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Currently, a majority of two-year colleges in the United 
States are located in rural areas. Small, rural-serving com-
munity colleges are instrumental to the survival of the com-
munities they reside in, as well as vital to the stakehold-
ers they serve. How does being a rural community college 
present specialized challenges and in what ways do the 
characteristics of these small, rural colleges help foster their 
reputation as successful institutions? To gain some insight 
into these matters, the presidents from three of these col-
leges sat down with the authors to discuss the challenges 
their institutions face. Additionally, they offer practical and 
insightful solutions to these challenges. 

Introduction
Community colleges serve as the primary source of 
postsecondary education for large segments of un-
derserved student populations. With little regard for 
their geographic settings or the nature of resources 
available to the institution, community colleges are 
expected to provide a comprehensive educational 
experience and serve the larger community within 
which it resides. Indeed, it is important to note that 
the majority of two-year colleges service rural constit-
uents (Smith 2009). For these community colleges, 
providing comprehensive services and programs to 
small, rural, relatively isolated regions, can be a sub-
stantial challenge. Nonetheless, “Rural community 
colleges have been viewed by residents, state legisla-
tors, and policy makers, as catalysts for sustaining 
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high-quality of life opportunities 
for rural America” and, in many 
cases, are chief contributors to the 
economic livelihood of their com-
munities (Miller & Tuttle, 2007, p. 
4). These institutions are vital to 
their constituents, providing op-
portunities “to access services and 
educational programs designed to 
help secure their future success” 
(Smith, 2009, p. 1). More broadly, 
it has been argued that, “The com-
munity college represents an ideal 
catalyst for addressing many of the 
problems of rural life whose solu-
tions may lie in the education and 
development of people” (Vine-
yard, 1979, p. 34). 

Despite their central role in the 
life of their communities, small, 
rural-serving community colleges 
are faced with continual chal-
lenges and conditions that threat-
en their existence. Chief among 
these challenges are: shrinking 
student population bases, the in-
ability to attract and retain creden-
tialed faculty and staff, inadequate 
state funding, lower property tax 
values resulting in lower tax reve-
nues, and an inability to maintain 
technology demands necessary for 
the 21st century (Eller et al., 2003; 
Killacky & Valadez, 1995; Pen-
nington et al., 2006; Valek, 1995). 
These issues are magnified for ru-
ral-serving institutions due to their 
declining populations and state 
funding, as well as limited access 
to qualified personnel. 

To highlight the factors that 
impact the continued existence 
and performance of rural-serving 
community colleges and their 
abilities to serve students, as well 
as their communities, the presi-
dents of three successful small, 
rural-serving colleges agreed to 
discuss the challenges their par-
ticular institutions face. Addition-
ally, they pointed to the internal 
characteristics possessed by their 
institutions that enable them to 
overcome these challenges. 

Institutional Selection 
and Profiles
These presidents represent suc-
cessful schools located in the 
Southeast, Southwest, and Mid-
west. With unduplicated enroll-
ments between 500 and 1,999 stu-
dents, these institutions are small 
(Carnegie Foundation, 2010) and 
nonunionized. As the reader will 
note in the profiles below, the sur-
rounding communities are also 
small and rural. 

These colleges are not nation-
ally recognized for a singular 
program of excellence or find 
themselves situated in some com-
munities who harbor specialized 
resources or characteristics, which 
result in abnormal levels of com-
munity support for the college. 
In short, they are fairly typical of 
small, rural community colleges. 
Due to the sensitive nature of this 
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discussion, pseudonyms are used 
to protect the identity of the presi-
dents and institutions. 

“Scenic Community 
College”

Shane has been the president of 
Scenic Community College since 
1996. Scenic Community College 
is located in a rural town with a 
population of 5,500. The college is 
located on a major interstate high-
way, and the community in which 
it resides is located approximately 
two hours from two metropolitan 
areas in either direction. Founded 
in 1979, the college currently has 
an enrollment of approximately 
944 students. Although it has a 
limited collegiate sports program 
and is without any residential 
housing, the college does have 
a full range of technical and aca-
demic offerings. Financial strains, 
15 years ago, placed the school in 
jeopardy of being closed. To ad-
dress the problem, the school tran-
sitioned from a technical training 
college to a comprehensive com-
munity college. This move has 
helped to stabilize the institution. 

