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In Spring 2002, the Department of Educational Management and 
Development at New Mexico State University implemented the  
Community College Leadership Doctoral Program (CCLDP). This  
program was designed as a distance education doctoral program con-
sistent with the mission of the university as a land grant institution  
“providing access as well as fundamental research; and serving the 
people of the state of New Mexico.”1 Initiated as a cohort inclusive 
of a diverse group of graduate students from throughout the state of 
New Mexico, the program provided seasoned community college ad-
ministrators in rural communities an opportunity to earn a doctorate 
in educational administration. Three years later, approximately 60% 
of  the fifty-two student cohort will have earned their doctorate, and 
it is expected that by the end of the Fall 2006 semester a total of 75% 
of the cohort will have completed their degrees.

The success of the program as measured by a high retention and 
graduation rate has provided New Mexico’s community colleges with 
a significant number of trained and credentialed administrators at 
a time when it is estimated by the American Association for Com-
munity Colleges that 45% of community college presidents plan to 
retire by 2007.2  Having a sufficient number of qualified individuals to 
fill vacant positions is essential for community colleges in both New 
Mexico and the nation. Qualified individuals must be well-prepared 
both academically and “practically” to take a leadership role in a 
major institution of higher education, the community college. The 
purpose of this study was to determine whether the CCLDP was 
achieving these goals. Specifically, the researcher sought answers to 
the following questions: (1) Were graduates  prepared to take on the 
significant role and responsibility of enhancing the present-day mis-
sion and future challenges of the modern comprehensive community 
college as well as enhancing the success of the “whole” student? and  
(2) How did the CCLDP and community colleges work in partnership 
to prepare students with a comprehensive theoretical administrative 
base as well as a strong practical perspective?

Forming Partnerships
Initiating and implementing the Community College Leadership 

Doctoral Program depended on collaboration between the univer-
sity and New Mexico’s community colleges. The collaborative efforts 

were dependent on the support of New Mexico State University’s 
President, Provost, Dean of the College of Education, the Educa-
tional Management and Development Department Head, and the 
chief executive officers of the community colleges. The collaborative  
efforts between CCLDP and the community colleges took a variety of 
forms. First, in order for a student to be admitted into the program, 
the sponsoring chief executive officer was asked to write a letter 
of support. Second, the president or executive vice-president of the 
community college was approached by EMD faculty with a request  
to utilize their college’s physical facilities, telecommunications equip-
ment, and interactive television studio. Third, the community college 
allowed EMD faculty to meet with prospective students to review the 
structure and requirements of the program. As Buettner, Morrison, 
and Wasicek have noted: “The strongest partnerships are those in 
which there is considerable perceived benefit by each of the partners.  
Each partner perceives the greatest value to the extent that its special 
needs and wants can be accommodated.”3 

Program Structure
Based upon a statewide assessment of community college person-

nel and the university’s strategic plan to increase distance educa-
tion initiatives, the CCLDP was designed as a three-year program.  
Students enrolled in six to nine credit hours during the fall, spring 
and summer for two years and met five weekends (Friday/Saturday) 
during each semester to complete their coursework. Since students 
represented rural communities across the state, the class sessions 
were conducted through a hybrid of distance media with interactive 
television as the primary medium connecting six sites simultane-
ously. These sites included Albuquerque, Clovis, Hobbs, Carlsbad, 
Farmington, and the originating site of Las Cruces. Secondary media 
of WebCT and limited face-to-face sessions supplemented the tele-
conferencing instruction.

Curriculum  
The program structure was complemented by the curriculum which 

combined an academic research-based perspective with the practical 
aspects of community college administration. Peel, Wallace, Buckner, 
Wrenn, and Evans have noted: “Research suggests that the most 
successful educational leadership preparation programs are those that 
integrate theory and practice to provide students with a more realistic 
perception of the field.”4  In addition, according to Duvall: “Commu-
nity college leadership programs recognize that learning is best done 
in a social community, not just solitary inquiry, and that new learning 
and being with other new learners lead to new information to making 
new meaning of existing information.”5   

The practical component included courses relevant to the daily 
administration of the organization, which included community col-
lege administration, law, finance, politics, public relations, student 
services, leadership, and the internship. The instructional strategy 
focused on providing students “real life” approaches to situations, 
issues, and challenges faced in community college environments. 
For example, the law course presented students with issues involv-
ing faculty contracts, academic freedom, due process, and faculty/ 
student relations. The leadership course encouraged students to 
compare their leadership style to research-based approaches and pro-
vided them the opportunity to interact with their staff or colleagues 
in “testing” their style. By identifying and comparing their leader-
ship styles, students could conduct an introspective analysis of their  
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“behavioral approaches” to situations. The challenge of understand-
ing themselves in order to understand others and providing pro-active 
leadership rather than reactionary leadership were essential compo-
nents of the leadership course. The “behavioral assessment” was 
accomplished through case study presentations, inventories, group 
discussions, individual reflection papers, and observations.

