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Acting alone, college leaders simply cannot administer a college and plan 
for its future. Even the strongest college presidents cannot have lasting 
influences on their colleges unless they can change the values and the 
vision of the institution’s people, and the difference between success and 
failure depends upon the effectiveness of leadership teams throughout the 
institution. Developing, coaching, and nurturing successful teams may be 
the most important task of any leader. What should a leader know about 
teams and their members?

Expectations can be powerful motivators for a team, and a lack of clearly 
communicated expectations often leads to serious problems. The team 
leader as coach should communicate expectations clearly and often. Leaders 
should talk about their expectations for honesty, ethical behavior, fairness, 
legality, respect, courtesy, civility, cooperation, visibility, courage, balance, 
and scholarship.

If team members are not honest in their dealings with people or if their 
behavior is considered to be unethical, the college leadership will not enjoy 
the level of trust needed to be effective. College leaders need to be honest 
and data-informed in order to keep a college from being politically divided. 
Lack of attention to fairness and legality can lead to unnecessary legal 
challenges and costs for the college. However, threat of a lawsuit should 
never keep college leaders from doing what is right. 

Leadership team members do not have to be best friends, but they should 
respect each other and treat each other civilly. Some college leaders 
encourage a competitive climate among team members, with the belief that 
competition will bring out greater effort. However, most leaders want their 
people to be on the same team and to realize how interdependent they 
are. Team members should cooperate with each other and be institutional 
advocates, not just narrow constituency advocates. 

It is all too easy today for college administrators to become trapped by 
their inboxes and never leave their offices. However, it is important for 
team members to be visible—on campus, in the community, and statewide 
and nationally. Leaders need to schedule time to get out of the office 
and talk to faculty, staff, and students so they are familiar with current 
issues and so they can accurately portray leadership plans and decisions. 
Attendance at community events is important for the college to maintain 
community support. Involvement at the state and national levels helps to 
keep leaders informed about emerging issues and provides visibility for 
the college. Expectations for level of involvement in campus, community, 
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state, and national organizations should be clearly 
communicated.

Not all leadership decisions will be popular, but 
leaders need the courage to do what is right. 
Confronting faculty and staff with data that shows 
the need for improvement may not be comfortable, 
but leaders need the courage to do it and the 
common sense to ask the faculty and staff to help 
develop the plans to do a better job. Leaders who 

disparage the college and then have all of the answers will not get the buy-in 
to accomplish anything. Communicating negative information to a board 
of trustees takes courage, but boards need to know the truth to address 
issues before they get out of hand. The team leader should ask the team 
members to be courageous enough to do what is right for the college and 
its students—and then, the leader needs the courage to support the team 
member.

College leaders need to protect their own health and the health and 
well-being of their team members. College leadership jobs are stressful 
and can be almost all-consuming. Team leaders should communicate their 
expectation that team members protect their health and fitness and strive for 
balance in their lives. Leaders and team members need to get ahead of their 
calendars and block out time for fitness activities, family, spiritual renewal, 
scholarship, and recreation. Unless time for these activities is scheduled, 
professional activities and commitments will fill the calendar. 

There is a great deal to learn about team leadership: team diversity, gender 
differences on a team, teams in urban colleges, teams in multi-college 
districts, assessing an inherited team, developing a mid-level team, board-
CEO teams, developing a leadership team during a crisis, focusing a team 
on student learning, and leading a team during institutional transformation. 
For those who wish to learn more, our edited book, Team Leadership in 
Community Colleges, is the first book to address these topics and to assist 
leaders to work with teams to manage and transform today’s community 
colleges (Boggs & McPhail, in press). 
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The current literature suggests that the future health of community colleges depends on adaptive leadership. Given the swift speed of 
change and myriad complex challenges now impacting our institutions at a rapidly accelerating rate, it is vital that colleges begin building 
the institutional leadership capacity to meet these threats, especially since the skill sets and traditional strategies of the past may no 
longer be sufficient to meet current and future challenges. We posed the following question to emerging and national leaders. Their 
answers appear below.

Developing, coaching, and nurturing successful 
teams may be the most important task of any leader. 

College leaders need to be honest and 
data-informed in order to keep a college 
from being politically divided.

Not all leadership decisions will be popular, but 
leaders need the courage to do what is right.

QUESTION OF THE MONTH:

How can community 
college leaders begin to 
drive adaptive change 
in their organizations?
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