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From March 12-14, 2014, the three finalists for the College of Charleston presidency visited the 
College’s historic downtown campus.  Each finalist – Dennis “Jody” Encarnation, Glenn McConnell, 
and Martha Saunders – met with groups of administrators, faculty, staff, alumni, students, volunteer 
leaders, and members of the College community.   
 
Following each meeting with a presidential finalist, individual members of the audience were given a 
feedback form and the opportunity to submit written comments about the strengths and weaknesses 
of each candidate.  Audience members also could use the form to comment on the likelihood that a 
candidate would serve successfully as president.  A copy of the feedback form is attached to this 
report.  These forms were data collected by staff for use in the conduct of a study, with the initial 
findings of the study contained in this research report.   
 
Over 400 feedback forms were returned to the Office of the President by March 17, 2014.  In 
addition, email comments about the finalist visits to campus were received and included among the 
feedback forms.  The data were received and used in the conduct of this study.   
 
While no summary report will capture every comment made by the diverse members of the campus 
community, this report summarizes the most common themes found contained in the feedback 
provided for each candidate.  Faculty returned more feedback forms than did staff, students, and 
community members.  The sources of sample quotations (e.g., students, staff) are indicated whenever 
such quotations are provided, though not all commenters identified their roles(s) with the College.   
 
 
Dennis “Jody” Encarnation 
 
Strengths 
 
Audience members repeatedly described Dr. Encarnation’s business and consulting experience as a 
significant professional asset.  The international dimension of his work received some positive 
attention, as did his relationship with the Boeing Company.   
 
In addition to Dr. Encarnation’s work experience, his academic experience was frequently noted, 
including in particular his work at Harvard University and other highly regarded universities.  As one 
faculty member indicated, the “quality of institutions” with which he has been affiliated could not be 
criticized.  Another faculty member noted that Dr. Encarnation “should be able to raise the bar of 
expectations – increase quality of students, faculty, and academics & research.”  Dr. Encarnation’s 
experience with fundraising was also noted on several occasions, as was his considerable experience 
in the classroom.  In the words one faculty member, he “has good connections to our existing 
fundraising efforts.” 
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Comments about Dr. Encarnation’s attributes included his intelligence, his “good sense of humor,” 
and his ability to adapt quickly to audience feedback. Further, as one faculty member said, “he is 
articulate and would be a convincing advocate for the College.”  A volunteer leader described Dr. 
Encarnation as “evidently collaborative” and a person who would “get down in the trenches.” 
 
Some audience members were impressed with Dr. Encarnation’s vision for the future of the College, 
including his desire to strengthen the “third leg” of the revenue stool by enhancing grant funding 
and/or philanthropy.   
 
Dr. Encarnation is a graduate of the College with a “compelling personal history,” and some 
audience members commented that he was passionately devoted to the College, its traditions, and its 
success, along with making appropriate statements about the College’s liberal arts heritage.  As one 
faculty member observed, Dr. Encarnation “has a real and genuine love for and commitment to the 
college.”  Other audience members specifically saw his Foundation Board membership and 
familiarity with current College administrators and volunteer leaders as assets.  One faculty member 
stated that “it would be a benefit to have a `native’ back in the leadership position who understands 
Charleston and SC and can hopefully negotiate the minefield.”  Some comments suggested Dr. 
Encarnation could be an effective advocate for the College among various South Carolina 
constituencies.   
 
Regarding the current climate at the College, some commentators appreciated Dr. Encarnation’s 
understanding that “healing … will be required” following selection of a new president, according to 
one alumnus.   
 
 
Weaknesses 
 
In assessing Dr. Encarnation’s weaknesses, his repeated use of examples from his business school 
background was sometimes criticized by those who questioned his commitment to the liberal arts or 
his lack of knowledge about other academic disciplines.   Other comments indicated that his stated 
appreciation for the liberal arts was not consistent with his focus on professional degrees and 
programs. 
 
