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1

1
C R E AT E  A  C U LT U R E  F O R 

T R A N S F O R M AT I O N A L 
C H A N G E  T H R O U G H 

W I T H  A N  E Q U I T Y  L E N S 

Chapter highlights: In this chapter, a foundational understanding of equity is 
established and the framework for transformational change in becoming an 
equity-centered institution is introduced.

There is a growing recognition of the importance of equity in higher 
education in the United States. Public higher education has encoun-
tered rising inequality and inequities, which are, in turn, partly 

responsible for the equity disparities we see in our institutions through 
 student achievement gaps, programmatic and support services, and employee 
recruitment and retention. 

Ready or not, diversity, equity, and inclusion issues have stepped inside 
the open door of the American community college. Hailed as democracy’s 
college, American community colleges are often regarded as the best in the 
world. However, recent community college reform initiatives (Achieving the 
Dream, Completion by Design, and Developmental Education Initiatives) 
implicitly suggest that the system could be much better if programs were in 
place to support and nurture a culture that hinges on programs and policies 
that support students of color and a culture of diversity, equity, and inclu-
sion. Community colleges are a microcosm of their larger communities, and 
they can be a focal point to address larger societal issues. Equity must be 
positioned in the front and center of the issues facing community colleges. 
As protests over racial tensions continue to capture the nation’s attention, it 
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2  TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE IN COMMUNITY COLLEGES

is increasingly important for community college leaders to pay deeper atten-
tion to what is taking place at the doors of and inside their institutions. 

Although the majority of Black and Hispanic undergraduate students in 
the United States study at community colleges, Bill Moore (2006), a profes-
sor in the Community College Leadership Program at The University of 
Texas at Austin, declared his belief that discrimination was alive and well in 
community colleges. Moore believed that community colleges still operated 
in a “good-old boy” system, arguing that race is a difference that makes a dif-
ference. We agree with Moore and suggest that an equity-centered teaching 
and learning environment can be the difference that changes the game for 
underserved student populations in community colleges. While there is no 
recent research that discounts Moore’s 2006 arguments, some institutions 
have acknowledged achievement disparities and are now moving toward an 
understanding of equity as well as equality. 

John Brooks Slaughter (2003), the first African American director of 
the National Science Foundation and a distinguished academic leader, 
 suggested that American higher education is a microcosm of American soci-
ety. He argued that American higher education is an evolution that must 
be guided and nurtured by those who understand the essential role that 
American colleges and universities play in improving our society. 

The persistence of educational disparities in the community college 
 sector makes the concept of equity urgently important, and equity conver-
sations must be guided by those who understand the role of community 
college leaders at every layer of the institution. If community colleges are to 
be relevant to all students, equity values must be embedded in the culture, 
mission, and overall fabric of the college. 

No longer can community college educators hide behind the historic 
open-door admission policies, suggesting that open access policies alone are 
sufficient to provide for the educational needs of all students. Today’s com-
munity college leaders must embrace equity in all aspects of their leadership. 
Community colleges can no longer be about only access and opportunity; 
today’s college leaders must examine how their students and employees are 
treated and what support structures are in place to accommodate their needs 
in order to improve success rates, retention, and close achievement gaps. 
In 21st-century institutions, management of issues related to equity is an 
urgent leadership imperative. 

While equity in higher education may increasingly be respected as a fun-
damental characteristic, many community colleges have yet to link equity to 
the core values of the institution. Colleges can demonstrate equity- centeredness 
by engaging people from diverse backgrounds, treating them fairly, and 
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CREATE A CULTURE FOR TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE  3

including their perspectives in the way the college conducts its business. 
According to Bensimon (2006), the term “equity-mindedness” refers to the 
perspective or mode of thinking exhibited by practitioners who call attention 
to patterns of inequity in student outcomes. More and more community 
college leaders are adding equity to their strategic plans, and it’s long over-
due. Outdated policies and practices prevent colleges from realizing the full 
potential of a diverse and inclusive institution—equity is the first domino in 
the plan for colleges to become diverse and inclusive institutions. Too many 
organizations are still focused only on counting the numbers (race); others 
are focused on the events (inclusion); yet until organizations focus on the 
core issue—equity—organizational cultures will not change. 