“Green Lake Community 
College”

David is the president of Green 
Lake Community College, a small, 
rural comprehensive college with 
a student population of 1,354. 
The college, founded in 1975, is 

located in the center of a major, re-
gional recreational area and is the 
benefactor of a steady flow of tour-
ism. It does not have residential 
housing and does not participate 
in collegiate sports. The college 
was founded as a technical college 
and began to make the transition 
to a comprehensive college, offer-
ing courses for college credit trans-
fer under contract with other state 
colleges and universities in the 
early 1990s. In the mid-90s the 
college became a fully accredited 
college. It has two other campuses, 
in addition to its main campus.

“Heartland Community 
College”

Scott is the president of Heartland 
Community College, which is lo-
cated in a community with a popu-
lation of 11,000. The community 
is situated in a town halfway be-
tween two major cities, both being 
approximately a two-hour drive. 
The town is known as a manufac-
turing and agriculture community. 
The college was founded in 1923 
and has an enrollment of approxi-
mately 1,948 students. The college 
has a tradition-rich history of of-
fering academic transfer classes 
in addition to numerous techni-
cal and certification programs. 
Somewhat unique to small, rural-
serving community colleges, the 
college has an extensive theatre 
program.
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Challenges of Rural-
Serving Community 
Colleges
Through their dialogue, the presi-
dents identified several key chal-
lenges they face at their respective 
institutions. These challenges in-
clude: the effective utilization of 
resources, decreased state funding 
and depressed tax bases, slim mar-
gins for error, meeting the needs 
of diverse student populations, 
and the recruitment and reten-
tion of quality employees. 

Utilizing Resources 
Effectively

The presidents proclaimed their 
institutions to be masters at “do-
ing more with less.” Small enroll-
ments coupled with rural settings 
mean that they have limited re-
sources and equally limited staff 
to bring to bear to meet their 
institutional objectives. New pro-
grams and services must demon-
strate their viability from a cost/
benefit analysis. The presidents 
are very cognizant that their small 
size means they do not have the 
size needed to achieve any sort of 
critical mass or realize the advan-
tage of economies of scale at their 
colleges. 

The presidents expressed the 
value they placed in, and their 
heavy dependence on, the faculty, 
staff, and administration to do 
their jobs. In addition to being re-

quired to do more with less, a typi-
cal employee “wears many hats.” 
Shane, president of Scenic Com-
munity College, emphasized the 
importance of having “all hands 
on deck” at all times and the com-
mitment of employees at his insti-
tution to serve students:

…we have to meet the same 
standards and same reporting 
requirements. We do it, but 
I always say the people that 
work … in a rural community 
college, unbeknownst to most 
people and even to my col-
leagues who have no compre-
hension, they do a Herculean 
effort to serve the needs of the 
rural.

Because most departments at 
these institutions are understaffed, 
job responsibilities cover a broad 
span. Employees develop a re-
sponsive attitude to the situation, 
understanding that students must 
be taken care of and everyone in 
the college is responsible for do-
ing so. Through the narratives of 
the presidents, evidence emerged 
indicating that these institutions 
discovered how to harness the re-
sponsive attitudes of faculty, staff, 
and administrators. In essence, 
the responsive attitudes of employ-
ees have spawned an eagerness of 
doing more than what is in the 
job description and in addition, 
goes beyond any self-imposed or 
perceived boundary that would 
likely occur in other environ-
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ments. The authors perceive this 
to be due to the student-centered 
focus of these institutions, as well 
as simply not having large num-
bers of support staff that would be 
commonly seen in larger institu-
tions. The presidents expressed a 
willingness on the part of employ-
ees to extend themselves beyond 
what those of larger institutions 
would do. We conclude that the 
employees at these institutions 
support the student-focused mis-
sion of their colleges, and help-
ing students succeed motivates 
the employees to do more. This 
willingness or motivation to 
help is supported by Herzberg’s 
two-factor theory, which states 
that “people experience a ‘high’ 
or ‘pleasure’ from a satisfying ex-
perience” (Bess & Dee, 2008, p. 
292). The viewpoint expressed by 
these individuals was validated by 
their previous work experience 
and firsthand knowledge at larger 
institutions. Scott, president of 
Heartland Community College, 
stated that, “it’s almost family-
like.” David, president of Green 
Lake Community College, added, 

“I think as you develop a culture of 
people who like what they are do-
ing, then they individually, what-
ever their job is, they are going to 
be high performing. If everyone 
is working in a high performing 
method, it is just obvious.”