Regarding Dr. Encarnation’s plans for the future of the College, multiple audience members did not 
see “how [his] vision of the school is any different than president Benson’s.”  It was not clear 
whether these comments were critical of President Benson’s vision and Dr. Encarnation’s adoption 
of it, or were critical of Dr. Encarnation for not articulating a more original vision.   
 
Comments about Dr. Encarnation’s academic background sometimes emphasized his lack of 
administrative background.  From this perspective, Dr. Encarnation, according to one faculty 
member, “has very little experience in campus decisions or as a campus leader,” while another 
faculty member noted that “overseeing a program at Harvard is not academic administrative 
experience.”  Significant differences were noted between the wealthy private universities where Dr. 
Encarnation has worked and a modestly endowed public university like the College of Charleston.  
Some faculty members noted that he “was not a tenure-track or tenured professor” at Harvard and, it 
appears, saw his faculty rank at Harvard as a weakness.   
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Audience members noted that Dr. Encarnation has not previously had to work with members of a 
state legislature.   
 
Some comments expressed concern that Dr. Encarnation would continue his consulting work after 
becoming president, rather than devoting all of his time and energy to the College.  One staff member 
specifically described any future paid work by a President Encarnation with Boeing as a “conflict of 
interest.” 
 
Multiple audience members characterized his performance in their sessions as seeming “arrogant” or 
as showing he was not listening effectively.  According to one student, “he’s so pompous – as a 
student, I would not feel comfortable talking to him.” 
 
Some comments conveyed disappointment with Dr. Encarnation’s answers to questions about 
promoting diversity at the College, which were “too vague,” according to one faculty member, and 
did not adequately address the African-American experience at the College.  Dr. Encarnation’s 
answers to other questions about relationships between the Board of Trustees and the faculty also 
were described by some as insufficiently robust in their defense of faculty.  Multiple comments 
suggested that Dr. Encarnation’s answers to questions suggested he had not conducted sufficient 
research on the issues facing the College.  As one student indicated, Dr. Encarnation “had not done 
adequate research into controversial current events that he must have known he would have to 
respond to.” 
 
 
Potential Service as President 
 
Whether favoring his candidacy or not, some commenters maintained that Dr. Encarnation was 
capable of serving effectively as president, but would “have a lot of learning to do” because his 
previous experience had not fully prepared him to be a university president.  Other commenters saw 
him as insufficiently prepared for the presidency.  According to one student, for example, Dr. 
Encarnation would “be a good Dean and/or Assoc. Provost.  Not ready to lead us as President.” 
 
Among those who favored Dr. Encarnation’s candidacy, his combination of alumni status, academic 
experience, international experience, and College of Charleston experience were commonly 
mentioned as justifying his selection.   
 
Because of his business focus, one faculty member suggested that “he’d make a great business school 
dean.  Less convinced about president.”  Relatedly, another faculty member suggested that Dr. 
Encarnation would be “the third business president in a row, we need to rotate the crops.”  Yet 
another faculty member worried that the selection of a “3rd pres. in a row with a business background 
[is] inappropriate for a liberal arts institution.”   
 
Global assessments of Dr. Encarnation’s potential for successful service were mixed.  Some saw him 
as the top choice among the three finalists.  Others saw him as a second choice or third choice.   
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Glenn McConnell 
 
Strengths 
 
Lt. Gov. McConnell’s deep understanding of state government in a legislatively dominated state was 
cited by many audience members as a strength.  Those connections to the State Assembly were 
coupled in some cases with an appreciation for his connections within the business community.  In 
total, some commenters saw Lt. Gov. McConnell’s life history as conferring unique and important 
attributes.  For example, one response form indicated that “McConnell is qualified for the job and 
may be the only person that can fix some of the serious challenges facing the College.” 
 
For some commenters, Lt. Gov. McConnell’s experience with state government was specifically 
linked to securing greater state support and cooperation for the College.  As one faculty member 
observed, Lt. Gov. McConnell “can achieve a change in the College’s status from a teaching 
university to a research university.” 
 
