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BY HEATHER BOERNER

COMING TO COLLEGE LEADERSHIP  
FROM OUTSIDE ACADEMIA

E. ANN MCGEE WAS WORKING IN STUDENT SERVICES 
at Florida Keys Community College when the 
college’s presidency came open. She knew she 
wasn’t in the running—she was still working 
on her dissertation—but was surprised by 
another offer. The board of trustees asked her 
to come in and do a mock interview for the 
position. They wanted to practice their inter-
viewing skills with her.

She did, and they peppered her with ques-
tions. But by the end of the three-hour session, 
something had shifted in her.

“You could do this,” she remembers  
thinking to herself. “You could be a  
college president.”

That was it. The bug had bitten. But there 
was one very real problem: though she’d 
started as a speech and English instructor, 
almost all of her experience was on the admin-
istration side. To get to her goal, she’d have to 
bolster her academic experience to compen-
sate for her unconventional path to leadership.

While it’s still rare for people who don’t 
come up through the typical faculty-dean-vice 
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president route—and making the leap 
can be difficult—more and more leaders 
are doing it. Some of this is because 
there is a deep need for leadership. But 
it’s also because the needs of colleges 
are changing, too. As colleges more and 
more shift to a student success model 
and grapple with performance fund-
ing, some leaders are finding that their 
unconventional experience is exactly 
what their colleges need.

SECURING A PATH
Traditionally, coming from outside 
academia was a hindrance for potential 
college leaders, says Walter Bumphus, 
president and CEO of the American 
Association of Community Colleges 
(AACC). He’s served as dean, vice pres-
ident and president, as well as chair 
of the Community College Leadership 
Program at the University of Texas at 
Austin and a consultant on a number of 
presidential searches. 

Many people come to college 
administration from the private 
sector, he says, “but there are few who 
have thrived.”

The reason is that, even though 
many college presidents refer to 
themselves as CEOs, academia and the 
private sector are worlds apart. Just 
look at search committees, which are 
typically made up of faculty members.

“And those faculty members want 
to make sure that [candidates] under-
stand the teaching and learning enter-
prise,” he says. “When a candidate is 
not able to fully articulate his or her 
understanding of these roles, faculty 
get nervous.”

But in recent years, Bumphus says, 
those hard and fast rules seem to be 
softening. Some of this is because of 
sheer need: in the last few years, more 
than 500 leaders have assumed college 
presidencies, and most of them are 
brand new presidents. Indeed, they 
are not just brand new to presidencies, 
Bumphus says, but also relatively new  
to senior leadership. 

“These days, you’re lucky to have 
a vice president with five years of 

experience,” he says. “The pipeline 
is different now than it was 10 years 
ago.”

That’s not the only thing to 
have changed in the last 10 years. 
Increasingly, colleges are facing new 
challenges that require something 
new of leaders. 

“There’s much more readiness  
these days to be accepting of indi-
viduals who come from experience 
that’s not necessarily in the academic 
arena,” he says. “More and more, 
people from student development, 
public relations and marketing, and 
fundraising are being considered.”

But that doesn’t mean the uncon-
ventional path is an easy one. Leaders 
looking to guide  
a college through continued change 
have to find ways to satisfy academ-
ic-minded search committees while 
also using their unconventional 
training to their advantage—and for 
the benefit of  
their colleges.

STARTING WITH STUDENT SUCCESS
Greg Hamann likes to say that, in an 
era of defined pathways for students, 
he was a student who wandered all 
over the curriculum. And his path 
to the presidency of Linn-Benton 
Community College in Oregon was no 
less winding.

It included stints as a high school 
teacher and another one in seminary. 
Finally, he landed at a private four-
year college. There, he said, he discov-
ered an interest he didn’t know he’d 
have. That interest? Working with 
students.

He served at Whitworth University 
and other private institutions for 16 
years. But along the way, a few of his 
presidents pulled him aside and sug-
gested that community college leader-
ship would be a good fit for him.

“At first I thought he was crazy,” 
Hamann says. But then his mind 
changed. “I realized if I wanted to 
change the world, I’d have to work 
something other than the 10 

percent that went to private colleges. 
That’s when I moved toward commu-
nity colleges.” 

It worked in his favor that he  
had a mind for systems—that is, 
understanding or seeking to under-
stand how every department in the 
system interacts to make up the 
whole. But he still needed a commu-
nity college to give him a chance. 
That’s how Hamann found himself 
in Wyoming, serving as chief finance 
and operations manager at Northwest 
College. It was his first experience 
with community colleges, and it gave 
him a chance to think about some-
thing he’s been thinking about ever 
since, as a college president, first 
at Clatsop Community College in 
Astoria, Oregon, and now at Linn-
Benton Community College: money, 
mission and student centeredness.

