dream. The average age of Virginians pursuing
these credentials today at our community colleges is 37, more than a decade older than the average
age of those pursuing our traditional academic programs.
We can’t say enough about how important those second chances are. More than 1.1 million
Virginians have some college experience but no college credential. When you consider how many of
them could be facing college debt, it’s easy to see how important these credential opportunities can
be. Given the pressures facing the Virginia economy, we have no talent to waste. Interestingly, one
out of three people who earn these industry-recognized certifications go on to earn a college degree.
That means these credentials truly are stackable, supporting individuals on the way up a career
ladder.
Virginia’s Community Colleges were created nearly 50 years ago to address the commonwealth’s
unmet needs in higher education and workforce training. Today, those needs are taking the form of
more credentialed talent. We are honored to work with Gov. McAuliffe and General Assembly
leaders to connect more individuals with vital career opportunities and the businesses who are eager
to hire talented, trained people who will bolster their competitiveness.
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Remarks at the VCCS Annual Planning Retreat
On October 12, 2016, this speech – marking the 50th anniversary of the Virginia Community College System – was
delivered at the Founders Inn and Spa in Virginia Beach.
“If there is a universal enemy…if there is a handmaiden to poverty and failure, it is ignorance. Let us
marshal all our resources against it.”

G

ood afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. That quote I just read was a warning; it was a call to
action; it was a battle cry. Mills Godwin said those words during his inaugural address in
January 1966.
Within months of that statement, Godwin – who campaigned against tax increases – would go on to
convince Virginia to adopt its first-ever sales tax through a public referendum. One penny of that
tax was earmarked for a new, radical idea that would shake-up higher education in Virginia. It would
fund the creation of a comprehensive community college system.
Godwin faced doubters and critics. Some university leaders at the time saw this as a threat to their
institutions, especially the satellite campuses they had built in each other’s backyards in a thinlyveiled competition with each other. Some business leaders, no doubt wondered, if this would
actually deliver the trained workforce they desperately needed or instead become an expensive
boondoggle. And surely there were families throughout Virginia questioning what this meant for the
commonwealth’s low-tax reputation.

Godwin needed a point-person to make everything happen – someone who knew enough about
higher education to make it work, enough about politics to avoid its traps, and enough about people
to help them believe in this new idea. And so Godwin tapped Dana Hamel as the inaugural
chancellor for the Virginia Community College System.
There were so many ways for it all to go wrong. Virginia is America’s 12th largest state when it
comes to landmass. Families and communities were more spread out, just as you would expect from
a state that made its way by growing tobacco, mining coal, and producing textiles and furniture. And
its urban centers weren’t then what they are today. What would it take to bring affordable, higher
education everywhere it was needed?
Many didn’t realize it at the time, but the needs were tremendous. Virginia’s public university
capacity was limited, crafted to serve, basically, just Virginia’s white men. As the ranks of young
veterans swelled, as the Women’s Rights Movement inspired mothers and daughters to see
themselves outside the home, as the Civil Rights Movement inspired more African-Americans to
seek college opportunities: Virginia had little to offer them.
There was yet another group of Virginians who needed new opportunities, though they weren’t
organized or vocal. These were people who couldn’t even begin to imagine standing in the hallowed
halls of William & Mary, UVA, or Virginia Tech – and they wouldn’t know what to do if they got
there. I’m talking about those who grew up in poverty, those who had never known a college
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student much less a college graduate. They, too, needed some way, some chance, to join the new and
growing Virginia.
As the colleges rose from the ground, as the classroom filled with these people hungry for
opportunity, Godwin bragged about it. The speeches he made throughout his tenure are full of
references to community colleges serving “thousands of men and women of every creed and
color…from every walk of Virginia life.” And he bragged about what our colleges meant to parents
in every community “whose hearts are full with the knowledge that…their sons and daughters
enjoyed opportunities far greater than their own.”
I’ll tell you: I don’t know how they did it. I can’t imagine the pressure and politics, the ups and the
downs of creating a VCCS from scratch, but thank God they did. I can’t pretend to know every
name that rightfully earned mention among the list of VCCS’s founding fathers. However, I would
suggest to you, were we to build our own VCCS Mt. Rushmore, the first two faces on it would be
Mills Godwin and Dana Hamel.
They served 7,500 students that first year at two colleges, Virginia Western and Northern Virginia.
We’ve since served more than 2.6 million. And the questions we face, 50 years after their heroic and
game-changing work, are these:
• How do we demonstrate that we – the current generation of community college leaders – are
worthy of that proud legacy; and
• Do we have what it takes to ensure that our mission endures, that our colleges continue and
that there is something to celebrate at the end of another 50 years?
The challenge of change
Today’s Virginia barely resembles the commonwealth that Godwin and Hamel faced when they
began this work.
Let’s just start with the basics. The Virginia of 1960 was home to a population of less than four
million, and a homogenous one at that; during that time:
• Seven out of 10 Virginians told the U.S. Census that they were born inside the Old
Dominion;
• Less than one percent of Virginia’s population was born outside our country;
• 80 percent were white;
• 20 percent were African-American…and that was that.
Today’s Virginia doesn’t even look like the same state. We have more than doubled in size to 8.4
million residents. We are now home to families that have come here from practically every
continent. In fact, more than 100 languages, other than English, are spoken by students at just our
Northern Virginia campuses. According to recent census numbers:
• 63 percent of the commonwealth’s population is non-Hispanic white;
• 20 percent of Virginians are black;
• Nine percent are Hispanic or Latino; and
• Nearly seven percent are Asian.
Virginia’s evolution demands that we seek new solutions to new challenges and that we discard the
notions and practices that no longer serve us. As the commonwealth expands, and becomes more

36
Published by Digital Commons @ VCCS, 2022

37

Inquiry: The Journal of the Virginia Community Colleges, Vol. 25, No. 1 [2022], Art. 20