Lt. Gov. McConnell’s discussion of diversity and his examples of having worked in the State Senate 
to achieve specific diversity outcomes were appreciated by several audience members.  As one 
community member observed, Lt. Gov. McConnell “has worked for and voted for minority 
candidates to State Boards and Commissions,” among his other actions in support of South 
Carolina’s African American community. 
 
Lt. Gov. McConnell’s concern for College affordability was cited as a strength by audience 
members, as was his interest in securing greater financial support for the College.  Some commenters 
believe Lt. Gov. McConnell could “probably get large donations,” as one student observed.  A 
volunteer leader stated that Lt. Gov. McConnell would provide “access to funding so badly needed.”   
 
Some audience members expressed appreciation for the advantages of a distinguished alumnus 
becoming the College’s president, as Lt. Gov. McConnell is “invested in seeing the College 
succeed,” in the words of one commenter.  One alumna commented that Lt. Gov. McConnell is one 
of two candidates who will help the College “keep the special Charleston feel.” 
 
Several commentators noted that Lt. Gov. McConnell was a good defender of the College’s liberal 
arts tradition and university priorities, who “articulated the value of liberal arts . . . [and] academic 
freedom,” in the words of one faculty member.   
 
Regarding personal attributes, multiple commenters described Lt. Gov. McConnell as intelligent and 
well-spoken and as a person of integrity.  For example, a volunteer leader described him as “smart, 
savvy, and political astute” and as responding “in a measured way to challenging questions.”  
Another donor and volunteer leader described him as having “demonstrated leadership capabilities,” 
with multiple commenters describing him in various ways as a proven collaborator and “bridge 
builder,” in the words of one volunteer leader.  A faculty member explained that Lt. Gov. McConnell 
was “a true gentlemen [sic] who knows how to bring people together, as evidenced by the tenor of 
the SC Senate.  He can help heal and restore the sense of community that drew most of us to CofC.” 
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Weaknesses 
 
Audience members in some cases cited Lt. Gov. McConnell’s lack of higher education experience as 
a major concern, complete with the suggestion that his answers to questions suggested a lack of 
knowledge about the challenges of leading a public university.  Some audience members also 
worried that the lack of both academic experience and academic credentials was problematic.  As a 
volunteer leader observed, “the academic community is a unique organism; I do not think one can 
lead faculty and staff without that experience.” 
 
While commenters acknowledged that Lt. Gov. McConnell would have excellent relationships with 
many members of the South Carolina General Assembly, the concern was expressed that the state no 
longer was willing to commit meaningful new funding to higher education.  As a result, Lt. Gov. 
McConnell’s legislative relationships would not translate to an increase in state financial support.  
For example, one student observed that “a true research university cannot rely on SC funding.”  
Other commenters maintained that Lt. Gov. McConnell’s legislative history should be questioned, 
since “he was a powerful member of the legislature when [the College’s] funding was cut,” in the 
words of one alumna.   
 
Some commenters suggested that Lt. Gov. McConnell did not articulate a plan for moving the 
College forward.  As one student stated, Lt. Gov. McConnell had “no clear vision on [the] future of 
[the] college.”   
 
Audience member concerns included the suggestion that Lt. Gov. McConnell did not answer 
questions that were asked of him.  Relatedly, some commenters suggested he had not prepared 
sufficiently for his interviews.  A student wrote, for example, that Lt. Gov. McConnell “couldn’t cite 
one stat.”  Another student commented that “having no background in academia is fine . . . if you 
make the effort to become acquainted with the environment, the issues, and responsibilities.  This 
candidate seems to have put forth none of this effort and seems to believe he can work a solely 
political job under an academic title.” 
 