Rural areas of the U.S. have, 
for the most part, declining popu-

lations (Stauber, 2007). Because 
of these declining populations 
rural community colleges have 
difficulty in finding and retaining 
faculty, staff, and administrators 
from the local areas. As the presi-
dents commented, employees of 
these rural colleges must provide 
multiple services to the colleges 
and their students. Employees are 
truly a “family unit.” They must 
support and assist one another. 
All employees (including clerical 
staff) learn to represent the insti-
tution, at all times. All employees 
recruit, work with, and assist stu-
dents. Students are extensions of 
the family unit. The esprit de corps 
of the college is if a student fails or 
withdraws, it is a loss to the family 
unit. The concept of community in 
these colleges is important and ac-
tually integrated into the culture 
and environment.

Funding and Tax Base

Funding was cited as a major chal-
lenge by the presidents. This was 
not surprising and has repeatedly 
been cited in previous research 
(Katsinas, Alexander, and Opp, 
2003; Katsinas & Tollefson, 2009; 
Killacky & Valadez, 1995; Reich-
ard, 1995). Unfortunately, the 
expected funding shortfalls are 
projected to continue well into 
the future. Enrollment is a major 
component in virtually most state 
funding formulas. The three col-
leges of focus in this discussion 
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are allocated state appropriations 
as individual institutions versus 
through a state system. The largest 
percentage of funding for Scenic 
and Green Lake Community col-
leges is from state funding. Heart-
land Community College’s main 
funding is from the local tax base, 
with its second highest funding 
source being the state. Under-
standably, small, rural colleges 
struggle more so than their urban 
and suburban counterparts, and 
will continue to do so. By defini-
tion, state funding supports en-
rollment growth, yet the geograph-
ical locations these institutions are 
located in are where much of the 
population is moving out of to 
metropolitan areas. Less popula-
tion means fewer individuals pur-
chasing homes and other property, 
decreasing the funding generated 
from the local tax base. Enroll-
ment growth, therefore, increased 
funding, has not and potentially 
will not, occur. 

The consensus of the presi-
dents was that funding will con-
tinue to be an issue for all commu-
nity colleges, but specifically the 
institutions that are small and in 
rural areas. Lack of funding has be-
come a part of the daily challenges 
and they have grown accustomed 
to it. Shane (Scenic Community 
College) stated, “I think the big-
gest challenge … well, it contin-
ues to be where are you going to 
get the funding to run the small, 

rural colleges? You know, there 
are only so many people in these 
small, rural communities, and it’s 
dwindling every day.” David add-
ed, “The challenge is not falling 
through the cracks, not allowing 
yourself to fall through the cracks. 
As you look at the legislative sce-
narios and the funding scenarios, 
we have to be careful. We have to 
convince people of our value, or 
we will fall through those cracks …”

Additionally, rural-serving in-
stitutions do not generally have 
the tax base to receive more fund-
ing via property tax revenues with-
out levying additional taxes by in-
creasing the local tax rate. Even in 
states where community colleges 
have taxing authority to levy taxes 
for either operations or facilities, 
the small, rural institutions are at 
a deficit. Shane emphasized this 
further:

You basically have no tax base 
in a rural area. I actually have 
more cattle than human be-
ings. So one of the big chal-
lenges and the uniqueness of 
a rural community college is 
you have to be able to meet 
the needs of the community 
on a shoestring budget. And 
so that takes a real entrepre-
neurial spirit, innovations, 
and constantly watch[ing] the 
horizon for opportunities.

And by every stretch, this col-
lege wouldn’t be here today 
based on new and emerging 
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criteria of what would war-
rant having a college in your 
community. So this isn’t the 
60s and 70s… you better have 
got on then, because it’s not 
happening anymore. So, yeah, 
they wouldn’t put it here today. 
And to keep one here is tough. 
But that’s the challenge.

Funding is affected by static or 
decreasing enrollments. As with 
many state-supported community 
colleges, enrollment is closely tied 
to the amount of state funding 
received, due to it being based on 
full-time student enrollments. The 
debate continues on the fairness 
or equity of funding based on en-
rollment and about whether spe-
cial consideration should be given 
to small colleges in rural areas 
because of their unique situations 
(Katsinas & Tollefson, 2009). The 
fact remains that the presidents of 
these colleges are focused on en-
rollment numbers and the impact 
on their institutions. 

Shane (Scenic Community 
College) addressed two points of 
impact. One was related to job se-
curity, “ … I’m not quite sure that 
they [faculty and staff] always un-
derstand the relationship between 
enrollment and job security,” and 
the second related to revenue, 

“It’s all enrollment driven… You’ve 
got to have bodies in order to 
generate tuition… that’s a part of 
the revenue stream…” Enrollment 
comes from the population cen-

ters, and many rural communities 
have declining populations. 

