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1

INTRODUCTION

T H E  I M P E T U S  F O R 
E N T R E P R E N E U R I A L 

E D U C AT I O N

Rebecca A. Corbin and Ron Thomas

This global competitive environment demands a more diversified approach to 
economic development, increasing the relative importance of supporting exist-
ing small businesses and entrepreneurs and establishing the conditions under 
which innovative, entrepreneurial endeavors can take root and grow. These 
“grow your own” strategies have received increasing attention in recent years as 
communities, regions and states experiment with new types of policies to support 
entrepreneurs and small business owners.

—Deborah Markley and Brian Dabson, Rural Policy 
Research Institute, Iowa City, Iowa

This book is a chorus of many voices with ideas and guidance to help 
college leaders engage more effectively with others to help individu-
als, communities, and colleges prosper. Our goal is to help prepare 

college leaders to work in an entrepreneurial ecosystem that is fueled by the 
Internet and a connection economy. This introduction sets the table for 
how this entrepreneurial journey has evolved and what college leaders can 
do to take entrepreneurship to the next levels in their communities. It also 
gives context to the role the National Association for Community College 
Entrepreneurship (NACCE) has played along the way and continues to play 
on a national and—more recently—global level. Most of all, it illuminates 
the creative thinking and bold action that entrepreneurially minded pioneers 
have taken to meet challenges and embrace change.

Entrepreneurship was the new norm in the 1990s. Spurred by the dawn 
of the digital age, the economy was booming and household incomes were 
growing. Communities wanted to capitalize on that growth, and universi-
ties across the country were starting entrepreneurship programs on their 
campuses. An increasing number of students enrolled in higher education, 
and new businesses launched across the country. In 1994 the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics reported 500,000 new businesses were founded, growing to 
675,000 by 2000. In 1994, those businesses created 4.1 million jobs and, by 
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2  COMMUNITY COLLEGES AS INCUBATORS OF INNOVATION

2000, that number grew to 4.6 million. Entrepreneurship was the spring-
board for making new ideas happen, and relationships between education 
and businesses served as catalysts for launching many of these start-ups.

While the 1990s were characterized as a decade of opportunity and 
growth, the decade from 2000 to 2010 was very different. Community col-
lege enrollment grew, and by 2009 the recession hit. Unemployment neared 
10%, the housing market crashed, and state budgets—including support for 
higher education—plummeted.

The country was beginning to experience economic uncertainty, and 
community colleges were positioned to provide another option for people 
searching for new careers.

At the same time, community college presidents were asked to reduce 
budgets and educate more and more diverse students while meeting higher 
accountability standards. Community college leaders needed to do more 
with less.

The American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) was con-
cerned about the leadership crisis of two-year institutions. One concern 
was how to prepare new and senior leadership for these challenges; another 
concern was the waning numbers of professionals prepared for community 
college leadership. The AACC attempted to address the training needs by 
organizing workshops, seminars, and dialogues with community college 
leaders. The White House was promoting community colleges and entrepre-
neurship opportunities to facilitate positive change in the country. Still, com-
munity college presidents were searching for answers to address the growing 
challenges in community colleges. A new leadership model was needed.

Fortunately, a new organization was already in place that could help 
address these issues and provide community college leaders and faculty 
with resources and platforms to help them lay the groundwork for support-
ing entrepreneurial growth within their communities. In 2002, NACCE 
was founded at Springfield Technical Community College in Springfield, 
Massachusetts.

With support from key foundations, private sources, and public entities, 
NACCE and its founding members believed the organization could serve 
as a resource to support entrepreneurial teaching and leadership across dis-
ciplines and communities. This work has never been more important than 
it is today and was the impetus for writing this book. Community colleges 
exploring their place in their ecosystems will find it a fascinating journey—
untethered and unpredictable—but not without reward.

Throughout this book, contributors share their experiences and perspec-
tives, providing vital glimpses into the way entrepreneurial thinking and 
action impact real-world ecosystems. You will read about how college leaders 
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INTROdUCTION  3

use tools like effectuation, ecosystem mapping, and NACCE’s Presidents for 
Entrepreneurship Pledge to meet challenges at hand and explore untapped 
opportunity. By illustrating how various college and community leaders 
throughout the country have approached this journey, we hope to bring fresh 
energy and vigor to those who are at the threshold of creating entrepreneurial 
ecosystems at their community colleges.
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