ABSTRACT

POLK, TIFFANI MARSHALL. Partnering with Predominantly Black Community Colleges: A
Narrative Inquiry. (Under the direction of Dr. Carrol L. Warren).

Community college students often require additional support along their educational pathways,
necessitating partnerships with external entities sharing the institution's vision for student access
and success. Despite being vital to student outcomes, partnerships involving Historically Black
Community Colleges (HBCUs) and Predominantly Black Community Colleges (PBCCs) remain
under-researched, often leaving these institutions excluded from initiatives to improve student
success. Additionally, HBCCs and PBCCs face funding challenges, particularly in regions with a
history of racial inequity, such as The South. Following the murder of George Floyd,
philanthropic efforts surged toward social justice causes, prompting a racial reckoning across
various sectors, including higher education. However, recent anti-diversity, equity, and inclusion
(DEI) legislation threatens progress toward racial equity, jeopardizing funding for institutions
prioritizing DEI initiatives. Against this backdrop, the study underscores the critical importance
of partnerships aligned with institutional values, student needs, and visionary leadership. By
fostering collaboration, partnerships can enhance student success, workforce readiness, and
community impact. This dissertation explores the experiences of institutional leaders in
collaboration with external partners, aiming to identify pathways for meaningful connections
with institutions serving historically marginalized student populations.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
Introduction

Since 1901, community colleges have served the vital purpose of workforce
development and further academic preparatory studies. Community colleges “boost educational
attainment and earnings on average” (Mountjoy, 2022, p. 2583). Community colleges serve
almost 9 million students with agility (Community College Research Center, 2023). Though
community colleges successfully catalyze students to further their education, credential
attainment, and job opportunities, students of color, particularly Black students, lag behind their
counterparts (Weismann, 2022). Historically, Black people were excluded from education or
relegated to subpar education. This form of racial discrimination and educational segregation
created the systemic inequities we observe today at all levels of the educational system (Darling-
Hammond, 1998).

In 1849, Avery College was the first Historically Black Community College (HBCC)
formed (Elliot et al., 2019). Although Avery College, along with 24 other HBCCs, has closed, 12
HBCC:s exist today, and many more predominantly Black community colleges (PBCCs) have
been recognized by Congress since 2007 (Prueter, 2019). HBCCs and PBCCs outperform their
counterparts regarding Black students' graduation rates, transfer rates, and individual student
outcomes (Bailey et al., 2006). Since there is a real need to understand how to support Black
students within community colleges better, this study explored the lived experiences of
institutional leaders through a narrative inquiry within historically Black and predominantly
Black community colleges that have collaborated with external education partners to support,
develop, and enhance equitable pathways to credential attainment and employment outcomes.

This study sought to examine the experiences of leaders after the murder of George Floyd and



the accompanying racial equity movement, which prompted a “racial awakening” across sectors
of higher education and service-oriented industries.
Background

Community colleges play a crucial role in American higher education but receive much
less funding than four-year universities. Community colleges offer an essential pathway to a
four-year degree and career training while disproportionately serving low-income students and
students of color. Community colleges are one of the most accessible and vital roads to social
mobility and economic mobility in the United States. However, “community colleges receive
$8,800 less in education revenue per student enrolled than four-year institutions, which translates
into a total gap of $78 billion between the two sectors” (Yuen, 2020, para. 2). The resources
available at an institution have a significant impact on the success of its students. However,
lower funding means community colleges have less money to spend on things like faculty,
advising services, emergency aid, and more (Yuen, 2020). Community college students need
more support than students attending four-year universities as many are first-generation students,
single parents, and food or housing insecure (Marcus, 2023).

“Better resourced institutions have higher retention and attainment rates, among Black
and Latinx students, in particular” (Edgecomb, 2023, para. 1). However, enrollment of Black
students is quickly decreasing, and “one root cause stands out: community college funding is
largely inadequate, inequitable, and has not kept pace with the needs of students or institutions”
(Shaw et al., 2023, p. I). As more and more states move to performance-based funding models, it
is critical to examine how this model affects student enrollment and overall success. It is
important to note that some institutions may provide additional funds specifically for low-

income, underrepresented minority, or adult students. However, it is not well known how



effectively these programs provide the necessary financial support for these students to succeed
academically. (Kelchen, 2019). Performance-based funding does not consider the community
college’s need for or effectiveness of providing support outside of the classroom, significantly
contributing to student success. Traditional measures do not adequately measure how community
colleges serve their students. Therefore, funding does not keep up with institutional or student
needs (St. Amour, 2020).

In 2008, the U.S. Congress recognized Predominantly Black Institutions (PBIs). It
incorporated them in the Higher Education Act of 2008, allowing them to apply for more federal
funding to serve their majority populations of low-income Black students (Jones, 2019). PBIs
provide access for Black students to higher education they may not otherwise access. In 2023,
there were 71 recognized PBIs; of those PBIs recognized within higher education, 69% (n=49)
are Predominantly Black Community Colleges (PBCCs) and are located in The South (Jones,
2019; Postsecondary National Policy Institute, 2023; Complete College America, 2022). The era
of Jim Crow segregation still affects higher education in The South today. Black students have
lower graduation rates than White students and the highest dropout and lowest completion rates
(Community College Research Center, 2021; Espinoza et al., 2019). This research study
highlights the importance of understanding how The South has shaped the identity of many
Black Americans to truly unpack what it means for Black socioeconomic and educational
success. As federal and state funding for higher education continues to diminish, the role of
philanthropy is crucial in ensuring Black students have the support they need to be successful.
Problem Statement

Community college students need support while taking their journey along educational

pathways; institutions may not be able to provide the support necessary without additional



partners who share in their vision to provide adequate access for students to services and
instruction. Palmore (2023) and Arney (2010) consider partnerships as "mission critical" and
assert that they are one of the most effective strategies to achieve the comprehensive goals of
community colleges in an environment of budget constraints. Predominantly Black institutions
serve some of the most vulnerable students but are an under researched population, often left out
of initiatives to increase student success (Complete College American; 2021, Duncan, 2021).
HBCCs and PBCCs are in a unique position to affect the low credential attainment of Black
Americans but still face a significant challenge with funding (Gasman, 2013).

The South, a region known for its history of racial inequity, holds more than half of the
HBCCs and PBCCs. Philanthropic funding often overlooks educational institutions in The South,
and universities tend to outpace community colleges in endowment fundraising, as Mitchell
(2021) and MacArthur (2000) reported. Like the rest of the country, Southern states have been
decreasing high education spending disproportionately, making it even more difficult for poor,
undereducated people to access higher education (Pratt, 2016). The South is home to community
college tuition rates that equal almost half of the family incomes (Institute for Research on
Higher Education, 2016). Without access to affordable education, the region’s economy will
suffer, further entrenching poverty (Pratt, 2016). If research does not explore the experiences of
institutional leaders within HBCCs and PBCCs in collaboration with external educational
partners, potential partners and philanthropists may not be able to identify pathways to connect
with the institutions that serve this historically marginalized group of students.

Purpose
More research is needed on the experiences of executive leaders in HBCCs and PBCCs

participation with external education partners as HBCCs are an understudied entity, and PBCC is



a new institution designation (Elliot et al., 2019; Jones, 2019). These institutions play a
significant role in creating equitable economic opportunities for Black students. The need for
more equitable pathways to credential attainment and employment opportunities has only
become more apparent and urgent on the heels of the COVID-19 pandemic (Schmoke and Scott,
2022). HBCCs and PBCCs have a high enrollment of first-generation Black students who
attended secondary schools with a majority Black population. The environment at these
institutions fosters a sense of belonging that is critical to their success (Knox, 2022; Brooms,
2019). Elliot et al.’s (2019) research suggests that HBCC and PBCC graduation and transfer rates
are on par with, if not better than, other community colleges. With the long-standing educational,
social, and economic inequities Black students face, there needs to be a greater understanding of
what makes HBCCs and PBCCs successful in serving Black students (Weissman, 2021). The
purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the lived experiences of HBCC and PBCC
leaders in The South regarding their partnership development with external education
organizations.
Significance of Study

On May 25, 2020, in Minneapolis, Minnesota, police officers murdered George Floyd.
The convenience store manager accused Floyd of using a counterfeit $20 bill. When approached
by the police while sitting in his vehicle, George Floyd refused to exit his vehicle based on fear
that he may be shot like other Black men in recent altercations with police. The police eventually
handcuffed him and placed him in a police vehicle (Dixon and Dundes, 2020). George Floyd,
who explained that he had the COVID-19 virus, complained about breathing difficulties (Bailey,
2020). The officers removed him from the car and placed him on the ground, where Derek

Chauvin kneeled on George Floyd’s neck for 9 minutes and 29 seconds (Levenson, 2021). As a



result, George Floyd died. A bystander caught the murder on camera, and images of a man
pleading for his life flooded multiple media channels. Due to the stillness in the world caused by
COVID-19 restrictions, the outrage and protests were as widespread as those seen in the 1960s
Civil Rights Movement (Alexander, 2000).

George Floyd’s death sparked a “racial awakening” to the systemic inequities against
Black Americans. Millions of philanthropic dollars began pouring into causes around social
justice, racial equality, and criminal justice reform (Kumah-Abiwu, 2022; Rodriguez and
Escobar, 2023). His death was viewed as an “inflection point in a modern Civil Rights
Movement” similar to that of Emmett Till (Levitz et al., 2020). Colorblind racism, which was
once considered a thing of the past, has proven to be alive and well (Bonilla-Silva, 2018). Prior
to this, institutions of higher education focused messaging around diversity and inclusion with
not much emphasis on race (Berry, 2011). People painted responses to racial injustice as personal
problems rather than addressing them as systemic issues. A study by Toraif et al. (2023) found
that after the murder of George Floyd, institutions of higher education were much more
purposeful in calling out systemic racism and racial injustice, acknowledging its prevalence in
our society, and uplifting slavery and segregation as direct precipitating events.

In corporate America, companies from “Silicon Valley to Wall Street pledged to take an
active role in confronting systemic racism” by promising $50 billion to the cause (Jan et al.,
2021). However, the road to racial equity is a long one. Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI)
efforts have already started to wane. Corporate America is pulling back on roles that focus on
DEI within its organizations just three years later (Ceron and Rupp, 2023). Many companies

blame the economy, but critics argue that the commitment was not honest from the beginning,



that the agenda became “too Black,” or that there was a misalignment with political interests
(Harper, 2023; Gonzalez, 2023).

Now, the attack on DEI has reached higher education again. As of July 2023, 7 states
have passed anti-DEI laws restricting DEI offices and staff operation, mandatory DEI training,
diversity statement use, and identity-based hiring and admissions (The Chronicle of Higher
Education, 2023). Threats to progress toward racial equity are arising. Anti-DEI legislation
severely limits historically underrepresented students' pathways to higher education (Nellums,
2023). With laws in place to withhold funding from institutions of higher education that continue
to operate DEI offices and practices, HBCCs and PBCCs have the potential to end up with even
less funding than the inequitable funds they currently receive (Elliot et al., 2019).

Research Question

This study employed narrative inquiry to explore the lived experiences of institutional
leaders within historically Black and predominantly Black community colleges who have
collaborated with external education partners. The following research question guided this
inquiry:

What are the lived experiences of institutional leaders within historically Black and
predominantly Black community colleges who have collaborated with external education
partners to support, develop, and enhance equitable pathways to credential attainment and
employment outcomes?

Definition of Terms
Community College: an institution that typically offers associate degrees, vocational training,
and certificate programs, often serving local communities by providing accessible and affordable

higher education options.



Historically Black Community College: a two-year institution established before the 1964 Civil
Rights Act with a historical mission of serving Black students (Complete College America,
2022)

Predominantly Black Community College: a two-year institution with at least 1,000
undergraduate students; an undergraduate enrollment that is at least 50% low-income or first-
generation; an undergraduate enrollment that is at least 50% degree-seeking; a low expenditure
per full-time undergraduate student in comparison with other institutions offering similar
instruction; and at least 40% of enrolled students identifying as Black Americans (Higher
Education Act, 2008)

External education partner: an organization, entity, grantmaker, or philanthropist that assist
institutions of higher education with gaining additional resources to increase educational
opportunities and outcomes for students (Brown et al., 2021)

Systemic racism: racial discrimination and differential treatment based on racial hierarchies
embedded within social, political, economic, and cultural institutions in the United States (Toraif
et al., 2023)

Racial equity: a critical examination of whiteness within educational institutions and practices,
the acknowledgement and dismantling of racism in educational systems, and an achievement of
racial proportionality in all educational outcomes

The South: The states of Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana,
Mississippi, Missouri, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia,
and West Virginia which are similar to one another in history, geography, and culture (Robson et

al., 2019)



Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this qualitative study relied upon Omi and Winant’s (2015)
Racial Formation Theory (RFT). Omi and Winant theorize that race shapes and is shaped by
social structures. Race is a social construct rooted in history and changes over time. RFT
conceptualizes what race is, how it is formed, and how it interacts with society in the United
States. RFT is complex because it goes beyond simply explaining race but synthesizes theories,
historical perspectives, sociological insights, and political considerations that inform how race is
constructed. The theory asserts that race is not a fixed biological classification but is socially
constructed and dependent on historical developments.

Additionally, RFT highlights the significance of individuals and communities challenging
established racial categories and identities and the political contention around the challenges
(Toraif, 2023). When applied to this study, the theory provided flexibility in that it helped
address the intricate, dynamic, and sometimes conflicting aspects of race. Initially published in
1994, Omi and Winant have demonstrated the flexibility of RFT by reshaping it in multiple new
editions as societal influences evolve through the years.

Race goes beyond what is understood through ethnicity, class, or nationality. Ethnicity-
based theories of race often adopted the immigrant analogy, “the assumption that racially
identified individuals and groups, like immigrants, could adapt to new circumstances” and
assimilate into the broader, dominant (i.e., White) community, making race a nonfactor (Omi and
Winant, 2015, p. 40). This thinking is flawed because race has been more significant than
ethnicity in defining a person in U.S. society. Omi and Winant explain that “being “ethnic” turns

out to be about whether and how much an individual or group can assimilate into or hybridize
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with whiteness. Being “racial” is about how much difference there is between an individual or a
group and their white counterparts” (p. 46).

Class-based theories of race rely on interpretations of race and racism as “racial
inequality as a consequence of economic relationships™ and class as a more fundamental social
category than race (Omi and Winant, 2015, p. 40). Logically, people may think that class affects
social inequality over race, as if race is secondary to class. Two people of the same class should
enjoy the same privileges in the United States regardless of race. However, Omi and Winant
(2015) argued that “Politics, culture, and many other social factors shape economic life as much
as they are shaped by it; these are all eminently racial matters” (p. 11-12).

Theories of race based on nationality emphasize the significance of "peoplehood™ (Omi
and Winant, 2015, p. 12), linked to particular nation-states and territories. Throughout history,
these designations emerged through imperial or colonial activities, where the acquisition of
territories required the marginalization or "othering™ of the inhabitants by the imperialists or
colonizers. Omi and Winant (2015) argue that interpreting race as a simple variety of
“peoplehood” is an oversimplification of race:

While the nation-based paradigm supplies a valuable concept—peoplehood—to the

overall corpus of racial theory, it is still reductionist vis-a-vis race. Nation-based theories

treat race as a mere manifestation of the presumptively more profound concept of “the
nation” and project “internal” colonial relations of domination and resistance forward

into the present (p. 12).

Throughout history, the United States has deeply entrenched race as a fundamental
organizing concept around governance, economy, and culture. Omi and Winant (2015) contend

that race serves as a master category, exerting a profound influence in shaping social systems and
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consequently structuring individual lives (p. 110). Racial formation or race-making is the process
of “othering,” based on the perceived phenotypical differences among human bodies. For this
study, the researcher examined the experiences of executive leaders of HBCCs and PBCCs in
creating strategic partnerships, using RFT as the frame for the research design. As applied to this
study, part of the RFT framework considered how race has impacted the experiences of the
participants and the need for partnerships. This theoretical approach was the most appropriate for
this study because everything in society, including political, social, class, and economic status,
comes down to race. Race, in this context, is a divider when it does not have to be; the effort and
extent to define someone by their race is unjust and has negatively impacted higher education
outcomes for Black students.
Conceptual Framework

Berger and Luckmann's (1966) Social Construction of Reality Theory provided the basis
for building the conceptual framework for this study. Berger and Luckmann argue that the
construction of knowledge is a social process, and humans, as social beings, shape their reality
by engaging in interactions with one another. This includes the way humans see and interpret the
world around them. The concept of social construction of reality provided a valuable framework
for understanding how humans make meaning in their lives. It aided in explaining how and why
people see and interact with the world differently (Nickerson, 2023). Berger and Luckmann
(1966) define reality as “a quality appertaining to phenomena that we recognize as being
independent of our own volition” (p. 1). This definition means that people generally accept social
reality as a truth that existed before their birth and will remain beyond their death. The authors
argue that while humans can maintain various overlapping realities, the reality of everyday life is

a primary guide.
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Much of Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) work focuses on the idea that humans
habitualize their behavior. Habitualization occurs when people regularly repeat behaviors, an
essential part of upholding reality. Berger and Luckmann state that habitualizations direct
behavior and produce observable patterns. Once habits become legitimized and acknowledged as
valid, they can become institutionalized. An institution is an arrangement of commonly shared
beliefs, norms, or procedures (Nickerson, 2023). Berger and Luckmann assert that “the social
channeling of activity is the essence of institutionalization, which is the foundation for the social
construction of reality” (pp. 181-182). Institutionalizing behaviors form the basis of reality.
Institutions provide systems of behavioral controls that emerge over time.

The beliefs instilled in us and our upbringing shape how we present ourselves and
perceive others. Our beliefs and backgrounds (behaviors) shape how we view reality
(institutionalization). Institutionalization also discourages change in social reality. Behaviors and
attitudes institutionalized in the United States due to the history of slavery and Jim Crow create a
reality for Black people. The War on Drugs, Stop & Frisk laws, events that led to the emergence
of Black Lives Matter, the murder of George Floyd, and the attack on DEI in higher education all
create a reality that Black people are continuously stereotyped, targeted, marginalized in society
(Luppino, 2020). This theoretical approach was the most appropriate for this study because the
assumptions of Social Construction of Reality Theory are essential to explaining the “reality” of
Blackness in The South as it relates to partnerships in higher education.

Scope of Study

The scope of this study was limited to executive leaders serving in roles at the following

senior levels: president, vice president, provost, dean, and executive director of HBCCs and

PBCCs currently employed in The South. This study narrowed its focus on executive leaders
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who had experience working with or developing relationships with external education partners.
As of 2023, 49 HBCCs and PBCCs were located in The South (Postsecondary National Policy
Institute, 2023).
Assumptions

The study assumed that all data collected from participants was honest, truthful, and
unbiased. To promote honesty, participants acknowledged their informed consent and were
guaranteed the confidentiality and anonymity of their responses. This study employed a narrative
inquiry research design and a qualitative approach. Qualitative inquiry is subjective; therefore,
the researcher interprets it by assuming the true meaning of the data collected.
Organization of the Study

This study is organized into five chapters: (1) introduction, (2) literature review, (3)
methodology, (4) findings, and (5) discussion and conclusion. The first chapter introduces the
role of community colleges in workforce development, transfer, and educational attainment.
Chapter One further explores the unique ability of community colleges to serve students of color
who have been historically marginalized and underserved. It further details the history of HBCCs
and PBCCs. Chapter One also introduces the research problem, purpose, and significance of the
study before introducing the study’s research question. The chapter defines key terms used
throughout the study before outlining the theoretical and conceptual frameworks employed
alongside the study’s assumptions. Chapter One, as well as all chapters in this study, closes with
a chapter summary.

Chapter Two provides additional literature on the frameworks used to examine
the problem. It then provides a detailed literature review to examine and discuss the impact of

community colleges and existing equity gaps in credential and job attainment. The chapter
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includes literature surrounding Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUSs), the
establishment of Predominantly Black Institutions (PBISs), racial equity in higher education, the
state of higher education in The South, and legislation affecting Black students. Finally, this
chapter examines literature surrounding strategic community college partnerships and the role of
philanthropy.

The third chapter details the methodology chosen to guide this study, again reviewing the
research question and detailing the research design and rationale for the chosen design. The
chapter then provides context for the study population and sample/sampling procedures before
describing the ethical considerations and informed consent procedures. The chapter concludes by
describing the data collection techniques and processing procedures before describing how the
data was analyzed according to the narrative inquiry methodology.

The fourth chapter outlines the findings of this study in narrative form through the use of
Polkinghorne’s (1995) narrative mode of analysis (narrative analysis) and paradigmatic mode of
analysis (analysis of narratives). The chapter first consists of a narrative of lived experiences of
partnerships for each participant, followed by a synthesis of their narrative. The chapter moves
into the paradigmatic mode of analysis, where experiences were aligned into themes and
subthemes up against the framework to identify the emergence of any additional themes further.
Vignettes from each interview were included to provide contextual detail.

The fifth chapter concludes the study and first discusses the overall findings and
alignment with the literature, as well as connections to the framework. The chapter provides
implications and recommendations for practice, aligning with the literature, for successful
partnerships with HBCCs and PBCCs. The final chapter concludes with the study's limitations,

followed by recommendations for future research.
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Chapter Summary

Federal and state funding of community colleges is decreasing, yet student outcome gaps
are increasing. Community college students need support that institutions may be unable to
provide without additional partners. More partnerships are needed to support, develop, and
enhance equitable pathways to credential attainment and employment outcomes, particularly for
more vulnerable groups of students. Black students typically lag behind their White counterparts,
but HBCCs and PBCCs outperform their counterparts in terms of graduation rates, transfer rates,
and individual student outcomes for Black students. The institutions need more support to assist
them in dismantling the systemic inequities we observe in the higher educational system. Using
both RFT and Berger and Luckmann’s Social Construction of Reality Theory, this study
explored the lived experiences of institutional leaders within historically Black and
predominantly Black community colleges who have collaborated with external education

partners.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
The Impact of Community Colleges

Community colleges are critical partners in baccalaureate degree attainment. The transfer
function of community colleges has been an essential element since their establishment in the
early 1900s (Cohen and Brawer, 2003). In 2005, a U.S. Department of Education study showed
that more than half of students who enter community college expect to earn a bachelor's degree.
After two years of enrollment, about 19% more students raised their expectations to the
bachelor’s level (Adelman, 2005). In 2015, this number rose to 80% (Giancola and Davidson,
2015). Recent research indicates that the transfer rates for students attending community colleges
fall within the range of 25% to 40%. Community colleges are increasingly recognized as an
increasingly popular route toward obtaining a bachelor's degree (Melguizo, 2011, p 265). Dual
credit options, early college options, other transfer options, and articulation agreements
contribute to the community colleges’ ability to catalyze and even accelerate further degree
attainment. With so much scrutiny around the return on investment in higher education,
community colleges contribute to decreasing the time it takes to complete a degree, thereby
increasing the value of the investment (Tucker et al., 2023). Without community colleges, many
students would not have access to or could afford higher education (Scheld, 2023).

Moreover, community colleges play a crucial role in workforce development and are
acknowledged for their significance by federal and state legislators as well as national and
regional businesses and industries (O’Banion, 2023). Workforce development has long been a
priority for community colleges. In the early 19th century, public education and the labor force
collaborated to generate a consistent supply of workers for specific occupations (ACTE, 2019).

Community colleges are specifically well suited to provide career and technical training because
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of their involvement with industry-backed advisory boards. The programs prepare students for
high-wage, high-skill, high-demand careers that lead to gainful employment that will afford them
social mobility and economic stability in a relatively short time frame (ACTE, 2022; Gauthier,
2020). Career and technical training is the bridge that connects education with practical skills
learning that provides a direct connection to employment (Haviland and Robbins, 2021).
Community colleges fulfill a need for flexible training for working adults to accommodate
needed scheduling that can often be found at for-profit institutions but at a higher price tag
(McConville et al., 2021).