Margin for Error

The presidents addressed the criti-
cal issue of “making the right deci-
sions” as the “margin for error” is 
ever so slight for the small, rural 
institution. To be able to truly 
understand the environment, it 
is imperative to understand this 
concept. Small, rural colleges have 
limited funding and, by most ac-
counts, they are severely under-
funded; they have serious person-
nel access deficiencies, in addition 
to encountering difficulties in 
hiring and retaining faculty, staff, 
and administrators; they face re-
lentless pressures to introduce the 
latest innovative programs; they 
live in an environment where en-
rollment demands are constantly 
hovering like a dark cloud; they 
are tasked with breathing life 
into the local community; they 
require “above and beyond” lead-
ership responsibilities from their 
institutional leaders. Under these 
circumstances, the margin for er-
ror is critically thin. A mistake, a 
missed calculation, a change in 
variables can be harmful or even 
detrimental to the college. This 
is evidenced through Shane’s 
(Scenic Community College) 
comments:

The margin for error in a 
small, rural community col-
lege is much… What would 
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you tell all of these people, the 
margin for error here is so nar-
row. We could close this col-
lege in a heartbeat as opposed 
to your margin of error in a 
large [college]… If you… lose 
250 students, in [large city] or 
over in [another large city], oh, 
well, you know, there’s always 
next semester. If you lose 250 
students here [by making a 
mistake]… you’re going to be 
letting people go. So the mar-
gin for error… you can’t afford 
to make mistakes because 
you’re dealing with the lives 
of your staff. So that’s prob-
ably the thing that bothers me 
the most… that we can’t make 
many mistakes and still be 
here… These colleges are walk-
ing a tightrope. 

This is true for the colleges’ hu-
man resources as well, from the 
president to staff, faculty, and ad-
ministration. Shane continued:

This— the role that I have here 
is a presidential job as opposed 
to a presidency position. You 
actually have to know how a 
community college runs from 
the bottom up and from the 
top down and inside out. Ev-
erybody here that works for 
me—we’re probably one deep, 
so when we talk about mul-
titasking, that’s not a— that’s 
not a figment of our imagina-
tion. That’s everyday life.

To combat the margin for er-
ror issue, the colleges often adopt 

extreme strategic planning and 
data-driven decision-making mod-
els. David discussed Green Lake 
Community College’s planning 
processes:

In our planning process and 
our strategic planning… we ask 
ourselves hard questions and 
therefore you are able to iden-
tify the challenges. I am big on 
that, you know what they are. 
If we are aware of them, what 
are the challenges that we 
think we face right now and 
what we think we are going to 
face in three years… We are an 
industry of catchphrases and 
one of those catchphrases is 
strategic planning, long range 
planning, and looking to the 
future. Well, we take it be-
yond phrases and say “let’s do 
it.” We are really going to look 
at the challenges that present 
themselves to us.

In addition to strategic plan-
ning, data-driven decision making 
is a part of everyday life at the col-
leges. This was further supported 
by Shane and David. Shane em-
phasized that Scenic Community 
College did not make decisions 
without supporting data: “I’ve got 
to have the data to support mak-
ing the decisions because I can’t 
just shoot from the hip because I 
don’t have the resources.” David 
continued to support the impor-
tance of planning and data-driven 
decision making by confirming 
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the same occurs at Green Lake 
Community College:

We don’t just plan, but we 
follow up on things, and we 
follow through with things. I 
think that’s become evident, 
that’s a culture that occurs 
if you stay consistently after… 
that you know we need to be 
a planning institution. We 
are very much an institution 
that gets into assessment… To 
me, assessment is you say we 
are going to do something, 
you evaluate it, and then you 
see how to use those results 
to improve something… We 
develop a culture here of con-
tinually improving ourselves.

Meeting the Needs of 
Students

The presidents spoke of offering 
programs, providing adequate 
facilities, using updated technol-
ogy, serving their communities, 
increasing enrollments, and nu-
merous other critical components, 
all within the context of being 
passionate about serving students 
and providing them the best op-
portunities for success. The pri-
mary driving force behind insti-
tutional efforts was a passionate 
compassion for meeting the needs 
of all students across each campus. 