diverse, we are gaining among our friends and neighbors a growing number of families who have
little or no college experience.
We have a term for them in higher education. We refer to them as under-represented populations,
or URPs. The URP designation includes students from certain minority and ethnic groups, those
who come from low-income families, as well as those who are the first in their family to attend
college. I was a URP. I was the first in my family to attend college.
Minority students do not pursue college at the same rate as their white counterparts. And when they
do, they often struggle. African-American and Latino students significantly trail Asian and white
students when it comes to student success and credential completion. That remains unchanged since
the 1980s.
An important part of reaching those students is ensuring that we have a faculty and staff that reflects
them. We are putting a priority on building college staffs who don’t just look like our students but
who also relate to their life experiences – the good and the bad. In fact, just last week we held our
first-ever VCCS diversity, inclusion, and student success summit with roughly 150 people from
across our colleges in attendance. I’m encouraged not just by the conversations that occurred there
but by the leadership imperative this is setting throughout the VCCS.
Of course, race is not the only dimension to this challenge. Rural Virginia badly trails the rest of the
state in both high-school graduation rates and college attainment. Attracting more of these students
and helping them succeed is a matter of equity, a requirement to restore the American Dream, and
an obligation of the VCCS mission. For many of these people, the local community college
represents not only the best opportunity to elevate their life, but often the only opportunity.
We are the institutions where the promise of the American Dream is made real. However, that’s
easier said than done. We are serving fewer students today than we were yesterday, and that’s been
the case for five years now. These enrollment challenges are being felt in every region of Virginia,
and at every one of our community colleges. Many of those we are losing are working-age adults –
and we aren’t sure why.
More concerning yet is that our colleges are attracting a shrinking share of graduating high-school
seniors year after year. To put all of that into perspective, let me say this: our statewide enrollment
figures are expected to fall again this year. Should those expectations be realized, we will be serving
fewer students than before the Great Recession began.
There’s another, deeper dimension to this challenge. We are losing poor students at a troubling rate.
Last year, the number of students we served with the greatest financial needs, those who would
qualify for a full Pell Grant to cover all of their tuition costs, dropped by 8,500. I can’t help but
wonder – understanding the numbers and what they signify – if that means we are dooming 8,500
Virginia families to yet another generation of poverty?
Ladies and gentlemen, this is occurring on our watch. It will take vision and courage to find
solutions. But when we do, we will prove ourselves worthy of the legacy we inherited from Godwin
and Hamel. Just a few weeks ago, we watched thousands of college students in Virginia simply
abandoned when ITT Technical Institute closed its doors. They may not be the end of the story.
Accreditation challenges threaten to soon close perhaps another dozen for-profit colleges operating
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in Virginia. That is a powerful reminder that we hold no promise of permanency. Our first 50 years
are no guarantee of another 50 years. Needs change, circumstances change, business models change,
and so must Virginia’s Community Colleges.
The big question we need to answer to ensure the future of our colleges is this: How will we offer
students what they need, when they need it, in a way that they can access and afford it? To get there,
we need to do a better job at connecting with students while they are still in high school. We need to
do a better job ensuring that our existing students stick-with-it and finish what they began. And we
need to ensure that the people who can really benefit from them understand our short-term training
programs and the opportunities they create.
A focus on dual enrollment
Let me begin with that first notion: the idea of doing more with students who are still in high school.
For nearly 30 years now, we’ve led an effort to help students gain college experience and earn
college credit while they are still in high school. It’s called Dual Enrollment. All 23 of our colleges
offer these courses, and roughly 33,000 students are taking them this semester.
But we have only begun to tap the potential of what Dual Enrollment could be for both our
students and our colleges. Today, few Dual Enrollment students complete a credential from us while
they are still in
high school.
Some do, but not
many. Fewer still
come to our
colleges after high
school to finish
that work.
Moving forward,
we need to be
more strategic
about what we
offer in Dual
Enrollment. We
need those classes
to serve as a
pathway, helping
students progress
in deliberate way toward a credential, and not just a random bag of credits. Fixing that would help
more students succeed. And it holds the potential to remedy the enrollment losses that our colleges
are currently experiencing. In fact, we currently attract roughly 6,000 Dual Enrollment students onto
our campuses each year after they graduate high school. If we could double that number, we could
undo about one year’s worth of our recent enrollment declines.
I’ve long said that a high-school diploma is no longer the finish line. The longer I’ve been in this job,
the more agreement I find on that. But no one ever said that we have to just sit and wait for
students to reach that point before we can help them.
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A focus on student success
Second, I would like to talk about our work to help more of our existing students follow-through on
their intentions, continue with their studies, and earn a postsecondary credential that has value in the
marketplace. In July, we finished the first year of Complete 2021. That’s our statewide, six-year
strategic plan, which aims to triple the number of credentials annually put into the Virginia economy
by 2021. And we ended it with a bang.
Last year, our 50th year, produced an historic number of graduates. That includes 7,000 individuals
who became the first in their family to graduate from college. That’s great news, and a reminder that
we can do more and we can do better.
We need to become more creative, flexible, and responsive to meet our strategic goal while serving
Virginia’s shifting demographics. More students are working, and working full time, while attending
classes. More of them are supporting a family while pursuing their studies. These students need
more help, not just choosing a class schedule, but planning how to meet their career and life
aspirations.
Our colleges are evolving to meet these needs. With a student success focus, they are building
campus cultures that value every student as an individual, launching and guiding their studies with a
career in mind, and providing the financial aid, advising, and other support they need along the way.
I’m seeing evidence of that today. I am visiting all 23 of our colleges to learn more about their
efforts to improve student success. What I’m learning along the way is that we are planning and
executing an array of best practices that are brimming with potential and promise. The very best of
those will become evident as more are scaled-up from select, and niche, student cohorts today to
entire campuses tomorrow.
College graduates, today, hold 65% of the nation’s jobs – a figure that will only increase over the
next 50 years. Helping more of our students become graduates is essential to strengthening both
their lives and the communities they call home.
A focus on credentials
And third, I want to talk about our short-term training programs and the needs that exist across
Virginia to boost those offerings in a big way. The historic graduation numbers I just mentioned do
not include nearly 15,000 industry-recognized credentials earned by our students in short-term
workforce training programs last year. Those programs operate outside of the traditional academic
calendar and, at least for now, are counted separately.
And those numbers are bound to grow for three important reasons: one, Virginia’s business
community urgently needs trained, skilled, and credentialed talent for jobs that are available right
now. Two, economic developers will tell you that these credentials are increasingly the most
important factors for business leaders considering moving or expanding an operation. Historically,
physical infrastructure and tax policies determined these decisions. But that’s no longer the case.
Today, it is the existence of talent, or a pipeline to it, that is making or breaking economic deals.
And three, Virginia’s General Assembly responded to those needs this year. They approved, for the
first time ever, a measure that allocates public resources to the short-term training programs that
lead people to these high-demand credentials. It’s called the New Economy Workforce Credentials
Grants program, and it is unique in that it is the first-in-the-nation pay-for-performance plan. The
grants make these training opportunities even more affordable for Virginians, while ensuring that
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our colleges are paid only for the high-demand credentials they produce. The early results are
promising. While we are only three months in, more than half of the money allocated for this year’s
grants has been claimed.
And I wonder if these credentials are a more appropriate starting-point for many of the students we
serve? Stackability is a key feature of these credentials. While our most important credentials can
lead you into a good-paying job immediately, the ability to earn one and then another, and then
another, can propel someone up the career ladder. Already today, one out of every three people who
earn one of these credentials go on to later earn a traditional college degree.
For students who are the first in their family to attend college, for the students who question
whether they are college material, for those of limited means, perhaps a two- or four-year degree is
too much to ask from the start. Perhaps they would be more successful in a program that is
measured in weeks or months, not semesters and years.
And I bet our faculty members could tell us who those students are. They know. The teachers
always know.
A graduate in every home
So, where does all this lead? What does it all mean if we serve more students before they leave high
school, help more community college students complete their programs of study, and boost the
number of short-term training program credentials we put into Virginia’s economy? What does the
next 50 years of community college education look like?
I’ll tell you what it is: It’s realizing the vision we share to see a college graduate in every Virginia
household. I first mentioned that audacious-sounding goal at this event four years ago. Its urgency
has only increased since. Labor economists say that 97 percent of America’s good jobs – full-time
positions with healthcare and retirement benefits – have gone to college graduates since the Great
Recession ended.
The American Dream is an amazing story. We have reached a new chapter, however, where just
working hard is no longer enough. The workplace is too technical. The marketplace is too global.
The odds are too daunting to seize opportunity without a college credential.
Think about what it would mean for Virginia’s global competitiveness, what it would mean to
Virginia’s businesses, and what it would mean for Virginia’s families. Wouldn’t it be great if we could
make the phrase, “First Generation Student” obsolete in Virginia? We’re on the way to that, folks,
and it will be our legacy.
A call to action
This planning retreat was built to move that conversation forward. It’s become an annual tradition
to gather our leaders and board members, and some of the sharpest minds from around the country
to ask the hard questions and seek solutions.
Let me just offer a few questions to keep in mind:
1. Considering our enrollment challenges – How will Virginia’s Community College attract the
students we need to serve tomorrow?
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2. Considering our priority on student success – How will we guide more of our students to
completion, earning a credential that carries value in the marketplace?
3. And considering the tangible need for lifelong learning in today’s job market – How will we
inspire students to return to our campuses, and leverage the stackability of what we offer?
It’s a lot to take in. It’s a lot to remember. But if you remember only one thing, remember this: all of
this matters because community colleges have been, and are today, the game-changers that our
VCCS founding fathers
promised them to be.
At one of the many
groundbreakings and
dedications that Mills Godwin
attended throughout his time
in the governor’s office, he
said: “No computer, no
scientific study, will ever be
able to measure in full the
benefits accruing to Virginia
and to coming generations
from our community college
system.”
Let us dedicate ourselves to the
task of ensuring that these
colleges continue to be game
changers for another 50 years.
Let us be the institutions that
bring hope to communities too
familiar with despair.
Let us bring prosperity to individuals too familiar with poverty.
And let us be the reason the next chapter of the Virginia story is an amazing one.
Let us be the leaders who put a college graduate into every Virginia home.
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Engines of Economic Mobility: The Critical Role of Community
Colleges, Historically Black Colleges and Universities, and MinorityServing Institutions in Preparing Students for Success
This prepared testimony was delivered to the Higher Education and Workforce Investment Subcommittee at the
Rayburn House Office Building in Washington, D.C. on May 22, 2019.