Community colleges help students build networks and connect to resources they may not
have otherwise accessed, such as social capital. Community colleges are places where students
can accumulate substantive or inherent resources through a network or a series of reliable
networks combining one or more institutionalized relationships. Through membership within a
group, each member gains associates and appreciation and ultimately gains the support and
respective benefits of the entire network's collective capital (Coleman, 1988). Social capital
creates pathways to resources that facilitate the achievement of employment objectives, help
students access mentorship, and contribute to positive student outcomes (Barton & Coley, 2010).
Instructors and academic counselors are the main access points for networking and social capital
development at community colleges. Community colleges assist students in developing social
capital by providing orientations, workshops, summer camps, interactions with staff to
familiarize them with their roles in supporting student success, and connections with senior
students who share their experiences in navigating the campus and accessing institutional

resources (Chen and Soko, 2018). Social capital influencers like faculty interaction, transfer
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services, and general support services significantly contribute to students’ degree aspirations and
intent of upward transfer (Lew, 2019).

Furthermore, community colleges are engines of economic mobility for the wide range of
students it serves. Women and disadvantaged students, who would not have otherwise attended
college, experience much more significant earnings boosts after completing community college
(Mountjoy, 2022). In 2020, the average associate degree graduate was expected to earn $9,600
per year higher than a person with a high school diploma or equivalent working in the U.S.,
which, over a working lifetime, will be about $403,200 in higher earnings per graduate
(American Association of Community Colleges, 2022). A research report by HEA revealed that
there are 17 associate degree majors with which graduates, four years after receiving their
diploma, earn more than the typical bachelor's degree holder (Itzkowitz, 2023). Since community
colleges disproportionately serve low-income and minority students, the potential for improving
the economic mobility of many people is vast (Levesque, 2018).

Community colleges are taking on the vital task of seeing students as people and focusing
on the needs that threaten their persistence and success (Achieving the Dream, 2023).
Nonacademic barriers to success can be equally or even more challenging than academic barriers
(Community College Research Center, 2013). Goldrick-Rab et al. (2017) found that nearly 70%
of the approximately 33,000 community college students surveyed identified as food insecure.
Research from Broton and Goldrick-Rab (2017) identified that community college students were
more likely to experience food insecurity or homelessness compared to the general U.S.
population. Over the years, community college support has expanded not only to include
enhanced advising, student success courses, and learning communities but also veterans services,

transportation services, food services, childcare, and other financial assistance (Community
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College Research Center, 2013; Troester-Trate, 2018; Baugus, 2019). Basic needs insecurity
often forces students to prioritize meeting basic needs over educational engagement, which takes
significant time and energy away from coursework (Hallett and Freas, 2018).
Equity Gaps: Credential and Job Attainment

Access to higher education significantly influences the economic prospects and various
life outcomes for Black students, who enroll in community colleges at higher rates than any other
higher education institution (Carnavale & Strohl, 2013; Community College Research Center,
2021). Nevertheless, their graduation rates are lower compared to White students, graduating at a
rate of 28% within six years (Community College Research Center, 2021). Black students have
the highest dropout and lowest completion rates at two-year and four-year institutions (Espinoza
et al., 2019). Black students are less likely than white students to earn a high-value career
credential, transfer to a four-year college, or earn a bachelor's degree (Lin, 2020). Jenkins and
Weiss (2011) found that students from low-income backgrounds were less likely to enter a
program of study, which leads to a lack of direction and completion of any credentials. Student
demographics play a significant role in impacting the attainment of early academic milestones in
community colleges, including credit accumulation, enrollment in a specific program of study,
completion of remedial requirements, and success in introductory-level math and English
courses. These factors influence the probability of graduation ( Holzer & Xu, 2019). However,
when Black students complete an associate degree, they complete bachelor's degrees at higher
rates than their counterparts (Lin, 2020).

Research shows that earning just a few community college credits without completing a
credential can benefit the labor market (Belfield & Bailey, 2017; Jacobson et al., 2005).

Accumulating some valuable credits in the marketplace can be more valuable than simply
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amassing credits that will lead to an associate degree (Ziedenberg et al., 2015). In some career
and technical education (CTE) fields closely linked to employment sectors, students can earn
much more money than the cost of the classes without completing a credential, making not
completing a credential more appealing than completing it (Bahr, 2019). Earning an associate
degree or long-term certificate increases the likelihood of employment by an average of 10%
within any given field (Dadgar & Trimble, 2015). Completing associate's degrees results in
enhanced outcomes compared to non-completion, encompassing higher-paying employment,
increased employment stability, and a greater probability of earning a living wage (Minaya and
Scott-Clayton, 2022). However, students from low-income backgrounds and historically
underrepresented students of color are more likely to enter majors that lead to lower wage
employment due to economic and educational disadvantages (Lin, 2020).
Historically Black and Predominantly Black Community Colleges

The Allegheny Institute and Mission Church (Avery College) was founded in 1849, in
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. It was the first known institution dedicated to providing higher
education to Black students. The college was later renamed in honor of its founder, Charles
Avery, who was originally an immigrant shopkeeper but became a cotton merchant (Elliott et al.,
2019). Charles Avery was an abolitionist who sought to offer elementary and advanced
education to African-American students after being affected by seeing the plight of enslaved
people after several visits to The South. The college eventually closed in 1873, but it is known as
one of the earliest and most ambitious efforts to provide higher education to Black students
(Avery College Historical Marker, 2011). After the Civil War, many other white religious groups
collaborated with the Freedman’s Bureau to create educational institutions that grew into Black

colleges (Elliot et al., 2019). In 1896, Plessy vs. Ferguson established separate but equal laws
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that applied to the social, economic, political, and cultural codes (National Archives, 2022;
Elliott et al., 2019). Laws concerning the colleges were left to the individual states, further
marginalizing the early Black colleges (Elliott et al., 2019).

Twenty-five private and 24 public historically Black community colleges (HBCCs) once
existed in the United States. A total of 12 remain in operation. Many closed due to financial
reasons, while others merged with other local institutions (Rutgers Center for MSls, 2018; Elliott
et al., 2019). All 12 operating institutions were established before 1964, and this, along with their
student populations and institutional objectives, made them eligible for the federal designation as
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (Gasman, 2008). Each of the 12 HBCCs is located
in The Southeast and Southwest of the United States. Table 1 provides a list of all current
Historically Black Community Colleges.

Table 1: Current Historically Black Community Colleges

Institution State Founded Control
Bishop State Community College AL 1927 Public
Coahoma Community College MS 1924 Public
Denmark Technical College SC 1948 Public
Gadsden State Community College AL 1925 Public
H. Councill Trenholm State Community AL 1961 Public
College

Hinds Community College at Utica MS 1903 Public
J.F. Drake State Community and Technical AL 1961 Public

College
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Table 1 (continued).

Lawson State Community College- AL 1949 Public
Birmingham Campus

Shelton State Community College AL 1952 Public
Shorter College AR 1886 Private
Southern University at Shreveport LA 1967 Public
St. Philip’s College X 1898 Public

Note. Institutions identified from data from the Rutgers Center for Minority-Serving Institutions
(Elliott et al., 2019).

According to Elliot et al. (2019), federal and state appropriations to HBCCs decreased by
27% from 1995 to 2015. In addition, HBCCs reduced tuition by 6% during the same period. Due
to this reduction in funding, HBCCs have experienced a growing dependence on local
appropriations and grants, demonstrating a notable increase of 405% during the corresponding
period. (Elliott et al.) Amidst this funding fluctuation, credential attainment increased by 75%,
demonstrating the flexibility and buoyancy of HBCCs. Historically Black colleges and
universities are “disproportionately successful at preparing Black students for jobs in science,
technology, and engineering” (Crowe, 2022, p. 31).

In 2008, the US Congress recognized Predominantly Black Institutions (PBISs). It
incorporated them in the Higher Education Act of 2008, allowing them to apply for more federal
funding to serve their majority populations of low-income Black students (Jones, 2019). To be
recognized as a PBI, the institution must have at least 1,000 undergraduate students; an

undergraduate enrollment that is at least 50% low-income or first-generation; an undergraduate
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enrollment that is at least 50% degree-seeking; a low expenditure per full-time undergraduate
student in comparison with other institutions offering similar instruction; and at least 40% of
enrolled students identifying as Black Americans (Higher Education Act, 2008).

Though PBIs enroll the majority of Black students, they are not and cannot be a
Historically Black College or University. In contrast to Historically Black Colleges and
Universities (HBCUSs), Predominantly Black Institutions (PBIs) do not state a specific mission of
serving Black students, and a considerable number do not make reference to their current
designation or Black students in their mission statements (Jones, 2019). However, PBIs still
provide access for Black students to higher education they may not otherwise access. In 2019,
there were 104 recognized PBIs, but in 2023, that number diminished to 71 recognized PBIs
(Jones, 2019; Postsecondary National Policy Institute, 2023). Forty-nine currently recognized
PBIs are Predominantly Black Community Colleges (PBCCs) located in The South (Complete
College America, 2022).

Racial Inequity in Higher Education

Underfunding at the K-12 level leads to inequities in performance in higher education for
Black students. “Across the country, districts with the most Black, Latino, and Native students
receive substantially less state and local revenue — as much as $2,700 per student — less than
districts with the fewest students of color” (The Education Trust, 2022, para. 1). Just a 10%
increase in funding at the K-12 level is associated with .46 additional years of higher education,
9.6% higher earnings, and a 6.1% decrease in adult poverty (Jackson et al., 2016). Black students
are systematically concentrated in separate school districts from White students within the same
state, leading to shifts in funding patterns that severely impact student performance (Sosina and

Weathers, 2019). Society frequently questions the dedication of Black families to education;
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however, there is often a misconception that people mistake the willingness to pursue education
with the available means to do so (Perry, 2014). In turn, many Black students enter colleges
labeled as unprepared and have to enroll in developmental education, which can delay or disrupt
college completion (Preston, 2017).

In 1926, W. E. B. Du Bois wrote about the experiences of Black students in higher
education in his essay, Negroes in College. He spoke truthfully about the challenges of African
American students attending both predominantly “colored” and predominantly White
institutions, saying that “the attitude of the Northern institution toward the Negro student is one
which varies from tolerance to active hostility” (Du Bois, 1926, p. 240). Historically Black
Colleges and Universities were born out of a historical unwillingness to educate Black students
within White majority schools (Museus et al., 2015). Though the second Morrill Act provided
funding for Black colleges, it perpetuated racial inequity in higher education due to existing
segregation and a focus on agriculture and mechanics for the Black curriculum (Harper, Patton,
& Wooden, 2009; Museus et al., 2015).

The withdrawal of state funding from higher education, escalating college expenses,
heightened dependence on loans, and the presence of for-profit colleges with predatory practices
collectively create additional barriers to college affordability. Funding challenges
disproportionately affect Black students, who are more inclined to come from low-income
backgrounds (Museus et al., 2015). Conservative politicians feel it costs too much to treat
education as a social program, so federal and state support has decreased over the past 25 years
(The Pew Charitable Trusts, 2015). Meanwhile, average college tuition costs continue to rise.
Recently, financial aid packages have changed from focusing on need-based grants to merit-

based grants and loans, which negatively impacts low-income students and students of color
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(Long & Riley, 2007). “Certain institutions that prepare the largest share of people of color and
students from lower-income backgrounds (community colleges and minority-serving institutions)
are cyclically disadvantaged by lower appropriations from state governments” (Harper et al.,
2020, p 2).

“Equity is rooted in achieving racial proportionality in all educational outcomes and in
critically assessing whiteness at the institutional and practice levels. It is about acknowledging
and addressing racism in our educational systems” (Bensimon, 2018, p. 98). The degree to which
racialized experiences are transparent to White people is vital in understanding the nuances of
how race and privilege play out in higher education (Evatt, 2019). There is no way to untangle
the inequities in higher education from society. After the Civil Rights Act of 1964, educational
policies at all levels were supposed to provide equitable access and opportunity, regardless of
one’s race, sex, and residency. However, to this day, a disproportionate number of Black
Americans live in poor neighborhoods with no access to quality healthcare, nutritious food, fair
policing, and high-quality schools (Harper & Simmons, 2020). Further inequity exists on the
college campus, including who gets admitted, how students feel they belong once admitted, the
inclusiveness of the environment, the cultural relevance of the curriculum, the diversity of
faculty and staff, and personal wellness (Harper & Simmons, 2020).

Literature dating back to the 1960s describes Black faculty’s frustration with working in
white colleges and universities (Tillman, 2018). The literature consistently identifies isolation,
racism, devaluation of research, and lack of positive mentoring relationships as barriers to the
career and personal success of faculty of color. Black faculty research based on racial or cultural
issues is often looked down upon by their white counterparts (Stanley, 2006). Faculty of color

face more barriers to career advancement than their white counterparts even after proving
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themselves over and over again and choosing university culture over ethnic culture (Tillman,
2018; Bonner, 2004; Stanly, 2006). Achieving racial equity is closely tied to enhancing overall
racial diversity on campus, expanding the pool of tenured faculty members from diverse
backgrounds, and improving the retention rates of faculty members of color (Tillman, 2018;
Museus et al., 2015). Although some progress has been made in some states, race inequities for
Blacks among full-time faculty and administrators remain (Perna et al., 2007).).
The State of Higher Education in The South

The era of Jim Crow was a time in U.S. history from the late 19th century through the
first half of the 20th century in which state and local laws mandating segregation still affect
higher education in The South today. These disparities continue to occur because Black
Americans are thwarted politically from making change. After all, politicians use their power to
make it harder for Black people to vote (Haines, 2022). Giroux (2021) argues that Jim Crow
politics are back and are as strong as ever. The higher education landscape is moving toward
demonization of those that would address critical matters of racial inequality and social injustice.
Understanding The South and Jim Crow laws as the backdrop for Black identity “unearths
nuances about identity, life, and learning that social scientists have been slow to discover—at
least as related to the nation’s Black residents” (Morris and Monroe, 2009, p. 28).

A report by Bellwether Education Partners states that The Southern region of the United
States (The South) educates 56 percent of all Black students in the United States. The South is
home to 38 percent of all Americans, including more than half of the nation’s Black population.
The South contributes more to the U.S. economy than any other region but has higher poverty
and lower income rates than other regions. Only 20 percent of national philanthropic giving

occurs in The South (Robson et al., 2019). In many Southern states, children are unlikely to grow
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up to make more money than their parents (Opportunity Insights, n.d.). In The South, Black
communities historically experience achievement gaps due to food deserts, inadequate childcare,
over-incarceration, unsafe housing, inadequate medical services, and poorly resourced schools
(Crowe, 2022). Rural areas experience even worse barriers to education. The next closest school
district is up to 60 miles away, limiting schooling options. There is a lack of indoor plumbing, no
infrastructure for internet access, and little to no high-skill, high-demand jobs close to these areas
(Robson et al., 2019).

The seemingly endless cycle keeps parents with few resources to send their children to
college. Koichich (2014) found that students in rural areas of The South were less likely to enroll
in college than students in metropolitan areas. According to the Economic Research Service
(2015), the number of adults living in urban areas who had obtained a bachelor’s degree
increased from 26 to 33 % from 2000 to 2015. In contrast, for rural areas, the percentage of
adults obtaining bachelor’s degrees grew less from 15 % to 19 %. By 2019, 46% of Black adults
25 and older had a high school diploma or less, and 22% had a bachelor’s degree. (Crowe, 2022).
Southern states have been decreasing high education spending at a disproportionate rate, creating
a cycle of poor, undereducated people who are further and further away from being able to afford
higher education (Pratt, 2016). Four of the five states where a community college costs the most
for the poorest students are in The South, costing families up to 47% of their income for an
associate’s degree: Louisiana, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Arkansas (Institute for
Research on Higher Education, 2016). Without access to affordable education, the region’s
economy will suffer, further entrenching poverty (Pratt, 2016).

Higher Education Policies Impacting Black Students

The Morrill Land Grant Act of 1890
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The Morrill Act of 1890 sought to address the racial inequities of the first Morrill Act,
under which institutions denied Black students admission. The new policy provided funds to
support colleges that avoided using race in admissions decisions or establishing separate
educational institutions for Black students. (National Archives, 2022). The Act created 21 land
grant HBCUSs, though they were not given an equitable share of the funding (Allen & Esters,
2018).

Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964

Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 sought to protect people from discrimination
based on race, color, and national origin at institutions that received federal funding. This Act
pertained to admissions, financial aid, student services, grading, and housing, to name a few, in
public and private colleges (U.S. Department of Education, 2023). This Act paved the way for
Black students to attend integrated schools (Library of Congress, (n.d.).

Higher Education Act of 1965

The Higher Education Act of 1965 provided federal financial assistance through grants,
loans, scholarships, and work-study to students in higher education. President Johnson saw the
need for higher education opportunities for lower and middle-income families and improved
resources at higher education institutions (McCants, 2003). "The gap in Black and white
students' degree attainment is higher than it was when the Higher Education Act was passed in
1965, which exacerbates the risks of student loans for Black students™” (Mishory et al., 2019).
Affirmative Action in College Admissions

Affirmative Action in college admissions is a federal law that allows colleges to grant
admissions to promote acceptance of students with diverse backgrounds (National Association of

Independent Colleges and Universities, 2023). Affirmative action "ensured students of color
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receive fair consideration for admissions given the systemic barriers, underinvestment in schools
that students of color attend, inequities in access to advanced coursework, and non-academic
factors that advantage White and wealthier applicants” (The Education Trust, 2023, para. 1).
Higher Education Act of 2008

The reauthorization of the Higher Education Act (HEA) in 2008, enables Predominantly
Black Institutions (PBIs) to apply for federal funding to expand their capacity to support low-
and middle-income students under the Strengthening Predominantly Black Institutions Program
managed by the Department of Education. Funding in the form of annual formula grants helps
institutions "to expand higher education opportunities for eligible students by encouraging
college preparation and student persistence in secondary school and postsecondary education,
and to strengthen the financial ability of the institution to serve the academic needs of these
students"” (U.S. Department of Education, 2016, para. 1).
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) Legislation

As of July 2023, forty anti-DEI bills have been introduced in 22 states, and seven have
become law. Four of the states that passed the law are in The South. This legislation restricts the
operation of DEI offices and staff, mandatory DEI training, diversity statement use, and identity-
based hiring and admissions (The Chronicle of Higher Education, 2023). Anti-DEI legislation
severely limits pathways for historically underrepresented students to access higher education
and adds to a false narrative that further marginalizes these student groups (Nellums, 2023).
The End of Affirmative Action

In June 2023, The U.S. Supreme Court reversed Affirmative Action, declaring that race
can no longer be a factor in college admissions (Debusmann, 2023). Affirmative Action has been

in place since 1978, and its removal undoes progress in fighting racial discrimination (Hurley,
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2023). "The effects will be felt in every aspect of the nation's economic, educational, and social
life--from the Rooney rule to employment and DEI programs in schools and workplaces"
(Totenburg, 2023).

Leaders of Color in Higher Education

In 1986, presidents of color constituted 8 percent of all college and university presidents.
By 2016, this number had risen to 17 percent; in 2022, presidents of color make up 15.9 percent
of all presidents. Thirty-one percent of these lead at associate degree-granting institutions
(Melidona et al., 2023). The demographics of college presidents do not mirror those of society,
much less the campuses and student populations that they serve (Melidona et al., 2023).

Scholars specializing in higher education leadership and diversity attributed the rise in
hiring minority leaders to various factors: heightened external demands on colleges to enhance
diversity, influenced by movements like Black Lives Matter and calls for racial justice; an
increased pool of minority candidates, partly because of programs aimed at grooming new
leaders; a change in the qualities and skills institutions prioritize in leaders; and changes in the
methods and venues colleges and universities employ for recruitment, among others (Lederman,
2022).

Presidents of color perceive less disclosure about the real institutional challenges before
accepting the position than their white counterparts (Melidona et al., 2023). Individuals are
attracted to the position due to its perceived status, particularly among African Americans and
individuals from diverse backgrounds. However, what truly appeals to them is the opportunity to
contribute to the mission and effect meaningful change. There are undoubtedly challenges,

ranging from financial matters and operational funding to academic concerns such as enrollment
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and student achievement. However, the inherent value and impact of the role remain significant
(WittKieffer, 2019).

Many presidents of color are often the first to achieve the role. There is a larger pool of
well-prepared minority candidates than in previous years, and programs tailored explicitly to
identifying and training underrepresented minority candidates and women for presidencies have
made significant contributions (Melidona et al., 2023; Lederman, 2022). Presidents of color may
benefit from better support networks with others who have experienced the presidency firsthand
and understand its unique challenges (Melidona et al., 2023). Racism contributes to
discrimination, highlighted through various barriers including 1) exclusion from informal
networks, 2) insufficient support, 3) absence of role models, 4) credential-based discrimination,
5) biased performance criteria, 6) perceived inadequacy or incompetence, 7) stereotyping, 8) use
of coded language, and 9) lack of acknowledgment for their accomplishments or contributions
(Crim, 2021).

Community College Partnerships

The demographics of community colleges constantly challenge the institutions to find
new ways to meet the needs of multiple learners. Partnerships are one of the main strategies for
achieving the comprehensive goals of the community college in an environment of budget
constraints (Arney, 2010). Irwin and Patrick (2016) describe partnerships as essential to
upholding the community college mission. Partnerships must be responsive to political forces,
varying cultural values, and social ecosystems (Amey, Eddy, & Campbell, 2010). According to
Boswell and Wilson (2004), many states have experienced declines or eliminations in state

funding for higher education, leading to dramatic changes in the system. Universities must still
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ensure universal access and open enrollment and comply with current educational mandates
despite financial and economic constraints.

Higher education institutions must embrace innovative strategies to achieve their
institutional goals. One effective tactic involves forging partnerships with external entities. Eddy
(2010) defines partnerships as strategic alliances or collaborations that offer fertile ground for
joint endeavors. These collaborations often arise from a shared recognition among partners of the
mutual benefits of working together to achieve common goals, resulting in a win-win scenario.
Partnerships provide numerous advantages to higher education institutions, including financial
backing, expanded educational opportunities for stakeholders, enhanced public relations,
strengthened operational infrastructure, and the facilitation of knowledge creation (Brown,
Williams & Esters, 2021).

Strategic partnerships in higher education with critical stakeholders such as K-12 schools,
universities, businesses and industry, nonprofits, and government agencies are occurring more
routinely. Often, the origin of a partnership can be traced, but it is harder to identify what makes
a partnership successful, effective, and sustainable (Arney, 2010). Research on the prevalence,
common structures, and, most importantly, the outcomes of collaborative community college
partnerships remains scant (Suazo deCastro and Karp, 2009).

Students need support on their educational paths that community colleges, on their own,
just cannot provide. Community college students’ intersectionality causes them to balance
multiple responsibilities and commitments that can become barriers to success in higher
education (Strada Center for Education Consumer Insights, 2020). Cost is a significant factor,
especially non-academic costs such as food, transportation, childcare, and housing (Kelchen,

2015). When partnerships yield reciprocal advantages for the college and its partnering
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institutions, aligning with a shared vision and goals, the outcomes can be transformative for the
institutions involved and profoundly impact the students and community members they serve
(Achieving the Dream, 2022). Community college partnerships restructure and finance programs
and support services to help students transition to four-year and the workforce (Suazo deCastro
and Karp, 2009).

The Aspen Institute (n.d.) uses the term “collective impact” to describe strategic
partnerships in which multiple organizations work to achieve a common social goal with shared
measurement, mutually reinforcing activities, continuous communication, and backbone support.
ATD’s Strategic Partnerships for Holistic Student Supports Toolkit (2022) offers suggestions for
partnering with community-based organizations, nonprofits, businesses, and government
institutions to create equitable student outcomes. Engaging with internal and external groups can
enhance existing programs and address service gaps, particularly in supporting low-income
students (Lumina Foundation, (n.d.). Partnership becomes a way to reduce the need to design
something new when both partners bring their strengths to the table. Partnership with
organizations that can maximize the potential for students to achieve their goals is critical to their
success.