When discussing the chal-
lenges of meeting the needs of stu-
dents, Shane (Scenic Community 
College) stated, “If only three stu-

dents showed up… an event would 
be considered a success.” He went 
on to provide an example of serv-
ing small school districts: 

…we went out and serviced 
very tiny school districts, three 
students here, four students 
there. We gave the customer 
service that these superinten-
dents were looking for: that 
we actually cared about their 
three students. The bigger col-
leges just kind of blew it off.

David expressed his attitude to-
ward students in this manner:

If you keep saying that’s why 
we come to work every day 
and your job is to provide 
help, provide life-changing op-
portunities, you will develop a 
culture of cohesiveness. You 
develop a culture of people 
knowing why they are even 
here. I mean, we all work for 
a paycheck—I mean, I work 
for a paycheck—but it’s nice to 
know that your paycheck is a 
cause because you are helping 
someone with a life-changing 
opportunity.

State legislators, higher educa-
tion experts, and interested by-
standers have and will continue 
to evaluate higher education on 
the merits of financial stability 
and enrollment numbers, as well 
as retention and completion rates. 
However, the presidents recog-
nized that the core of their insti-
tutions was to be student-centered 



37at Issue

colleges. The relatively small popu-
lation base from which they draw 
requires that each student who 
attends see the college as a family 
unit, supporting the concept of in 
loco parentis.

Recruitment and Retention 
of Employees

The recruitment and retention of 
quality staff and faculty is another 
challenge faced by most communi-
ty colleges, but it is acute for those 
located in rural areas. Oftentimes, 
the most visible competition for 
the limited supply of qualified 
and competent human resourc-
es comes from the local public 
school districts in these small 
communities. Both educational 
organizations (state-supported) 
are vying for individuals from the 
same resource pool. This phenom-
enon occurs in both the hiring 
and retention of employees. Two 
of the institutions, Scenic Com-
munity College and Heartland 
Community College, do have the 
option of going beyond the lo-
cal employee pool into the larger 
metropolitan areas that surround 
them. However, going outside the 
local pool often resulted in higher 
than normal salary expectations. 
As Scott (Heartland Community 
College) stated when referring to 
average salaries of a nearby larger 
institution, “Our faculty salaries 
are mid-$40s, their faculty salaries 
are mid-$70s. Our administrative 

salaries are mid-$60s, theirs are 
over a $100.” 

The presidents indicated that 
there were not that many appli-
cants for vacant positions. There 
needed to be careful and consider-
ate contemplation on faculty hires. 
Additionally, those who did work 
at the institutions were deemed 
to be a valuable asset who needed 
to be retained and rewarded. The 
presidents went on to say that 
their employees, especially faculty, 
served in many roles. Because these 
community colleges are limited 
in the number of support employ-
ees (admissions staff, financial 
aid, secretarial, and so forth) they 
can afford to hire, these individu-
als are required to take on some 
of the duties that, for larger com-
munity colleges, would be admin-
istered by professional employees. 
David (Green Lake Community 
College) discussed this in the con-
text of interviewing potential em-
ployees, “I tell people … if you’re 
coming here for a job, I would pre-
fer that you look somewhere else. 
This is a profession … this isn’t 
some pass-through job… . My job 
is to convince them that they’re 
changing human lives and this is 
a calling.”

Discussion
The college presidents who par-
ticipated in this conversation have 
been able to position their insti-
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tutions so as to capitalize on the 
characteristics of their colleges 
and have found ways to develop 
successful reputations. Their nar-
ratives highlight the main chal-
lenges that these institutions face, 
including the two main concerns 
of all colleges today: efficient uti-
lization of scarce resources and 
funding. In addition to these ar-
eas, other challenges were identi-
fied, including (a) a low margin for 
error, (b) meeting the needs of stu-
dents, (c) recruitment and reten-
tion of qualified faculty and staff, 
(d) a declining student popula-
tion due to the migration of rural 
America to the metropolitan areas, 
and (e) a decreasing population of 
traditional-age college students. 