T

he fact that I am sitting before you today is proof-positive that community colleges are engines
of economic mobility. I am a community college graduate. I was first in my family to attend
college – a community college in New York. I was disinterested in high school, and anything but
“college material.” Were it not for my mother’s persistence I would have never even considered
community college. Thankfully, I did. My classes were interesting. My professors were engaging. For
the first time ever, I aspired for more, earned my doctorate and became a community college
instructor. I eventually climbed the administrative ranks.
Today, I am the chancellor of the Virginia Community College System. We operate 23 colleges, and
40 campuses, across Virginia. In fact, we like to say that nearly every Virginian lives within a 30minute drive of a community college campus. I am also a founding board member of Rebuilding
America’s Middle Class (RAMC), a coalition of community colleges focused on advancing
postsecondary access and affordability.
Why Students Choose Community College
Virginia’s Community Colleges were created to do what no one else would: respond to the
commonwealth’s unmet needs in higher education and workforce training. Cost and convenience
are the two biggest reasons why students choose to attend a community college. We are open-access
institutions. We give everyone a chance. For those who may have struggled through high school, or
even bombed-out during a brief stint at a university, we offer a second chance. For those of limited
means, demanding responsibilities, and difficult personal schedules, and who may be the first in their
family to pursue higher education, we offer what might be their only chance.
This is especially true for minority students who do not pursue college at the same rate as their white
counterparts. And when they do, they often struggle. African-American and Latino students
significantly trail Asian and white students when it comes to student success and credential
completion. That remains unchanged since the 1980s1. Attracting more of these students and
helping them succeed is a matter of equity and social justice, a requirement to restore the American
Dream, and an obligation of the VCCS mission.
For many lower-income Virginians, the local community college represents not only the best
opportunity to elevate their life, but often the only opportunity. Roughly half of Virginians born into
poverty today will remain there for life if they do not earn a postsecondary credential. Only three
percent of them will reach the wealthiest income brackets. Three percent2. Conversely, nine out of
11
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10 Virginians born into poverty will reach at least the middle class after earning a college credential.
We are the institutions where the promise of the American Dream is made real.
Rural Virginia
One example where location and access can make a difference is in rural Virginia. Rural Virginia
badly trails the rest of the state in both high-school graduation rates and college attainment. The
decline of tobacco production, the decimation of the furniture-making and manufacturing industries,
and the long-running struggles of coal communities have drained those places of opportunity and
hope. There, we have to convince families, who are often white, and who never before needed an
education to get a good job, to send their children to college.
In fact, our Rural Virginia Horseshoe Initiative targets a huge region of Virginia that, were it a
separate state, would rank 50th in the nation for postsecondary educational attainment. Knowing
that, and doing nothing, is turning our backs on more than two million people, ensuring their
communities will fail in the 21st century. The ten-year goals of our Rural Horseshoe project include
cutting in half the area’s high school dropout rate and doubling its college credential completion
rate. We are pursuing that through student coaching practices and other hands-on strategies.
Virginia Community College Statistics
The Rural Virginia Horseshoe Initiative, like many of our ongoing efforts, is challenged by current
student enrollment patterns. We are in the midst of an historic enrollment decline. That’s a reality
for community colleges across the nation. Our enrollment typically runs counter-cyclical to the
larger economy. When times are good and unemployment numbers are low, our enrollment shrinks.
When the economy faces challenges and unemployment rises, so does our enrollment.
That said, in Virginia, we are posting solid numbers. We are compiling data now from the academic
year that recently concluded. However, I can share figures from our last academic year (2017-2018):
• We enrolled a total of 234,369 students.
• One-third of our students in traditional academic programs were age 25 or older.
• Minorities accounted for 43% of our student body. At least eight of our 23 colleges are
majority minority institutions.
• 43,606 of our students were in enrolled in Dual Enrollment programs that allow students to
earn college credit while enrolled in high school classes that can be offered on either a
college or high school setting.
• 52,205 of our students were enrolled in non-credit training programs that help them prepare
to work in high-demand fields through affordable short-term programs that include
FastForward training credentials.
• Another 53,466 students enrolled in traditional Career and Technical Education (CTE)
programs – offered for academic credit – which help prepare students for career fields like
nursing, airplane maintenance, and cyber security that often require workers to hold an
applied associate degree.
• All told, 32,607 community college degrees, diplomas, and certificates were earned in 20172018. That’s the second highest annual total in VCCS history.
VCCS Transfer Statistics
We also serve a number of students who begin at their community college with the aspirations of
eventually transferring to complete a bachelor’s degree at a university. There is a lot of money to be
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saved for families pursuing that pathway. In Virginia, the tuition and fees charged to attend a
community college are approximately one-third the comparable costs at a public university.
In 2017-2018, some 106,048 students transferred from a Virginia Community College to a
university. That same year, 45,131 bachelor’s degrees were awarded to former VCCS students.
Many of those students used one of threedozen guaranteed articulation agreements that
we hold with public and private universities.
These statewide agreements make clear that if a
student completes an associate degree, while
earning a specific grade point average (GPA),
he or she will be guaranteed acceptance into
the university in the next semester with the
standing of a third-year student.
The State Council for Higher Education in
Virginia estimates that in a best-case scenario –
and admittedly, this rarely happens – if a
student completes an associate degree in two
years, transfers immediately to a university with
institutional and state financial aid available
uniquely to transfer students, and completes a
bachelor’s degree in two years, he or she would
save more than $50,000 on the cost of the
bachelor’s degree. That’s especially significant given that the typical bachelor’s degree graduate leaves
Virginia’s public universities with nearly $30,000 in student debt, on average.
We are working with SCHEV and the Aspen Institute in a three-year effort to expand our college
transfer pathways to make them more user-friendly and easier to understand. The ultimate goal
would be to eliminate the credit-loss that occurs too often in transfer situations, costing students
additional time and money.
Community College Students Face Different Life Challenges
But let me be clear. It is rare for a community college student to complete an associate degree in two
years – and much of that has to do with the life circumstances of the individuals we serve. From the
outset, we attracted a different kind of student. In the middle of the last century, the phrase “college
student” caused no confusion. Universities, public and private, served young people directly out of
high school. They went to class full-time. They lived in dorms. They ate at the mess hall. They
attended the football and basketball games. They wore letterman sweaters. They were mostly men,
and they were almost entirely white. Most majored in the humanities.
But community college students were different. Community college students lived nearby, driving to
and from campus only to attend class. Some were in high school the year before; many more had
already been working for a few years. Many were military veterans. They typically worked part-time
while taking classes. Their studies were often vocational, focused more on career training than
contemplating the nature of humanity. And while it was subtle, the classrooms they sat in were more
diverse in gender, race, and age.
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Over time, the differences between the typical university student and the typical community college
student have grown starker. Simply put, our students today are older, poorer, more likely to be the
first in their family to go to college – just like I was – and they are more likely to attend class parttime while working fulltime. That working statistic is significant for us, and more importantly, for
the success of our students.
A recent national study found that nearly half of working students are low income. Those working
students are more likely to attend community college and to be more diverse. They are
disproportionately African-American, and Latino, women, and first-generation college students. And
low-income working students are less likely to earn a credential overall, even if they come from the
upper end of the academic performance distribution.
Let me repeat that last point: Even if the individual is a strong student, the challenges of being poor