Some higher education leaders pay lip service to equity and may not 
 necessarily have institutionalized the policies and procedures to make these 
values real. Equity is more than measuring student and employee demograph-
ics and support for a few special programs and services. As the local commu-
nities served by community colleges have changed, the new populations of 
students and employees must carefully evaluate how the institution relates to 
them. If community colleges do not connect with them in a relevant manner, 
they will begin to question the institution’s authenticity and relevancy. 

The higher education leaders who are bold enough to embrace equity as 
an institutional core value will reap enormous benefits in an improved insti-
tutional climate and with the success of students. When equity is practiced 
at the college, stakeholders’ behavior demonstrates engagement and support 
for the mission. A diverse and inclusive environment enables all stakehold-
ers to contribute their full potential in pursuit of the college’s goals. The 
equity-friendly environment involves the celebration of various cultures, 
religions, and ethnicities. Colleges can sponsor cultural competence educa-
tional opportunities that provide students, faculty, and staff with skills and 
knowledge to become global citizens. But, let’s keep it real—equity is not an 
event. It is a fundamental core institutional value, and it is imperative that 
community colleges employ policies and practices that embrace and support 
diversity, equity, and inclusion as core values (AACC, 2014).

Launching an equity agenda may inspire both positive and negative 
responses at a college. However, connecting with underserved populations 
requires institutions to alter their policies and practices. We argue that equity 
efforts also require the institutions to push for behavioral changes from its 
employees. Getting entrenched administrators, faculty, and staff to change is 
difficult. For some leaders, implementing programs to promote equity may 
bring about added concerns to an already full plate of competing programs 
and leadership challenges.
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4  TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE IN COMMUNITY COLLEGES

Some entrenched educators may dismiss newly launched equity efforts 
because they have witnessed the development of numerous other special 
i nitiatives that did not go anywhere. They might see the equity agenda as just 
another passing fad. Further, in some cases faculty and administrators may 
view equity efforts as a path to lower academic standards in order to accom-
modate disadvantaged students. One of the first concerns that some leaders 
express when considering the prospect of adding an equity focus to the col-
lege’s agenda or strategic plan is fitting additional programs into an already 
underfunded environment. Unfortunately, many well-meaning equity initia-
tives fail because organizations push them only as a compliance issue. In other 
situations, equity-oriented programs are established as appendage programs 
that are never mentioned in the college’s strategic plan. Some institutions 
seek to develop college-wide programs to increase equity without necessary 
input and buy-in from stakeholders.

Leaders of public higher education institutions have decisions to make 
regarding the types of changes to make in order to institutionalize equity. The 
changes that higher education institutions will need to make can be based 
on the core values of their local institution (Kim & Mauborngne, 2006; 
Alfred et al., 2009). However, we acknowledge that institutional change is 
embedded in a network of influence and power from a variety of sources. 
Leaders cannot assume all sources will agree that equity-minded policies and 
practices are necessary. Leadership in this context calls for an effective analy-
sis of resistance to equity and the barriers that need to be removed. What 
are the barriers, and where do they come from? Resistance to change can be 
viewed as the act of opposing or struggling with modifications or transforma-
tions that alter the status quo in the workplace (Kotter, 1996). Resistance to 
change can emerge from internal and external sources.

It is generally understood that managing resistance to change is chal-
lenging. Burke (2008) argued that organizations are striving to succeed in 
an increasingly complex global, political, and economic environment. He 
noted that organizations can experience different types of change. In our 
work, we have observed that resistance to change does not come in a single 
form. Change can emerge from groups and individuals within the institu-
tion, as well as from external groups. It can be covert or overt, organized or 
individual. In some instances, resistance emerges when there is a threat to 
something the individual values. For example, Evans (1996) discussed the 
human side of change. The author noted that real-life resistance may arise 
from a genuine understanding of the change or from a misunderstanding of 
the issues. Failure to adequately consider the complexity of the resistance can 
compromise the implementation.
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CREATE A CULTURE FOR TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE  5

Complex structures, policies, and processes can make it difficult to anchor 
equity into the organization’s culture. An organization can break this barrier by 
employing diligent, quality, and highly effective leaders to navigate the terrain. 
It is important to have leaders who understand the culture of the organiza-
tion. When organizational changes such as equity programs are forced on the 
institution, stakeholders are likely to push back. When pushback or resistance 
happens, the best approach for leaders of change is to understand the reasons 
for the resistance and then strive to strategize around those issues.