“Fifteen years in private educa-
tion gave me a perspective on what it 
means to be student centered in a way 
we had to be because private colleges 
are 95 percent tuition funded,” he 
says. “So many college presidents’ 
trajectory doesn’t include this kind of 
deep understanding of the financial 
side of the institution. But that’s what 
I think about a lot. How does money 
impact the mission of an institution, 
and how can it be used to serve the 
mission of the institution? The long 
conversations we’ve been having 
about performance funding and 
outcomes funding—at their core, 
that’s about how does money 
impact an institution.”
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GAINING THE TRUST OF FACULTY
Lori Sundberg’s life kept bringing  
her back to Carl Sandburg College  
in Galesburg, Illinois, until finally she 
stayed for good, as president of  
the college.

But at 18, Sundberg couldn’t have 
imagined it. As a teenager, Sundberg 
was a first-generation college student 
and setting attainable goals seemed like 
a good idea. So she started with a degree 
in cosmetology from Sandburg. 

But pretty soon, she was her com-
pany’s youngest manager and then 
a regional manager. By her late 20s, 

she had opened her own salon, hiring 
employees and turning a profit. But 
college still called to her.

“It was inside me,” she says. “And if 
there was going to be a time to do that, 
this would be the time.” 

So she went back to Sandburg 
College, this time as a transfer stu-
dent, earning her associate degree and 
transferring to nearby Knox College. 
Eventually, she would receive a bache-
lor’s degree in economics and history. 
At the time, that’s all she was thinking 
of—she just wanted to fulfill her dream 
of having a bachelor’s degree. But then 

a professor suggested she would do well 
to get a graduate degree. He even took 
her to the University of Illinois to look 
at the master’s program in economics.

“At that point,” Sundberg says, “I 
realized there were more options for me 
than I’d considered in the past.”

Through a series of unusual events, 
she came to the attention of Sandburg 
College’s economics department. She 
was getting her masters at the time and 
received a call: would she be willing to 
come and teach economics at the col-
lege, while an instructor was ill?

She took the leap. It was a decision, 
she says, that changed her trajectory. 
Here she was, standing in front of a 
group of students—students so like 
herself, some of them older or nontra-
ditional students—telling them her 
own story of how higher education had 
changed her life. And the chance to be 
part of that for them? 

“I realized that the community col-
lege was where I needed to be,” she says. 
“After I finished the assignment, I told 
my husband, ‘I need to go back.’ I just 
knew it was my calling. I didn’t know 
how I would make the transition. But I 
knew I needed to.”

And she had an additional chal-
lenge: her husband had to stay in town, 
so she couldn’t move around to get the 
experience she needed to work her way 
toward college leadership. It forced her, 
she says, to get creative. And to take 
every opportunity given her.

She started at Sandburg College in the 
institutional research department, based, 
in part, on the strength of her experience 
at Knox College, which had a reputation 
for research. Then she moved to human 
resources as the dean of that department, 
on the strength of her doctoral degree on 
management and organizational behav-
ior, which focused on human resources. 
Then she was promoted again, to vice 
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Left: Seminole State College President E. 
Ann McGee takes part in the foundation’s 
Dream Cup fundraiser.

Bottom Left: Carl Sandburg College 
President Lori Sundberg speaks to Illinois 
State Treasurer Michael Frerichs about the 
loss of the Illinois Monetary Award Program. 

Right: Greg Hamann, president of Linn-
Benton Community College, celebrates 
the return of baseball at LBCC.  
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president of administrative services. She 
also spent six years as the chief negotia-
tor for the college, negotiating contracts 
with the faculty union.

So when she told the president that 
she wanted to move to the academic side, 
she knew it would be a challenge. 

“I had been over on the administrative 
side. Plus, I’d also been the chief negoti-
ator, so that was a challenge,” she says. 
“The faculty, in particular, were guarded 
about how that would work. I felt more 
at home, but I think from the faculty per-
spective, I had to earn their respect.”

So she did what she’d always done. 
She worked hard, listened to what faculty 
members told her at committee meetings 
and she showed them that “at heart, I’m a 
faculty member.” 

When, a few years later, her mentor 
and the college’s president retired, she 
found herself doing something she 
never realized she wanted: she applied 
for the presidency. 

“It wasn’t until I was the vice presi-
dent of academic services that I knew 
I wanted to be a president,” she says, 
reasoning, “I knew I wanted a leadership 
position, but I didn’t know I wanted the 
leadership position.”

Now, she’s been president of the col-
lege for seven years. She says that having 
that variety of experience has made her a 
better president.

“Every position I had along the way 
built on the previous position and gave me 
a different outlook,” she says. “Institutional 
research was really good for me because, 
as a president, I’m very data driven. But 
data is black and white. Where I really 
needed experience was with the people—
with people, nothing is black and white. 
Everything is a shade of grey.”

BUILDING A FOUNDATION  
AT THE FOUNDATION 
McGee, who started on the path to a 
presidency as a mock candidate for that 

position at Florida Keys Community 
College, had to gain the respect of 
faculty, too. For her, the answer was to 
leave that college. She moved to Broward 
College, where she became the CEO of 
one of the campuses. That gave her, she 
says, not only experience with faculty, 
but also experience raising money for 
the campus. 

It was that fundraising that eventu-
ally helped her land the presidency of 
Seminole State College in 1996. She’s been 
there ever since. 