and working while studying means they probably won’t graduate. That is, in part, why it is a mistake
to refer to our institutions as two-year colleges. Three out of five of our students attend part-time.
They take about nine credit hours a semester, not the 12 to 15 hours that fulltime students take. And
it takes them five or six years to graduate – if they ever make it. The students who pursue traditional
academic degrees with us are older than their university counterparts are. Nearly half of our students
are minorities.
Nearly half of our students demonstrate financial need. In rural Virginia, that need is greater.
Poverty is a major hurdle to college progress and completion. The vast majority of our community
colleges operate on-campus food banks to serve hungry students, and that number is growing. In a
national study released last year, 42% of community college students indicated they struggled to get
adequate food, and 9% said they had gone at least one day during the last month without eating
because they lacked the money.
I recently heard an anecdote from an instructor about a student he perceived to be slacking off in
class. He asked the student to visit during his office hours, with the intention of really pushing him
hard – you know, the old nose-to-the-grindstone approach. When the meeting happened, the
professor became increasingly annoyed because the student wasn’t paying attention to him, instead
focused intently on a granola bar that was sitting on the professor’s desk. Finally, the professor
asked, well, do you just want the granola bar? I really do, the student said. I haven’t eaten anything in
two days. This is our new reality.
Housing insecurity is another issue we face. That same national study found that 46% of community
college students said they had difficulty paying for housing and utilities. Whether its food insecurity
or housing insecurity, students throughout our colleges are living through the reality of those
national survey findings. And I think we are serving many people who are overcoming challenges
that don’t fit neatly onto surveys.
Responding to Demographic Changes
Moving forward, our legacy of serving students who are different, will serve us well. Its preparation,
really, for what I believe will be the biggest disruption to higher education that any of us have ever
seen in our lifetimes – and that’s America’s shrinking birthrate. When I was 18 years old, and just
starting at my community college, there were more of us than there were seats available. That’s not
true anymore. Our nation’s birth rate is at an all-time low, declining 12% since the year 2007.
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Beginning in 2026, we will see a decline in the traditional college-age student that is more dramatic
than we’ve ever seen before. The Northeast and Mid-Atlantic will take the biggest hit.
What that means for our community colleges? What does that mean for the entire sector of higher
education? I contend that top tier institutions – Harvard, Yale, and closer to home, the University of
Virginia – will be just fine. But regional institutions will spread themselves further. Small, liberal arts
colleges will close. Students turned away for years by regional universities, and who would instead
attend community college, will begin looking much more attractive to those institutions.
All of this to say that while serving 18-year-olds remains an important part of what community
colleges do, it probably won’t be the most important thing we do. Much like when our colleges
began, our future will be about expanding the meaning of the phrase “college student” once again.
There are people throughout Virginia, older than that classic 18-24 age range, who need our help.
And we need them.
We have to help more adults – people over the age of 24 – earn postsecondary credentials. There are
career opportunities that exist today but didn’t when these people were 18. These are careers
offering family-sustaining wages, but require skills and knowledge these folks lack. We have an
untapped pool of talent that lies beneath every community. It includes people who began but never
finished college. It includes people who are working two – or more – jobs to make ends meet. It
includes parents; many of them are single parents. They have a car payment or two, and they pay
rent or a mortgage. Not all of these people live below Virginia’s poverty line. Some are just barely
above it, making them harder to see, understand, and serve.
We have learned a new way to describe such folks. It comes from a big report published by the
United Way. They refer to these folks with the acronym, ALICE. It means Asset Limited, Income
Constrained, Employed – ALICE. Despite working, many of these folks are having a hard time
affording the basic cost of living. Statewide, the number of households who qualify as ALICE is two
out of five. The numbers are even starker in some communities across the state. These folks feel
locked out of opportunity. They’re desperate for a way in. The truth is, however, very few of them
will enroll in a traditional college degree program. It takes too long to complete, it’s too expensive to
pursue, and it requires a sense of academic confidence they haven’t felt in a long time, if ever.
So how many people are we talking about when we talk about adult students? If we limit the
conversation to Virginians between the ages of 25 and 44, who have not earned a postsecondary
credential, we’re talking about just over 1.2 million people. That figure is current. Now, that’s more
than thirteen times the 90,000 Virginians who graduate from high school each year – more than
thirteen times as many.
If that weren’t enough, then look at the trends. Over the next decade, that high school age range of
15 to 19 will shrink. The number of adults between 25 and 44, however, will grow. We would be
negligent to ignore those population trends. We have to create opportunities for these adults, 25 and
up, which attract them, not intimidate them – opportunities that account for the challenges of their
lives – opportunities like FastForward.
FastForward
FastForward is our fastest-growing program, and it’s filling critical needs in Virginia’s workforce.
This pay-for-performance program makes our short-term training programs more affordable. And
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the programs are more realistic for the schedules of working adults, taking only weeks or months to
complete, not semesters and years.
In nearly three years, our colleges put more than 13,300 high-demand credentials into the Virginia
economy through FastForward. FastForward is attracting people who otherwise aren’t coming to
our community colleges. They’re older, typically in their mid-30s to mid-40’s. The careers they are
beginning after earning a credential is boosting their take-home pay from 25-percent to 50-percent.
That’s a big deal, especially considering that one in five of our FastForward students received some
form of public assistance the year before they came to us. FastForward has become the fastest way
out of poverty. For many FastForward students, these stackable credentials are a first step. In fact,
of the graduates we surveyed, more than half – 56% – have already returned to their community
college for additional training or intends to do so in the near future, and another 36% are open to
the idea.
Meeting Business Needs
Individuals earning these FastForward credentials are not the only winners. This program is aimed
directly at the challenge confronting Virginia businesses in finding trained and skilled employees.
FastForward was created after meeting with some 1,500 business, civic, and educational leaders
across the state – including the state and local chambers of commerce. Our approach prioritizes
state investment in the programs that lead to high-quality, stackable credentials. Importantly, we
train people for jobs that align with verified, regional business needs.
Launched in July 2016, FastForward made training more affordable, reducing student out-of-pocket
tuition costs by two-thirds. It also ensured accountability by funding community colleges only after
class and credential completion. All told, 98% of the FastForward credentials earned have been in
Virginia’s top 12 career fields, as defined by demand.
Pell Grants for FastForward Students
In closing, I would suggest to you that the biggest difference-maker we could work together on to
expand the role community college play as engines of economic mobility is to expand the usage of
Pell grants for high-quality, non-credit workforce training programs.
We’re proud of Virginia’s results. However, expanding the usage of Pell grants for high-quality, noncredit workforce training programs Pell grants would help us serve so many more people. Our most
expensive FastForward programs cost students $1,500 out-of-pocket. That modest amount is out of
reach for too many people. Four out of ten households cannot cover an unexpected $400 expense,
according to the Federal Reserve Board. These are the individuals, and the households, who often
have the most to gain from FastForward training programs. Pell Grants could be a vital boost here.
This is especially true in rural Virginia, which is over-represented in the percentage of FastForward
credentials earned.
Should Pell Grants be extended to these students, I would suggest you do so with a solid system of
accountability that includes program completion data and income gains for program graduates – just
like we’ve established in Virginia to ensure we’re meeting the program’s promise. For the same
reasons that the federal government invests in those pursuing traditional academic degrees, we
should invest in those pursuing high-quality, stackable, postsecondary workforce credentials, and
unleash a powerful engine of economic mobility.
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Remarks at the Equity Summit
This speech was delivered virtually on October 5, 2020 during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic.