The pushback is likely to occur because leaders do not take the time to 
assess the current state of their organization. Trying to introduce and imple-
ment an equity agenda without conducting an assessment and understand-
ing the current blueprint of the organization is a common behavior in many 
organizations that prevents progress.

As community colleges take on the equity challenge in efforts to trans-
form their institutions, they must understand the concept of equity, the insti-
tution’s culture, and committed leadership to accomplish the task. In some 
cases, the institution’s culture can be the strongest barrier to progress; however, 
by beginning with the end in mind, coupled with dedicated leadership, the 
cultural tide can change, but it will take time.

Frequently, higher education leaders suggest that they want to imple-
ment equity because they have the belief that equity-centered policies 
and practices will bring significant change to the institution as a whole. 
However, we argue that the primary objective for institutionalizing equity 
is that the change will improve the environment of the organization on a 
daily basis.

Framework for Leading the Equity Challenge 

For the purpose of this discussion, we intend for leadership to refer to a 
board of trustees or regents, an executive leadership team, governance leaders 
( faculty and staff ), and other leadership positions as defined by the indi-
vidual college. For the purpose of developing a culture of equity that leads to 
institutional change, leadership refers to any person or group that can influ-
ence and mobilize the institution toward the desired outcome. The desired 
outcome in this case is for institutions to create an equity-minded student 
and an employee experience that leads to success, completion, and retention 
for students and employees. For many institutions, this will be a heavy lift! 
That’s why it is incumbent on the leadership team to set the tone for access 
and equity and make it a priority for the institution. Throughout the book, 
we integrated three concepts for institutions to use to become equity-cantered 
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6  TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE IN COMMUNITY COLLEGES

institutions: (a) common definition of equity (Bensimon, 2005); change 
model (Kotter, 1996); leadership competencies (AACC, 2018).

Equity Lens Defined 
In today’s society, and particularly in higher education, the term equity is 
often misunderstood and associated within the context of racial equality. It 
is essential that the college community understands the difference between 
equity and equality. Equity in higher education, according to Bensimon 
(2005), refers to access to and success in higher education among histori-
cally underrepresented student populations. The focus of these types of 
equity conversations are topics such as ethnic minority and low-income 
students. 

Bensimon (2005) defines three components of equity: (a) representational 
equity, which refers to the proportional participation of historically underrep-
resented student populations at all levels of an institution; (b) resource equity, 
which takes into account the proportion of educational resources that are 
directed at closing equity gaps; and (c) equity mindedness, which refers to 
the priority that the institution gives to equity efforts. The concept of equity 
requires institutional leaders and staff to demonstrate both awareness and a 
willingness to address differences by instituting policies and practices to serve 
all students. Equality, on the other hand, refers to giving people the same 
opportunity. 

It is generally believed that everyone has the same access to community 
colleges. However, it is unrealistic to assume that everyone is starting at the 
same point or that all experiences that people bring to the educational experi-
ence are the same. As practitioners, we know that is not the case.

Community colleges were built on the idea of access. In essence, all 
students have the “same” access to higher education, learning resources, 
and faculty (Cohen et al., 2014). To examine this thought deeper, commu-
nity college employees are hired using the “same” processes and experience 
their jobs the “same” as everyone else, therefore experiencing the institu-
tion the “same” as everyone else. The “sameness” minimally meets the true 
meaning of access as intended when we think of the community colleges 
as the lever that democratized higher education. Yes, community colleges 
provide equal access for all who want to learn and work in this great insti-
tution, but what happens once they are employed or admitted and equity 
enters the picture?