Some comments specifically referred to Lt. Gov. McConnell’s hobbies and personal interests, 
including in particular his interests in Civil War-era reenactment and preservation of historic artifacts 
and symbols such as the Confederate battle flag.  While sometimes recognizing the legitimate interest 
of the candidate in South Carolina and Southern history, those comments largely expressed concern 
about the candidate’s personal motivations or, relatedly, how those motivations would be perceived 
by others.  As summarized in one comment, “it is insulting to have a confederate re-enactor as a 
candidate.  His reputation is certain to hinder our recruitment efforts among diverse populations.”  A 
faculty member concluded that Lt. Gov. McConnell “has continually demonstrated he is not in fact 
prepared to work sincerely toward a diverse campus.  He continually demonstrated an inability 
[while interviewing] to imagine that he might be wrong, or that his `right’ might be hurtful and 
offensive.” 
 
 
Potential Service as President 
 
Lt. Gov. McConnell’s experience in government was cited by some commenters as appropriate to 
any future work he might do as president.  For example, one student noted that he “has experience 
with planning and executing plans and programs that have made great progress in the state[,] and he 
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can bring that to our institution.”  Another student observed that Lt. Gov. McConnell “shows strong 
leadership qualities and has a clear, frank way of expressing himself.  His political connections could 
also be beneficial to the school.  I believe he could be a successful candidate if he can distance 
himself from former political actions and think like an educator.”  Other commenters were more 
cautious about Lt. Gov. McConnell’s experience, asserting that “he has a lot to learn to be an 
effective President,” in the words of one faculty member.   
 
Several commenters expressed concerns about the ability of the College to attract students during a 
McConnell presidency.  One student, for example, summarized this perspective in the following way: 
“I believe, based on his prior association with the racist symbols of the confederacy, that he will be 
unable to attract talented students, including minority students and students from outside the 
[S]outh.”  One faculty member worried that out-of-state students in particular might be “repulsed by 
a McConnell presidency.”  Another faculty member worried about the reputation of the College if Lt. 
Gov. McConnell becomes president: “It should be abundantly clear to the Board of Trustees that the 
appointment of Glenn McConnell would alienate the faculty and student body and make the College 
of Charleston a national laughingstock.” 
 
In reflecting on Lt. Gov. McConnell’s past, one donor and volunteer leader described concerns in the 
following way:  
 

Notwithstanding his obvious capabilities and connections within the state, the perception that he 
is focused on the past (flag, reenactments, etc.) is unfortunately disqualifying.  No p.r. effort can 
undo this – and the hard work that has created the College’s national appeal will be undone.  In 
today’s sound-bit world, perception is reality.  The “flak” will be both distracting and 
destructive, and his selection would be divisive, not unifying.  Please do not select him – it would 
be very damaging. 

 
Global assessments of Lt. Gov. McConnell’s potential for successful service were mixed.  Some 
commenters described him with varying degrees of enthusiasm as “capable” and as having the 
potential to “move this institution forward and position [the College] well for her future.”  Other 
commenters saw him as a third choice, with many describing him as an “unacceptable,” 
“unqualified,” or “disastrous” finalist.   
 
Lt. Gov. McConnell was the subject of an online petition opposing his presidential candidacy.  The 
petition appears to be the work of a recent College of Charleston alumnus.   
 
 
Martha Saunders 
 
Strengths 
 
Provost Saunders has served at two different universities as a president or chancellor, and many 
commenters appreciated her extensive academic experience, including her knowledge of regional 
accreditation requirements.  Comments also described her as having had meaningful 
accomplishments in her previous work, as she had, for example, “a good track record of building 
trust on campus,” as noted by one faculty member. More specifically, her “proven track record in 
fund raising” was summarized by multiple faculty members. 
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Provost Saunders was complimented by some for her “record of increasing diversity amongst 
students and faculty,” in the words of one staff member.  Other commenters considered her career in 
public higher education as an asset, given the significant differences between the working conditions 
of public and private institutions.   
 