The American Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) (2018) outlines
three primary partnership types: public-private partnership (P3), collaborations with other
educational institutions, and community partnerships. Private entities and institutions collaborate
to address specific needs, projects, or initiatives. P3 partnerships include public resources,
private investments, and shared responsibilities to achieve common goals. Such partnerships
include institutions collaborating with developers to lease campus land or facilities. Educational

institution collaborations may take the shape of articulation agreements, such as dual enrollment
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programs, where institutions collaborate with K-12 systems to facilitate learning opportunities
for students to accrue college credits during their high school years. As per AASCU (2018),
community partnerships are vital in assisting institutions in impacting communities. They can
yield internal benefits, such as augmenting resources for student support or healthcare services,
as well as external-facing advantages, like involvement in social justice endeavors or leveraging
institutional expertise to contribute to the objectives of nonprofit organizations. These
partnerships serve as a straightforward entry point for collaboration. However, leadership
support is necessary.
Philanthropic Funding

In 1902, the General Education Board (GEB) began with 1 million dollars in funding
from John D. Rockefeller in an early effort to improve racial educational outcomes. By 1964,
this investment grew to $325 million. However, the GEB still had to work within the law of the
Jim Crow South, building separate schools for Black students with a focus on industrial
education, much to the chagrin of Black leaders of the time like W. E B. DuBois (Goldberg and
Shubinski, 2020; Rockefeller Archive Center, n.d.). In the 1970s, community colleges
established foundations to raise private funds (Glass & Jackson, 1998). The American
Association of Community Colleges announced in 1996 that the average value of community
college endowments was $2.1 million, while that of four-year institutions was $350 million
(MacArthur, 2000). Today, traditional funding sources are dwindling, and community colleges
continue to struggle to finance the ever-increasing needs of their internal and external
stakeholders (Sheldon, 2003). "Community colleges educate many people but attract less than
four percent of philanthropic dollars in higher education, totaling $98 billion" (Dayal, 2021, para.

4).
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Studies show that only a few community college donors are alumni, employees, or
affiliated with community colleges. Carter and Duggan (2010) and Prince (2016) identify many
individuals who give back to their communities or express gratitude by donating and categorize
them as "Communitarians” and "Repayers.” From 2020 - 2021, 61 percent of charitable
donations to higher education came from organizations, 22 percent came from alumni, and 16
percent came from non-alumni (Knox, 2023). The growth rate of charitable giving in the last few
years is 13 percent - $52.9 billion in fiscal year 2021, up from $49.5 billion in fiscal year 2020
(Moody, 2022). Beginning in 2020, philanthropists began donating to educational institutions in
Black communities across the country in mass after the murder of George Floyd. His death
brought to light the racial inequities that have existed in the United States for a long time (Saul,
2021). Most of these funds are non-discretionary, enabling the institutions to use the funding
where appropriate in enrollment, retention, tuition, and student success (Kumah-Abiwu, 2023).

Still, historically Black and predominantly Black institutions continue to face challenges,
with one of the significant challenges being the lack of funding (Gasman, 2013). The Urban
Institute reported in 2021 that philanthropic giving directs only 3% towards The South.
(Mitchell, 2021). Large funders often dismiss the South or focus on their "favorite" areas,
leaving more rural areas to struggle. According to the Bellwether Report, venture capitalists
invest just one dollar out of every ten in The Southern region (Robson et al., 2019). The Supreme
Court's decision to end affirmative action has again sparked a need for philanthropy, specifically
in The South, where affirmative action once meant a better opportunity for Black students to
access higher education. In The South, where needs are substantial and support is often lacking,

it is paramount to pursue racial equity so that philanthropy remains committed (Palmore, 2023).
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Racial Formation Theory

Omi and Winant (2015) developed the Racial Formation Theory (RFT), which
conceptualizes how race is formed, how it interacts with society in the United States, and what it
signifies. According to their theory, racial projects play a central role in signifying differences
among people through language, thought, imagery, popular discourse, and interaction, and assign
meaning to race. In the United States, these projects frame how race is understood, described,
and represented, and have significant political and economic consequences for access to rights
and resources. Racial projects have led to detrimental effects on particular racial groups in terms
of employment opportunities, political office, educational opportunities, police harassment,
conviction, and incarceration. However, it is possible to effect change in the social structure of
race by changing representation, thoughts, discourse, and action in response to race through
racial projects (Cole, 2019b).
Critical Race Theory

Critical Race Theory (CRT) is a framework for examining the role of race and racism in
society that builds on RFT. According to CRT, race is also socially constructed and based on
historical contingencies. According to CRT's argument, legal, social, political, economic, and
cultural institutions historically embedded racial hierarchies and discrimination. Racial
discrimination affects opportunities and outcomes for Black people (Stefancic and Delgado,
2010). CRT encourages people to think about and confront the role that race and racism have
played in society based on the legacy of slavery and segregation. Racism is still ubiquitous in the
everyday lives of Black Americans (Geroge, 2021). Critics of CRT believe that the focus on race
excludes other important influences, such as capitalism, or that CRT is simply a form of

storytelling without a critical lens (Ledesma and Calderon, 2015). Many people hope that CRT
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can help to emancipate and empower those who are disenfranchised by current policies,
structures, and scholarship, despite critiques of the approach. (George, 2021).
Racial Equity Theory of Change

The Aspen Institute Roundtable on Community Change (2009) developed the Racial
Equity Theory of Change (RETOC) by incorporating ideas from CRT and RFT. According to
RETOC, "whiteness" has been granted privileges and "color" has been subjected to
disadvantages due to certain aspects of U.S. history and culture (p. 7). RETOC suggests that
racism is ingrained in the social, political, and economic aspects of society. Additionally,
RETOC recognizes that racial disparities have been attributed to group characteristics rather than
historical and institutional assignments to the meaning of race, due to cultural representations
(projects). RETOC presents a methodology that aims to end persistent racial outcome disparities
in any given context by developing a vision of change and identifying early actions that can be
taken towards that goal. To eliminate racial outcome gaps, it is necessary to identify the
structural factors and their sources and make changes to the systems that perpetuate inequities.
Chapter Summary

Black Americans have a long, arduous, and still unfulfilled struggle to access high quality
higher education. The literature presented in this section examines the impact of community
colleges, equity gaps in credential and job attainment, the history and establishment of HBCCs
and PBCCs, racial inequity in higher education, the influence of The South on Black outcomes,
legislation impacting Black students, and the vital role of partnerships and philanthropy. The
researcher examined how RFT, CRT, and RETOC provide critiques of race and racism in the
United States. The researcher attempted to make the case that structural racism is responsible for

the opportunity gaps that exist for Black people. However, community colleges are institutions
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that have the capability and infrastructure to develop more equitable pathways for Black learners.
To create these transformative pathways, community colleges need partners with the shared

vision and goal of eliminating the structural barriers for Black students.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

Chapter Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to explain the research design chosen for this study and the
population considered. It also outlines the procedures used for gathering and analyzing data. A
single overarching research inquiry drove this qualitative research approach:

What are the lived experiences of institutional leaders within historically Black and

predominantly Black community colleges who have collaborated with external education

partners to support, develop, and enhance equitable pathways to credential attainment

and employment outcomes?
Research Design and Rationale

Little existing scholarly literature connects the experiences of HBCC and PBCC
administrators working with external educational partners who seek to advance the mission of
equitable outcomes in credential attainment, transfer, and employment. Research around Black
institutions has significant gaps that, if filled, will strengthen these institutions and enhance
student learning, which has contributed to the strength of the research design for this study
(Gasman & Commaodore (2014). More research focuses on 4-year historically Black institutions;
however, it provided a careful approach to “call out and distinguish historically Black
community colleges from their counterparts because of their distinctive characteristics, histories,
and missions” (Elliot et al., 2019, p. 781). Because of the need to further explore how HBCCs
and PBCCs connect to external partners, the design relied upon the fact that “If a concept or
phenomenon needs to be explored and understood because little research has been done on it or
because it involves an understudied sample, then it merits a qualitative approach” (Creswell &

Creswell, 2018, p. 19). This study used the qualitative narrative inquiry approach, as the
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researcher sought to investigate a unique population of institutional leaders to make sense of
their experiences. Narrative analysis offers a valuable approach to revealing the core beliefs or
underlying principles woven into stories and the broader societal context shaping these narratives
(Stokes, 2021). Since there are “relatively few empirical studies” on predominantly Black
community colleges, it was even more appropriate to use narrative inquiry in this case (Elliot et
al., 2019, p. 770).
Population

The population of this study was limited to executive leaders within predominantly Black
and historically Black community colleges who have collaborated with external partners to
support, develop, and enhance student outcomes. This methodological approach was designed to
explore individual stories. These leaders were employed at HBCCs and PBCCs in roles
representative of president, vice-president, provost, dean, and executive director. In addition, the
population chosen for this study was representative of only HBCCs and PBCCs in The South.
Sample and Sampling Procedures

This study relied upon snowball sampling, a form of purposeful sampling (Palinkas et al.,
2015). The sample for this study consisted of twelve HBCCs and 16 PBCCs based upon the U.S.
Department of Education’s Formula grant awards, designed to allow them to apply for more
federal funding to serve their majority populations of low-income Black students (U.S.
Department of Education, 2016). Funds were awarded to 58 higher education institutions across
the U.S. The researcher eliminated institutions that were not community colleges or technical
schools, as well as institutions that were outside of The Southern region. The remaining PBCCs
totaled 16 and were included in the sample for this study. The researcher connected with

executive leaders representing roles such as president, vice-president, provost, dean, and



41

executive director of HBCCs and PBCCs who were currently employed at one of 28 HBCCs and
PBCCs in the United States Southern region. The researcher was able to access the sample
through publicly available email addresses. An invitation to participate was sent via email
(Appendix A) requesting that it be shared with appropriate persons on their campuses.

The sample was screened through a survey (Appendix B). The survey tool captured
confirmation of their involvement in partnership development, collected demographic
information, and requested their participation in a virtual interview. The researcher emailed the
interested participants (Appendix C) to answer the screening survey questions and schedule
interviews. After the initial interviews were complete, the researcher asked participants to share
the study and invitation email with other college leaders who met the eligibility criteria for the
study.

Participants

Participants were confirmed and invited to a virtual interview from the sample and results
taken from the pre-screening survey. The confirmed number of participants for this study was 8,
which fell within the originally identified range of 6 to 12. This is consistent with how
qualitative researchers have recognized meta-themes within the first six interviews and data
saturation within the first twelve interviews (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006).
Ethical Considerations and Informed Consent

The researcher received approval from the Institutional Review Board of North Carolina
State University (Appendix F) as the Review Board “protects participant welfare by reviewing
research proposals that involve humans to ensure that the planned research activities are ethical
in practice and compliant with the federal regulations governing research with human subjects”

(Research Administration and Compliance, 2023).
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Ethical issues can arise anytime, even before or after data collection. Issues could include
a breach of confidentiality or anonymity, potential unintended damages, or confusion about the
role of the researcher (Taquette and Borges da Matta Souza, 2022). To avoid this, the researcher
clearly explained the purpose of the study and put confidentiality measures in place. In addition,
all participants verbally acknowledged and affirmed an informed consent form (Appendix D),
which contained details about the voluntary nature of the study. Their right to withdraw at any
time was provided in writing prior to each interview.
Confidentiality

The consent forms shared with participants were used to detail how confidentiality and
their data were protected. Participants were allowed to withdraw from the interview process at
any time; however, none chose to withdraw. Before starting each interview, participants were
asked if they had questions about the consent form and were asked to verbally consent before
proceeding. Creswell (2014) recommended using pseudonyms in research to protect participant
identity and ensure participant privacy. To protect their confidentiality, self-selected pseudonyms
were used to de-identify participants and their institutions. Master crosswalks, which connected
their names and emails to the data, were eliminated once data collection concluded.
Instrumentation and Data Collection Procedures

For data collection purposes, the researcher conducted eight in-depth interviews. In-depth
interviews provided flexibility, allowing the researcher to establish a normal conversation flow
with the participant. The interviewer could ask follow-up questions rather than sticking strictly to
the protocol (Kallio et al., 2016). This study asked participants to recall previous events and
perceptions of the events, which required probing for more information or clarification, so an in-

depth interview was most appropriate (Barriball, 1994).
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Before the start of each interview, the researcher asked the participant to identify a
pseudonym for their first name and the institution's name. Pseudonyms were used throughout the
interview to ensure confidentiality and de-identification. The interview protocol (Appendix E)
contained questions related to an administrator's decision-making process when working with
external education partners, attitudes and perceptions of partnership with external education
partners, expectations of support and partnerships, and participant challenges working with
external education partners and driving equitable pathways and credential attainment for
students. The researcher used the scripted interview protocol with detailed questions and optional
follow-up prompts to ensure similar interview experiences occur.

Due to the researcher's travel and distance limitations, interviews were held via Zoom, a
video/audio conferencing tool secured by NC State University. This tool was used to record both
video and audio of the participants, allowing the researcher to document both verbal and
nonverbal responses. These tools also allowed space for the researcher to capture transcription.
After each interview, the researcher reviewed the recordings and transcripts for edits to the
transcriptions, if needed. During the interview, the researcher also used memoing to take notes
and record observations, creating an audit trail. Memoing involved capturing the researcher's
reflections, insights, and interpretations as data was collected. This process allowed the
researcher to identify emerging patterns and themes more quickly (Birks, Chapman & Francis,
2008). The transcripts were exported to the researcher's password-protected NC State Google
Drive, where they were accessed for data processing.

Data Processing
The researcher used a computer-aided data analysis software called ATLAS.ti to organize

and code the data from each interview (Friese, 2012). All transcripts were uploaded to ATLAS.ti
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and saved together as a password-protected project to ensure data safety. Labels were assigned to
each transcript in ATLAS.ti. Once labels were made and transcripts were available for
processing, the researcher made coding decisions and formed conclusions that were tied to the
theoretical framework and further contributed to grouping. These codes and notes were stored in
ATLAS.ti and acted as a resource for the researcher as the analysis continued, supporting

reflexivity.

Data Security

Data collected for the study included input via the Qualtrics pre-screening form by
participants to collect demographic information and interview transcripts generated from Zoom
recordings. All recordings were stored in the researcher's NC State Zoom account, secured by the
university, and the researcher's password. All interview transcripts were maintained in the
researcher's password-protected transcription application for Windows devices on the
researcher's password-protected personal computer. The transcription application encrypted data
and stored it on the cloud, adding an additional security layer. Further, to ensure an advanced
layer of data security, Otter.ai was used to collect a duplicate transcript.

Exported transcripts were placed in the researcher's NC State Google Drive and then
exported to the newest version of ATLAS.ti software for data analysis. ATLAS.ti made a copy of
the transcript and stored it internally. The ATLAS.ti software tracked changes made within the
project and the username of the persons making the changes. ATLAS.ti projects were password
protected. The researcher was the sole user of the ATLAS.ti software with access to all data.
Data Analysis

The researcher used method triangulation to analyze the data collected through various

methods (interview transcript, researcher memoing, and member checking). This research
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strategy helped the researcher mitigate bias and ensure the validity of the data collected (Fusch et
al., 2018). This study included narrative analysis and paradigmatic analysis to analyze the
narratives, as suggested by Polkinghorne's (1995) types of narrative analysis. A paradigmatic
analysis was most appropriate for this study as it clarified the data beyond just a narrative
analysis (a form of storytelling and retelling of information). It also considered the researcher's
ability to combine elements captured in the stories and place them into themed categories
(Bruner, 1985).

A narrative analysis was used to collect and synthesize the stories from each participant.
Emplotting the data consisted of analyzing narrative data that consisted of "actions, events, and
happenings, in order to produce coherent stories" (Kim, 2016, p. 197). This analysis allowed the
researcher to differentiate each participant's experience and deem them unique (Polkinghorne,
1995). Each interview was initially coded using open coding, where labels (nodes) were formed.
This process included adding the transcripts and key highlights from the researcher's memos and
field notes into ATLAS.ti. Next, leveraging the ATLAS.ti generator, the researcher used axial
coding to take the labels (nodes) and group them into categories of like terms. Narrative inquiry
is rooted in the compilation of extensive notes and photographs of the evidence of detailed
interpretations of the data, which contribute to the findings (Pino et al., 2022). Next, the
researcher analyzed patterns and trends in the dataset to interpret the findings based on insights
from the data. Finally, selective coding was used to identify key themes based on all the labels.
Trustworthiness and Credibility

“Although qualitative research has become increasingly recognized and valued for its
unique place... trustworthiness criteria are pragmatic choices for researchers concerned about the

acceptability and usefulness of their research for a variety of stakeholders” (Nowell et al., 2017,
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pp. 1, 3). To confirm the trustworthiness of this study, the researcher sought peer scrutiny of the
research project from a committee of experts and engaged in frequent debriefing sessions with
the study’s faculty advisor and peer debriefer (Barber & Walczak, 2009). Further, the researcher
practiced member checking, one of the most critical practices for assessing trustworthiness
(Kornbluh, 2015). The researcher conducted member checking by providing each participant
with a copy of the interview transcript and asking them to review it for accuracy (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). Soliciting input ensured that the researcher accurately reflected the participants'
lived experiences and contributed to the triangulation of the data.

Limitations & Delimitations

There were limitations in this study, including the sample size, which did not allow
findings to be generalized beyond the scope of this study. Additionally, the study relied upon the
honesty of each participant to authentically document and retell their stories.

Delimitations related directly to the boundaries set by the researcher included the
population. While this study captured the lived experiences of HBCC and PBCC leaders from
the institutions where the participants worked, it did not capture the lived experiences of all
HBCC and PBCC leaders. This study was limited to HBCCs and PBCCs, which excluded
perspectives from other institutions that were not classified as such. Administrative leaders for
this study were limited to president, vice-president, provost, dean, and executive director.

The region for this study was limited to institutions located in The Southeastern region of
the United States, including Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana,
Mississippi, Missouri, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia,
and West Virginia, referred to in this study as The South. In an ideal study, participants from all

HBCCs and PBCCs would be represented; however, that was not feasible given the scope of this
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study. Since there was limited prior research on this specific topic, there was a limitation in
accessing available scholarly literature, indicating a need for further development in the study
area.

As a limitation, this study was time-bound. The time administrative leaders had to share
was limited, and the study was time-bound based on the researcher’s anticipated timeline.
Interviews were only conducted once, which limited the depth of information collected.
Reflexivity

An essential part of this study was maintaining researcher reflexivity through a cycle of
self-reflection, which created space for the researcher to clearly align the research with any
assumptions and seek out potential consequences. Reflexivity is a way that qualitative
researchers make meaning during the process of analyzing data to ensure data is revisited often
to assemble the knowledge accrued against a measurement of assumptions (Guillemin & Gillam,
2004; Bruce et al., 2016; Smythe & Murray, 2000; Hickson, 2016). Considering sociality,
temporality, and place allowed the researcher to conduct this study with reflexivity to shape each
participant’s story with the intention of meaning-making (Gavidia & Adu, 2022).

Chapter Summary

This study explored the lived experiences of predominantly Black institutional leaders
within community colleges who have collaborated with external education partners to support,
develop, and enhance equitable pathways to credential attainment and employment outcomes. In
order to tell the stories of this population, a qualitative narrative inquiry was designed using in-
depth interviews. Interviews were conducted, and audio/video was recorded using the Zoom
platform, allowing the researcher to study and journal through notes and verbal and nonverbal

responses. Interviews were transcribed and transferred to a data analysis tool, ATLAS.ti, where
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they were coded, and labels (nodes) were assigned. To ensure the credibility of the transcripts,
participants were approached to member-check their respective transcripts. The researcher also
engaged with the research project’s faculty advisor and peers to identify potential biases in the
conclusions through peer debriefing. Data analysis employed Polkinghorne’s (1995) narrative
analysis and paradigmatic analysis to analyze the narratives used to further organize the findings

into a report of common themes based upon conceptual foundations.
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS

This chapter provides findings from a narrative inquiry of eight executive administrators
from Historically Black two-year colleges and predominantly Black two-year colleges who have
partnered with external education entities. It tells the story of the administrators as they
participated in supporting, developing, and enhancing equitable pathways to student credential
attainment and employment outcomes.

Participants

This study utilized narrative inquiry to capture the experiences of eight executive
administrators from Historically Black two-year colleges and predominantly Black two-year
colleges in The South. The participants selected ranged in age from forty-five to sixty-four.
Eighty-eight percent (n=7) of the participants were female, and twelve percent (n=1) were male.
Thirty-eight percent (n=3) of the participants self-identified as Black, while sixty-two percent
(n=5) self-identified as white. The participants* titles varied, but seventy-five percent (n=6) of
the individuals were in top leadership positions, including president, vice president, and provost.
Thirty-eight percent (n=3) of the participants in the study indicated a doctorate as their highest
level of education completed, while sixty-two percent (n=5) indicated a master’s degree. Also,
eighty-eight percent (n=7) of the participants considered themselves first-generation college
graduates and twelve percent (n=1) did not. All of the participants had at least 25 years of
professional experience. Sixty-two percent (n=5) of participants had been at their current
institution for five years or less, while the others had been there for ten years or more. Table
2 summarizes the participants’ descriptive demographic data, including race, gender, age range,
first-generation status, highest education completed, total years experience, total years at current

institution, and current role.
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Pseudonvm Race/ Gender Age First Highest Years Years at Current Role
y Ethnicity Identity Range Generation Education Experience Institution
Brandon Black Male 45-54 Yes Doctorate 30 2 President
Carlotta Black Female 45-54 Yes Doctorate 25 4 Dean
Charlotte  White Female 45-54 Yes Master’s 28 1 Vice
President
Kelly White  Female 55-64 Yes Master’s 34 20 Associate
Vice
President
Nadia White Female 45-54 Yes Master’s 28 1 Vice
President
Rita Black Female 55-64 Yes Doctorate 30 18 Provost
Sheila White Female 45-54 Yes Master’s 30 12 Vice
President
Traci White Female 45-54 No Master’s 25 5 Executive
Director

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the lived experiences of HBCC and

PBCC leaders in The South in partnership development with external education organizations.

The following research question guided this inquiry:

What are the lived experiences of institutional leaders within historically Black and

predominantly Black community colleges who have collaborated with external education
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partners to support, develop, and enhance equitable pathways to credential attainment and
employment outcomes?

First, a brief description of each theme is provided, followed by the narratives of each
participant, further organized by how each participant's experience contributed value to each
distinctive theme. Next, this chapter presents the narratives of the unique experiences of eight
administrative leader participants in this study. Each participant's narrative story is arranged with
an introduction and description of the participant, and the findings are organized by themes
based on their own unique experiences. These narratives were informed by the data collected
from interviews, including direct quotes from participants, which may include slang, utterances,
or changes in speaking patterns from narrative to narrative. Words such as "you know," "uh,"
"um," and "like" have been removed to enhance clarity in the narratives. Additionally,
participants were invited to review their transcripts in a member checking process to confirm that
their intended message was accurately captured and contributed to the research process's
credibility and trustworthiness. This chapter will describe each participant, followed by each
theme, and how each participant's experiences contributed individually to each theme.

Polkinghorne's (1995) narrative mode of analysis (narrative analysis) and paradigmatic
mode of analysis (analysis of narratives) helped to frame the findings. A synthesis of each
participant's narrative is provided. Further, for each participant, introduced by their pseudonyms,
the paradigmatic mode of analysis was considered to explore the alignment of their experiences
with resulting themes and subthemes when compared to the framework. Vignettes from each
interview have been included to provide additional contextual detail.

Visualizing the data using charts and graphs allowed the researcher to conduct an

iterative process of analyzing data and refining the labels to interpret findings. Figure 1 shows
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the final label distribution in a tree map. Over 200 labels were initially generated by ATLAS. i,
which the researcher reduced to 29. Consolidation efforts included grouping similar words to
generate meaning within the same context.

Figure 1.1: Final label distribution in a tree map
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Themes

The key themes identified in this study included the necessity of having institutional
values reflected in external partnerships, addressing systemic challenges facing higher education
institutions, building capacity for equity in programming, funding, and curriculum

design, and the importance of engaged leadership in partnership development. A word cloud for
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each theme was created based on the most common codes and categories to provide a visual
representation of the evolution of codes from categories to themes.
Theme 1: Institutional Values Reflected in External Partnerships

Institutional values reflected in external partnerships refers to the relationship between an
institution's core values and priorities and the partnerships it forms with external organizations or
entities. For the partnership to be effective and mutually beneficial, an institution's values and
priorities should align with those of its external partners. This alignment ensures that the
partnership is more likely to succeed and that both parties work toward common objectives. The
interconnectedness of institutional values and external partners is essential to strategic
partnership development. Partnerships should be more than just transactional arrangements.

Figure 2.1 provides visual context for the codes generated to confirm Theme 1. Some
codes that helped shape this theme included partners, student success, integrity, resources,
accountability, and innovation.