L

et me begin by being crystal clear: Black lives matter. Like you, I know intuitively that all lives
matter. However, as a white man living in rural Virginia I don’t fear being hunted and gunned
down when I decide to walk through my neighborhood because someone else thinks I don’t belong
there. I don’t fear for my adult son’s life every time he gets behind the wheel of a car, worried that
he will be suffocated on the side of a road by someone kneeling on his neck for nine minutes. And I
don’t fear that one of my adult daughters, asleep in her own bed, will be gunned down by a team
executing a flawed no-knock search warrant.
However, we know such fear is real for too many families. The tragic and unnecessary deaths of
Ahmaud Arbery, George Floyd, and Breonna Taylor show us why that fear exists – and why we
cannot say that all lives matter in American until we can demonstrate that Black lives matter in
America.
Inflection point
Our nation has reached an inflection point. Tomorrow’s historians will have to explain why now.
That requires a hindsight we can’t yet have. The confluence of a deadly, global pandemic, a broken
body politic, damaged by deep division and dysfunction, and the killings of more Black people at the
hands of police officers has called us to a moment of reckoning.
Our shared work to form a more perfect union is far from finished. Many would suggest we’ve only
begun. The American ideal of equality – the notion that we are all created equal – demands from us
so much more than just Fourth of July fireworks. It requires tireless dedication and a collective
vigilance.
Disparities practically define our nation. Educational attainment; income and family wealth;
incarceration rates; and even life expectancy all highlights the different realities facing white families
and families of color. Those disparities are nothing new where we live. In fact, you might just say
they’re Virginia traditions.
Virginia traditions
We like to say that Virginia is the place the American story begins. Plymouth Rock has gotten much
better PR over the years, but Jamestown is where English-speaking settlers first encountered Native
Americans and established a permanent colony in 1607. Enslaved Africans joined that mix 12 years
later.

Much of the modern America we know sprang from that tiny outpost on the banks of the James
River. And race plays a leading role in so many of the chapters of that story, including bloody
clashes between native tribes and English settlers, the origins of American slavery, the Revolutionary
and Civil wars whose battle scars yet mark Virginia soil, and the shadows of Reconstruction and Jim
Crow that linger yet.

48
Published by Digital Commons @ VCCS, 2022

49

Inquiry: The Journal of the Virginia Community Colleges, Vol. 25, No. 1 [2022], Art. 20

Patrick Henry, famous for his “Give me liberty or give me death!” speech was the first of 73
governors Virginia has elected to date. All have been men. All but one has been white. A racist state
government bureaucrat successfully erased Virginia’s Indian tribes on paper a century ago, ultimately
making their struggle for federal recognition longer and harder than what tribes in other states
endured.
Massive Resistance shuttered Virginia’s public schools for almost a generation. Mildred Loving, a
black woman, and Richard Loving, a white man, were sentenced to a year of prison for the crime of
being married in Virginia. That was until the U.S. Supreme Court intervened in 1967 to invalidate a
state law banning interracial marriage. Virginia was among a list of states that forcefully sterilized
people, as late as the 1970s – well into my lifetime – enacting the principles of Eugenics.
In 2017, the debate over the fate of Confederate statues turned bloody in Charlottesville, where an
Alt-Right rally became violent and deadly, costing the lives of two State Troopers and Heather
Heyer, who was once one of our students. And that’s to say nothing of 2020 – something I’ll get to
in just a moment. When it comes to the issue of race, Virginia has baggage. However, the
commonwealth is growing too big, too dynamic, and too diverse to be held hostage by that past.
VCCS founding
Addressing that cultural baggage was among the primary motivations for creating Virginia’s
Community Colleges more than half-a-century ago. Beginning in 1966, and over the next seven
years, policy makers established a network of 23 community colleges. The first year we opened for
business, we served 7,500 people. We have since served more than 2.6 million. And we are far and
away the leading provider of higher education to minority Virginians.
Our community colleges were created to address the state’s unmet
needs in higher education and workforce training. In other words, we
were created to do what no one else would. Since the founding of
Virginia’s Community Colleges – and I would like to think in part
because of it – Virginia has changed dramatically. Technology has
replaced tobacco as the state’s leading export. Virginia is home to the
world’s largest naval base and the only shipyard in the nation capable
of building nuclear aircraft carriers. We have an international airport
that connects with nearly every continent on Earth.
The promise of opportunity that inspired those first English settlers
to come here in 1607 now inspires people to come here today from
across the globe. Fewer than four million people called Virginia
home in 1960. That’s more than doubled to nearly 8.5 million today.
Seven out of ten Virginians told the U-S Census in 1960 they were born here. And the total
percentage of Virginians of “foreign stock” – that’s what the Census Bureau called it back then –
was less than zero-point-four percent.
In 1960, 80 percent of Virginians were white, and 20 percent were African-American…and that was
that. Today’s Virginia doesn’t even look like the same state: 63-percent of us are white, 20-percent of
Virginians are Black; nine percent are Latinx; and almost seven percent are of Asian ancestry.
Virginia is evolving. Our community colleges must follow suit. So where do we go from here?