Katsinas et al. (2003) found that 
rural colleges experience the same 
challenges as most state-funded 
higher education institutions, but 
are faced with additional barriers 
due to limited budgets and the 
nature of their rural service areas. 
They have higher operating costs 
per student (Katsinas et al., 2003). 
Members of the communities that 
the colleges serve look to them as 
economic developers. State fund-
ing will continue to be an issue for 
all higher education institutions, 
but more specifically for small, 
rural-serving community colleges. 
Some of the key concerns ad-
dressed by Katsinas et al. (2003) 
are that rural-serving institutions, 
as with all state-supported institu-

tions, have faced a decline in state 
funding since 1980, have seen tu-
ition and fees rise to compensate 
for the shortfalls in funding by the 
state, receive state funding based 
on traditional funding formulas 
that do not support the compre-
hensive missions of colleges, and 
their unique needs are not ad-
dressed through state-funding 
mechanisms. The use of full-time 
equivalencies to fund colleges may 
be a disservice to those institu-
tions whose missions are to serve 
its rural community and service 
area. According to the Center 
for Postsecondary and Economic 
Success, in 2008, 46% of college 
students were classified as part 
time (2011). Oftentimes, students 
enrolled in community colleges 
work and take care of their family, 
which does not allow them to en-
roll in college as full-time students. 
In addition, an increase in state 
support for higher education gen-
erated through additional taxes 
does not appear to be a part of the 
future. 

Functional Precision and 
Attitudinal Disposition

The abilities of these high-per-
forming, small, rural-serving com-
munity colleges to address the 
challenges identified to their ad-
vantage have two components: a 
functional aspect and a behavioral 
aspect. The functional aspect is 
what we have termed as functional 
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precision. Functional precision 
relates to the ability to assess the 
situation, make decisions, achieve 
a level of work ethic, set goals, and 
plan strategically. These colleges 
are mission driven. The function-
al aspects became apparent during 
the interviews.

In regard to the behavioral as-
pect, we use the term attitudinal 
disposition to describe these institu-
tions. The cultures of the colleges, 
through their leadership, display 
a quiet demeanor of steadfastness 
and a disposition of being plain-
spoken and deliberate in their ap-
proach, one of resolve tempered 
with compassion. To illustrate this 
point, the following phrases were 
extracted from the presidents’ 
discussions:

•	“You have to watch for opportu-
nities… ”

•	“I want to roll up my sleeves and 
manage the institution… ”

•	“They are very, very customer-
oriented here… ”

•	“People are expected to per-
form… ”

•	“The institution has a great 
amount of expectations… ”

•	“We can’t keep doing the same 
old thing… ”

•	“I do believe we are lean… ”

•	“We face challenges head-on… ”

•	“You have to be aggressive and 
competitive… ”

•	“Willing to make those changes 
to make things even better… ”

The colleges have a culture that 
enables them to make decisions 
quickly to resolve the challenges 
they encounter. This tactic applies 
whether it is an operational-type 
issue or it involves human re-
sources, starting up or evaluating 
program offerings, seeking out-
side resources, or simply helping 
students achieve success. The abil-
ity to identify the situation, the 
functional precision to execute 
it, and the attitudinal disposition 
to do something about it typifies 
these colleges. It seems the presi-
dents understand that survival 
and achieving high performance 
depends upon these concepts 
working in unison. The indica-
tion is that identification of the 
issue or situation that involves an 
action and the ability to identify 
a course of action is not necessar-
ily the most difficult component—
carrying out the action becomes 
the challenge that other institu-
tions possibly tend to shy away 
from. This appears not to be the 
case with these institutions. The 
attitudinal disposition to follow 
through is a key factor of their 
success.

If functional precision and 
attitudinal disposition are the 
components that make these in-
stitutions successful, then the fuel 
for running this engine is the pas-
sion and compassion they have for 
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students. Being student friendly 
is often used as a cliché in many 
places of higher learning. How-
ever, because the institutions are 
so small and exist in rural settings, 
this concept is demonstrated 
through the actions of the faculty, 
staff, and administration who 
go above and beyond to serve the 
needs of their students. In observ-
ing and analyzing the concept of 
student friendliness, several ideas 
emerged from the interviews. The 
most prevalent idea was why these 
colleges operate in this manner: 
The students are truly valued as a 
scarce commodity. It is not hard 
for faculty, staff, and administra-
tion to realize the significance of 
the student—the direct correlation 
between the existence of the insti-
tution and the student are quite 
evident. It is much easier to value 
what is scarce and the contrary 
is true, as well. A second idea re-
garding student friendliness: It is 
easier to be student friendly when 
you have fewer students. The fac-
ulty, staff, and administration of 
successful colleges make student 
friendliness a staple of their diet, 
and anonymity for the student is 
difficult to achieve on the campus-
es of these colleges.

Presidential Leadership

It cannot be assumed that because 
these colleges are small and locat-
ed in rural settings that the qual-
ity of their leadership is lacking. 