The willingness of Provost Saunders to stay connected to the student body was the subject of some 
comments.  For example, one student observed that Provost Saunders “often has lunch with students, 
holds open office hours and walks the campus with students.  Amid the swirling controversies of this 
year, a president who is not afraid to be close and personal with students is a great choice.” 
 
Regarding personal attributes, some audience members described her as having a “sense of humor & 
self-deprecation,” a “great personality and team-oriented attitude” and as a person who “can build 
relationships and consensus.”  Many comments noted the value to the College of hiring the first 
woman to lead the institution, especially given that the majority of the College’s students are women.   
One faculty member observed that Provost Saunders “did not shy away from answering” questions 
about “her previous difficulties.”  Another faculty member called her “the most prepared and 
diplomatic of all the finalists.”  A student called Provost Saunders an “authentic leader.” 
 
Some commenters noted that Provost Saunders’s lack of South Carolina experience was an asset, as 
the community would be confident in her “independence from the Board of Trustees.”   Other 
commenters noted that Mississippi was, like South Carolina, a conservative Southern state and that 
experience in Mississippi would transfer effectively to South Carolina.   
 
 
Weaknesses 
 
Audience members in some cases were not impressed with Provost Saunders’s ideas for the future of 
the College.  As one faculty member indicated, “she would by okay but I was not inspired by her 
vision.”  Another faculty member indicated that “I expected more [from Provost Saunders] given the 
importance of this [merger] issue to campus.”   
 
Some comments suggested that Provost Saunders’s experience has been with less elite institutions 
than the College of Charleston, so that her experience would not easily translate to the needs of the 
College.  For a faculty member, Provost Saunders hasn’t “worked at [a] school with our academic 
profile.”  And, as one volunteer leader suggested,  
 

the College of Charleston has for some time been in a different league than the institutions with 
which Provost Saunders has been associated.  . . . Provost Saunders[’] responses to questions at 
the meetings tended to confirm my concern that the context in which she has worked and solved 
problems is very different from the College of Charleston as it exists today and as it has every 
chance to become in the near future. 

 
Regarding her personal attributes, one faculty member worried that her “thoughtfulness may be 
perceived as hesitation/uncertainty by those outside the College.”  Another faculty member described 
as “not particularly quick on her feet” and “not particularly enthusiastic.”  A staff member saw her as 
lacking leadership skills: “We need leadership and I did not learn anything that convinced me she has 
the skills to deal with a faculty that is out of control.” 
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Commenters noted that she did not have prior experience in South Carolina.  One faculty member 
described as a weakness her “unfamiliarity with SC politics and structures.” 
 
Some commenters expressed concern that Provost Saunders’s last presidency had ended abruptly, 
under uncertain circumstances.  A faculty member asked if she “had been thoroughly vetted.”  
Relatedly, another faculty member questioned her commitment to the College of Charleston 
presidency: “Her reasons for wanting the CofC president job are not convincing, and after barely 
over one year in her current job as Provost at the University of West Florida, I question her 
commitment to the presidency at CofC.”  Another faculty member was concerned that Provost 
Saunders “has never stayed in one job for a long time.” 
 
Some commenters described Provost Saunders as a better academic leader than a president.  One 
staff member saw her as “an excellent Provost working with the President.” 
 
 
Potential Service as President 
 
The combination of Provost Saunders’s skill set and her academic leadership experience were 
frequently cited, with varying levels of enthusiasm, as justifications supporting her presidential 
candidacy.  As described by one faculty member,  
 

Provost Saunders is the most qualified and most experienced candidate for the post and is my 
first choice.  She seems honest and up-front, a disposition that could win loyalty and trust and 
help unify the college community.  I feel it is a real blessing to have a candidate of such caliber 
and intelligence and charm.  It would be a true shame if she was not offered this position.  