49
https://commons.vccs.edu/inquiry/vol25/iss1/20

50

et al.: Full Text

The inspiration of Arthur Ashe
The protests and demonstrations that have swept across America since the killing of George Floyd
has brought to a head the debate over Confederate monuments. While those statues stood in
localities throughout the former confederacy, Richmond may have offered the best-known
collection of them along its iconic Monument Avenue. The figures they depicted ran from the easily
recognized, like Lee and Jackson, to the more obscure, like Stuart and Maury.
Nearly all of them have been razed this summer. Lee, the lone holdout thanks to technicalities and
legal challenges, will likely be on his way soon too. But, there’s one monument that remains. On the
avenue’s western edge stands a champion who always stood apart from the others. Instead of a
weapon of warfare, he holds a tennis racquet in his hand. Instead of riding a galloping horse, he
stands among school-age children.
Of course, I’m describing the monument to Richmond’s late tennis great and humanitarian, Arthur
Ashe. His inclusion on Monument Avenue was controversial when he was added just over 20 years
ago. In fact, David Duke even paid a visit to Richmond to protest it. City leaders wisely ignored him.
Ashe’s tennis achievements were legendary. Considered the best in the world during his prime, Ashe
was the first Black player selected to our country’s Davis Cup team and remains the only Black man
ever to win the singles title at Wimbledon, the U.S. Open, and the Australian Open. After his 1980
retirement, he suffered from heart disease that ran in both sides of his family. He contracted HIV
from a blood transfusion. He died in 1993.
“Start where you are. Use what you have. Do what you can.”
That was Ashe’s signature line as he used his celebrity to advocate for civil rights and human rights
after retiring from tennis. His advice is practical and straight forward. And I think it makes a lot of
sense when asking what can our colleges do in this moment? Diversity, equity, inclusion, and access
to opportunity have been at the heart of our community college mission since we first opened our
doors. However, our efforts to translate those ideals into action for all Virginians have not always
yielded the results that we seek as quickly as we would like. Simply stated, we must do better, and we
have some work to do.
To that end, we are taking some significant steps to move our colleges forward, closer to the ideal of
our mission.
Campus and facility names
The first, and most symbolic, step we are taking is to review the appropriateness of the names of our
colleges and facilities. Our State Board initiated this review. College presidents and their local
advisory boards will carry it out. Many of our colleges bear names inspired by geography. We’re
really not talking about those. Others are named for individuals. Let’s take a hard look at those. Who
are those people? Why were they chosen? Are the achievements they earned, and the values they
lived, aligned with our mission and values today?
Moving forward, we must be deliberate on the signals we send. People encounter these names on
college materials and signage, on the transcripts they carry forward in their academic careers, and on
the degrees and credentials they earn and proudly hang on their wall.
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A strategic plan for equity
That brings me to the even larger step Virginia’s Community Colleges are taking in response to this
larger moment we face. As we seek the way forward beyond our Complete 2021 strategic plan, we are
assembling a new blueprint that is focused on equity.
I want to thank Anne Kress, president of Northern Virginia Community College, and Sharon
Morrissey, the VCCS Senior Vice Chancellor for Academics and Workforce Programs, for leading
this work. I’m not sure they would thank me in return. This is an enormous task. Like everything
else we do, it’s made harder by the circumstances of the pandemic. But they, and the dream team
built from our college system, are working hard to ensure that what our institutions do, and how
they do it, truly helps everyone succeed. That’s not the case today.
Across our colleges, Black students represent our largest minority group – and every indication we
have tells us they are lagging behind their peers. That is true no matter the college, no matter the
program. For example:
• It starts at the beginning. While more than half of all students who apply to one of colleges
actually enroll with us, that is true for only about a third of Black students.
• In fact, in just the last five years, we had more than 12,000 fewer Black students attending
our colleges.
• Four out five of our first-time, full-time Black students fail to complete a community college
credential or degree of any type in three years.
• It’s not surprising then, when you add together all these factors, we are graduating fewer
Black students today than we were just five years ago, despite increasing graduation rates for
all other minority groups across all our colleges.
Make no mistake about it: these results are troubling and unacceptable. Through this task force, we
examine these numbers earnestly, and we will propose and pursue solutions deliberately. The task
force is exploring our evolving teaching and learning practices; modernizing how we support
students; the future of work; and the funding and financing of our colleges.
We also decided to take a quick look at our criminal justice curricula – one of the first state systems
in the country to do that. And I want to thank Quentin Johnson, the president of Southside Virginia
Community College, for leading a panel that brought together teaching faculty and program heads
with law enforcement officials and community activists. This was personal for me. I spent the first
ten years of my community college career teaching criminal justice classes. And while we served
more than 2,300 students las year in these programs, I’m less concerned about preparing good police
officers than I am with our responsibility to prepare good people who strengthen our communities.
I believe the panel’s recommendations will help us do that, and we will be advancing their work
along with that of our strategic planning task force.
Three principles of DEI
As that work continues, it falls to the rest of us to bring that plan to life and bring its benefits to our
students. Accordingly, I recommend we consider three guiding principles to advance diversity,
equity, and inclusion across our colleges.
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First, our business case both demands and justifies a focus on faculty and staff diversity. You see, it’s
not enough to talk about diversity as simply doing the right thing. This priority must be stated clearly
and pursued consistently to support our business case.
Second, we must focus not just on diversity, but also on inclusion. It’s not enough just to have a
diverse looking collection of people in the room. They must be at the table where the decisions are
made, and they must have a voice in that process.
And third, finding and fostering inclusion is a leadership competency that must permeate our
organization. Leaders at every community college, at every level, must be part of embedding this
into how we think, who we hire, and all that we do.
The business case
All too often, organizations express diversity initiatives as moral imperatives. Being an Equal
Opportunity employer is considered to be the right thing to do. Do you know what else falls into
the category of being the right thing to do?
• Obeying the speed limit;
• Avoiding cigarette smoking;
• Cutting down on fried, fatty and sugary foods;
• Drinking alcohol in only reasonable amounts;
• Washing your hands regularly; and
• Calling your mother.
Each of those things is considered the right thing to do. However, experience suggests that we as a
people have a spotty record when it comes to doing the right thing. Consider this:
• Excessive speeding causes one of out every three fatal car wrecks in America.
• Some 34 million Americans will smoke cigarettes this year, despite half-a-century of
government warning against doing it.
• So much for watching what we eat: America has the highest rate of obesity of any developed
nation in the world. More than two-out-of-five Americans are obese today – a 26-percent
jump since 2008.
• When it comes to drinking, we just broke a 40-year record. We drink more, per person, than
we did in the run-up to Prohibition – and that was before we quarantined.
• As for handwashing, well, it only took a deadly, global pandemic to demonstrate our
challenges with it.
• And I’ve never, ever, met a mother who complained about her children calling too often.
The case for inclusion
That brings me back to the workplace. Knowing that something is the right thing to do isn’t enough
to make us act. For diversity to matter, it must be institutionalized and tied to your mission. For
inclusion to matter, it must be institutionalized and tied to your mission.
I began my career as a community college instructor. That’s where I learned a valuable lesson:
students don’t do optional. It took me the rest of my career to understand that nobody else does
either. I learned this in recent years with an effort we called the Chancellor’s Faculty Diversity
Initiative. We launched this a decade ago to address something that bothered us. Taken on the
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whole, the demographics of our teaching pool were not aligned with the demographics of our
student body. This is not good for business. We also saw this disparity in our adjunct ranks, the parttime instructors that we rely on to carry so much of our teaching load.
To remedy that, we made a concerted effort to diversify the adjunct pool. Why did we focus on
adjunct? Usually, when colleges make the decision to hire a fulltime instructor, those hires often
come from our adjunct pool. We launched and publicized two programs to find some teaching
talent that we were otherwise missing.
One program is called the Minority Professional Teaching Fellows. It’s built to attract working
professionals who hold graduate degrees into the adjunct pool and provide them an experienced
teaching mentor should they be hired to teach a class. The other program is called the Graduate
Student Teaching Fellows. It’s a similar setup for those who are working their way through graduate
school and want to teach. Despite some early success, where we hired over 500 fellows in the first
four years, we have lost momentum. We took our eye off the ball. Some colleges aren’t even using
those resources today. We can do better than that.
As the face of Virginia changes, as the need to produce more graduates becomes greater, we must
adapt. We need faculty and staff members who look like our students and can connect with them.
We need faculty and staff members who share experiences with, and speak the common language of,
the people we want to serve – and hold the academic and workforce bona fides to help them excel.
The VCCS mission statement says that we give everyone the opportunity to learn and develop the
right skills so lives and communities are strengthened. The keyword there, I believe, is everyone.
Leadership competency
So, how do we do that? How do we recruit, hire, manage, and develop that throughout our
organization? The answer isn’t easy. But I would suggest that we must build inclusion into a
leadership competency. After all, it’s simply another form of talent management. The same way that
we have to articulate a clear and convincing connection between inclusivity and our central mission,
we must make the case to managers, at every level, that diversity and inclusiveness is essential to
student success.
I feel the need to say very clearly that I am not talking about quotas here. History is full of quota
efforts that have failed miserably. One could argue that they are among the right things to do that
never could seem to be done right. What I am talking about goes beyond counting noses and
checking race and ethnicity boxes on a staffing HR form.
Inclusion, of course, means that we build a community of faculty and staff capable of reaching
people from various races and ethnicities and helping them succeed. But it goes further than that. It
means building a community of faculty and staff capable of engaging:
• People across the economic spectrum;
• People from different regions;
• People of different ages;
• People with disabilities, or more accurately, different abilities;
• People who were born elsewhere;
• People from across the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer spectrum;
• People who come from different faith traditions, including those with no faith tradition; and
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•

This may be the most controversial thing I say today given the climate these days: people
who come from across the political spectrum.