Her campus fundraising drew the 
attention of the college’s president, who 
invited her run the college’s foundation. 
She jumped at it, and jokes that it taught 
her to “do my due diligence before 
taking a job.” 

What the president didn’t tell her, 
though, was that she would spend her 
first day as executive director of the 
foundation in the bank president’s 
office begging him not to foreclose on a 

COLLEGE LEADERSHIP FROM WAY 
OUTSIDE ACADEMIA 
It’s one thing to come to college leadership from the 
administrative side. It’s quite another to do so after 
starting one’s career outside of colleges all together. It 
can be done—just ask Lori Sundberg at Carl Sandburg 
College. But it takes a different approach. And some-
times, it takes being willing to move.

Just ask DeQuan Smith. Today, Smith is dean of 
workforce development for Eastern Shore Community 
College in Virginia. But just a few years ago, Smith 
was working in hospitality. Like Sundberg, Smith was a 
first-generation college student. But unlike Sundberg, 
Smith didn’t start with training at a community college. 

He got there after doing everything from housekeeping 
to food and beverage operations at local hotels. 

But then, he wanted more. He enrolled in what he 
called miscellaneous hospitality classes at Tide Water 
Community College in Norfolk, Virginia. And like many 
leaders before him, the bug bit: He wanted to stay. He 
began teaching hospitality courses at Northern Virginia 
Community College, and enrolled in more classes, even-
tually earning his masters degree. 

But for Smith, it felt like there were many strikes against 
him. Not only had he come from outside academia, but he 
was also young—he’s 27 today—and African American.

“At the time, there was no one who looked like me,” he 
says. “There were very few minority leaders and then there 
were even fewer leaders under 50. I thought, ‘OK, I don’t fit 
in.’ Then I sort of said, ‘What the heck, why can’t I do that?’”

So he did. He kept working on his education, while 
teaching hospitality courses, eventually being named fac-
ulty of the year at Northern Virginia Community College. 
He traveled for positions, eventually landing at Eastern 
Shore Community College. And he’s building his network 
by attending leadership conferences and events, includ-
ing AACC’s John E. Roueche Future Leaders Institute.

The key, he says, is to listen, not take things personally, 
and, well, go with the jobs that push you.

“This is the greatest job I could have ever asked for,” 
he says of his current position. “It pushed me out of my 
comfort zone. Every day I’m constantly learning, grow-
ing and evolving. I’m really able to touch things I never 
dreamed of touching. My voice matters, and I’m able to 
lead from a place of service.”
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piece of property the foundation had 
acquired but that the college had never 
been able to use. It was sandwiched 
between a landfill and a nudist colony, 
with no direct access to the land. 

Still, her time as head of the college 
foundation remains a defining experi-
ence in her path to the presidency. At a 
foundation that hadn’t raised a million 
dollars in 30 years, she would eventu-
ally raise $21 million.

But more than that, foundation 
work taught her about the personal 
ask, relationship building and how to 
navigate the political, governmental 
and legal challenges that come with 
serving a college.

It was that training she drew on 
in preparing for her job interview at 
Seminole State College.

“I treated this process as the biggest 
development project I’d ever expe-
rienced,” McGee says. “I had a list of 

everyone on the search committee, a 
list of every trustee. I remember the 
president of Broward coming into my 
office and seeing my lists and saying, ‘I 
didn’t work this hard to get to be presi-
dent of Broward.’ I told him, ‘You didn’t 
have to.’” 

That is to say, he came up the tradi-
tional route.

So she started lining up interviews, 
the way she would for a big ask. She 
cold-called community members 
with relationships with the college: a 
banker, an African American doctor, 
the former chair of the college’s board 
of trustees, a county commissioner. 

The week before her 
interview, she drove up 
and asked them what the 
college needed. 

Unbeknownst to her, the 
county commissioner was a 
board member at the college. The 
banker left his meeting with McGee 
and started talking to community 
members, telling them, McGee says, “I 
just met the person we need to have as 
president of the college.” She eventually 
had such a close relationship with the 
doctor that she spoke at his funeral. 

It turned out that she did get that 
job, and she did take it. And even 
though she intended to stay for just 
two years, she’s been at Seminole ever 
since. She can’t imagine making this 
kind of an impact anywhere else. 

What McGee learned in the process 
is that it wasn’t about her lists or her 
fundraising. It was about being the 

right candidate for the right college at 
the right time. And when that happens, 
one’s unorthodox background can be 
exactly what a college is looking for.

“The bottom line was, the board 
here wanted someone with a market-
ing and fundraising background. And 
my energy level: they wanted someone 
very vibrant to restart the college after 
they’d lost 20 percent of their enroll-
ment,” she says. “It’s all about fit when 
you get a presidency, and this was a 
perfect fit.” 

Heather Boerner is an education writer based in  

San Francisco. 

“ EVERY POSITION I HAD ALONG THE WAY BUILT ON THE  

PREVIOUS POSITION AND GAVE ME A DIFFERENT OUTLOOK.” 
Lori Sundberg, president, Carl Sandburg College
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