Quite the contrary—leadership 
at these institutions appears to 
be quite competent. It is evident 
that these leaders walk to the beat 
of their own drum and relish the 
playground of their environments. 
They are highly engaged in the op-
erations of their colleges through 
their leadership and oversight 
roles. The leadership and influ-
ences that they exert on their re-
spective colleges is a recognizable 
internal characteristic that earns 
them the reputation of leading 
high-performing colleges. The 
influence of these presidents on 
the success of their institutions ap-
pears to be significant. 

The presidents recognized that 
their institutions had to be in the 
forefront of their rural service ar-
eas. To paraphrase the responses 
of Shane (Scenic Community 
College) and David (Green Lake 
Community College), their colleg-
es have to be “opportunistic, have 
an entrepreneurial spirit, and [be] 
innovative to keep the doors open, 
show incremental improvement, 
rise above the rest, and be willing 
to change.” In many instances, 
they have to be proactive in help-
ing to create a demand for their 
services by aggressively recruiting 
students. The presidents talked 
about not waiting for the students 
to come, but going out and servic-
ing the students where they were 
at. In most cases, they realize their 
institutions cannot operate as sta-
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tus quo nor can they afford to do 
things as other types of higher 
education institutions do. 

The presidents make a clear 
and concerted effort to establish 
a climate of transparency in their 
administrative styles and manners. 
As David (Green Lake Commu-
nity College) stated:

We are always communicating 
to our institution, constitu-
ents, our external constituents, 
our colleagues, and we are 
trying to be very open about 
what we are doing at this insti-
tution… I believe in transpar-
ency, I am an open book. We 
are going to say we are going 
to do these things, then we are 
going to do it, and then we are 
going to let everybody know 
how it’s going, and then there 
are not any secrets about what 
we are up to.

When the presidents discussed 
their collegiate environments, 
they looked broadly, including 
not only their institutions, but 
also the local communities and 
beyond. The campus climates and 
cultures are cultivated in an open 
and transparent way. The organi-
zational hierarchies at these insti-
tutions are relatively flat. Gener-
ally, not any one employee of the 
college is more than four or five 
positions away from the president. 
The size of the institutions afford-
ed the presidents opportunities to 
be more accessible and allowed 

them to converse with employees 
and walk around the campus on 

“fact-finding” excursions. Presi-
dents who are seen around cam-
pus and who are engaged in the 
day-to-day activities of their insti-
tutions have a better pulse of the 
culture and climate of their col-
leges and are more approachable 
and informed of issues occurring. 
This creates a more proactive ap-
proach to operating the institu-
tions, as presidents are able to get 
information as problems are devel-
oping and not only when the issue 
has escalated through the system. 
Everyday life at the colleges for all 
employees is an exposed and open 
environment that stimulates a cli-
mate and culture that is much the 
same.

According to the presidents, 
their small and rural colleges have 
the ability to be flexible, to change 
directions, and to be responsive 
as organizations. These elements 
were cited as key advantages to be-
ing a small and rural college. Effec-
tive and succinct communications 
become a means to the end and is 
one of the most important under-
pinnings of successful institutions. 
It seems to set the tone for the col-
leges, it gives meaning to the cam-
pus demeanor, and it is a precur-
sor as to how the institutions go 
about performing their missions. 
According to the presidents, their 
small and rural colleges have the 
ability to be flexible, to change 
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directions, and to be responsive 
as an organization. They must be; 
the vitality of their institutions de-
pend on it.

The presidents indicated that, 
in their view, transparency was a 
strength of their institutions. All 
stakeholders who will be affected 
are part of the decision-making 
process. However, there is a down-
side. Because these are small in-
stitutions, there may be a lack of 
diversity of opinions and ideas. 
Concepts and ideas that are out-
side the box at times may need to 
come from someone outside the 
normal decision-making body. 
Nonetheless, this is the arena that 
the presidents worked in and they 
perceive it to be valuable.

Fulfilling the Community 
College Mission of Serving 
Students

Students remain the core founda-
tion of most community colleges, 
and these three institutions are 
no different. There appears to be 
a conscious effort at all three col-
leges to ensure that the needs of 
students are met. Decisions per-
taining to cutting programs and 
services and/or adding new ser-
vices are evaluated based on the 
needs of students. With limited 
resources and funding, additional 
student services and programs 
are difficult to provide, without 
burdening the students with 
increased tuition and fee costs. 

These institutions recognize that 
these decisions have to be made 
based on what is in the best inter-
est of the students, but recognize 
that in order to attract more stu-
dents, new programs and services 
are needed.