That’s a tall order. Each of us, after all, is a victim of our own experience. That’s all the more reason
to check ourselves. Don’t just do the same thing the same way with the same people. We must all
challenge ourselves to recognize the fact that talent and perspective comes before us in countless
variations – and it all makes us better.
Candidly, we failed to make that case to our managers when we created the Chancellor’s Faculty
Diversity Initiative. You see, it feels great to tell you about the hundreds of candidates it added to
our hiring pool. It feels terrible, however, to tell you about how the effort has fizzled. People don’t
do optional, remember? We failed to require our deans and hiring managers to turn to that pool
when it came time to hire more adjuncts. We failed to hold them accountable or even teach them a
process to foster inclusiveness in this instance. And these hard lessons are helping us get it right as
we begin it anew.
While the percentage of our full-time faculty who are diverse has risen from 12 to nearly 20 percent
over the last decade or so, we still have a long way to go to look like the Virginians we serve. This
next strategic plan will offer ideas and strategies to make our colleges more diverse, inclusive, and
equitable. But it falls to us all to make that matter.
Conclusion
I know we can make that matter. You do too. For years, I referred to our response to the Great
Recession as the finest hour of Virginia’s Community Colleges. In a very short period of time, we
lost more than $100 million in state funding while picking up another 50,000 students. I had never
seen anything like it. I believed that I never would again.
Then we came face-to-face with COVID-19. In the blink of an eye, we moved thousands of courses
from in-person formats to on-line formats. We focused on the needs of the thousands of students
we serve, and we kept them moving forward. It’s hard to believe that the pandemic has been with us
now for six months. We continue to learn how this pandemic is affecting everything, including
student success. To date, I can’t say our efforts were textbook – because, really, there is no book for
what we did. But what I can say is that we were and are extraordinary in our efforts to help every
student succeed. We focused on our students. We focused on their needs. We brought our mission
to life.
But we are still challenged to deal with the fault lines that this pandemic has shown so vividly and
how they impact so many of our Black students, and so many low-income families who live in
urban, suburban, and rural communities. This is what motivates us as we look forward. Virginia’s
Community College won’t cure COVID-19, but we are finding ways to help our students continue
safely through it. We likely won’t cure the racism that plagues our larger society, but we can rise up
together to help our students continue safely through that too.
“Start where you are. Use what you have. Do what you can.”
Arthur Ashe was right. The only thing I would add is, let’s all do it together.
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Remarks at the Chancellor’s Retreat
On August 3, 2021, this speech was delivered at the Hotel Roanoke in Roanoke.