Figure 2.1: Categories used to shape Theme 1
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Theme 2: Systemic Challenges Facing Higher Education Institutions

Systemic challenges facing higher education institutions refers to the broad, underlying
issues or obstacles that affect the entire system rather than individual institutions. These
challenges could include funding constraints, access and equity barriers, outdated infrastructure,
technological gaps, changing demographics, and evolving societal needs.

Figure 3.1 represents the second theme, which focuses on challenges. Funding cycles,
market changes, technological advancements, student needs, cultural climate, racial
discrimination, financial barriers, job attainment, state policy limitations, and others shaped this
theme.

Figure 3.1: Categories used to shape Theme 2
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Theme 3: Equity in Programming, Funding, and Curriculum Design
Equity in programming, funding, and curriculum design refers to ensuring fairness and

intentionality in developing and implementing educational programs, allocating resources, and

designing curricula across diverse student populations. This means that all students, regardless of
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their background, socio-economic status, race, ethnicity, gender, or ability, have equitable access
to high-quality educational opportunities and support. Achieving equity involves

« identifying and addressing systemic barriers to access and success,

e promoting inclusive practices and

e providing targeted support to marginalized or underserved student groups.

Figure 4.1 highlights words associated with Theme 3. Some codes that helped shape this
theme included people of color, women, diversity, equitable outcomes, accessibility,
affordability, gender stereotypes, gender neutrality, and mentorship.

Figure 4.1: Categories used to shape Theme 3
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Theme 4: The Importance of Engaged Leadership in Partnership Development

The importance of engaged leadership in partnership development refers to the significant
role that committed leadership plays in fostering effective partnerships. Engaged leadership
involves

« actively participating in and supporting partnership initiatives,

e communicating the vision and goals of collaborations and



56

e providing guidance and resources to facilitate their success.
Engaged leaders understand the value of partnerships in achieving organizational objectives and
are invested in cultivating relationships with external stakeholders. They drive initiatives that
benefit the institution, the students, and the broader community.

When considering ways to portray leaders' engagement as they shared experiences in
partnership development, Figure 5.1 provides a word cloud depicting the associated categories of
Theme 4. Some codes that helped shape this theme included energy, investment, community,
buzz, entrepreneurship, partnership, development, synergy, advocacy, communication, and
engagement.

Figure 5.1: Categories used to shape Theme 4
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Brandon

Brandon’s experiences resonated with the phrase: Empowering student success, building
partnerships, and navigating change because of his dedication to fostering student achievement,
cultivating meaningful collaborations, and navigating the dynamic landscape of education and

workforce development. Brandon, a first-generation graduate with a doctorate, was an
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experienced leader with over 30 years of experience in higher education. He was serving in the
role of college president at a predominantly Black college in The South and has served in this
capacity for a little over a year.

Brandon was a proud community college graduate, as well. When asked why he works in
the two-year college space, he responded:

| am a product of the community college experience. When | graduated from high school,

| went to a community college. The best decision that I'd ever made by going to that

community college and in so doing was the first one in my family to get a two-year
degree. So when | transferred to my four-year institution, | had knocked out like 64 of
those credits transferring over. So | really only had two and a half years left thereafter to
complete my four-year degree. But I'm a product of where we work.

His journey through the community college system allows him to exhibit a strong
commitment to student success, which is apparent from his emphasis on addressing the needs of
students, particularly regarding necessities such as food, transportation, and childcare. He shared
the following with a smile:

Working at a community college, again, the best decision that | have made. It was one

where | was excited because I'm from where our students are. Having been able to

identify with the needs of those students whether it's transportation or whether it's food
and or whatever the insecurities there are, being able to identify. So I'm a product of it
and then have just made this my mission. | just love the work that we do to really move

the needle for student success.
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As an ultimate goal, Brandon would like to see higher education in the two-year and four-
year space be more accessible, affordable, and relevant to the needs of students and society. He
spoke about his ideal educational alignment, saying:

If I had a magic wand or if | had more time, | would start a two and a four-year year, but

my four year would be an affordable model that we would design to make the college

experience affordable with those students coming through would not have the debt
ratio...Every college at the four year level is competing for students with bigger and
brighter and better and building multiple million dollar facilities. Well that costs. The
salary levels that are in our institutions, some of them, are just too high...And here's the

Willy Wonka question. If the two-year colleges who have for the most part an affordable

model for attending school, what can't the four years have an affordable model for

attending school?

Theme 1: Institutional Values Reflected in External Partnerships

Brandon emphasized the significance of organizational values and priorities, such as
student success, integrity, accountability, innovation, and excellence. When asked about factors
that go into partnership decisions, he stressed the importance of partnering with businesses and
organizations that align with these values by saying:

So when you look at the values of our organization, and the priorities of our organization,

does that match with the employer? Now if that is an employer that has a churn and burn

mentality, meaning they only see their workforce as numbers, they only see their
workforce as I'm just trying to get what | can get and then move on to the next. That's not

a good partner for us, because our students are depending on us, to pipeline them into
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really great organizations. If that organization is doing nothing but churning and burning

and not adding value to the community, we're not going to partner with them.

Business Expansion and Retention. For Brandon, workforce partners are vital to the
region's success and reflect the college's success. The college must contribute to attracting new
businesses to the region and retaining industry partners with a competent, skilled workforce.
When asked about developing partnerships, he remarked:

Obviously, the students that are leaving our institution are migrating to one of those

companies in the private sector. So then the question is, are we meeting their needs, and

if we are meeting their needs from a quantitative perspective, are we meeting that need
from a qualitative perspective? Do those students have the competencies and skill sets to
be able to do the job based on that employers requirements...It is so important that we be
glued into the hiring needs of the region... When we're looking to partner with economic
developers to bring new businesses into the region, that is also very important...We don't
want to just recruit the businesses and then two, three years later, the businesses leave.

Business retention means sustainability within economic development within a region.

That means their sustainability, from a workforce perspective, is because of the very

students that we helped to migrate to that organization.

Leveraging Institutional Resources With Mutual Benefit. When asked about an ideal
partnership for his institution, Brandon recounted a conversation with a CEO about a potential
partnership between their organizations from years earlier when he worked in Corporate
America. The CEO indicated that their business should be earning $70 million but was only
making $30 to $40 million due to the staffing gap. Brandon then proposed a partnership where

he would help the CEO fill those positions, effectively closing the $30 million gap. In return,
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Brandon asked if the CEO would invest $15 million in their organization. The CEQO's response
was positive. In thinking of new funding models, Brandon imagined the same for higher
education, "where as a result of the pipeline of workforce, there is a percentage that comes back

of dollars," similar to a commission.

Theme 2: Systemic Challenges In Higher Education

When asked about the challenges at the institution, Brandon believed that there is an
oversaturation of higher educational institutions and that state and federal funds are “being
divvied out like a deck of cards.” This model reduces funding for top performing institutions. He
explained:

When you look at the framework of schools, you're talking about private, two-year

schools and four-year schools. You're talking about public two-year schools and four-

year schools. You're talking about for-profit two-year schools and four-year schools. So
there are just way too many schools in the marketplace...That is why the funding is
strained...I believe that there should be some performance measures that tie into that
funding, because if there is a school that is not performing, why would we give that
school money from a state perspective? If you combine WIOA and the dollars that flow
from the Department of Education and the Department of Commerce at the federal level,
that's millions... That's a lot of wasted resources and divvying it out again, like a deck of
cards with no real outcome. So where I'm looking to position our school is to be outcome
driven...I believe that comprehensive funding should be there to support students where
there is post-graduate success.

Lack of Support for Diversity and Equitable Opportunities. Also related to existing

challenges that partnerships may help alleviate, Brandon spoke about the challenges faced by
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institutions striving to create an inclusive and supportive environment for all students in the face
of political pressures and agendas. He said, “There is right now an all out assault on
organizations that promote diversity. There's an all out assault on equitable outcomes and
opportunities for all.” Government policies and actions are hindering student progress toward
achieving goals. He specifically mentioned the state of Florida as an example where such actions
are taking place.

So then you have states like Florida going ‘Oh, you're going to teach all this stuff that has

nothing to do with being gainfully employed and nothing to do with advancing your skill

sets to matriculate. Guess what we're gonna do. We're going to say, 'Well, you can't do X

and you can'tdo Y.”’

The Speed of Change Within Higher Education. Additionally, Brandon recognized the
need for the institution to be flexible and responsive to workforce needs. However, the funding
cycles to build buildings and create programming do not "move at the speed of the market."
Funding is not sustainable, and the educational processes take too much time. He said, "We have
got to change our ways. We have to change our practices. We have to be more adaptable...We
don't like change. We hate change. But there's no way to be innovative and not bring change.”
He shared:

The market that we're pipelining students into is so fluid. It ebbs and flows. So a

conversation you're having today about a particular need in the market has now changed

five minutes later...The advancement of technology is so great. So that means that as a

college, the things that we are investing in to go into the buildings, the equipment are

now antiquated as soon as we put them in that space....Unless they're sustainable
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funding, even the thing that we're calling the most innovative equipment is antiquated the

moment it lands in that facility.

The Need for Funding to Meet Student Needs

Continuing the conversation around institutional challenges, Brandon referenced
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and how outside factors affect students’ cognitive abilities. He
discussed the importance of prioritizing the holistic well-being of students and adapting
educational models to meet their diverse needs better. Brandon remarked about how the student
needs affect their persistence, saying:

A lot of students have financial insecurities. There are food insecurities. There's

transportation insecurities, and in some cases, their childcare insecurities... They're trying

to work a part-time job or two, and they're trying to go to school. Something's gonna

give. There's only so many hours a day. You're not going to go to school 100% of your

time, when your time has to be parceled out. That is why we have got to meet the

demands in a much different way.

Theme 3: Equity in Programming, Funding, and Curriculum Design

Brandon strongly desired to ensure that his institution effectively prepares students for
success in high-demand, high-wage fields and success with pursuing bachelor’s degrees. He
believes in pursuing this goal with a reflective look at academic practices. He explained how
partnerships can address institutional challenges, saying:

Why do we have more non-people of color go into those higher demand fields higher

wage fields, and then we've migrated some of the students of color to some fields where

there's still demand, but it's low wage. Instead of us assessing those students and talking

to them about career paths and and exposing them to various things, we just kind of
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locked them in...And as I looked at the data, there are more women in the counties we
serve than there are men. That's facts. So you know what I did? I had to then do some self
reflecting and looking at Hey, do we have women leading these high demand high wage
fields, even in nontraditional spaces? And the answer is emphatically no. | brought that
data before the college said hey, we got to do a better job. How can you have more
women in all of our counties, and these women are not in these high demand, high wage
fields? That is why I'm having conversations about cybersecurity and Al and STEM and
healthcare to have equitable outcomes for all.
Shorter Pathways to Completion. Continuing his answer to challenges at the institution,
Brandon added:
Long ago, going to school for two or three years at a two-year school and another two or
three years at a four-year school, well that's six years. There are families out there that
can't wait six years before they can be gainfully employed. We must have shorter on and
off ramps to enable that student to have success because of those insecurities...So the
way that we have constructed higher ed really does need to be revamped. Because why
does it take two years to get a two-year degree? Why? Why can't it be shorter than that?
Faculty Development. When asked about what kind of partnership Brandon would
develop if he had a magic wand, his response included a scenario in which faculty could
continue to develop outside of the classroom while still being paid:
There's only so many hours in a day and if 100% of your time is dedicated for the
classroom engagement experience, which is necessary, then how do we also not only
grow our institutions, but how do we grow our faculty...still employed, won't be able to

teach.
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Theme 4: The Importance of Engaged Leadership in Partnership Development

When asked about his perception of how interested and willing external entities are to
partner with his institution, Brandon stated, "So that's the stuff that, as a president, definitely
wakes me up early in the morning.” When pursuing partnerships and making connections, he
must continuously reevaluate the readiness of the community and the college's board. He has
gained the trust of his board members by helping to alleviate the college's deficit by millions of
dollars in under three years. Brandon approaches them in business and industry partnerships like
a "courting relationship.” He said:

You're not coming out the gate asking that person to marry you. That's a little crazy...

There's got to be a relationship that is built...I have genuinely got to desire to help you

make your organization better. Here's where the selfish part comes in. If I've made that

student’s life better, they're going to tell another student about my organization. If I've
made that industry partner's life better, they're going to provide more support for my
organization... Like any marriage or relationship, that partnership evolves over time. So
something that was needed in a certain way at one point in time, in a different point in
time, something else is needed. You’ve got to be able to evolve, you cannot stay the
same.

Asking Questions and Networking. When asked how Brandon finds out about
partnerships to pursue, Brandon used the word “curiosity.” His curiosity drives innovation and
motivates him to develop partnerships to solve problems. His answer reflects his strong desire to
understand the needs of his students and the surrounding community:

Your mission, your vision, your values naturally engage a curiosity. That curiosity drives

conversations. ‘Tell me about your organization. Where are you now? Where are you
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trying to be three to five years from now?’ And now I got to look at the college to see

where's our frame and how do we meet that need? Are we meeting that need? So I look at

that as curiosity is really driving it...That curiosity of we've got to look at some better
sustainable funding models, because what happens where states can't support colleges the
way they've been supporting? What happens? Does the college stop operation? The
driving force is the curiosity of what is the gap and what's the impact of that gap is not
solved.

Brandon was committed to supporting, developing, and enhancing pathways to credential
attainment and employment outcomes by partnering with external entities that support student
welfare and match the institution's values of student success, integrity, and community impact.
His approach was deeply rooted in his personal experience as a community college graduate and
his commitment to making higher education more accessible, affordable, and relevant. Brandon
prioritized the well-being and interests of the students, acknowledging the challenges facing
higher education, including funding constraints, political pressures, and the need for innovation
and adaptability. He actively engages with external entities, fosters a culture of curiosity and
innovation, and advocates for sustainable funding models to support student success.

Carlotta

Carlotta’s experiences resonated with the phrase: Building bridges and transforming
communities, which reflects her commitment to forming partnerships and collaborations that
create opportunities for education and growth, ultimately positively impacting the community.
Carlotta, a first-generation graduate with a doctorate, is an experienced professional with over 25
years of experience in higher education. She serves as a dean at a Historically Black College in

The South and has served in this capacity for more than four years.
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Carlotta is a proud graduate of the institution where she is currently employed. When
asked why she chose to work at this institution, she responded:

| have worked at a four-year university that was a traditionally white institution. | came

over here and just kind of fell in love and found a community. So | would say that the

mission of [Queens College] more closely aligned with my own personal mission of
education, which | feel that it should be open access to everyone. | would also add that
this is the only Historically Black College in the area, here in my state. And it means a lot
to this community. When my nephew gets here in the fall, he'll be the fourth generation
of my family to attend this college.

She is a patient yet tenacious leader who is willing to go after opportunities for her
institution that will provide critical opportunities for student exposure and success no matter the
perceived challenges she may face. When asked about challenges she may have faced in
developing partnerships, she replied:

I like to build relationships, and some of them just take longer to build than others. So |

don't necessarily see that as a challenge. It's taking us longer. We're gonna get there,

because that's the goal that | have in mind. But just some of them take longer than others.

I'm a see the glass half full type of gal. So I'm not seeing that necessarily as a

challenge...I might just have to visit you more often.

Theme 1: Institutional Values Reflected in External Partnerships

Carlotta recognizes the impact of the college’s ability to produce skilled graduates on
programmatic success and workforce gaps. She speaks about the nursing shortage in her area and
beyond, saying, “We have six hospitals within our service area. And then we have people that

are coming outside of our service area wanting to have access to our students because there is a
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shortage.” Proudly, she described her institution as “a nurse factory.” They can educate many
nursing students, but challenges still exist. Carlotta explained in response to a question about
partnership challenges:

All of our students have to have clinicals, practicums, real world experiences... There is a

local hospital here where we do a lot of our clinicals. They want to branch off into

nursing apprenticeships with us. This would be an opportunity for our nurses to get paid.

They would be their employees while they're doing their clinicals. It sounds like a

wonderful win-win situation. But I do not have the manpower right now to run that...

Yes, we see the benefits, not only to you who are having workforce shortages, but also to

our students who can earn money, because most of them are low-income first generation

students.

Workforce Investment in Training Facilities. Carlotta discussed the local workforce
partners’ perceptions of the institution. The institution is known for producing good employees,
so much so that the industry has made significant contributions. For Carlotta, [Queens College]
is perceived as not having as much access to resources or providing as much quality education as
their counterparts. However, she stated, “Despite our humble beginnings, and what people may
perceive as what they think they know about HBCUSs or things like that, we got it going on over
here in terms of access to the latest and the greatest.” She continued describing two of the latest
industry contributions:

We have state of the art facilities...We just opened an 80,000 square foot manufacturing

center. In October we opened a state of the art healthcare facility... And some of that is

thanks to our partners who make monetary contributions to these facilities, to

laboratories, and to providing equipment for us...You know, a million dollars goes a very
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long way at an institution like ours. It means a lot to the reputation and the perception of
this institution. In our own community, sometimes it's people who are right down the

street that don't necessarily know what goes on here.

Theme 2: Systemic Challenges In Higher Education

Carlotta is highly aware of the partnership challenges within her institution. She
described funding challenges from the state for dual credit learning, which was limiting
partnerships with the high schools in the area. She described developing a dual credit partnership
by saying, “It took several years of research, numerous conversations at the system office level,
individual high schools leadership meetings, and surveys to the students and the parents” to find
out the overall interest in dual credit healthcare programs. Ultimately, the institution’s office of
Early College had to apply for competitive grant funding offered by the system office. Carlotta
described that complex process:

They set up competitive grants that we had to go after the money, tell them how we were

going to use it, and who are the beneficiaries. Were we going to be getting buy-in and

support from all of the systems that are around us? We didn't leave anyone out. We went
to the independent systems. We got MOUs with homeschool coverings...

Rurality and Cultural Climate. When asked about instances where partnerships may
have been terminated, Carlotta spoke about a partnership with a rural school. The school lay
within the college’s service area, though the round trip was 110 miles. Carlotta described it as:

...not a good 110 miles. It's like backwoods. You know, you would probably pass houses

that have very large Confederate flags flying in the yard. It was that kind of travel where

you hoped you didn't need to stop at a gas station or something along the way.
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Additionally, Carlotta described the local community as “the haves and the have nots...The
‘haves’ go to these little academies and private schools around the city.” She described these
students as high performing and not likely to attend her institution based on the negative

perceptions of two-year colleges.

Theme 3: Equity in Programming, Funding and Curriculum Design

Dual credit programs are still being developed in Carlotta’s service area. Today, almost
30% of the enrollment is dual enrollment students, but it took significant effort from several
entities. When asked about the process of partnership development, Carlotta spoke about the
primary concern of accessibility and affordability issues for students:

We are in an area that is urban, has high poverty, low college going rates, lots of low-

income first-generation students. So we knew that these students would not be able to

afford this dual enrollment. So it's like, okay, how do we provide them with a wonderful
opportunity to get a head start on their post-secondary education, and not just dangle
something in front of them that was not accessible to them, or achievable.

Gender Nonconformity in Healthcare Fields. When discussing institutional challenges
that may be alleviated with partnerships, it was essential for Carlotta to think about the
traditional stereotypes associated with gender in healthcare. She described her thoughts around
diversity equity, and inclusion in dual credit offerings:

| wanted to put a Health Information Technology program at one of his high schools. So

they had a thriving CNA program, but it was all girls and maybe two boys. | was like,

from an equity lens, 1 would like to offer something health related to the
gentleman...They're on the computer. So I said electronic health records is booming. You

can work from anywhere as long as you have reliable internet service... We were able to



70

put two courses there this past fall term. So we had over 50 students, the majority of

which were young men.

Theme 4: The Importance of Engaged Leadership in Partnership Development

Carlotta emphasized the importance of relationship-building, effective communication,
and having a data-driven approach as the leadership qualities needed to develop and sustain
partnerships. When asked about some challenges working with partners, she shared about
leadership efforts to rebuild trust with a local partner after the institution's performance caused a
rift. She acknowledged, "It is taking some time to do that. But that was something that really a
decision should have been made not to continue the partnership if we could not fulfill it rather
than to not do a good job at it.” Carlotta strives for "frank, and open and honest conversations™
about the institution's and the partner's capacity to create win-win situations for everyone
involved.

Additionally, Carlotta relies on data to inform partnership development efforts. She
discussed analyzing trends, identifying opportunities, and making data-driven decisions to
strengthen partnerships. When asked how she discovers partnership opportunities to pursue, she
stated:

There are all different types of ways that we discover potential partners...We rely a lot on

the labor market data...That's a great way to either strengthen our current partnership that

might be a little weak or to develop a new ones.

Carlotta focused on supporting, developing, and enhancing pathways to credential
attainment and employment outcomes by seeking partnerships that transform communities and
promote access to education for all. She prioritizes relationship-building, effective

communication, and data-driven decision-making over making promises she cannot keep due to
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human capital restraints at her institution. Her dedication to building meaningful partnerships,
addressing systemic challenges, promoting equity, and exhibiting strong leadership is evident in
the significant time and effort she spends to nurture relationships and build trust and rapport with
partners who can help address stereotypes and barriers to access within her community.

Charlotte

Charlotte's experiences resonated with the phrase: Creating Opportunities, Changing
Lives because of her focus on economic development, providing educational opportunities, and
addressing systemic issues that disenfranchise individuals and communities from achieving their
full potential. Charlotte has obtained a master's degree and is an experienced institutional
advancement professional with over 28 years of experience in higher education. She serves as
vice president at a predominantly Black college in The South and has served in this capacity for
just under a year. Charlotte is a proud first-generation college graduate, and according to her, "I
know what that means to make a difference for your future and your family's future."

Charlotte spent several years working in a university system but found it frustrating that
change seemed to take so long. She compared the speed of change in the university space to the
speed of turning around a big cruise ship. She finds fulfillment working in higher education but
genuinely enjoys the technical system because it is "more reactive to the environment and the
needs of the community."” In addition, she loves seeing the direct impact of her work on the
students. In her own words:

| was becoming increasingly frustrated with the distance between me and the difference
that I was making... In this role, I can just write a check...I don't have to go through that
kind of rigmarole to make it happen...The local community bank gave $10,000 and it got

all the GED students through their exams. Now those GED students are able to get jobs
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or they're able to enroll on our for credit side and advance their careers and take care of

their families...I do this work because I can change lives and now I can see that I'm

changing lives.

Charlotte's passion goes beyond providing traditional education. Her goal is to increase
economic development and social progress in her community. She shared that people are afraid
to come to her side of town due to the vagrancy and violence that exist. She recounted a story of
a young teenage boy killed in the middle of the night as he went outside to pick up a food
delivery. Charlotte wants to see her community thriving again. As she puts it:

We don't end up with blighted buildings. We've got a mall that was abandoned years ago

that is within a mile or two of our campus, and it's just festering empty hull of the

building. And our downtown needs to be revitalized...So we are also very interested in
helping our community develop this area of the county so that it becomes a vibrant place
that people have economic opportunities for jobs whether they're our students or not.

People in the community feel like that's someplace that | can go and have dinner. That's

someplace that | could go shop, or that's someplace where | can go see an accountant.

Maybe that is someplace that I'll go get my hair and nails done.

Theme 1: Institutional Values Reflected in External Partnerships

Charlotte advocates for defining roles, contributions, and expectations in developing
partnerships. When asked about describing the development of a partnership at her institution,
Charlotte discussed a successful partnership with a local hospital, resulting in real-world
experiences for students. The focus is on providing students with practical training in a real

world environment, making them better prepared for future careers. She states:
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Shortly before | started, a conversation was had between the president of our school and
the CEO of one of the local hospital systems and the hospital system coming off of
COVID no longer really had a use for some of the spaces...And like so many healthcare
systems, they were struggling with recruiting nurses. We have a couple of nursing
programs, and these two people came together, each with challenges that they were trying
to resolve. For us in terms of getting students scholarships, because so many of them
have financial hardships... It was determined that the hospital would offer the college the
basically vacant hospital building...For us, it has been a way of helping to put our
students into a more real world dynamic for their training... Not just nursing students but
also with the other students in the Allied fields who are working together because when
you work in a hospital, or really in any medical field, you don't just work with other
nurses you work with other specialities as well.