Lack of Complacency and 
Sense of Urgency

There is a lack of complacency at 
these colleges. They have a sense 
of urgency about the opportunity 
to positively influence the next 
student. The cultures of the col-
leges are preoccupied with seizing 
the next opportunity. In the presi-
dents’ views, opportunities are 
limited for the would-be students 
in their service areas. This was 
evidenced in Scott’s (Heartland 
Community College) statements:

It’s all about recognizing what 
it takes, what you are going to 
need to increase the quality of 
life for the people in the area 
you are serving. The bottom 
line is… a lot of these people 
couldn’t begin at a university. 
Many are first generation col-
lege students; they have jobs, 
or they come from a family 
that can’t afford to send them 
on to a major university or any 
university. We are their only 
opportunity… 

David discussed his sense of 
duty in ensuring a sense of ur-
gency at Green Lake Community 
College:
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Our value is remembering and 
reminding people that there 
are rural Americans, that 
there are people who need 
an education that are place-
bound, there are people who 
need an education that are 
on the lower economic social 
status and that their whole 
families are below the level of 
educational level attainment 
that you might expect… 

Ability and Willingness to 
Change

The presidents were all clear in 
their commitments (and willing-
ness) to initiate change or adapt to 
change. The ability to change and 
the speed at which this change 
can happen is complemented by 
the small size and effective com-
munications channels with their 
high-performing community col-
leges. The ability to change would 
be hampered by the lack of either 
of these. The presidents discussed 
change from an overall organi-
zational view, but interestingly, 
David (Green Lake Community 
College) and Scott (Heartland 
Community College) specifically 
mentioned change coming about 
from the faculty ranks. Scott stat-
ed, “Our faculty were excited, so 
you create a climate and it’s about 
climate. A climate of support, 
change, a climate of progress, and 
you keep your ears open, you lis-
ten to people, and you give them 
ownership of the place.” David 

(SWCC) explained his experience 
with faculty and change:

I have been quoted—my fac-
ulty can quote me, that at this 
institution and others—that I 
am sorry the profession they 
chose has changed on them, 
but it has … I don’t find fac-
ulty to be resistant to change, 
I find for them to need lead-
ership to change, and that’s 
just human nature. You know 
that’s just human nature. Ac-
cepting change is part of the 
institutions’ existence and it 
enhances their aptitude to 
survive. 

Conditions may transform 
where small, rural-serving commu-
nity colleges will become extinct. 
All of the presidents were in agree-
ment that if their institutions were 
to close, an unfilled educational 
void would exist in rural America. 
Regardless of economic or po-
litical factors that may evolve, an 
educational need will still exist in 
the vast, isolated, and somewhat 
sparsely populated regions of this 
nation. These colleges are the only 
traditional public institutions 
of higher education available to 
these populations today.

Change for these rural colleges 
is measured on two scales. The 
first is external change such as 
funding, population loss, and em-
ployee attrition. For the most part, 
these colleges can do little to noth-
ing about these changes except 
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to adapt and conform. However, 
there is the change that comes 
from within. Change can occur 
in these institutions in relatively 
short order. They are not encum-
bered with levels of bureaucracies 
that restrict or delay change. They 
operate on survival mode and be-
come adroit at confronting the is-
sues they face. 

Conclusion
There are five internal character-
istics of successful small, rural-
serving community colleges that 
revealed themselves through the 
narratives of the presidents: (a) a 
climate of transparency, (b) effec-
tive and succinct communication, 
(c) fulfilling the mission of serving 
students, (d) lack of complacency 
coupled with a sense of urgency, 
and (e) the ability and willingness 
to change. These characteristics 
are the underpinning of the suc-
cess of these colleges and have en-
abled them to be effective and effi-
cient organizations. Though these 
institutions are faced with many 

challenges, they are able to ad-
dress them quickly and efficiently 
in a manner that enables them to 
continue to serve their students 
and communities. Individually, 
these internal characteristics are 
important, but it is the collective 
application of them that facilitates 
the colleges to achieve the status 
of high performing. In addition, 
it is these characteristics that are 
applied internally, but have a pro-
found impact externally. The out-
ward signs of success are a reflec-
tion and a manifestation of what 
is occurring internally in these 
institutions. Many community 
colleges face similar challenges as 
outlined by the presidents’ discus-
sions, but the impact of these chal-
lenges at the small rural-serving 
institution can become dire to the 
college and its community. It is 
the sum of the operations of these 
institutions, as well as their com-
munities, leadership, faculty and 
staff, and especially their students 
who contribute to their resiliency 
and continued success as rural-
serving colleges. 
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