One of the most important practical initiatives in the program was 
the internship experience which involved a training partnership with 
the community college. According to Duvall, “Structured internships 
recognize the practitioner component of community college leader-
ship training.”6  The majority of students were placed in an internship 
at their own community college to continue experiencing their own 
environment but in a different division or department. Aside from 
obtaining different perspectives and observations, students not only 
contributed to their assigned division/department but also assisted 
the institution by positively impacting students at the respective  
community college.  

The internship experiences varied in scope and assignment and  
included the following: (1) observing and comparing leadership 
styles involving senior management, planning/evaluating instruction-
al programs/courses; (2) developing/evaluating distance learning pro-
grams/projects; (3) conducting campus-wide assessment for regional  
accreditation; (4) developing  leadership institutes for students; (5) 
creating multiethnic community partnerships; (6) monitoring enroll-
ment  trends; (7) assessing student services; (8) establishing part-
nerships; (9) analyzing financial reporting requirements; (10) con-
ducting feasibility studies; and  (11) investigating/researching funding 
sources.

 A description of two internship experiences highlights the partner-
ship between the CCLDP and community colleges to train adminis-
trative leaders in real world scenarios. For example, one internship 
involved a community college partnering with the community’s mu-
nicipal court to provide avenues of alternative sentencing. The intern 
set forth to meet the following objectives: (a) establish a college/ 
municipal court partnership to develop programs that would  
benefit offenders sentenced by the court; (b) design classes/work-
shops/short-term training that would serve as alternative options 
when sentencing offenders; and (c) explore grants or other funding 
sources to institute and maintain the program. Through observa-
tion in the courtroom and consultation with the municipal judge, 
an analysis of the courtroom procedure-sentencing format was  
established. Research into similar programs and factors contributing 
to the offenses provided a foundation for the development of action 
plans offenders could utilize to negotiate fulfilling of their sentence 
through workshops or classes at the community college. The intern-
ship provided for collaboration between a higher education entity and 
a government agency to address a dilemma by presenting a solution 
with societal and educational value.

A second example involved an internship examining a collaborative 
effort between a political organizing group and a community college 
in the development of a job training program. Through interviews, 
research, and consultations with the community college and political 
group, the intern pursued the following actions: (a) analyzed meth-
ods by which community training needs were identified; (b) exam-
ined the benefits gained through community and college job-training 
collaboratives; and (c) explored strategies for creating change and 
building social capital. This internship allowed the student to inte-
grate the partnership concept with much needed job-training efforts 

that will benefit the community. Russell and Flynn note that collabo-
rations which include “outreach, service learning, interprofessional 
preparation, and strategic alliances… are of benefit to the college, 
school, or department’s students and constituents.”7 

 The practical components of the CCLDP were complemented 
by research-based courses including evaluation design, elements of  
research, Edumetrics,8 independent research, organization and plan-
ning, dissertation seminar, and dissertation. The instructional strat-
egy focused on providing a strong research foundation supplement-
ed by addressing daily administrative challenges. For example, the  
elements of research course presented students with an overview and 
applications of quantitative and qualitative methods. Utilizing these 
methods, students undertook research projects relevant to issues  
facing their local community colleges and applied their findings to 
state or national community college environments.  

 Through the independent research course, students explored a 
variety of issues impacting community colleges. Their exploratory  
review led them to consider a number of topics, such as: (1) com-
mon characteristics of leadership in multiethnic community partner-
ships; (2) use of distance education by faculty; (3) faculty and stu-
dent retention; (4) relationships between cultural values and learning 
styles in post-secondary educational settings; (5) diversity in the 
classroom; (6) impact of Hispanic Serving Institutions; (7) functional 
partnerships between postsecondary institutions and high schools; 
(8) transformational leadership; (9) transfer within community col-
lege programs and from community colleges to universities; (10) 
economic impact of community colleges; (11) financial aid impact 
on non-traditional students; (12) communication behaviors of com-
munity college leaders; (13) academic dishonesty; (14) institutional 
image as perceived by stakeholders; (15) predictors of success in 
nursing programs; (16) external socioeconomic influences on stu-
dent success; and (17) costs and benefits of program evaluation and  
assessment.

The dissertation seminar guided students through the complexity 
and dynamics of developing their dissertations. Emphasis was placed 
on format, mechanics, components, chapter contents, references, and 
literature reviews. The eventual goal of the course was the comple-
tion and defense of their dissertation proposal. The proposal encom-
passed the first three chapters of the dissertation and required the 
approval of a four-person doctoral committee. The completion of the 
final dissertation document was a major unification stage between 
research-based practices and reality-based scenarios. The CCLDP and 
the community colleges came together to assist  students in success-
ful completion of a comprehensive and relevant dissertation focusing 
on challenges confronting community colleges.  