Filling Existing Partnerships Gaps with Workforce Investments. Charlotte referenced

several programs for which students do not have to pay tuition. According to Charlotte, "the state

has identified several areas that are of high priority to get people into the work field and to attract

more industry into the state. The students who go into these programs don't pay tuition.”

However, Charlotte admits there are still many gaps. The automotive program is one of the

tuition-free programs. However, the existing training facilities need to be bigger to meet demand

and upgraded to match the current automotive technology in the field. To this end, Charlotte

answered the question about whether external entities are willing to partner with her college:

This is a former automotive dealership that we purchased, and we're raising the money to
renovate it. We are talking to manufacturers from global manufacturers, we are talking to

collision people from all over the country who are coming here to see this site and see
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what we're talking about.... We're building an automotive tech center that is going to
include basically every kind of automotive tech that you can think of. It's going to expand
our space by about six and a half times the amount of space that we have right now. It's
going to include not just traditional automotive tech, but EV, diesel, power, sports,
collision, and repair. Everything that you can think of... In addition to that, it's going to
have live work where people can come and get basic services, oil changes, and all that so
the students can get that experience. They can get experience as sales writers and interact
with the customers
Benefits and Challenges of Partner Reputations. For Charlotte, there are always
benefits and potential risks associated with partnerships. She gave examples of how her
institution has been fortunate to find a partner with what she describes as an “extremely high
reputation for excellence...and the fact that we stand next to them, we’re colored by their
reputation.” Being located explicitly in The South, with its history of slavery, segregation, and
prejudice, she is always considering the potential for student impact in partnerships, never
wanting her students to feel like the institution, in her words, “sold them out.” She expressed her
desire to end the practice of naming buildings after major contributors for practical reasons of
buy-outs and mergers and moral reasons as well. Her local area has changed dramatically due to
Confederate-named military installations or institutions that benefitted philanthropically from
Jeffrey Epstein. Charlotte reflected on a previous experience:
We have, through our alumni recognition program, someone who was nominated.Very
worthy, and will likely be honored in the future but was caught up in a court case that
was getting a lot of publicity at the time. And we made the decision to forego that award

at that time because we didn't want the headline to be ‘this person gets award from our
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institution’ and then the headline below it is ‘hauled off to jail’. So I think that it's
important for institutions to realize when you go into a partnership, that you need to know
as much as you can about who you're partnering with to make sure that you want to be

colored with the good part of their reputation, and not with the poor part of the reputation.

Theme 2: Systemic Challenges In Higher Education

Charlotte is very cognizant of the systemic issues related to race that play a part in her
everyday work. After moving to [a metropolitan, liberal city], she visited her hometown after
being gone for 23 years. She came away with a sense of frustration that nothing had changed
about the community’s views and actions related to race. When asked about challenges in
developing partnerships, she talks about seeing similar issues when writing for grants or
fundraising. She finds that people would rather not face the issues of racial discrimination and
inequity. She said:

I'm like, we keep talking about the same things. We keep raising money with United

Way. God bless the United Way and the work that it does, but they're addressing the

same problem. Every year. And we're not solving the problems. And so that gets me

frustrated, when we still have people who are facing the same problems that the
generation before faced, and the generation before that faced. Are we getting better...In
my work right now, it's better for me to get the money right now than to say we need to
fix the system. So it's frustrating to say | still need money for scholarships. I still need
money for transportation...If we fix the system for some of us, we fix the system for all of
us.

Financial Barriers to Completion and Job Attainment. Students do not have to pay

tuition for the programs considered crucial for workforce development and attracting industry to
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the state. Charlotte sees this as a major stepping stone to credential attainment, but not all
programs are funded. Even for those that are, Charlotte continues working to raise funds because
the students need more support. She said, "Our students are struggling economically, they're
struggling with challenges that a traditional university student may not face in terms of their
responsibilities in the home, whether that's for siblings or for children being independent as very
young people.” When asked about challenges that partnerships have the potential to fix, she
further stated:
Tuition is covered by programs... Just having students who come to us with very limited
financial means, who are usually coming to us with challenges like transportation,
childcare, that go beyond just ‘Can I pay my tuition when it's due’, but then can I buy my
books. Talking about the nursing program, those students have an additional $10,000 out
of pocket beyond tuition and fees for uniforms and equipment and insurance and they
have to get vaccinations every year. So, you know, it's very hard for people to understand
the extreme financial need that most of our students have, and the challenges. Sometimes
those are racialized stereotypes that they apply to that, but it's not it's not necessarily
about students being lazy or quitters or unmotivated. It is really that they are dealing with
so many things and so many variables that affect how they're able to motivate their lives.
Completion is Not The Final Measure of Success. Charlotte worries about what
happens to students who complete but still cannot work despite completing a program. To quote
Charlotte, "If a student can't go out and work, and they've just spent all this time and all these
resources, sacrifices that they've made for themselves or their families. Then we haven't
accomplished our goal yet.” For example, speaking on challenges at the institution, she shared

about the situation of some students who complete the nursing program:
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| wrote a grant recently, trying to get money for those nursing students, because when

they finish, they have to take a licensing exam. And | don't remember the exact amount

but I'm gonna say it's, it's $500 to take the exam. So they have the extra $10,000 in costs
associated with the program. And not all of them are scholarshipped by that hospital
because they have to make agreements and all that. So you managed to get through that
you're not able to work while you're doing some of our programs, including the nursing
program. So you can't make any money. You're a single parent, and you get done. And
the sooner you take that exam, the more likely you are to pass it. You can't start working
until you pass a licensing exam, but somehow you gotta go make money to get $500 to
take the exam. So we wrote a grant recently to try to get funding so that the next two
cohorts or nurses wouldn't have to pay for that licensing exam. And unfortunately, we
were denied.

State Policy Limitations and Underfunding. Charlotte often works with partners with
relatively unlimited resources and little oversight. It is sometimes difficult for the partners to
understand the minutia of working within state systems. She said the external partner is ready to
“just get it done,” they have no idea that the college has not had a tuition increase in seven years
but was also mandated to give everyone a raise. She continued that the partners are unaware it
could take up to “six weeks just to add a vendor in the system” so the college can buy the
equipment with the money the partner just donated. Charlotte has to find ways to manage partner
expectations so as not to put the collaborations at risk.

Misconceptions About Community and Technical Colleges. Charlotte has not only
inherited a community that does not feel safe at some of their campuses but also a board of

trustees that knows little about what the college has to offer the community. She endeavors to



78

change the perception and knowledge of what [Noble College] is doing and what the institution

can do for the community. Continuing to speak about challenges at her institution, Charlotte said:
In our community, people just don't come to our campuses, and so they don't know what
we're doing. So, | have an advisory board that works with me because | head up our
foundation, and | think there's only one alumnus on that trustee board. It's all community
leaders, but only one actually went to school with us. So they don't really have an
understanding of what we do or who our students are. They come to the campuses
regularly, and I like to take them to different sites when we're having meetings, when I'm
doing events, whether it's thanking donors or raising money. | want to bring them here
because | think it's really important for people to come and see who we are, so they can

understand what we're trying to accomplish.

Theme 3: Equity in Programming, Funding, and Curriculum Design

Charlotte has spent some time studying feminism and has even spent some time studying
in Europe. She says this knowledge and experience led her to think of things differently. She
believes that our education and social systems are not fair to men or women. She wonders why
gender limits choices. She explained:

If we had a system where men could choose to do what they really want to do, where we

didn't say male nurse in some derogatory way. If you could just be a nurse, regardless of

your gender, if you could just be a stay at home parent, regardless of your gender. If you
could be a dad who's actually engaged with your family, if you could be a husband who's
actually engaged in the home. That's as important as women being able to have economic

opportunities and education opportunities.
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She believes that people make choices about what they want to do with their lives based on what
they see. Charlotte talked about her service area saying:
There are a lot of opportunities for people who are going to work in hair and nails,
especially as a huge growing field right now...But I suspect that one of the reasons that
that program is so well enrolled is because that's what our students see...And the students
who do that, we want to make sure we're trying to develop to be entrepreneurial because
most of them are entrepreneurs when they come out... So we're working on some
entrepreneurial programs... They see barbershops because we have a huge barbering
program as well. They see nail salons. They see people doing that in their homes as
business. And so that's what they know. But they don't know that they can come, and for
free, become a nuclear technician and go work in an organization where they don't have
to cover their own overhead or provide their own insurance.
When asked about an ideal partnership, Charlotte imagined a successful partnership that
is "cohesive across a student's life range as a student, if you will. So how can we engage the
middle schooler, the high schooler, and the student coming to be more exposed to the variety of

programs that we can teach students.”

Theme 4: The Importance of Engaged Leadership in Partnership Development

Charlotte stated that the president is one of her main reasons for working at [Noble
College]. She has known him for about 12 years and has watched him advance in his career. She
described him as a visionary and was impressed with what he has done for the institution’s
reputation in just over three years. Charlotte knows that one of the keys to his success is his level

of community engagement:
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It's incredibly important to me, for people in this community to have a better
understanding of who we are as an institution, and what we do...I think my president is
on half the boards in the community. You know, get your leadership engaged across the
community in meaningful ways. But not just for show. Really engage, and it takes effort.

It's not without work. Things don't happen magically although I joke about my president

and his magic fundraising capabilities. It really is about sincerity, and working hard and

bringing in those people.

Influence and Reputation. When asked how interested external entities are in partnering
with her institution, Charlotte believes that partners are very excited to partner with them
because of their president’s influence and reputation. In her opinion:

I've had great leaders and I've really benefited from having terrific bosses but this one

more than any other. | just walked behind him and pick up the money that people throw

on the floor...It's hard to get your first million dollar gift. It's easy to get the next one
because once someone sees that someone else is investing in you, then they're like,” ooh,
that's a good place for me to be’.

Charlotte’s experiences supporting, developing, and enhancing pathways to credential
attainment and employment outcomes have involved fundraising and seeking partnerships within
the community that can advance educational opportunities, empower students, and foster
economic and social progress. Charlotte understands the transformative power of education and
is passionate about ensuring that all students, particularly those facing economic and social
challenges, have access to educational opportunities that can positively impact their lives and

futures. She knows her community's political and cultural landscape and carefully curates her
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approach depending on the potential partner. Her institutional leadership has a strong reputation
and has attracted valuable partners.

Kelly

Kelly's experiences resonated with the phrase: Uplifting Communities Through
Education and Industry Collaboration because she believed in collaboration between education
and industry and empowering individuals through accessible opportunities for learning and
career advancement. Kelly has obtained a master's degree and is an experienced workforce
development professional with over 34 years of experience in higher education. She currently
serves as associate vice president at a predominantly Black college in The South and has served
at this institution for 24 years.

Kelly is from a small community where she remarked, "If you don't do what you're
supposed to do, your grandma was gonna know at church on Sunday." Her journey of working in
the community college began when she was hired as an internship coordinator for a [federally
funded] grant. She has found a love for workforce development and has a passion for increasing
the participation of minorities in engineering fields. She believes in reaching out to students early
to help them find career opportunities rather than just jobs. She shared a proud student success
moment:

Part of my first job was the internship program that fell under what was called the

industry consortium. I got to work with lots of folks from industry and go out to meet

with HR and all of those people...So there was a feedback loop. I would place a student,
and they'd go interview...And they would come back, and the industry would tell us how

the students did, what they needed to improve on. So that helped us to grow it.... And it
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was good for our students...It’s been 20 years. Now those students are upper

management and are hiring our graduates and running those businesses.

Kelly is beginning to learn how privileged she is. Working in higher education has made
her aware of how much students struggle just to stay in school. She shared:

Many of our students struggle with food insecurity. | know that there are homeless

people, but I had no idea that our students struggled. I think most of us aren’t aware of all

the things that people struggle with...I tell my friends and family all the time, we are so

middle class, we don't know what it's like to struggle. Until I got into education...

Theme 1: Institutional Values Reflected in External Partnerships

Kelly has spent years developing relationships with industry partners in the area. When
asked which entities to partner with, she bases the decision on the institutional values of student
success and workforce development. It is straightforward for her. She commented:

Years ago, | had somebody call me and wanted to demonstrate a little robotic inventory

machine for a local company. | said, can our students and faculty see it? And they said,

Absolutely, we're going to bring other industry to see it as well. | said, if you're getting

industry on our campus for our students and faculty to interact with, I'm good... The

engineer who brought the machine sat down with the students and did a 30 minute
impromptu lesson on the coding behind it... So it was a great experience all the way
around. Last year, that same company came to us and said, we have this fancy inventory

system and we would like to give you one to go in your facility for y'all to utilize. It's a

$130,000 piece of equipment.

Considering Students’ Experiences When Partnering. Kelly’s work positions her

institution as an excellent partner for workforce partnerships, providing numerous opportunities
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for students to engage in employment or gain new work experience. However, Kelly carefully

protects her students from opportunities that could derail their educational efforts. Continuing the

discussion around making partnership decisions, she explained:
We also have folks all the time who will call and ask if we have students who will work
for free just to get some experience building a website or something...We need to make
sure that nobody's intentionally trying to take advantage. It sounds like a great
opportunity to them. But when people say surely your students will do it for free, I'm like,
they can't afford gas money... This was a big company and I'm like, ‘I know how much
you paid for commercials during the Superbowl, you can afford to pay a student to work
for you’... I think to your original question, that if you kind of keep it focused on your
values, it gives you a framework to say, tell me how it supports students and the

workforce.

Theme 2: Systemic Challenges In Higher Education

Kelly has worked at [George Carver College] for 20 years and shares that she was
unaware of student challenges with homelessness, transportation, childcare, and food insecurity
until recently. When asked about institutional challenges that partnerships may help alleviate, she
shared two stories:

He was basically homeless and didn't have an automobile... He was the smartest kid in

his class, and he was gonna drop because his wife left and he had to move, 50 miles

away, and he doesn't have a job. Within a week, we had him a job...They would deliver
his paychecks here. And one day, he didn't come get it. Something came up. | was off
that day. It was a Friday afternoon, and | was actually taking a nap. And he called me

saying I gotta get my paycheck... He said, I just really needed my check and to get cash.
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I'm at McDonald's. It's the one on the highway that has the playground inside. He said
that's my son's favorite thing to do when we have the money. This is a man who's kid just
thinks Disney World for him is going to McDonald's. | gotta go get that paycheck.

We had a young woman walking down a road towards the highway. | stopped and asked

can | give you a ride? Where are you going? She said, I'm going to the bus station. She

lives in another state about 45 miles away. And she was coming from this program. And
so she was walking. So she took the bus. And then she got to the main bus station. And
she walked to the college, it's like a three mile walk down the highway. And then she
walks back because she needs to get the bus back to her hometown, so she can get to
work tonight. That's some perseverance there.

Blindness to Student Needs. Kelly admits that she did not know about the magnitude of
the student struggles on her campus. She remarked, "We hear about students being homeless,
there's some shady hotels nearby. And we know that sometimes students are living there...We
have transportation issues. | didn't realize that for a long time.” Many initiatives that once existed
such as a food pantry or a clothes closet had a brief existence on campus, but suffered during
COVID and have not returned. Recently, her institution has moved toward using data to drive
decisions about how to help students.

Childcare is another severe student need. Kelly discusses a potential employer visiting
campus and ridiculing students for bringing their children to job interviews. Kelly described that
employer as "kind of brutal.” The employer explained that if someone brings children to an
interview, they will not be hired because the employer will assume they cannot provide childcare
enough for work. Kelly shared, "It's more likely that we would say, how can we help you find

childcare for that child because we now know what barriers there are.”
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Theme 3: Equity in Programming, Funding, and Curriculum Design

Kelly recognizes the need to get students to work as soon as possible and advocates for
more funding for practical, short-term training. She speaks about more accessible short-term
training programs, such as Certified Nursing Assistant courses, which can act as stepping stones
to higher-paying careers. This approach allows individuals to enter the workforce promptly and
build their skills progressively. When asked about what would be included in an ideal
partnership, Kelly stated:

They're working towards it, and that is the ability to use Pell short term programs. For

example, CDL for truck drivers... Within five weeks, we could get them a CDL. And they

could make $100,000 a year. That's the kind of thing to me, if you want to really make a

difference in somebody's life.

Need For Mentorship. Kelly also recognizes that students can often be pigeonholed into
career choices because they need more exposure to possibilities. The college received a grant for
a mentorship program for females and minorities in STEM, which Kelly finds essential.
According to her:

I think we would need to do a better job figuring out what people want to be. 90% of

students who came here said, I'm going to be a nurse. And they weren't. But what other

opportunities are there that are related to healthcare? They know nurse and they know
welder. Those you can picture easily. But engineering technician, they might not even

understand. The thing is, there’s money there, they just don't even know it.

Theme 4: The Importance of Engaged Leadership in Partnership Development

When asked about external entities' eagerness to partner with the institution, Kelly

remarks that she has noticed a shift in the institution's perception, which has led to more industry
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partnerships and grant opportunities. The new president, the second president she has worked
with in her 24 years at this institution, has been there for two years. He leads with his belief in
education and the power of education to change people's lives because he has experienced it. She
continued:

Industry became more open to working with us. | think, partly because they were being

listened to...I think a lot of people's perspectives have changed a lot, at least in my

perspective of it over the last 20 years.

Kelly is committed to supporting, developing, and enhancing pathways to credential
attainment and employment outcomes by aligning partnerships with institutional values,
advocating for student needs, increasing awareness of student challenges, and fostering
collaborative partnership development. She prioritizes opportunities that provide meaningful
experiences for students, such as industry interactions and hands-on learning opportunities.
Through her work, Kelly has become more attuned to these challenges and strives to address
them through institutional initiatives and partnerships. She believes that industry professionals'
feedback and mentorship help guide students toward successful careers.

Nadia

Nadia's experiences resonated with the phrase: Building Communities and Championing
Equity in Education due to her dedication to addressing disparities, removing barriers, and
engaging with the broader community to secure resources. Nadia, a first-generation graduate
with a master's, is an experienced leader with over 28 years of experience in higher education.
She serves as vice president at a predominantly Black college in The South and has served in this

capacity for over a year.
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Nadia grew up in the community which she now serves. She tirelessly advocates for

solutions to student needs and believes two-year institutions are the best training ground. She

said:

A two-year institution is an area that really builds community for students and helps them
get prepared, especially for our first-gen students who its an entirely new process. And so
a two-year community college or technical college has the bandwidth and | would say the
passion to help walk students through processes versus a four-year institution where

you're coming in with assumptions that you already know how to navigate.

Theme 1: Institutional Values Reflected in External Partnerships

Nadia understands that developing partnerships in service of a PBI means that the

partnership must be focused on serving the target audience, continuously evaluating, “Does this

partnership focus on the students who may be the most challenged in retention and completion.

And does this address their needs and potential barriers.” When asked about an existing

partnership at the institution, Nadia shared about a current partnership with [a national

foundation]:

In particular, they've been working with two-year colleges to identify basic needs and
emergency needs for students that are barriers to persistence and retention...They want to
help students not default on their loans and things of that sort. And so they have a free
financial literacy component. But what they've also done is they have allocated $10,000 a
year that our students, just at our institution alone, can apply for emergency aid. So this is
not tuition, this is not books, this is not school emergency. This is, I have a flat tire and |
can't afford a new tire. It's, I am not paying my water bill because I have to pay my power

bill. It's, I got a reduction in hours because I joined the nursing program. And so now |
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need help with my mortgage. And these are basic needs emergency funds... But a third

branch to their support is they have funded our student food pantry... They have provided

us with basically an additional $10,000 a year to stock our food pantry...We average
pretty much a 75% persistence rate of students who use the pantry.

Disconnecting From Partnerships. Nadia is currently working with limited human
capital resources and is facing challenges with maintaining services and programs with existing
resources. In light of this, she spoke about a partnership with [a national advocacy organization]
that lacked clarity and effectiveness for the institution. When asked about challenges with
partnerships, she said:

It was more about the ambiguity of what we were being asked to do and what they were

providing. With a partnership with [a different national education group], we had a very

clear understanding of the tasks of both sides of the agreement in the partnership. With [a

national advocacy group], we joined that with a cohort, and it just became too

ambiguous. Because we were doing multiple things at once, initiative overload, and
because of the ambiguity of it, we weren't sure if it was worth our time, because we have
very limited human capital resources...And so the resources that became available to us
were great when we could get to them... Their mission was right on track with ours...It
was just the implementation that we were getting from them that left us wanting
more...We really had to focus on what we could see was going to give us an actionable

plan in the end.

Theme 2: Systemic Challenges Facing Higher Education Institutions

Nadia’s institution serves a four-county service area that is predominantly a minority

area. Post-COVID enrollment continues to be up and down, which is a big concern for her.
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Funding for the institution is inconsistent and not sustainable. The PBI designation is at risk
every funding cycle. Nadia shared:

Predominantly Black institutions have to be 40% African American Black? And

depending on how your recruitment and your admission teams are working in our DEI

dismantlement, we have to be conscientious of that... Because if we lose that designation,
are we losing funding? Possibly, we're losing our eligibility to apply for certain
funding...We want to keep this designation because we're also serving our community...I
think we may actually get more support if people knew what minority serving institutions
meant. Because | don't know if people automatically reflect that their colleges reflect
their communities.
When discussing challenges at her institution and inconsistent funding, Nadia discusses a grant
acquired during COVID-19 to support a tutoring center. After the grant cycle ended, the
institution could not continue funding it at the same level. Another previous grant provided a
laptop lending program, but it was not sustained either.

Academic Preparedness. Nadia continues to seek support in the institution’s efforts to
address academic preparedness and digital literacy. During COVID, many academic testing
requirements were removed to eliminate the completion time barrier for students. The testing
requirement has not returned to the admissions process. Nadia noted:

It's an ongoing challenge because we are seeing a lot of students not being academically

college ready. And removing DVS courses has helped students enroll in for credit

courses, but the completion rate is there...I think that has been a major challenge.

Because if we have students coming in, who may not be ready for academic level, or
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college level courses, and we don't have the tutoring and learning resources immediately

in place, | feel like we're doing a disservice.

Staffing and Infrastructure. Nadia is proud that her institution has strong programming
for student life and student support. She runs a small department of six people. She highlights
that the department owns “diversity, inclusion, accessibility, Title Nine, the basic needs pantry,
the student support team, student organizations, new student orientation, and the clothes closet.
When asked about what an ideal partnership would look like at [Sunny State College], she stated:

We have the programming, we just don't have the staff to be able to spread the current

programming. So | think sometimes it would be grant funding for employees for the

current operations.
Another area that would be addressed in her ideal partnership would be basic infrastructure.
Nadia remarked:

We are working out of buildings that are 50 years old, 60 years old. In some cases, it's the

basic infrastructure that needs the help. Because if we have a strong IT network, then that

is empowering the rest of the campus to blossom from that.

Theme 3: Equity in Programming, Funding, and Curriculum Design

In speaking about Nadia’s perception of external entities’ interest in partnering with the
institution, she feels the interest is there. However, the interests are driven by what is popular or
in the news. This type of interest tends to exclude students who need support. Nadia shared this
example:

We may get multiple hospitals and doctors offices who want to contribute to health

sciences scholarships. Fantastic. Because they're wanting to do it, and so is everybody

else. Because they hear there's a nursing shortage, there's a medical assisting shortage.
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There is. But they also need to know there's so much state and federal aid already going
to those students. It's the other students that need support...The students who are not
receiving a lot of aid or a lot of attention are our general Associate of Arts and Associate
of Science students, because they're there on a transfer plan. And so | want more
scholarships dedicated to them, because their goals take longer to get to and we don't
want them to have to start off with debt...I want our outside partners, especially if they're
donors, to recognize all students in that case, and to be very conscientious of not putting

preferences or restrictions on the dollars received.

Theme 4: The Importance of Engaged Leadership in Partnership Development

Nadia is aggressive and proactive in seeking partnerships for student resources and
support. Data driven decision making is crucial for her in understanding the existing gaps and
mapping out as many details as possible before pursuing a partnership. According to Nadia, she
discovers potential partners by looking across the higher education landscape at other institutions
that have created successful partnerships that reflect meeting needs similar to those of her
institution. She stays abreast of the nuances of certain corporations in the local community. She
reflected on what she learned about [a major retailer]:

Here in my town, our local [major retailer] decides who they can donate to. It doesn't go

up through a regional office or anything like that. So at the new year, we received

approximately about $5,000 from two [major retailers] to help fund our snack pantry as
well.