Equitable practices recognize that everyone who works or learns at the 
college has different experiences that may require different approaches to 
working and learning. Equity ensures that all students and employees can 
fairly and successfully participate in the institution’s programs and services. 
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CREATE A CULTURE FOR TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE  7

It is important to demonstrate that there are different levels of equity 
associated with the goal of becoming an equity-centered institution. Leaders 
are encouraged to develop a plan to become an equity-centered institution. 
It is likely that many higher education administrators and faculty have made 
clear distinctions between the terms equality and equity. Since most colleges 
and universities have clearly defined entry requirements, some practitioners 
likely believe that access is not an issue. Throughout this text, access is inte-
grated into the discussion primarily because access is one of the first steps to 
enter college; when colleges transition to equity-minded institutions, they 
routinely examine all policies, procedures, and practices dealing with access 
and progression through college. 

When we view the college experience through the equity lens, we  operate 
from the position of fairness (see Figure 1.1). In essence, we design processes 
and strategies that address historical barriers so that everyone starts with 
the same tools. In using this approach, equity leads to greater success when 
 considering the student and employee experience.

EQUALITY EQUITY

We can’t get to “equal” when we have unaddressed historic deficits.

Giving everyone the same
thing = it only works if everyone

starts from the same place.

Access to same opportunities =
We must first ensure equity

before we can enjoy equality.

EQUALITY = SAMENESS EQUITY = FAIRNESS

Figure 1.1. 
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8  TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE IN COMMUNITY COLLEGES

Now, let’s talk about the “lens.” The purpose of this text is to provide a guide 
for institutions to strive toward becoming an equity-centered institution—this 
is where “the lens” comes into play. Once an institution is committed to the 
process of leading this type of transformational change, all processes, programs, 
and infrastructures will be designed with equity at the forefront of the transfor-
mation. The equity lens requires an understanding of the meaning of equity; as 
Bensimon (2006) said, it is becoming “equity minded.” Equity is the launching 
point for transformational change. We argue that community college leaders 
must demonstrate the leadership competencies to lead this change. 

Overview of Kotter’s 8 Step Process for Leading Change

From experience in the field we have observed that for change to be success-
ful, there must be a strong commitment from the senior leadership team. 
We also note that stakeholders must recognize the need for change and to 
some extent determine a sense of urgency to launch a change effort. Moreover, 
we do not know any institutions that have launched successful change pro-
cesses without addressing these challenges. We know that there are many 
community college leaders throughout the United States struggling to find 
ways to implement their equity agendas. Unfortunately, many of these efforts 
fail or at best fall short of their original goals because the institution’s leader-
ship team either lacks the competencies to lead the change, show little inter-
est in the proposed change effort, or fail to have a plan to guide the change. 
We selected Kotter’s (1996) eight-step change model for our work because 
the model addressed the issues that we believe to be important to effective in 
implementing a transformational change process. Kotter’s (1996) eight-step 
change model consists of the following principles:

1. Create a sense of urgency: Create the catalyst for change.
2. Build a guiding coalition: Assemble a group with enough power to lead 

the change effort.
3. Create a vision for change: Create a vision to help direct the change effort.
4. Communicate the vision: Use every channel and vehicle of communica-

tion possible to communicate the new vision and strategies.
5. Remove barriers: Remove obstacles to change.
6. Create short-term Wins: Recognize and reward employees involved in 

these improvements.
7. Consolidate improvements: Reinvigorate the processes with new  projects, 

themes, and change agents
8. Institute the change: Create the connections between new behaviors and 

corporate successes.
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CREATE A CULTURE FOR TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE  9

Overview of AACC’s Leadership Competencies for Community 
College Leaders

The AACC (2018) leadership competencies for community college 
 leaders reflect the skills necessary to be a leader advancing a student success 
agenda or a member of a team actively engaged in implementing student 
success initiatives and activities. The competencies are described as follows: 

1. Organizational culture: An effective community college leader embraces 
the mission, vision, and values of the community college and acknowledges 
the significance of the institution’s past while charting a path for its future. 