The development and defense of the dissertation were preceded 
by the oral comprehensive exams. In order to advance to candidacy, 
doctoral students were required to pass a three-day written examina-
tion followed by an oral defense. The oral comprehensive defense 
was conducted by a committee of four professors, with one of the 
committee members assigned by the graduate school dean to ensure 
fairness and adherence to university policies during the examina-
tion. This committee member wad drawn from a department out-
side the Department of Educational Management and Development. 
Two committee members were required to be department professors. 
In keeping with the objective of working in partnership with the  
community colleges to train administrative leaders, the fourth  
committee member was selected from the ranks of senior level com-
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munity college administrators. The chief executive officer of each 
community college affiliated with the university through its CCLDP 
students was sent a letter of invitation to serve on a doctoral commit-
tee. In addition, the chief executive officer was given the discretion 
to nominate senior managers for service on committees. The criteria 
for doctoral committee membership was an earned doctorate and 
appointment to a senior level administrative position at or above the 
position of director.  

Once the chief executive officer had nominated potential com-
mittee members, each nominee was contacted by CCLDP staff and 
requested to submit a vita. The submission of the vita was also a 
requirement for chief executives willing to serve. The vita was for-
warded to the graduate school for review by a graduate faculty com-
mittee and a final qualification assessment by the graduate school 
dean. With the approval of the graduate school, the nominee was 
accepted as the community college representative on a doctoral com-
mittee. The newly appointed committee member received an approv-
al letter as well as instructions and materials for serving on doctoral 
committees.

The community college representative was the link between the 
university research-based perspective and the practical world of the 
community college administrator. As part of the four-member com-
mittee, the representative worked with the student through three 
major programmatic phases: (a) presenting an oral comprehensive 
examination; (b) developing the dissertation proposal; and (c)  
defending the final dissertation. The committee, through the leader-
ship of the committee chair (advisor), guided the student throughout 
the critical phases of the CCLDP. This collaborative effort was evident 
in the CCLDP  dissertations completed. The work reflected scholarly 
approaches to real community college issues.

The following two dissertations serve as examples of the utili-
zation of scholarly approaches to addressing community college  
issues.9  In the first, “Community College Transfer Rates: A Compari-
son of Survey Responses by Administrators, Faculty, Students, and  
Constituents at New Mexico Junior College to a National Sample,” 
Bensing gathered survey data from administrators, students, faculty, 
and constituents regarding the importance of the transfer function  
at a New Mexico junior college located in southeastern New Mexi-
co.10  The survey responses from these groups were then compared to  
responses from comparable groups from a national study. The Chi-
square and Fisher Exact Probability Test were utilized to compare 
responses of high transfer rate and low transfer rate students. The 
inferential statistical analysis indicated that the responses of the 
New Mexico participants were statistically different from responses 
of the high transfer and low transfer groups in the national study.  
Specifically, New Mexico participants from both groups strongly  
believed that the transfer function was a major responsibility of the 
junior college with approximately 60% of students participating in 
the survey listing preparation for transfer as their primary reason for 
enrollment. This dissertation provided valuable information to upper 
management regarding the programmatic direction of the college.  

While the first dissertation generated information essential to a 
specific community college, the second emphasized research applica-
ble to community colleges in general. The purpose of Garcia's study 
was to identify those factors influencing community college faculty 
to include service learning in their courses.11 Through a survey of  
approximately 200 hundred faculty representing 40 community  
colleges affiliated with the American Association of Community  

Colleges, the study sought answers to four questions: (1) Who  
motivates faculty to include service learning in their courses? (2) 
What institutional support factors motivate faculty to include ser-
vice learning in their classes? (3) What student learning outcomes  
motivate faculty to include service learning in their courses? and (4) 
What rewards motivate faculty to include service learning in their 
courses?   

The study concluded that an institution’s service learning  
coordinator had a major impact on faculty members’ decisions to 
include a service-learning component in their courses. Secondly, the 
benefits students gained from the service learning experience out-
weighed compensation, course release time, praise, or recognition 
as faculty motivators. Thirdly, faculty were motivated by the increase 
in students’ civic responsibility.  This dissertation provided practical 
insights, supported by research, for community college administrators 
who want to encourage service learning.

Implications
The Community College Leadership Doctoral Program attempts to 

bridge theory and practice in the preparation of higher education 
leaders. The task is complex, especially when a substantial portion of  
instruction is delivered through distance education media. However, 
instructional delivery was facilitated by the collaborative efforts of the 
community colleges and New Mexico State University. The success 
of this collaboration reinforced the findings of Williams and Penning-
ton: “Community colleges and universities today are more likely to 
look into institutional cooperation to meet a variety of contemporary 
challenges and problems.”12 Further, Buettner et al. shrewdly observed 
that “when a partnership emanates from an overlapping but noncom-
petitive mission, its potential and potential durability are greatest.”13   
By working together, these institutions of higher education contrib-
uted to producing motivated and skilled administrators who not 
only earned doctorates but contributed to their community colleges 
by participating in research and internship activities that benefited  
students and positively impacted the community.
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