Overall, Nadia's journey in supporting, developing, and enhancing pathways to student
success is a blend of rewarding experiences, challenges to overcome, continuous learning, and

moments of celebration. She loves to see students overcome obstacles, persist in their education,
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and achieve their goals. She actively searches for avenues to help students access resources,
succeed academically, and help her community thrive. She is willing to challenge stakeholders
and potential partners to address the complex and demanding needs of students of color.

Rita

Rita’s experiences resonated with the phrase: Resource Mobilization to Benefit Students,
Faculty, and the Community, capturing her focus on developing partnerships that lead to
sustainable educational programs, equity in programming, funding, and curriculum design. Rita
is a first-generation graduate who has obtained a doctorate. She is an experienced leader with
over 30 years of experience in higher education and is currently serving in the role of prov

Rita’s experience spans sectarian institutions to Research One Institutions. She ascended
the ranks through multiple vice president positions at her current organization. Out of all the
institutional types in which she has worked, she explained that community college work is
extremely special to her:

This is the longest I've ever worked at that institution. 1 just love it and it's true. It's my

vocation and my avocation. | think once you start working with traditional community

college students, it's hard to go back to a four-year year. That's just my personal opinion

because you just, you just have a love for it and for the students in that particular

population. It's just different. You know, we're not focused on research here. We're

focused really on getting students, recruiting them, retaining them, graduating them, and

give them the opportunity to make a decent wage to support their families.

Theme 1: Institutional Values Reflected in External Partnerships

Rita considers many factors before partnering with an external stakeholder to develop a

new program. She explained that the main factor of consideration is "What would our graduates
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make coming out of this program.... Our goal is to secure higher attainment and good jobs for
our graduates.” Sustainability is an institutional value and is high on the list of factors. Rita
stated, "We don't want to start a program, and those jobs will be obsolete in the next five years.”
Importance of Communication. Rita values communication in partnerships. Potential
partners frequently approach the institution, and Rita is frank with them about its desire to
engage partners in word and deed for long-term impact. When asked what goes into developing
partnerships, Rita shares her questions. She says, “We have to talk to those partners and say,
Okay, are you going to assist in funding or faculty...serve on our program advisory boards...can
we do this long term...how many students will you contribute.” Another aspect of
communication Rita finds valuable is communicating changes in needs and staff. She gave these
examples:
What we see is someone will leave that company, and we don't know. We're emailing and
calling. So just that communication of basic like, Oh, so you know, I'm leaving this
position, but here's the person that's going to be replacing me or you can contact our VP
or HR director until we fill this position, So, | would say the first thing is just
communication. And that doesn't cost anything, really just basic communication. And

also, as their needs change to communicate to the college what that looks like.

Theme 2: Systemic Challenges Facing Higher Education Institutions

[Franklin Technical Community College] takes programmatic cues from Department of
Labor data for the service area. The institution is intentional about academic programming and
how it benefits the graduates and the community. When asked about challenges within the
institution that partnerships have the potential to alleviate, Rita remarks about the extensive time

it takes to develop and program and the limited funding available from the state:
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We do that needs assessment...Of course, there's certain approvals through our system
and through our accreditation that we have to follow...Do I need faculty? Do I need
equipment? Other resources? Most of the time we get money from the state to start a new
program, but we have to do projections for enrollment and you know, how many full-
time people will we need, how many part-time faculty will we need...We also will gather
feedback from our faculty and ask their support and assistance with putting our proposals
together...We look at how expensive these programs are...And while we would love for
our partners to give us funding or equipment, sometimes that doesn't happen. And so we
have to advocate for ourselves and try to raise funding, if you don't have state
funding...With our particular accreditation body, any type of new program takes about
eight months to improve.

Human Capital. When asked about challenges in maintaining partnerships, Rita speaks
on the difficulties of finding and retaining faculty. Rita recounted a specific incident within
workforce partnership:

And we have an alternative high school for students who are at risk...The students can go

to their regular high school in the morning, and in the afternoon, they attend this high

school which is part of a manufacturing plant. They learn how to do all the soft skills but
also they learn how to do widgets. So they are getting work ethics and they're getting the
work history so to speak. And so they were doing this with this manufacturing plant, and
they came to our institution asking, you know, can they receive academic credit...And |

was kind of leery about doing this because | know that it was gonna be a lot of work, and
it was. We put together a program based on working with our partners to do a certificate

for manufacturing. We taught it one year and we haven't taught it since because the
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faculty member who was teaching that particular course moved to another plant
somewhere else...That was very disappointing.
Funding Beyond Financial Aid. Rita is concerned about the funding for new programs,
as well as funding for students to complete. Her comments about an ideal partnership were:
...having partners who really believe in our students and want to see them succeed and
go to work for them. That will be critical. Like funding is always critical, and we were
welcoming having those fundings because the more funds we get, the more students we
can graduate.
Many students at [Franklin Tech] receive financial aid, but it is insufficient. Rita speaks of funds
needed for $500 toolKkits, childcare needs, emergencies, and other basic needs. The institutions
started those kinds of funds through employee giving, but Rita remarked, “They have to go

through a lengthy process and that's something we're working on.”

Theme 3: Equity in Programming, Funding, and Curriculum Design

Rita discusses the institution’s deliberate decision to tailor each campus’ educational
offerings. The institution adopted a strategic approach to campus development, designating
thematic campuses based on industry sectors and community needs where those campuses are
located. This allows for targeted program offerings and facilitates student access to specialized
education and training opportunities. Rita stated:

Now, we still teach some of those programs at some of those other sites, but we're trying

to get students to understand that when you come to our college, we are one college with

many locations...in some areas, we can only offer gen ed. They're very small areas and
we support a lot of dual enrollment students and most student enrollment students want

general education courses.
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Theme 4: The Importance of Engaged Leadership in Partnership Development

When asked about external entities' eagerness to partner with the institution, Rita proudly
remarks about the new president as the strongest advocate for the institution. Since he has been
there, partners have sought collaboration from the college. The president is relatively new,
serving only about three years, in Rita's opinion:

We were lucky in that we've been very blessed to have a number of federal grants, and

we leverage those federal grants to get more federal grants. The president is very engaged

in a lot of boards, in a lot of incubation projects, and so it's really built on relationships. |
mean, if you think about it, everything is built on relationships.

Rita has consistently demonstrated a deep commitment to collaboration, communication,
and strategic planning to create impactful initiatives that benefit students and the community as
she supports, develops, and enhances partnerships. She carefully evaluates potential partnerships
to ensure that the institution invests wisely in initiatives that directly contribute to student
outcomes. Rita leads by example, fostering a culture of communication and mutual support
within the institution and with external stakeholders to cultivate meaningful partnerships that
drive student success.

Sheila

Sheila's experiences resonated with the phrase: Bridging Education and Industry Through
Dynamic Partnerships. It communicates Sheila's role as a catalyst for innovation and progress in
education and industry collaboration by building connections that benefit students and the
community while addressing real-world challenges. Sheila is a first-generation graduate who has

obtained a master's degree. She has risen through the ranks to vice president and has over 12
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years of experience in higher education. She has spent her career in higher education working at
a predominantly Black institution in The South.

Before working at [Shelly Community College], Sheila worked in hospitality for over 20
years and has been the director of the Convention and Visitor's Bureau. After collaborating with
the college to begin a Hotel, Restaurant, and Tourism Management Program, she became
interested in working in the educational space. She explained:

| was like, oh I might like to teach. So whenever I was still in tourism, | went back to

school and started working on my MBA so | could teach college level classes. Actually, |

started teaching marketing classes for another college...l was teaching marketing classes
for another college, and then the position came open here for the hospitality and
restaurant and tourism department chair position. | was kind of recruited and brought on
board to teach and that's how | ended up here. From there, I've moved up through the

ranks.

Theme 1: Institutional Values Reflected in External Partnerships

Sheila strives to take a proactive approach to partnership development that creates
opportunities for student success through workforce development. She has a deep understanding
of the complexities of negotiation involved in partnerships. She shared the collaboration that
moved their nursing program into an existing hospital. Nursing students also receive free housing
on the hospital's upper floors, which was left vacant after COVID-19 subsided. When asked
about the development of a partnership at the institution, Sheila reflected:

They first sent over a proposal for three years, and we're not going to invest all of this and

then it will be on the line in three years. Say we're not producing enough graduates or

whatever, and you're just going to boot us out. We're spending millions of dollars to
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move our facilities and get all new equipment, state of the art labs, and everything
else...It took a lot of negotiating between the parties to get it worked out to where we did
move forward...They are funding the building, and they're going to be responsible for the
housing aspect... We're leasing the building, providing all the faculty, and all the staff,

all the furniture, and fixtures and equipment.

Theme 2: Systemic Challenges Facing Higher Education Institutions

When asked about some challenges in maintaining partnerships, Sheila laments the
frequent personnel changes at the institution and the external organization. When people change
or positions change, it is not always communicated, creating issues for partnership continuity.
Sheila refers to this as “the tribulations of people changing.” She continues to say that multiple
people and the right people must be at the table.

Low Enrollment. What stays on Sheila's mind lately is how to motivate people to return
to school. When asked about institutional challenges that partnerships might be able to fix, she
states that the college has not bounced back from the devastation experienced by the COVID-19
pandemic. According to her, the institution is fine finding partners but is struggling to meet the
demand for local talent. She responded, "How are we going to increase enrollment with good
students who want to complete and go to work? That's the biggest challenge for our college...
We've had to work through that.”

Attracting Talent to Stay in the Community. The nursing program housing agreement
stipulates that students sign a contract to remain in the area and work for a local hospital. Sheila
spoke about a Historically Black College in the area that produces a large number of nursing

graduates, saying:
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The majority of their people come in from out of town and then they're going
back...They go down there to have the four-year college experience, but they're not
staying here. So they're producing a lot of nursing graduates, but they're going back
home. The majority of our students, because we don't provide housing, they stay here,
they go to work here. And with this opportunity, we're hoping that we can bring people in

from out of town and other areas to be a part of it.

Theme 3: Equity in Programming, Funding, and Curriculum Design

The nursing students at [Shelly Community College] can take advantage of free housing,
earn money, and gain real-world experience as a part of their collaboration with the local
hospital. When asked about the partnership of her dreams, she remarked that she would love to
see a partnership like that replicated in other programs. She described the local community
members as poor and unmotivated. Sheila believes that creating more partnerships like the
nursing program will “make it so more students want to come to school and complete and then

go to work.”

Theme 4: The Importance of Engaged Leadership in Partnership Development

Sheila recalls that starting the nursing program partnership was not easy. The previous
president of [Shelly Community College], who passed away during negotiations, was involved
with the Chamber of Commerce, Economic Development Commission, and other such
organizations. She explained that most of their partnerships have come locally due to the
previous president’s relationships and influence. Sheila described the challenges of developing

the nursing program partnership after the death of the previous president:
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It pretty much started with our previous president, and it has just made it through from
years of pushing...There was a lot of negotiations before he died. And then after he died,
we got some things that were way more expensive, more than we could ever possibly
afford as a nonprofit institution. And we were like, No, we cannot move forward with this
type of price tag on everything...It was something that was in the works for many, many,
many, many years, and finally came to fruition.

Sheila's journey in supporting, developing, and enhancing partnerships for student
success has been multifaceted. Her background in the hospitality field provided her with insights
into the industry's needs and trends. As she transitioned into academia, she leveraged her
expertise to lead a significant partnership initiative. She learned from a leader with a grassroots
approach to partnership that has helped the institution gain traction within the community. She
recognizes the importance of motivating students and responding to workforce needs to revive
the community.

Traci

Traci's experiences resonated with the phrase: Forging Connections for Student Success
and Community Empowerment due to her work fostering partnerships that support students'
educational journey and contribute to the community's overall well-being. Traci has obtained a
doctorate and is an experienced institutional advancement professional with over 25 years of
experience in higher education. She serves as executive director at a predominantly Black
college in The South and has served in this capacity for five years.

When Traci started her career, she never imagined that she would work for a community
college. Starting from private institutions and transitioning to public universities, her journey led

her to her current role at Colvin Community College. She explained:
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When | was in graduate school actually working on my doctorate, | took a class on
community colleges, and really kind of blew it off because | didn't care about that or saw
myself in that space ever in my career. It was the Chancellor of [a community college]
who taught the class and really that the community colleges were on the frontlines of
education and really doing life changing work. And that kind of inspired me, taking that
class, just the work and how impactful it was. So then when this job came open, |
probably wouldn't have applied if | hadn't taken that course.

Traci was also attracted to the nimbleness, creativity, entrepreneurial spirit, and less
bureaucratic nature of the community college compared to the universities.

Traci is not originally from the community where she works and has had to adjust to
working in a different “culture.” She described it as, “an interesting space for me to be in as a
white female.” Reflecting on her experiences, she shared:

| think [the city] might be like 60% Black, 40% White. But anyway, all that to be said,

that is an interesting difference for me working in a predominantly Black institution, but

also being in a predominantly Black city. Because it's just a different culture. The
institution itself. So my Chancellor is Black. My CFO is Black. Most of the leadership
team except me and the provost...But how you move in the city is a little different, and

I'm not part of that community. And so, me learning the community and learning the ins

and outs.

However, Traci has developed a passion for the local community. She states, “the education
attainment is very low...and the median income is below poverty.” Helping the community is the
lens she uses to develop philanthropic partnerships. When asked how she makes decisions about

partnerships, she replied:
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| usually take the angle of you know, people I'm looking for people who either care about
education, care about their community, because as a community college, our impact is
greater than just what a four year does...Or it might be that organization cares about
crime in [the city], and the work we're doing will reduce crime because people will have
jobs and be able to take care of their families and not have to resort to a life of crime. I'm
looking for any angle | can, and then if there's no angle then that's not the right

partnership for me.

Theme 1: Institutional Values Reflected in External Partnerships

Continuing her answer about making partnership decisions, Traci remarked that the
partners must care about the workforce, education, reducing crime, and the residual effects of
providing education and training for the citizens of the community. In Traci’s words:

...A person who cares about some of the things that we need, that we don't offer as a

college. Might be food insecurity or it might be to launch an earn while you learn

program where we're actually paying people to go to school, not just giving them tuition
dollars. And so I think appealing to people that can see the value of a program like that
would be people I'm looking to develop partnerships with.

Lifting Up Communities. When asked about an existing partnership for her institution,
Traci discussed a partnership with [a big oil company] that operates in one of the poorer
neighborhoods in the institution's service area. About the partnership she remarked:

One partnership that we have that's long withstanding is [big oil company]... It’s in a very

depressed economic part of [the city]...So they were in the middle of this neighborhood

that people couldn't get behind the walls and work there. And so they started this

initiative about 12 years ago where they offer free training, and they recruit within the
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neighborhood. They have about 30 or more industrial partners that hire from that group...
The industry partners are extremely involved in the curriculum and the training and the
certifications that we offer. We're offering free training for their workforce basically, and
it's free to the student and free to the company...So we're trying to also help that part of

the city and they want to be partners in that work too.

Theme 2: Systemic Challenges Facing Higher Education Institutions

Traci has a lofty goal of "having the community invest back into the community.” Many
students are unable to stay in school due to financial challenges. She says, "At [Colvin Technical
Community College], the number one reason someone drops out is time and money. | mean,
that's it; they don't have the time, and they don't have the money, and that's why they don't
complete. In times past, she describes a process where the institution would write a proposal in
hopes of being funded by the legislature. Traci's ideal partnership includes an "earn while you
learn” model. She elaborated:

It's just purely philanthropic. And we're just giving them a check...A lot of these people

already have two jobs, and they're trying to go to night school. So this way you just have

to have one job, you can drop the second job and go to school. You know, we're talking
$500 or $600. But if they were picking up a few hours of this extra shift to pay that last
bill, we're alleviating that stress from them so that they can stay in school. Because the
first thing you're gonna drop is school. So we're kind of looking at it from a two pronged
approach of letting businesses pay them while they learn...I've seen models out there but
| haven't really seen it purely philanthropic.

Community College Stigma. Traci states that until about 25 years ago, the community

college system did not exist, and all colleges and universities in her state had an open admissions



104

policy. Being new in the educational space, a community college education is highly
undervalued, and people do not pursue it out of shame. When asked about challenges at the
institution, Traci replied:
Everybody went to four-year if you were going to go on to further education. So it's just
kind of an unknown quantity in the way that it's such a part of life in the other states.
We're getting there. | mean it just takes a while for people to value that and not be
ashamed because your kid has to go to the two year. That's a pretty smart decision
because you just saved a ton of money and they can transfer if they want to. So we're just

not there yet.

Theme 3: Equity in Programming, Funding and Curriculum Design

Traci speaks proudly about how more students choose [Colvin Technical Community
College] over some of the more prominent, well-known, predominantly white universities and
the local HBCUs in the area. Traci views this change as a result of the college’s focus on what is
best for the student rather than self-preservation. She commented:

For my Chancellor, as a Black male, it is his mission, especially single moms because he

was raised by a single mom. Getting them credentialed... If you're going to be a CNA,

you need to get your RN. You need to be getting higher credentials so that you can
increase your earning potential. And that's a real mission of his. Offering night classes
and offering weekend classes and shortening the time to degree and all those creative
things so that we could actually make a difference rather than just sticking with the same
old four-year model... We're trying to reach the 52% of people that don't go on to higher

education at all, like they don't go anywhere.
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Theme 4: The Importance of Engaged Leadership in Partnership Development

Traci attributes the success of the college to the Chancellor. She talked about how he has
helped her navigate the dynamics of the majority Black city and the competition for businesses
that would instead support the local HBCU. She describes him as "very prideful. If we need
something, we're going to get it. We're going to pay for it, and we're going to take care of our
own, and he wants the best for his students and thinks they deserve the best.” She says the
Chancellor does not believe in getting things on the cheap or settling for subpar facilities. He
believes that community college students deserve the same types of programs or facilities as
universities. Therefore, he is proactive in engaging with the community, making it easier for
Traci to raise funds. She commented:

I think a lot of getting people to invest depends on your leader. And so I've had a really

positive response. Our Chancellor's really getting out in the community, people know that

he's doing some good things...Generally, it's been pretty positive...So that's really good.

It's crazy how important it is. | mean, that one person can make a difference in that way.

Traci's experience developing, supporting, and enhancing partnerships revolves around
fostering connections for student success and community empowerment through her work in
fundraising. She has developed a passion for the local community, focusing on improving
education attainment and addressing poverty. Traci seeks organizations that are aligned with
values such as caring about education and community well-being. She emphasized the
importance of workforce development, crime reduction, and addressing societal challenges

through education and training programs.
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Cross-Case Analysis and Findings
The findings for the eight participants were based on an analysis of their interviews. This
study examined the experiences of eight HBCC and PB administrators' journey of developing,
supporting, and enhancing equitable credential and job attainment pathways. The participants
served in different locations throughout The South and differed in title, age, gender, background,
years of experience, and first-generation status. An analysis of the participants showed that 7 out
of the 8 are first-generation college graduates, 7 out of the eight are female, and 3 out of the eight
are Black. The researcher examined how these administrators' approach, develop, conduct, and
discover partnerships and organized the findings into four themes:
1. Institutional Values Reflected in External Partnerships
2. Systemic Challenges Facing Higher Education Institutions
3. Equity in Programming, Funding, and Curriculum Design
4. The Importance of Engaged Leadership in Partnership Development
Theme 1: Institutional Values Reflected in External Partnerships
When considering how the data from these interviews were collectively woven, at least
five participants shared experiences related to aligning values when developing partnerships.
Brandon emphasized the significance of organizational values and priorities, saying, “So if we
see that there's an organization that does not match our values, we're not going to tout ‘here is
this organization’ because they don't align with our values.” Kelly based all partnership decisions
on value match, saying, “We get requests all the time for people to do things. But if we can't
bring it back to the values, it's real easy to get pulled way too many ways.” Nadia shared that her
institution is very equity-minded and has to ask if the “partnership focuses on the students who

may be the most challenged in retention and completion.” Rita shared about her institution’s
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focus on getting students into high wage jobs. So when employer partners reach out, she says, “If
it's something that's really minimum wage, we don't pursue that.” For Traci, the focus has to be
on developing the workforce of the community, asking, “Do they care about scaling up the skills
of the citizens of [the city].”

Significant Investments in Training Facilities and Talent Development. Four
participants shared experiences with partnerships to build or upgrade training facilities for
students and develop talent in the community. Carlotta’s institution received money from a
“foundation that is connected to a company that produces some sort of manufacturing equipment
that gave the school a million dollars” for a manufacturing center and healthcare facility. Along
with an entire hospital building for healthcare training at Charlotte’s institution, “they also had
their foundation raise a million dollars to scholarship the students.” Sheila’s institution also
received a full hospital building for “a living and learning community... students will be able to
live on this facility, take classes, and work at the hospital right across the street.” Traci
institutions has “this training facility...in the middle of this economically depressed
neighborhood...where they offer free training and they recruit within the neighborhood...They
have about 30 or more industrial partners that hire from that group.”

Focus on Local Engagement. All participants expressed a focus on partnerships within
the local community. Partnering with the local community is crucial for colleges because it
enables them to impact their communities more significantly and meaningfully. Partnering with
the local community allows colleges to extend their reach, leverage resources, and make a
tangible difference in students' lives. Participants identified this as one of the main reasons they
chose to work in community colleges, saying, "we are our community's college”, "that attracted

me to the position and the college, to be in a space that was truly making a difference” and "I do
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this work because | can change lives and now | can see that I'm changing lives.” Working with
local stakeholders ensures that college programs and services remain relevant to the community's
needs because "institutions that are not driven by that curiosity, that inquisitive eye, and that
curiosity and innovation and excellence will close their doors because they are not meeting the
needs of the markets that they serve.”
Theme 2: Systemic Challenges Facing Higher Education Institutions
When analyzing the collective data from these interviews, six participants highlighted
their experiences with the need for more funding to meet students’ basic needs. For Brandon,
helping to solve student insecurities is “very, very important because, again, where you have
those needs, those needs are going to speak louder than those goals that that student has.”
Charlotte also seeks solutions to students’ basic needs, saying:
Not all the students have cars...For our students in the main County where we're located,
the transit system does provide free rides for students who are coming to the campus, but
it still takes you an hour to go six miles in some parts of the county. If you're coming to
class, four days a week that's eight hours you spent in transit to get there. And it's harder
to work a job, and it's harder to deal with childcare...So | think that it's really important
for the people who are partnering with us and supporting us to understand that they're just
so many challenges that our students themselves are facing that need support to get them
through.
Kelly’s students “experience food insecurity. We have transportation issues.” Since acquiring a
partnership that helps support a food pantry, Nadia’s institution has “basically had an almost
500% increase in student usage of the pantry.” Rita shared that students at her college are

struggling “trying to pay child care or just basic needs to make ends meet.” Traci shared that
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financial aid alone is not enough because “they might have financial aid, and it might all be paid
for but they still have to feed their families and pay their bills and have to work.”
Theme 3: Equity in Programming, Funding and Curriculum Design

When reviewing the integrated data from these interviews, two participants shared a
desire for new funding for faculty development. Traci would like to see her institution "doing
more professorships...allowing them to do course releases and actually apply for grants or do
some of that work that's not expected of them.” Brandon thinks about how to keep faculty
growing and suggests "making sure that the faculty has an opportunity to still be in the academy,
but not have to work every semester in the classroom so that they can stay in tune to where the
market is moving.”

Gender Neutrality. Carlotta recognized that healthcare is a majority female interest in
her community. When she attempted a partnership to get young men into the healthcare field, she
said, "I must have had to visit with them four or five or six times. | don't know how many
times...it took them a minute to see the value in it.” Charlotte spoke specifically about men
being shamed for gender nonconforming roles, saying we need a system "where we weren't
limiting their choices.”

Theme 4: The Importance of Engaged Leadership in Partnership Development

When examining the collective data from these interviews, participants experienced
transitions in leadership that led to increased partnership and improvement of institutional
relationships. Charlotte attributed much of the institution's partnership success to an engaged
president because "my president's predecessor had a very long term of service, and he really
wasn't tremendously engaged in the community. And so over the course of his tenure, people

disconnected from the institution.” Kelly noted a similar change in community response: "People
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are willing to partner now... There's a lot of entrepreneurship development, which is pretty
new.” Rita shared that there is so much synergy in partnerships now because "we have a fairly
new president of our institution. The president is the one that's advocating, and he's out there
trying to raise money.”