2. Governance, institutional policy, and legislation: An effective leader 
is knowledgeable about the institution’s governance framework and the 
policies that guide its operation. 

3. Student success: An effective leader supports student success across the 
institution, and embraces opportunities to improve access, retention, and 
success. 

4. Institutional leadership: An effective leader understands the impor-
tance of interpersonal relationships, personal philosophy, and manage-
ment skills in creating a student-centered institution. 

5. Institutional infrastructure: An effective community college leader is 
fluent in the management of the foundational aspects of the institution, 
including the establishment of a strategic plan, financial and facilities 
management, accreditation, and technology master planning. 

6. Information and analytics: An effective community college leader 
understands how to use data in ways that give a holistic representation 
of the institution’s performance and is open to the fact that data might 
reveal unexpected or previously unknown trends or issues. 

7. Advocacy and mobilizing/motivating others: An effective community 
college leader understands and embraces the importance of champion-
ing community college ideals, understands how to mobilize stakeholders 
to take action on behalf of the college, and understands how to use all 
of the communications resources available to connect with the college 
community. 

8. Fundraising and relationship cultivation: An effective community 
 college leader cultivates relationships across sectors that support the insti-
tution and advance the community college agenda. 

9. Communication: An effective community college leader demonstrates 
strong communication skills, leads, and fully embraces the role of com-
munity college spokesperson. 
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10  TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE IN COMMUNITY COLLEGES

10. Collaboration: An effective community college leader develops and 
maintains responsive, cooperative, mutually beneficial, and ethical inter-
nal and external relationships that nurture diversity, promote the success 
of the college community, and sustain the community college mission.

11. Personal traits and abilities: An effective leader possesses certain per-
sonal traits and adopts a focus on honing abilities that promote the com-
munity college agenda.

The equity-centered transformational change framework (Figure 1.2) 
 illustrates how the three concepts interplay to to transform an institution 
toward becoming equity centered. While all three of the concepts are impor-
tant, we argue that the driving force for change to be effective is committed 

(Representational
equity, resource

equity, and equity
mindedness)

Enlist a
volunteer

army through clear
communication
and intentional
collaboration

Examine the
infrastructure to

enable others and
remove barriers

Generate
short-term wins

through
relationship
cultivation

Sustain
acceleration

utilizing
institutional
leadership

Form a strategic
vision through

governance with
clear

communication
and intentional
collaboration

Institute change
through governance
and revamping the

institutional
infrastructure
(as needed)

Identify a coalition
through

governance and
by mobilizing

others

Create a sense of
urgency through

the existing
organizational

culture

Equity-centered
institution

Figure 1.2. 
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CREATE A CULTURE FOR TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE  11

leadership. A commitment from the leadership team is essential to help 
stakeholders understand equity and transform the institution. 

Figure 1.2 shows the key features of the equity-centered transformational 
change framework that will be explored in-depth in the following section: 

Create a sense of urgency through the existing organizational culture. Since 
equity may be a “new” concept to some institutions, leaders must first scan 
the institution’s culture to assess existing policies and practices. Leaders must 
engage the internal and external stakeholders to better understand insti-
tutional  values/norms that may become a barrier to developing an equity- 
centered culture. An organizational culture scan can be a reality check for 
an institution. However, scanning the culture or environment is an essential 
step in the change process. When done correctly, the culture scan measures 
how well the college’s policies and practices align with the core values of the 
institution. 

Identify an equity coalition through governance and by mobilizing  others. As 
leaders begin with the end in mind—and equity-centered institution—it’s 
important to work with and through stakeholders to accomplish the goal 
(Covey, 2006). In the book, The SPEED of Trust: The One Thing That Changes 
Everything, Covey (2006) explained how trust—and the speed at which it is 
established with clients, employees, and all stakeholders—is the single most 
critical component of a successful leader and organization. Therefore, gov-
ernance that embodies stakeholder engagement will be key to accomplishing 
the task. Governance in higher education may take many forms; however, 
it begins with the board and other constituent organizations (e.g., faculty 
 senate) that may exist. When implementing a major change, leaders must 
take the time to examine the existing governance structures to include faculty, 
the board, and other internal groups. These structures can be used to mobilize 
others and create a guiding coalition to implement transformational change. 