W

orking together but apart, we have learned so much over the course of the COVD-19
pandemic. This virus – which continues to mutate, threaten, and kill – has taken the lives of
more than 4 million people across the world. That includes more than 600,000 Americans. That
includes some 12,000 Virginians; and it’s not yet finished as we are learning from the Delta variant.
Those of us fortunate enough to survive this virus, to benefit from those amazing vaccines, are left
with tough decisions to make and hard work to accomplish. One thing that’s clear is that we must
move forward. I’m not sure what “normal” was, or even is, but it’s clear to me that we are not
returning to something. Instead, we press on.
That’s what this chancellor’s retreat, this face-to-face gathering, is about. Opportunity 2027, our new
six-year statewide strategic plan, is a product of the pandemic. By being forced to stay away from
each other, we gained new perspective. By being called to serve students differently, we were
compelled to rethink everything. And suffering yet another year of enrollment decline, we must ask
what are we missing? For example, have we lost our relevance when it comes to what we offer and
how we offer it? The number of Virginia households that meet the ALICE threshold continues to
rise while our college enrollment continues to shrink. How can that be? We need to answer that
question.
Opportunity 2027 is a product of the legacy of George Floyd and too many others to name. While a
guilty verdict was returned for Floyd’s murder, the jury remains out on whether everything that came
after his death, and because of it, represents a movement or merely a moment. Statues have been
razed. Institutions have been renamed. And people came out to vote in record numbers. Yet, the
question remains: what does the past year mean for the cause of social justice? That my friends, in a
very big way, is up to us to answer.
Those who dedicate their careers to it, believe in the transformative powers of higher education.
And those who believe it should be accessible to all, work at a community college. After all, many
institutions of higher education define themselves by how many people they exclude. On the other
hand, we define ourselves by how many people we can serve. The more, the better. That’s important
because the breadth and depth of a community’s education defines its capacity for social equity.
Our ability to see beyond the superficial – of color, of culture, of difference – and act outside of the
base instincts of fear, judgement, and exclusion requires knowledge and perspective. It requires
education. It requires us, in a functional sense, putting an end to the phrase “first generation” college
student. How can it be, some 55 years after we first opened our doors, that so many families have
yet to send that first child to college?
Opportunity 2027 is a return to our roots. It affirms the vision of Dana Hamel, and his
contemporaries, some 50 years ago, in creating our system of colleges. Together, we commit to help
every person in every community that we serve enjoy stronger, healthier, and more lucrative lives.
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And together, we vow that when we reach the end of this plan, we will have made a difference
extending well beyond good intentions and hopeful prose.
During this retreat – through new voices and fresh perspectives – we will explore the ins and the
outs of Opportunity 2027 and its bold central aim to eliminate equity gaps throughout Virginia’s
Community Colleges. There’s a lot to unpack in that pledge and it’s five supporting goal areas.
What I want to focus on in my remarks today is the why. Why do we place this focus on serving
students of color, and why do we do that now? To answer that, consider the VCCS mission
statement: We give everyone the opportunity to learn and develop the right skills so lives and
communities are strengthened. We’re not doing that today. We’re simply not, and the numbers bear
that out.
Our challenges begin before students even reach a community college campus. Dual Enrollment
courses for high school students are among our most cherished and celebrated offerings. Just think:
what would happen tomorrow if we announced that we’re shutting it down? Yet, students of color
are practically ignored by Dual Enrollment.
Across Virginia, Black students make up almost 22-percent of the high school population. They
account for just over 10-percent of Dual Enrollment students. Latinx students present a similar
story. Accounting for nearly 17-percent of all Virginia high school students, they are about 5-percent
of those in Dual Enrollment. Our community colleges, and what they offer, were created in
response to Virginia’s shameful period of Massive Resistance – not as a tool to continue its practice
of segregating public school students.
We cannot ignore these numbers. Doing so would mean contributing to yet another structural
inequity facing Black and brown families across Virginia. Dual Enrollment didn’t arrive at this point
on purpose. But improving it – fixing it – requires intention and action. Additional metrics, across
our colleges, highlight the need for intention and action when it comes to serving students of color.
While overall enrollment has been receding throughout the past eight years, the decline of Black
students has been greater and steeper. The Black students that we serve are earning fewer college
credits than their peers. The percentage of Black students who pass college-level Mathematics and
English courses is significantly less than their classmates. Not surprisingly, those students of color
are less likely to earn any kind of credential or degree with us, and nearly all of them who aspire to
use us for two-plus-two college transfer aren’t making it through. And all too often, when our
students of color do succeed, they do so in programs that lead to low-income jobs. We need to help
them aim higher.
This is a dismal reality, but it shouldn’t be disheartening. I say that because together, we are drawing
a line in the sand with this new plan. Past plans have seen signs of inequity as something to fix along
the way as we pursue other goals. Not this time. We’ll get this right and make real the promise of
our mission statement to every son and daughter of Virginia.
There’s a lot riding on our success. While ending equity gaps throughout our colleges is the absolute
right thing to do, sentiment alone won’t get it done. Collectively, we have a terrible track record of
accomplishing things that are considered the right thing to do. Closing our colleges’ equity gaps is
the right thing to do, and Virginia’s economic future depends on it.
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Opportunity 2027 is a workforce development plan. It’s about training and educating the talent
Virginia’s pipeline desperately needs. That includes our colleges, for which this is an HR plan. Our
students need to see themselves in the faculty and staff that should reflect the diversity of the
broader community. We’re proud to be among the reasons that Virginia has been declared the Best
State for Business two years in a row. Retaining that reputation requires us to do a lot more moving
forward.
Earlier this summer, the CEO of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce wrote a guest column on what
she called the biggest challenge facing American business. “Solving the worker shortage crisis must
be job No. 1,” Suzanne Clark wrote in Baron’s magazine. She goes on to say, “I hear it all day, every
day from businesses of every size, region and industry: A lack of available workers is holding back
business growth, threatening our recovery and competitiveness.”
Her assessment rings true for Virginia, where the state Chamber of Commerce identifies “Building a
talent supply pipeline” as its top strategic priority. The state Chamber’s Blueprint Virginia 2025 plan
begins with the sentence: “The availability of a well-trained and educated workforce remains the top
concern for Virginia’s business community.”
Name the region. Name the industry. Name the company, big or small. They’ll all tell you the same
story: they can’t find enough people with the right skills to take the jobs they need to fill. And
they’re facing two very specific, and very strong headwinds in their search for qualified workers.
The first is our declining birthrate. Last year’s drop in America’s birthrate was the steepest we’ve
seen in nearly half-a-century. We are not having enough babies to replace those who are dying.
That’s been the case since the early 1970s. Some hoped pandemic lockdowns would lead to a baby
boom, but that didn’t happen.
The second headwind facing our businesses in the search for talent is the immigration battle.
Nationally, people coming to the U.S. has been a divisive, hot-button issue. That’s not likely to
change anytime soon. But closer to home, Virginia is losing out to the other 49 states. For years,
Virginia was winning that game, with more people moving here than leaving. But that changed in
2013 and we’ve been bleeding population ever since. The U.S. Census Bureau estimates that we lost
nearly 12,000 people to other states between the summers of 2018 and 2019.
So, where will we find the people to take all these terrific jobs that need filled? In Northern Virginia,
thousands of folks – from electricians to I.T. experts – will be needed to support the Amazon HQ2
project in Arlington. In Hampton Roads, the shipyard says they need thousands of welders and
pipefitters to keep building submarines and aircraft carriers as their Baby Boomer workforce retires.
Roadbuilders say they need a few thousand people over the next decade to expand the Hampton
Roads Bridge Tunnel. That’s to say nothing of the thousands of people that Dominion needs to
build the wind power infrastructure off Virginia’s coastline. Similar struggles can be found in
Southwest Virginia, as companies plan for the much-needed expansion of Interstate 81.
What happens if Congress passes the biggest infrastructure bill our nation has seen on over 50
years? From where will the work crews come? It doesn’t matter how many shovel-ready projects we
can plan if no one is there to operate the heavy equipment.
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The list goes on in every corner of Virginia: where are the 10,000 trained nurses the V-E-C says we
need before this decade is done? Where are the countless early childhood educators needed
everywhere? Where are the trained professionals we need to staff assisted living facilities? Where are
the I.T. professionals that every company needs to keep their systems safe from ransom-seeking
hackers? And what about cannabis? Virginia’s journey to legalize its production, sales, and usage will
launch an industry that exists today only in the shadows.
The bottom line is that Virginia’s ability to compete economically hangs on our ability to educate
and skill-up every single Virginian. This is especially true of people of color who’ve been too often
ignored, excluded, and turned away. It’s also true of Virginia’s ALICE population that bore the
brunt of the pandemic and desperately needs a chance. We don’t have the luxury of letting anyone
sit on the sidelines. We need their talent. We need their efforts. We need them, and we need them
now.
A social equity plan, a workforce development plan – and if I may be so bold – I believe Opportunity
2027 is a plan to save the American Dream. Is that too hyperbolic? Am I overstating the risk of
where we stand today?
Step back for a moment and consider the episodes of democratic anarchy that we’ve seen in just that
past year or so:
• The continued harassment and killings of Black motorists, including a viral episode from the
town of Windsor, here in Virginia.
• Calls to defund the police.
• An unprecedented effort, in the light of day, to intimidate and threaten local elections
officials over the results of the presidential election.
• January 6 – a violent and deadly insurrection attempt at the U.S. Capitol building, all because
of a lie.
• And the never-ending political fight over COVID-19, which began over the inconvenience
of lockdowns and a denial of the virus’s threat; transitioned to a fight over the usage of face
masks; and now takes the form of vaccine refusal.
I’ve read stories about this kind of political instability. History is full of tales about civil unrest
leading to the undesirable realities of dictators and strong man autocrats. It’s an unsavory prospect.
So, what does all that have to do with us? Democracy is at stake, and I believe that community
colleges are among the few institutions that can help protect it. When we enact our mission, we help
people find a better version of themselves. When we give someone an opportunity, we give them
hope. When we help someone earn a skill, we give them a pathway to a salary that supports their
family and makes them part of something bigger than themselves.
We all know the benefits of higher education: Educated people make more money. They live longer,
healthier lives. They vote. They pay taxes. They contribute to the social fabric that supports a
community. And now, they are much more likely to get a vaccine that protects them from a deadly,
global virus. What we help individuals achieve is the antidote to all this fear, pessimism, and anger
fueling social unrest. And it is our job to ensure every Virginian gets a chance.
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Friends, I want to offer just one last thought as I bring these remarks to a close. I’ve had the honor
of being the chancellor of the Virginia Community College System for more than 20 years now. And
this is the fourth six-year statewide strategic plan that we’ve enacted in my tenure. Dateline 2009 was
our first. Achieve 2015 followed that, and Complete 2021 came next. Each of those plans offered
stretch goals for our colleges and their leaders. Each taught us lessons, revealing things we were
good at doing and things which required us to do better. Each pushed us to learn and to grow.
Looking back, there’s an interesting phenomenon that plays out. For example, nearly half of our 23
college presidents who, in 2009, approved the Achieve plan, had retired, or moved on, by the time we
gathered four years later to upwardly revise its goals. Another third of them had changed in 2015 by
the time we launched
Complete 2021. The
transition continued
this past year, where
73-percent of the
college presidencies
had changed hands by
the time we adopted
Opportunity 2027.
Over time, you see a
Bob Templin and
Debbie DiCroce give
way to an Anne Kress
and Marcia Conston.
You see a Jack Lewis
and Gary Rhodes give
way to a Pat Huber and a Paula Pando. And you see a Bobby Sandel and Frank Friedman give way
to a Bobby Sandel and Frank Friedman. But you never see our values, our focus, and our desire to
serve more students and serve them better give way. Like a well-practiced track and field relay team,
you see the baton handed-off from those leaders to these leaders. Our colleges continue forward.
Our work goes on.
And, my friends, we’re going to see that again as we begin the journey that is Opportunity 2027. And
this time, that’s going to begin with me.
I will be retiring as chancellor, effective at the end of June 2022. I have asked our State Board Chair,
NL Bishop, to begin immediately the national search that will be conducted to find my successor.
You’ll be hearing more about that process very soon. And I announce this today knowing that with
Opportunity 2027, we are on the right track, and we are in very good hands. And I am excited – just as
I’ve always been – by what we will accomplish by working together.
And know that Carol and I will be cheering you on from Deltaville. We intend to stay right here in
Virginia. And who knows, depending on what Shannon Kennedy has on the RCC menu, I might
just sign up for a few classes. You never, ever learn too much.
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April 6, 2022

Dear Community College Supporters:
I have known no higher honor than to serve as a member, and now the chair, of the
State Board for Community Colleges. As a proud graduate of New River Community College, I
am intimately familiar with the life-changing opportunities that our colleges offer and the
incredible people who bring our mission to life every day throughout our twenty-three
colleges.
I keep all of that – and all of you – in mind as I lead the unenviable task of replacing a
living legend and finding the next chancellor of Virginia’s Community Colleges. You can count
on one hand the number of people who have earned the national reputation for community
college leadership and innovation that Glenn DuBois has established over the course of his
tenure as our chancellor.
This collection of speeches and materials shows us why. As chancellor, DuBois has
shown a keen ability to foresee and understand the trends in higher education and workforce
training and position our colleges to address those unmet needs across our communities. His
leadership in creating the FastForward program, a national model, is giving us genuine hope
that federal leaders may soon support credential-seekers through Pell grants. And our recently
adopted strategic plan, Opportunity 2027, is a terrific bookend to a tenure that has advanced
the cause of equity since day one.
I am proud to have spent my time on the Board working with Glenn DuBois and wish
him nothing but the best as he eases into retirement. Our community college system is
stronger today for his leadership and we are grateful for his more than two decades of service.
Sincerely,

Nathaniel L. Bishop, Chair
State Board for Community Colleges
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