Chapter Summary

This chapter described the findings of this study based on the research question. The
findings pointed to the evidence of institutional values reflected in external partnerships, the
difficulties of systemic challenges facing higher education institutions, the need for equity in
programming, funding, and curriculum design, and the importance of engaged leadership in
partnership development as aspects central to the experiences of administrators of HBCCs and
PBCCs. Also, as a part of their experiences, these leaders view strategic partnerships as critical
components of student success and community empowerment. Many leaders reflected on
developing and supporting partnerships aligned with institutional values and promoting equity.
Facilitating and developing impactful partnerships requires a leader dedicated to fostering
collaboration, communication, and strategic planning within their institution and with external
stakeholders. These individuals share the goal of leveraging partnerships to support student

success, foster community empowerment, and address societal challenges.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION
Introduction

This final chapter summarizes the conclusions drawn from participant data. It outlines
significant findings, linking them to established scholarly literature and the theoretical
frameworks that drove this study. Furthermore, it discusses implications for policy, practice, and
recommendations for future research. The chapter will end with a reflection on the researcher's
positionality.

Research Question

The purpose of this qualitative study was to expand, through storytelling, the lived
experiences of HBCC and PBCC leaders in The South, focusing on their professional
contributions to partnership development with external education organizations. The research
question that guided this study was:

What are the lived experiences of institutional leaders within historically Black and
predominantly Black community colleges who have collaborated with external education
partners to support, develop, and enhance equitable pathways to credential attainment and
employment outcomes?

Summary of Key Findings

The qualitative data obtained from participants assisted in pinpointing key findings and
establishing links to the overarching theoretical framework proposed by Omi and Winant (2015),
along with supporting conceptual frameworks proposed by Berger and Luckmann (1966).
Although this study focused solely on HBCCs and PBCCs in The South, the findings resonate
with existing literature that describes partnerships as an essential part of upholding the

community college mission.
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Racial Formation Theory (RFT) Applied

The interview protocol (Appendix E) for this study was specifically designed to elicit
responses from participants about HBCCs and PBCCs without leading into the discussion of
racial issues. However, participants’ responses reflected key points of Omi and Winant’s (2015)
Racial Formation Theory (RFT). A graphic representation was created to provide a visual
representation of the application of RFT. Figure 6.1 provides the visual context of RFT in
participants’ responses.

Figure 6.1 Omi and Winant’s (2015) Racial Formation Theory in Participant Responses
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Agency and Resistance. In RFT, race is described as a malleable structure rather than a
fixed, inherent attribute of individuals or groups (Omi & Winant, 2015). This perspective
emphasizes the agency of individuals and groups in challenging racial identities through activism

and everyday practices. The participants' experiences shared through this research study
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highlighted the significance of organizational values and priorities in guiding partnership
choices, including choosing not to partner with entities that do not prioritize community impact.
The participants' emphasis on relationship-building and community engagement reflected efforts
to address racialized educational disparities and support marginalized communities. They shared
concerns about knowing students may be unable to afford education, so "how do we provide
them with a wonderful opportunity...and not just dangle something in front of them that was not
accessible.” The participants often highlighted the role of institutional leaders in driving
partnership development and fostering community connections, further demonstrating that
leaders play a crucial role in shaping institutional practices and policies that either perpetuate or
challenge power dynamics and racial hierarchies.

RFT posits that dominant groups have the power to define and maintain racial
hierarchies, while marginalized groups may resist or challenge these structures through collective
action (Omi & Winant, 2015). Participants mentioned misconceptions, undervaluation, and
stigma associated with community colleges, reflecting how racial meanings can be attached to
educational institutions. A racialized hierarchy exists in educational institutions, where four-year
universities are often associated with success, upward mobility, and predominantly white student
populations. Conversely, community colleges are sometimes perceived as institutions for those
who are unable to succeed in traditional academia, with racially diverse student bodies.
Participants shared, "I won't say they turn their nose up at us, but some of them have said, 'our

students don't go to your school™ and "if you go to technical college, you are either considered to
be too poor, or too dumb, or too poorly connected, something is not enough about you.” This

study highlights how racialized perceptions shape societal attitudes toward different educational



114

paths, ultimately reinforcing patterns of racial inequality and stratification within the education
system and beyond.

Intersectionality. RFT recognizes that race intersects with other social categories, such
as gender, class, and sexuality, to shape individuals' experiences and opportunities (Omi &
Winant, 2015). Intersectionality highlighted the complex duality of identity and inequity.
Participants' responses contributed to a deeper understanding of the intersections of race,
education, and economic opportunity, touching upon systemic challenges, disparities in access
and support, and the impact of policies on marginalized communities. Participants shared, "There
is right now an all out assault on organizations that promote diversity. There's an all out assault
on equitable outcomes and opportunities for all” and "there's still things that we're limited in
what we're able to do by state law or state policy.” The focus on workforce development,
education, and community uplift in these partnerships signifies a dedication to tackling systemic
issues and advancing equity within the existing racial landscape.

Racial Projects. RFT describes racial projects as representations of race in language
thought, imagery, popular discourse, and interaction that assign meaning to race (Omi & Winant,
2015). Institutions, organizations, and individuals actively participate in racial projects through
policies, practices, and cultural representations. Some participants mentioned their unawareness
of the magnitude of student struggles, such as homelessness, transportation issues, and food
insecurities, stating,“I think most of us are unaware of all the things that people struggle with” or
“years ago, we had a young man, and we got him a bicycle..it's amazing, sometimes how little it
takes to save them.” Discussions about financial barriers, the need for scholarships, and funding
shortages reflected how policies and practices that disadvantage certain racial groups

economically contribute to the reproduction of racial hierarchies. Ultimately, the experiences
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shared through meaningful interviews demonstrated that racial projects can become so
normalized that they are rendered invisible within institutions, leading to the neglect of certain
racialized groups' needs.
Connections to Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this study was built upon Berger and Luckmann’s Social
Construction of Reality Theory (SCRT) (1966). The interview protocol for this study
incorporated questions related to the conceptual framework. Overall, these discussions illustrate
critical points from Berger and Luckmann’s theory in how individuals within institutions actively
engage in the social construction of reality through their interactions, decisions, and partnerships
with external stakeholders. A graphic representation was created to visually represent the SCRT
application. Figure 7.1 provides the visual context of SCRT in participants’ responses.

Figure 7.1 Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) Social Construction of Reality Theory in Participant
Responses
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Reality as Socially Constructed. In SRCT, reality is not fixed. It is socially constructed
through ongoing processes of interaction and negotiation among individuals within a society
(Berger and Luckmann, 1966). Participants' face resistance in advocating for diversity initiatives
reflects the social construction of norms and attitudes towards diversity, equity, and inclusivity.
Explicitly referring to approved and pending anti-DEI legislation across the country, participants
share that "there's some other institutions that are following suit, and the decisions that are made
that are politically driven, have nothing to do with student success™ and "I don't feel like I can be
very open about these issues because I'm talking to people who will be offended, and we will
lose money if | raise these issues too much.”

Participants emphasized the need to address students' well-being because "the immediate
need is speaking louder and is pressing in harder than the goals.” One participant shared the
frustration with explaining to the board of trustees that "you need to realize that being $50 short
on your tuition payment doesn't seem like a lot, but we don't have food to feed your family next
week, $50 is everything.” Another shared, "There are some students who nobody they know
works; they've never seen anybody go to work. They don't have a role model for that.” Socially
constructed barriers to academic success, such as access to resources, social expectations,
discrimination, and lack of support systems, keep students in a cycle of facing financial
insecurities, childcare needs, transportation issues, and food insecurities.

Participants' discussions around gender roles and stereotypes in different fields highlight
how societal norms shape career choices. Participants shared concerns about men facing stigma
for gender-nonconforming roles.

Additionally, the participants spoke about constructed realities within educational

institutions highlighting how societal norms shape perception of educational institutions
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opportunities. One participant shared, "1 also just think that people in [the state] don't value the
two-year as much as the four-year," while another thought, "If you look at the two-year college,
we got to rebrand. No longer is it acceptable that we're the best kept secret.” Community
colleges can be taken for granted based on certain beliefs and practices that have become
ingrained within society.

Externalization, Objectivation, and Internalization. SCRT posits the concept of the
"social construction of reality" through three processes: externalization (individuals' actions
shape the world), objectivation (the world takes on a reality independent of individuals), and
internalization (individuals learn and internalize the socially constructed reality) (Berger and
Luckmann, 1966).

Participants shared ideas and values around leadership influence, community
engagement, and reputation management, demonstrating the internalization process, where
individuals internalize societal norms, values, and expectations within institutional partnerships.
Participants recognize the importance of leadership engagement in shaping community
perceptions, saying, "We have this community synergy right now, and because we have this
visionary president who has built connections...Everyone that we speak with is excited to hear
what we're talking about as we're as excited to share it.” Leaders help others internalize what the
norms and expectations should be as well. One participant reflected that the growing interest in
partnerships is "because of his energy and leadership, there's a buzz right now that's happening.”

Institutionalization. Berger and Luckmann (1966) emphasize the role of institutions in
perpetuating and maintaining socially constructed realities. Institutions such as family,
education, religion, and government play a crucial role in shaping individuals' perceptions and

interpretations of reality.
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Educational funding is one such institution that often presents challenges. One participant
discussed, "We need more funding to help because the needs of our students are greater than the
funding that comes in...we have too many colleges and universities in the marketplace.”
Participants spoke about the need to continue facilitating partnerships and fundraising because
"funding is always critical.” Performance-based funding is a social construction that further
marginalizes institutions that serve predominantly black students. Performance-based funding
does not consider the community college's need to support outside the classroom and does not
adequately measure how community colleges serve their students. Therefore, funding does not
keep up with institutional or student needs (St. Amour, 2020). Even federal grants for PBIs
render funding inconsistent from year to year since it is mainly based on the enroliment of black
students.

Participants' partnerships play a significant role in perpetuating and maintaining socially
constructed realities. Partnerships in which industry partners contribute funding and state-of-the-
art facilities and equipment enhance the institution's reputation. Educational institutions shape
and prioritize their values, such as student success, integrity, and accountability, which influence
their actions and decisions. Instead of community college being an institution at which some
would look down their nose, they begin to see, "Oh, these are the kinds of jobs that don't get
outsourced. Everybody needs a nurse or dental hygienist or a plumber or an electrician, or a
welder at some point. And there are ways to not have all this debt.”

Agency and Structure. While emphasizing the social construction of reality, Berger and
Luckmann also acknowledge the role of individual agency in shaping and negotiating reality

within the constraints of social structures and institutions.
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In discussions about partnership development, participants consistently emphasized the
critical role of clear communication and negotiation, illustrating how individuals actively shape
their social realities through interactions with external stakeholders. The transformative power of
partnerships emphasizes how institutions influence the social fabric of the communities they
serve, particularly in addressing socioeconomic disparities. Community impact is a top priority
"because the education attainment is very low, the median income is below poverty... I'm
working to make sure we get all the partners in there, making sure that they are thinking about us
in their philanthropic plans.”

Within educational institutions, shared values significantly impact the construction of
reality. Participants collectively construct meanings around partnership development, community
engagement, and institutional leadership, highlighting the centrality of partnerships in education
and the role of leaders in shaping institutional practices. The discussions further illuminate the
role of social interactions in reality construction within educational settings as participants
describe the impact their leaders are having through relationship-building and community
engagement. Everyday interactions have a significant influence on partnership strategies and
institutional goals. Participants feel that "once you get somebody on board, who people respect
and who is influential, other people start to fall in line...I tease my president that I need to know
who he sees at lunch every day.”

Overall, Berger and Luckmann's theory provides a framework for understanding how
social realities are constructed, maintained, and transformed through social interactions,
institutions, and individual experiences. The emphasis on data analysis, strategic planning, and
mutual benefit in partnership development creates conditions for what was once a matter of

individual interpretation or perspective to become embedded within an institution's structures,
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policies, and practices. These subjective meanings then shape how the institution operates,
guiding decision-making processes, defining norms and values, and influencing stakeholder
interactions.

Implications for Policy and Practice

This dissertation study produced findings that support several implications for policy and
practice. Participants shared their experiences, contributing to the meaning-making to identify
key ideas that can transform traditional approaches to developing, supporting, and enhancing
partnerships for student success.

Theme 1: Institutional Values Reflected in External Partnerships

Alongside focusing on collaborative efforts that align with institutional goals and values,
evaluate new and existing partnerships based on their potential to collectively enhance student
success and workforce readiness.

Higher education institutions must partner with external organizations, such as
businesses, community groups, or government agencies, to achieve common goals and address
shared challenges. These collaborations involve working together towards mutually beneficial
outcomes. The industry needs a skilled workforce, but the potential workforce may struggle to
make ends meet long enough to stay in training. "You're taking somebody from a [fast food job]
to a [corporate entity], making $80,000 and really changing communities.” However, it takes
more support for students to get there. State-of-the-art facilities and equipment are crucial to
developing a talented workforce, but they only pay the bills or feed the children much later.
Instead of finding a partner for a food pantry, another partner for gas cards, and another partner
to donate equipment, community college leaders should refine their students' stories to the point

that when large corporations or wealthy donors engage, they can make requests for
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comprehensive support to help students have their needs met to attain credentials promptly and
be ready to enter the workforce.

Consider opportunities for institutional partnerships with local HBCUs and other
predominantly Black institutions.

At least two participants shared that there is an HBCU within their institution's service
area, some as close as three miles away. Both shared feelings that there is some competition for
Black students in the area but that the community colleges' enrollment had surpassed that of the
HBCUs. One participant described the local HBCU as "on life support.” Another participant
shared, "They're about protecting themselves and what they have. We are driving our decision-
making based on what's best for the students, and so they're gonna get left behind.” As opposed
to the local HBCUs, community colleges are offering night and weekend classes and making
attempts to shorten the time needed to get a degree. The current four-year model at the HBCU is
more like "Oh, you can't make it a class on Monday, Wednesday, Friday at 8 am? Well, that's too
bad because that's your only option.

Instead of further contributing to the atmosphere of competition, PBCCs, and HBCUs
should explore partnerships such as 2+2 agreements, co-enrollments, dormitory access, shared
cafeteria access, shared faculty, and other resources. Identifying the structural factors and
sources that perpetuate racial outcome gaps and making changes to the systems to eliminate
those inequities is a vital facet of the Racial Equity Theory of Change. The institutionalized two-
year and four-year college models need to undergo reevaluation for their role in perpetuating
inequities. One participant specifically called out that many institutions recognize the need for
collaboration between institutions but was skeptical that institutions are ready to comply, saying,

"No one wants to say 'I'll merge my institution with yours'...Because of this self-centered way.
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Oh, no. We need to merge them but it won't be mine.” Collaborations between institutions have
the potential to close food, transportation, financial, and childcare gaps and help those students
move along the process faster.

Create partnership-focused advisory boards.

Creating partnership-focused advisory boards can be highly beneficial for colleges for
several reasons. Advisory boards can serve as champions for the college, advocating for its
interests and priorities within the community. Secondly, partnership-focused advisory boards can
help colleges forge stronger connections with key stakeholders in the community. Advisory
board members can also help colleges navigate complex issues and partnerships, offering advice
and support based on their expertise and experience. The board should consist of representatives
from industry, government, nonprofit organizations, and other relevant sectors to bring insights
into current challenges and opportunities facing the community and the workforce. Leveraging
this board’s expertise and connections could lead to more opportunities for job placements,
funding, and other support for students and programs.

Theme 2: Systemic Challenges Facing Higher Education Institutions

Be proactive in making institutional changes in the face of anti-DEI legislation and
potentially biased partners.

Institutions should review their existing policies and procedures to ensure compliance
with anti-DEI legislation while upholding their commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion.
This may involve revising language, modifying practices, or implementing alternative
approaches to promote diversity and combat discrimination. Recently, the University of Florida
decided to close all DEI offices, eliminate all staff, and end all contracts and initiatives related to

DEI by April 19, 2024 (Anderson, 2024). Nearly 30 people will lose their jobs, and all student
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employees who benefitted from their services will no longer. State-funded HBCCs and PBCCs
should begin renaming offices and titles, producing inclusive programming and support, and
navigating the new anti-DEI landscape to combat threats to college funding, students, and
employees.

Develop partnerships that support diversity, equity, and inclusion despite political
pressures.

This study offers valuable insights into the challenges and systemic barriers students
struggle with while attempting to have a better life. "The goal is to complete a program. What's
the reason for that? To be gainfully employed or to start their own business. At the end of the day
it is all about a better life.” Community colleges should develop strategic, transformative
partnerships until the act of multiple entities working together for community impact is a reality
and the college is fiscally sound enough to operate regardless of state laws. External partners and
institutions alike should approach partnerships with the knowledge of challenges related to
human capital.

"Many times the partnerships that provide money, they want to create a boutique program
for a certain population,” but the institution struggles with staffing challenges to uphold the
current operations. It is no secret that college staff members wear multiple hats. One participant
manages a department of only six employees responsible for all student services and student
engagement activities. Another participant manages 26 partner relationships, describing it as "26
best friends, and they all want your attention. | could never get any work done if | gave them all
equal attention.” Partnerships take time and effort to nurture into efficacy. It is not just about

signing agreements or exchanging resources. There has to be bandwidth to keep the focus on
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consistent communication, active engagement, and a commitment to shared goals and values to
create meaningful, sustainable partnerships for students.

Consider how interest convergence may enable partnerships to help address systemic
issues through the alignment of interests and addressing power imbalances.

Derrick Bell (1980) proposed the Interest Convergence Theory, which indicates that
racial advancements in the United States often happen when they align with the interests of the
dominant group. Regarding institutional collaborations, addressing racial inequalities may
encounter opposition unless there are benefits for the dominant group. Recognizing this dynamic
is crucial for overcoming structural obstacles and fostering authentic partnership cooperation and
fairness. Although interest convergence theory offers a critical viewpoint, it also presents
chances to utilize partnerships to promote racial advancements. By harmonizing the interests of
various stakeholders, institutional collaborations can drive progress and work toward mutual
objectives concerning diversity, equity, and inclusion.

Theme 3: Equity in Programming, Funding, and Curriculum Design

Continue to work on reducing the time to completion and creating on/off ramps for
training.

At least three participants shared their desire to reduce the time to degree completion for
students. While not a new revelation, it can be an extremely effective intervention for students.
The most frequent barrier to completion shared by the participants was childcare: "they need
childcare, and there's no childcare. That's why on our campus, we have a Headstart program,
"employers spoke about not bringing the baby to the interview," and "when industry people say,
nobody wants to work, I'm like you can't go to work if you don't have childcare.” The

affordability of childcare and the trustworthiness of childcare providers need to be taken into
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consideration when planning program modalities because "Maybe they have a child or two and
they're working a part-time job or two™ and "they don't have two years to stop out of their
earning potential to get a credential that may go from $12 an hour to $20 an hour.”

Shortening the time it takes for students to complete their training or education increases
the likelihood of students who may face financial or time constraints to be successful. Traditional
programming is set up to be more friendly to students just graduating high school, with no
responsibilities and a high level of familial support. For students who do not have a straight path
to college, navigating the current setup is more than challenging. By offering opportunities for
students to enter and exit training programs at different points, colleges can accommodate those
needing to balance their education with work, family responsibilities, or other commitments..

Provide faculty with opportunities for professional growth and exposure to emerging
industries.

Community colleges can help learners progress toward traditional degrees and careers by
using specialized microcredentials that show a mastery of one or more competencies to build
higher education programs connected to the workplace (McCarthy, 2015). Usually, community
college workforce development majors are usually guided by an advisory board that gives input
on credentials and training necessary to succeed in local industry. Participants shared thoughts
about how faculty workloads could be adjusted to incorporate industry work experience with
their teaching loads, saying, “that means that there may be a semester or two that faculty
members, still employed, won't be able to teach. In order for them to stay abreast to market
needs, they've got to stay immersed in that space.” In light of faculty workload policy revisions,
the idea of providing faculty with opportunities to contribute in meaningful ways to the

industries in which they serve as experts, they will continue to have recent real-world experience
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in the field, can do a better job of training students, and reassure workforce partners that students
are highly skilled.

Utilize climate surveys for faculty and staff.

At least three participants had served in their role for over ten years, potentially before
the institution received the designation of PBI. The community around the institution may have
changed, but institutional staffing has stayed the same. Through climate surveys, institutions can
gauge how well the college community embraces partnerships geared towards DEI and other
related initiatives. This information can inform efforts around addressing issues, ideologies, and
challenges that contribute to systemic barriers. Colleges can also use the insights to inform
strategic decision-making when it comes to retention and promotion of faculty and staff who
want to maximize equitable community impact, professional development opportunities, and
race-related weaknesses in the institutional climate.

Theme 4: The Importance of Engaged Leadership in Partnership Development

Stay current on professional development in community engagement and relationship
building.

Communities are dynamic, with changing demographics, needs, and priorities.
Community college leaders must stay current on professional development to understand these
changes and adapt their engagement strategies accordingly. Keeping abreast of best practices and
emerging trends in community engagement allows leaders to develop more effective partnerships
with local businesses, organizations, and government agencies. Community engagement and
relationship building are critical to enhancing student success. Community engagement allows

leaders to identify resources that can positively impact student outcomes. Building strong
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relationships with community stakeholders can also enhance the institution's reputation and
visibility in the community.

A practical example can be professional development around the ethic of care that
emphasizes the empowerment of students by providing them with the support, resources, and
opportunities they need to succeed academically and personally. This approach encourages
educators to build meaningful relationships with students, recognize their strengths and potential,
and actively involve them in decision-making processes that affect their educational journey
(Keeling, 2014). It is crucial to establish a practical agreement to ensure that leaders are attentive
to the needs of Black students.

Provide cultural sensitivity training and cultural bias professional development.

At least two participants expressed insensitive comments concerning students. When
asked a prompting question about challenges that students were facing, one participant stated, "I
think there's a lot of lack of motivation...A lot of people don't want to go to school, and they
don't want to go to work...and stay off drugs.” In response to a similar question, another
participant shared, "We had a young man, and we got him a bicycle. And it just changed
everything. Now I see him on LinkedIn, he works for a very large global company in another
part of the state, incredibly successful,” thinking that this was the intervention that changed
everything for him when he lived almost 50 miles away from the campus. By the end of these
interviews, neither participant mentioned Black students. Their responses placed blame on
potential students who were experiencing challenges with motivation due to the barriers of drugs,
unemployment, or transportation. Rather than placing blame, these high-ranking college

executives could have seen an opportunity to consider avenues for outreach, support, and
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increased communication to fill the gap of the lack of support these potential students may be
receiving from friends and family.

Cultural bias training is crucial in education to advance equity, diversity, and inclusion
within educational settings. By increasing understanding of cultural biases and nurturing cultural
competence among educators and administrators, these training initiatives help establish
inclusive, supportive, and successful learning environments for all students..
Recommendations for Future Research

Since there is little scholarly research available related to HBCCs and PBCCs, there are
many opportunities to expand future research, but based on the particular implications of this
study, there are three significant recommendations.

Recommendation for Future Research 1: Because participants collectively shared the
importance of partnering with external entities that shared their values, future research could
incorporate a qualitative narrative inquiry focusing on the partners identified as strong
collaborators with HBCCs or PBCCs. This research can lead to increased success and impact in
achieving mutual goals. Each partner brings distinct perspectives, expertise, and priorities to the
collaboration, emphasizing the importance of understanding their viewpoints. Actively engaging
partners allows organizations to uncover opportunities, tackle obstacles, and optimize resource
utilization. Moreover, listening to partners fosters transparency, accountability, and mutual
respect, establishing a solid foundation for enduring relationships. Getting the partners’ voices
heard about institutional partnerships is essential for fostering effective collaboration,
maximizing the benefits of the partnership, and building solid and sustainable relationships based

on trust and mutual respect.
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Recommendation for Future Research 2: Since students are the targeted recipients of the
benefits of strategic partnerships, it is essential to conduct further research on student
experiences and outcomes related to partnerships at HBCCs and PBCCs. As educational
institutions with majority Black populations, there is a need for perspectives to prioritize the
intersectionality of students, and the institution's mission and overall atmosphere align with
supporting them. Additionally, as PBIs are a new designation, obtaining Black students' voices
about institutional partnerships is essential for ensuring that these collaborations are inclusive,
relevant, and impactful. By seeking Black students' voices in research, partnerships benefit from
their firsthand experiences and insights into their communities' specific needs and challenges.
These insights can help to shape the direction and outcomes of collaborations. Additionally,
Black students' perspectives contribute to the assessment of partnership impact, providing
valuable feedback on effectiveness and areas for improvement, ultimately leading to more
impactful collaborations.