Form a strategic equity vision through governance with clear communication 
and intentional collaboration. Developing an equity-centered vision will 
take intentional collaboration and communication with all stakeholders. 
Engaging the guiding coalition to craft an equity vision ensures that all voices 
are part of the final product. The equity vision will be the way forward for the 
college. The equity vision serves as the college’s bold statement to adhere to 
equitable processes, practices, and procedures in every way. 

Communicate the equity vision through collaboration and the governance pro-
cess. Moving an equity agenda forward will be met with resistance; therefore, 
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12  TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE IN COMMUNITY COLLEGES

a volunteer army that understands the vision will be critical to success. The 
name volunteer army suggests the exact intent. It is important to draft people 
who want to be involved in this work. Forcing a group to move the equity 
vision forward will not create the genuine passion necessary as people com-
municate the vision and collaborate with others. Using the volunteer army to 
clearly communicate and collaborate with other faculty and staff will create 
synergy around the topic. 

Utilize institutional leadership and collaboration to empower employees for 
broad-based action. Leaders of the transformational change process must feel 
empowered to identify, investigate, and eradicate barriers that exist at the col-
lege. These barriers come in many forms (people, policies, practices, culture) 
that the guiding coalition will be able to identify and change. The barriers, as 
Maxwell (2007) in his 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership refers to them, may 
be referenced as a “lid.” The lid is the constraint that is often a self-inflicted 
barrier. It can be as simple as the barrier of “we have always done it that way” 
that prevents change. Leaders who implement an equity agenda will have to 
examine all of those barriers, both apparent and transparent, and can strive 
toward removing them.

Generate short-term wins through relationship cultivation. As the equity agenda 
progresses, leaders of the effort must continue to build relationships through-
out the institution and celebrate wins. The more internal and external stake-
holders hear about the changes, some of which are low-hanging fruit, the 
more people will want to be connected to the work. 

Sustain acceleration utilizing institutional leadership. Once there is momen-
tum at the institution around equity, leaders must model leadership behav-
iors that embed equity in their walk and talk. Transparency for the equity 
cause, advocacy for equity, and customer service that supports equity for all 
are some of the important leadership behaviors required to sustain accelera-
tion. Leaders who do not continuously model equity will not be able to sus-
tain their followers to support equity efforts at the college.

Institute change through governance and revamping the institutional infrastruc-
ture (as needed). Most institutions will likely make policy and procedural 
changes to support the equity agenda, especially in the student enrollment or 
employee recruitment process. At most community colleges, all policies have 
to be approved by the board, vetted through the internal constituent govern-
ance bodies, and approved at the executive level. Leaders should continue to 
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CREATE A CULTURE FOR TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE  13

utilize the governance process to implement the change to gain buy-in to any 
new policies and procedures.

While the equity-centered transformational change framework can be 
implemented as a step-by-step process, it does have the flexibility to be a 
situational change model. For example, as new barriers emerge, there may 
be a renewed need for urgency. If, for example, a sense of urgency around 
student success data leads to understanding that the admission process is not 
fairly applied to all student groups, a new sense of urgency could develop 
to lead institutions toward a new “mini” change process within the over-
arching goal of developing an equity-centered institution. Here’s the point: 
Community colleges are dynamic institutions, and the leadership of change 
and/or  processes guiding the change process need to be equally dynamic.

By using the equity-centered transformational change framework, the 
nation’s community colleges can remain focused on its original mission—
open access to everyone! An equity-centered framework requires community 
colleges not only to support the removal of obstacles that students face  getting 
into college but also ensure that support services are available to  continue to 
empower students throughout the matriculation process. The equity model 
outlined in this text has the potential to transform institutions so that they 
are equipped to dismantle institutional inequities that prevent students from 
accomplishing their goals. 
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