 
Global assessments of Provost Saunders’s potential for successful service were largely positive, 
but some commenters were far more confident than others.  As one less enthusiastic faculty 
member noted, “I think she’s capable.  Overall I found her a little bland in her answers and 
delivery, but she could run the place.”  A more enthusiastic faculty member stated that “Martha 
is the one!  She has the complete bag of tools to be a great president.  She knows, understands, 
and exemplifies what higher education administration and leadership is all about.  She can lead 
us into the future and provide the healing that is needed.”  Some commenters did describe her as 
lacking leadership skills or as a second or third choice among the finalists. 
 
Allegations of questionable behavior in her previous positions were addressed by some 
commenters.  On the basis of those allegations, one staff member said “I do not think Dr. 
Saunders would be a good President for the college.” 
 
 
Comparative Comments about Candidates 
 
Some comments about the candidates expressly compared those candidates with one another.   
 
Multiple commenters suggested that Dr. Encarnation could serve as president, but lacked the 
administrative qualifications of Provost Saunders and was less qualified than Provost Saunders.  For 
example, one faculty member stated that Dr. Encarnation “would certainly be capable, although I 
prefer Saunders because of her extensive experience in academic administration.”  Another faculty 
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member indicated that “of the 3, Jody is probably the compromise.  For me, that doesn’t make him 
the best because compromises usually don’t mean optimal solutions.  You are settling for what 
makes people less angry all the way around.”   
 
References to Provost Saunders often emphasized her qualifications compared to other candidates.  
As one faculty member explained, “no other candidate is as qualified as she is.”  Another faculty 
member expressed his preference for Provost Saunders in comparative terms: “I would prefer her 
[among the three candidates], but my strongest opinion is that we should not hire Sen. McConnell.”  
Other references to Provost Saunders emphasized her outsider status as a woman, non-alumna, and 
non-South Carolinian.  One staff member noted that Provost Saunders was neither a “good ol’ boy” 
nor a “Pi Kap.”  Another staff member described the College in disparaging terms as a “male 
dominated campus” and a “boys club.”  Another staff member described Provost Saunders as the 
“least terrible option,” rather than as the best of a strong array of candidates.   
 
Some commenters compared the records of the three candidates where fundraising is concerned.  For 
example, one faculty member stated that, as “both McConnell and Encarnation are C of C alumni, in 
positions of power on the Foundation Board and Legislature, respectively, I would have expected to 
see solid evidence of their dedication to fund-raising for the college before now.” 
 
 
Comments about Search Process 
 
Some audience members made comments about the candidates that were related to the search 
process.  As one faculty member noted, Dr. Encarnation “is perceived to be a `Board pick’ in 
advance of/despite the stated process …. This will compromise some of his ability to properly 
represent the college.”   
 
Some comments specifically concerned the relationship between the recommendations of the search 
committee and the finalists named for the presidency.  As one student explained, “due to the way 
McConnell was nominated I cannot support his candidacy.  … It does not make sense to nominate 
him via unethical and secretive processes.  He has been chosen by the Board of Trustees, not the 
students, faculty, and staff.”  A faculty member expressed concern that Lt. Gov. McConnell “would 
be a complete disaster” and “would not have the support of anyone – except his crony trustees!” 
 
Still other comments about the search process referenced Provost Saunders.  In the words of one 
faculty member, “I find it hard to believe she is the most qualified candidate currently working on a 
college campus.  Suspect many qualified candidates did not want to get involved in this politically 
charged search.”  In contrast, another faculty member noted “there is a widespread perception that 
this search has been `rigged’ from the outset to favor `inside’ candidates ….  From my perspective, it 
is only by appointing Dr. Saunders that faculty faith in the process can be restored.”   
 
Comments in some cases expressed doubt about the willingness of the Board of Trustees to hire a 
woman as president.  As a staff member suggested, “I hope that she is being seriously considered 
even though she is a woman.”  A faculty member called Provost Saunders the “first choice.  Too bad 
she’s a token and the game is rigged.  Prove me wrong and hire her.” 
 
More generally, a faculty member suggested that “the College should not poison future searches in a 
way that discourages qualified external candidates.” 