Recommendation for Future Research 3: Also, any studies previously conducted on
community colleges at large could be replicated for HBCCs and PBCCs. Replicating research on
student success at Black colleges is crucial for advancing knowledge, fostering equity, and
empowering communities within Black institutions of higher education. By concentrating on the
experiences and accomplishments of underrepresented minority students, this research enhances
our comprehension of diversity and equity in higher education.

Black colleges are critical in granting Black students access to higher education, addressing
systemic hurdles and disparities in traditional higher education settings. Student success can be
affected by various contextual elements, such as the student body's demographic makeup,

institutional resources, and cultural norms (Arroyo and Gasman, 2014). Replicating research in
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this setting helps bridge gaps in understanding the experiences and achievements of students at
Black colleges. It ensures that the needs and obstacles encountered by students at these
institutions are appropriately recognized, promoting equity and inclusion. Research outcomes
from studies conducted at Black colleges can guide the formulation of policies and practices to
enhance student success and institutional efficacy. Replicating research in this context offers
policymakers, administrators, and practitioners valuable insights into successful strategies for
supporting the diverse needs of students at Black colleges.

Recommendation for Future Research 4: Acknowledging the historical context, an ethic of
care emphasizes the well-being and success of students in these communities. This approach
cultivates an inclusive and supportive learning environment that respects students' cultural
identity and heritage by recognizing and valuing diversity. Educators and administrators should
analyze and address structural barriers, advocating for equitable policies and practices that
uphold social justice within the institution.. Extending beyond the classroom, an ethic of care
also influences the college's interaction with the local community by fostering partnerships,
outreach programs, and collaborative initiatives to benefit students and residents (Keeling, 2014).
Emotional harm can impact students if there is a lack of leaders, staff, or faculty who genuinely
understand and support them. Research has shown that supportive, caring relationships between
educators and students can significantly impact student success and retention rates. An ethic of
care fosters these relationships by prioritizing empathy, trust, and understanding, ultimately
contributing to improved academic outcomes and holistic development among students (Persky,
2021). Research around how Black community colleges are fostering an ethic of care is crucial
for establishing a supportive, empowering, and inclusive educational setting that values the

humanity and dignity of every individual.
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Positionality Statement

The researcher is a female, Black, mid-level leader working in a large Texas community
college system who has had all ten years of her community college experience in the South, both
rural and urban. As a doctoral candidate enrolled in a community college leadership program,
the researcher is interested in leadership and aims to achieve higher administrative positions
within the community college system. Assumptions of the researcher, based on personal
experience, are that Black students face unique challenges and barriers to success in community
colleges, community colleges play a crucial role in facilitating access to higher education for
Black students, and tailored support services and programs are necessary to address the specific
needs and experiences of Black students in community colleges. Another assumption is that
leaders of Black colleges are majority Black, possess a deep understanding of Black students'
unique needs and experiences, and are proactive in addressing systemic barriers to educational
attainment. Finally, the researcher assumes that community college leaders will desire to
participate and engage in honest discussions around partnership decisions and institutional
challenges.
One bias is that as a Black student from The South who attended college in The South and
encountered more than a few challenges while attempting to earn an education, the researcher
expected to hear the stories of Black students' struggles. As a Black American and a practitioner
in a state that has passed anti-DEI legislation, the researcher expected to hear that little is being
done to support Black students by local and state entities. Attempts to eliminate bias included
avoiding leading questions, maintaining a neutral tone and body language, having peer
debriefing sessions and member checking (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015). Bracketing also helped

to further de-identify participants and data.
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Reflection Statement

As a Black female educator from The South anticipating advancing into senior-level
leadership roles, conducting these interviews generated more sadness than | have felt before.
While interview data produced some findings we already knew, it also solidified the burden of
knowing that so much more needs to be done. The weight of listening to some of the statements
made throughout data collection while maintaining the efficacy expected of a high level
qualitative researcher became difficult. To know that there are still executive leaders of
predominantly Black community colleges in The South, even with all the evidence available
regarding the challenges of Black students, who refuse to acknowledge those students or even try
to fake it, hurt me more than | realized. Tears were shed more than once.

| have spent my entire life in The South, and the notable differences between the "haves
and the have nots" in regards to education, opportunities, family support, apathy for economic
and social progress in my community, and even in my own family, sometimes become so
familiar that 1 don't even see them. This study caused me to readjust my focus. While I am not
sure if my future lies in community college administration, | am entirely sure my work will
reflect my renewed purpose of helping marginalized people realize transformation through
advocacy and education.
Conclusion

This study on community college partnerships within HBCCs and PBCCs emphasized
the critical importance of aligning values, prioritizing student needs, and fostering strong
leadership and community engagement. It highlights the significance of shared values between
institutions and external entities in driving successful partnerships, emphasizing the need for

mutual collaboration and benefit. Understanding the diverse experiences and intersectionality of
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students emerges as a central theme, reinforcing the ultimate goal of placing student perspectives
at the forefront of partnership initiatives. Moreover, the study stressed the pivotal role of
visionary leadership in partnership development, emphasizing the impact of engaged leaders who
actively cultivate relationships within the community and champion collaboration.

Furthermore, the study highlighted the value of data-informed decision-making and
continuous learning in partnership endeavors. It revealed the need for partnerships to evolve,
adapting to changing circumstances and remaining responsive to the evolving needs of students
and the community. By addressing gaps in research and fostering a deeper understanding of
partnership dynamics, this study provides valuable insights that can inform future partnership
initiatives and enhance student success in Historically Black and predominantly Black

community colleges.
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APPENDIX A

Participant Recruitment Email
***PERSONAL AND CONFIDENTIAL TIME SENSITIVE REQUEST***
Hello ,

My name is Tiffani Polk, and | am a doctoral student at North Carolina State University, working
toward my Ed.D. in Community College Leadership. As part of my graduation requirements, |
am currently working on my dissertation, which is titled: Partnering with Predominantly Black
Community Colleges: A Narrative Inquiry under the direction of my committee chair, Dr. Carrol
Warren.

What?: Based upon your expertise and potential to add value to my study, | would like to
invite you to participate. If you have an interest, it will take approximately 5 minutes to fill out
the pre-screening form - (Qualtrics link here). If you indicate your interest in an interview on the
form, I will then contact you to schedule a 60-90 minute recorded Zoom interview on a day and
time that works best for you. | can assure you that your identity and the identity of your
employing institution will be protected and will remain confidential throughout this process. You
will be able to withdraw at any time from this study.

Why?: In order to fulfill requirements for my dissertation, | am conducting a study of
Historically Black Community Colleges /Predominantly Black Community Colleges
administrative leaders who have collaborated with external education partners. I am particularly
seeking to learn more about partnerships that have been an effort to support, develop, and
enhance equitable pathways to credential attainment and employment outcomes.

My findings will be presented as emerging patterns and themes in a narrative format which may
include direct quotes, but your identity and the identity of your employing institution will be
protected and will remain confidential throughout this process.

If you have any questions about the study before finalizing your interest, please feel free to
contact me at

I look forward to potentially working with you and hearing about your experiences.

Thank you!

Tiffani Polk, M.Ed.

Graduate Student - Community College Leadership
North Carolina State University
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APPENDIX B

Participant Interest Screening

Start of Block: Default Question Block

Thank you for participating in my research study about Historically Black Community
Colleges/Predominantly Black Community Colleges administrative leaders who have
collaborated with external education partners.

To ensure your responses remain confidential, please only access this survey when you are in a
private location, such as your home, on a private internet connection with your browser in
private or incognito mode. Your responses will remain confidential and will not be shared. This
survey should take no more than five minutes of your time.

Q1 Please enter the name of your institution.

Q2 Please enter your current title.

Q3 During your current tenure, have you been involved in facilitating, leading,
establishing external partnerships for your institution?

oYes (1)
oNo (2)

Skip To: End of Survey If During your current tenure, have you been involved in facilitating,
leading, establishing external partnerships for your institution? = No

Q4 Would you be interested in participating in a virtual interview which will help inform
my research on Historically Black Community Colleges/Predominantly Black Community
Colleges administrative leaders who have collaborated with external education partners.
The interview will take approximately 60-90 minutes and your identity will remain
confidential.

oYes (1)
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oNo (2)

Skip To: End of Survey If Would you be interested in participating in a virtual interview
which will help inform my research on Historically Black Community
Colleges/Predominantly Black Community Colleges administrative leaders who have
collaborated with external education partners. The interview will take approximately 60-90
minutes and your identity will remain confidential. = No

End of Block: Default Question Block

Start of Block: Block 1

Q19 To proceed, please read the consent form. After the consent form, you will be asked to
fill out a few demographic questions and be routed to a space where you can schedule your
interview. You can stop at any time for any reason by closing your browser. If you have

uestions about this study, please contact the student researcher, Tiffani Polk, at
and . You can also contact the faculty advisor for this
research, Dr. Carrol Warren, at and _)./Please refer to

protocol number 26731 when contacting anyone about this study.

Q22 Please select your response to the consent form.

0 No, I do not want to be in this research study. (1)
0 Yes, | want to be in this research study. (2)

Skip To: End of Survey If Please select your response to the consent form. = No, | do not
want to be in this research study.
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End of Block: Block 1

Start of Block: Block 2

Q8 The following questions collect demographic information.

Q7 Please indicate your Race/Ethnicity

a

O 00O

a

American Indian or Alaska Native (4)

Asian (5)

Black or African American (6)

Hispanic or Latino (7)

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander (8)
White (9)

Q5 Please indicate your Gender Identity

Q6 Age Range

018 - 24 yearsold (1)
025 - 34 yearsold (2)
035 -44 yearsold (3)
045 - 54 years old (4)
055 - 64 yearsold (5)
065 - 74 years old (6)
0 75 years and older (7)
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Q8 Are you a first generation college graduate?

oYes (1)
oNo (2)

Q9 Please indicate your Highest Education Level Achieved

o High School Diploma or Equivalent (1)
0 Bachelor's Degree (2)

0 Masters Degree (3)

0 Post-Graduate Certificate (4)

0 Doctoral Degree (5)

Q10 Please indicate the number of years experience in your professional career.

Q11 How many years have you been employed in your current institution?

End of Block: Block 2

Start of Block: Interview Scheduling

Q1 Thank you for agreeing to participate in a in-depth, audio and video recorded interview
with me via Zoom for research purposes.

Q2 Please list up to 10 dates and times in which you are available through February 7th,
2024, from 8am - 8pm. Interviews will take 60-90 minutes.
Please rank your availability (best option first).
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Q3 Please list a non-work-related email address where you would like me to confirm your
interview date and time. This will allow us to move forward with removing identifiers
connecting your participation to your respective institution.

Q6 You will receive an email response confirming your interview date and time, as well as
a virtual meeting link and details that will be used for your interview. Thank you!

End of Block: Interview Scheduling
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APPENDIX C
Email Confirmation
Hello (Participant’s Name),

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. Your participation in this study will help me
fulfill requirements for my dissertation, which is a study of Historically Black Community
College & Predominantly Black Community College administrative leaders who have
collaborated with external partners.

Confirmation & Meeting Information

This email serves as confirmation of your participation in the study. Your interview for this study
is scheduled for DATE, TIME. As a reminder, we will need approximately 60-90 minutes to
complete this interview.

Meeting Link Details: (Copied from Zoom)
Meeting Password: (Copied from Zoom)

If this date and time no longer work for you, please let me know as soon as possible, so that | can
reschedule our interview.

Participation

Per your signed consent form (attached), if you are no longer interested in participating in the

studi, ﬁlease contact me or my faculty advisor for this research, Dr. Carrol Warren, at

I look forward to learning from you during our upcoming interview. If you have any questions,
please let me know.

Best Regards,
Tiffani

Tiffani Polk, M.Ed.
Graduate Student - Community College Leadership
North Carolina State University
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APPENDIX D

Informed Consent Form
Title of Study: Partnering with Predominantly Black Community Colleges: A Narrative Inquiry
(elRB #)
Principal Investigator(s): Tiffani Polk, | GGG
Funding Source: None
NC State Faculty Point of Contact: Dr. Carrol Warren

What are some general things you should know about research studies?

You are invited to take part in a research study. Your participation in this study is voluntary. You
have the right to be a part of this study, to choose not to participate, and to stop participating at
any time without penalty. The purpose of this research study is to gain a better understanding of
Historically Black Community Colleges/ Predominantly Black Community Colleges
collaboration with external education partners, from the perspective of administrative leaders.
This study will be conducted through semi-structured interviews.

You are not guaranteed any personal benefits from being in this study. Research studies also may
pose risks to those who participate.

Specific details about the research in which you are invited to participate are contained below. If
you do not understand something in this form, please ask the researcher for clarification or more
information. A copy of this consent form will be provided to you. If, at any time, you have
questions about your participation in this research, do not hesitate to contact the researcher(s)
named above or the NC State IRB office. The IRB office’s contact information is listed in the
What if you have questions about your rights as a research participant? section of this form.

What is the purpose of this study?

The purpose of this study is to explore the lived experiences and expectations of administrative
leaders at Historically Black Community Colleges/ Predominantly Black Community Colleges
who have collaborated with external education partners.

How many people will be in the study?
There will be approximately 6-12 participants in this study.

Am | eligible to be a participant in this study?

In order to be a participant in this study, you must agree to be in the study, be currently
employed at a Historically Black Community College/Predominantly Black Community College,
serve in a president, vice-president, provost, dean, and executive director role, and have
experience working with an external education partner. You cannot participate in this study if
you do not meet the inclusion criteria.

What will happen if you take part in the study?
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in one interview in which
you will recount your expectations and experiences of engagement and partnership development
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with an external education partner. The total amount of time that you will be participating in this
study is approximately 60-90 minutes for one interview and approximately 30-45 minutes
reviewing a transcript of the interview for accuracy.

Recording and images
If you want to participate in this research, you must agree to be audio and video recorded. If you
do not agree to be audio and video recorded, you cannot participate in this research.

Risks and benefits
There are minimal risks associated with participation in this research. There are no direct
benefits to your participation in the research.

Right to withdraw your participation
You can stop participating in this study at any time for any reason. To do so, just stop an
research activity that you are doing or contact the researcher, Tiffani Polk, “
You can also contact the faculty advisor for this research, Dr. Carrol Warren, at

. If you choose to withdraw your consent and to stop participating in this
research, you can expect that the researcher(s) will redact your data from their data set, securely
destroy your data, and prevent future uses of your data for research purposes wherever possible.
This is possible in some, but not all, cases.

Confidentiality, personal privacy, and data management

Trust is the foundation of the participant/researcher relationship. Much of that principle of trust
is tied to keeping your information private and in the manner that | have described to you in this
form. The information that you share with me will be held in confidence to the fullest extent
allowed by law.

Protecting your privacy as related to this research is of utmost importance to me. There are very
rare circumstances related to confidentiality where | may have to share information about you.
Your information collected in this research study could be reviewed by representatives of the
University, research sponsors, or government agencies (for example, the FDA) for purposes such
as quality control or safety. In other cases, | must report instances in which imminent harm could
come to you or others.

How | manage, protect, and share your data are the principal ways that | protect your personal
privacy. Data that will be shared with others about you will be de-identified and re-identifiable.

De-identified. De-identified data is information that at one time can directly identify you, but |
will record this data so that your identity will be separated from the data. I will have a master list
with your code and real name that | can use to link to your data when research concludes, there
will be no way your real identity will be linked to the data I publish.

Re-identifiable. Re-identifiable data is information that can identify you indirectly because of my
or access to information, role, skills, combination of information, and/or use of technology. This
may also mean that in published reports others could identify you from what is reported, for
example, if a story you tell is very specific. If your data is re-identifiable, I will report it in such a
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way that you are not directly identified in reports. Based on how | need to share the data, |
cannot remove details from the report that would protect your identity from ever being figured
out. This means that others may be able to re-identify from the information reported from this
research.

Future use of your research data
Your information, even with identifiers removed, will not be stored, or distributed for future
research studies.

Compensation
There is no compensation for participating in this study.

Emergency medical treatment

If you are hurt or injured during the study session(s), the researcher will call 911 for necessary
care. There is no provision for compensation or free medical care for you if you are injured as a
result of this study.

What if you are a student?
Your participation in this study is not a course requirement and your participation, or lack
thereof, will not affect your class standing or grades.

What if you are an employee?
Your participation in this study is not a requirement of your employment, and your participation
or lack thereof, will not affect your job.

What if you have questions about this study?

If you have questions at any time about the study itself or the procedures implemented in this
study, you may contact the researcher, Tiffani Polk, WCan also contact
the faculty advisor for this research, Dr. Carrol Warren, at :

What if you have questions about your rights as a research participant?

If you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or your rights as

a participant in research have been violated during the course of this project, you may contact the
NC State IRB (Institutional Review Board) office. An IRB office helps participants if they have

any issues regarding research activities. You can contact the NC State University IRB office at
IS o' il o 2 confidential form online a

https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/participant-concern-and-complaint-form/

Consent to participate

By signing this consent form, | am affirming that | have read and understand the above
information. All of the questions that | had about this research have been answered. | have
chosen to participate in this study with the understanding that | may stop participating at any
time without penalty or loss of benefits to which | am otherwise entitled. | am aware that | may
revoke my consent at any time.



https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/participant-concern-and-complaint-form/
https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/participant-concern-and-complaint-form/
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APPENDIX E
Interview Protocol
[Prior to the start of recording]
As previously mentioned, we will be using pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality. What first
name pseudonym would you like me to use during this interview and during any future

communications with you?

First Name Pseudonym:

What pseudonym would you like to use for your institution?

Institution Pseudonym:

[Recording starts]
Date / Time Started:

Hello. Thank you again for agreeing to participate in this interview. As stated on the pre-
screening form you filled out, the purpose of this interview is to gain a better understanding of
Historically Black Community Colleges/Predominantly Black Community Colleges
collaboration with external education partners, from the perspective of administrative leaders.

I would like to review an informed consent form with you to remind you that this interview is
being both audio and video recorded, and there are no risks or benefits to participating in this
interview. Your name, name of your employer, and name of the school you attend will be
identified through pseudonyms of your choosing through the entire process. | am the only person
with access to these recordings and transcripts that will be produced from the recordings.

You may withdraw your participation from this study at any time. You have already signed the
informed consent form online, thank you for completing that. This will take approximately 60-90
minutes and we will get started in just a minute.

Do you have any questions before we get started? (Address questions, if needed.)

Do you agree to continue? (Move into interview questions.)
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Interview Questions

Tiffani’s Questions Follow-Up / Prompts

What prompted your interest in working at a
Predominantly Black Institution?

Think of a partnership that exists at your Who is involved? What are the steps?
institution and describe the process of developing | Who makes the final decision?
it.

What factors help administrators determine Are there certain values (characteristics)
whether to enter or not to enter partnerships with | that you most look for in a partner?
external organizations?

What challenges have you faced with developing | Have you ever had to end a relationship,
partnerships or working with external partners? | why?

What are the challenges that you are striving to Non academic needs, belonging, credential
fix when partnering (gaps being filled)? attainment, job readiness, outcomes, etc.?

What would create an ideal situation / partnership | What type of partnership do you wish you
for increased credential and job attainment at had?
your institution?

What is your perception of funders' / external Do you feel that partners are seeking you
partner’s interest in your type of institution? out? (Neglected in these efforts?)
Willingness to partner with your institution

How does your institution discover external Do you all leverage word of mouth, an
partnerships to pursue? observation of another school or
colleague’s experience?

Is there anything else you would like to share about your experiences with partnership
development that we have not talked about?




Do you have any colleagues who would be valuable contributors to this study?
(collect email/contact information offline)
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Thank you — this will conclude our time together. You will be provided via email a copy of the
transcript and instructions for reviewing. | appreciate your time and wish you success as you

continue your work with partnership development.

Interview Questions

developing

relationship, why?

Partnerships

Tiffani’s Questions Follow-Up / Which Themes Does this | RFT? | Concep.
Prompts Q connect to? Frame?
What prompted your
interest in working at
a Predominantly
Black Institution?
Think of a partnership | Who is involved? e Institutional Values | X X
that exists at your What are the Reflected in
institl_Jtion and steps_? Who rn_akes External
describe th_e process the final decision? Partnerships
of developing it.
e The Importance of

Engaged

Leadership in

Partnership

Development
What factors help Are there certain e Systemic X X
administrators values Challenges In
determine whether to | (characteristics) Higher Education
enter or not to enter | that you most look * 1E'he Im[éortance of
partnerships with for in a partner? ngggr('eship in
external Partnership
organizations? Development
What challenges have | Have you ever had e Institutional Values | X
you faced with toend a Reflected in

External
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partnerships or
working with external
partners?

The Importance of
Engaged
Leadership in
Partnership
Development

What are the
challenges that you
are striving to fix
when partnering
(gaps being filled)?

Non academic
needs, belonging,
credential
attainment, job
readiness,
outcomes, etc.?

Systemic
Challenges Facing
Higher Education
Institutions

Equity in
Programming and
Curriculum Design

What would create an
ideal situation /
partnership for
increased credential
and job attainment at
your institution?

What type of
partnership do you
wish you had?

Institutional Values
Reflected in
External
Partnerships
Systemic
Challenges In
Higher Education
Equity in
Programming and
Curriculum Design

What is your
perception of funders'
/ external partner’s
interest in your type
of institution?
Willingness to partner
with your institution

Do you feel that
partners are
seeking you out?
(Neglected in
these efforts?)

The Importance of
Engaged
Leadership in
Partnership
Development

How does your
institution discover
external partnerships
to pursue?

Do you all
leverage word of
mouth, an
observation of
another school or
colleague’s
experience?

The Importance of
Engaged
Leadership in
Partnership
Development
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APPENDIX F

NC State University Institutional Review Board (IRB) Approval

Date: January 11, 2024

Study Title: Partnering with Predominantly Black Community Colleges: A Narrative Inquiry
NC State elRB #: 26731

Funding Source: N/A

Dear Carrol Adams Warren,

The research proposal named above has received administrative review and has been approved
on January 11, 2024 as exempt from the policy as outlined in the Code of Federal Regulations
(Exempt d.2). Provided that the only participation of the subjects is as described in the proposal
narrative, this project is exempt from further review.

This approval for this research study does not expire, but any changes must be approved by the
IRB prior to implementation in accordance with the NC State university regulation and IRB unit
standards.

NOTE:

1. This committee complies with requirements found in Title 45 part 46 of The Code of
Federal Regulations. For NC State University projects, the assurance number is:
FWA00003429.

2. Any changes to the research must be submitted and approved by the IRB prior to
implementation in accordance with the NC State university regulation and IRB unit
standards.

3. If any problems occur, they must be reported to the IRB office within 5 business
days.

4. For information regarding study closure or post approval monitoring activities, please
refer to the NC State University IRB website.

To request an official, signed approval letter on NC State letterhead, please submit a request on
our website under “Request a L etter”

Sincerely,

Jennie Ofstein, Ph.D.


https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/compliance/research-compliance/irb/irb-policies-rules-and-regulations/
https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/compliance/research-compliance/irb/irb-policies-rules-and-regulations/
https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/compliance/research-compliance/irb/irb-policies-rules-and-regulations/
https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/compliance/research-compliance/irb/irb-policies-rules-and-regulations/
https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/compliance/research-compliance/irb/irb-policies-rules-and-regulations/
https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/compliance/research-compliance/irb/irb-policies-rules-and-regulations/
https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/compliance/research-compliance/irb/close-a-study/
https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/compliance/research-compliance/irb/close-a-study/
https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/compliance/research-compliance/irb/responsibilities-after-initial-approval/
https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/compliance/research-compliance/irb/responsibilities-after-initial-approval/
https://research.ncsu.edu/administration/compliance/research-compliance/irb/irb-forms-and-templates/request-a-letter-form/
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