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In 2008, during a televised event, then White House Chief of Sta� Rham Emanuel said, “You never want a serious crisis to go to waste. And

what I mean by that is an opportunity to do things that you think you could not do before” (Emanuel, 2008, 0:04). Many articles have been

written about the crises the U.S. postsecondary education ecosystem faces regarding relevance, funding, and innovation, all of which

demand swift action (Alexander, 2020; Cristensen & Eyring, 2011; Crow & Dabars, 2015; Grawe, 2018; McGee, 2015, Phelan, 2014).

However, for many colleges, change has not come quickly enough, and the COVID-19 pandemic forced institutions of higher education

into reactive mode. Furthermore, the e�ects of the pandemic have been most acutely felt by community colleges and the students and

communities they serve. So, has higher education let a serious crisis go to waste, or are there opportunities to change how we function to

better serve our communities based on what we’ve learned in the past few years?

Long before the pandemic, Christensen and Eyring (2011) called for disrupting higher education. According to the Clayton Christensen Institute (n.d.),

Disruptive innovation describes a process by which a product or service initially takes root in simple applications at the bottom of a market—

typically by being less expensive and more accessible—and then relentlessly moves upmarket, eventually displacing established competitors.

(para. 1)

An often used example of disruptive innovation is the introduction of the cell phone and its impact on landline usage (Clayton Christensen Institute,

n.d.). While the concept of disruption was originally conceived in the business arena, disruptive innovation in higher education can help to propel

institutions out of the status quo and provide new ways of meeting the needs of local communities (Christensen et al., 2011; Wain et al., 2018). Ideally,

as a result of disrupting higher education, institutional leaders will be more likely to adapt to the changing internal and external environment.

Problem/Issue

No one was prepared for, nor spared from, the global pandemic which began in late 2019 and continues into 2022. As colleges return to a sense of

normalcy, leaders should be questioning what the institution should look and feel like (Blumenstyk, 2020a; Blumenstyk, 2020b; Carapezza, 2020).

COVID-19 pushed higher education into the 21st century, forcing disruptive innovation into nearly every aspect of the work being done (Bliss, 2021;

Christensen & Eyring, 2011). While the pivot may not have been as di�cult for institutions already using 21st century technology, for many it was a

dramatic shift. Regardless of where each institution started, the questions we all need to be asking ourselves now are, how do institutions move

forward; what quickly adopted practices should be kept or discarded; and what will the “better normal” be for employees, institutions, and

communities?

Research

The author’s doctoral research focused on change and disruption through an entrepreneurial mindset. Figure 1 identi�es the macro areas of study,

comparing the current status quo at Mesa Community College and ways community colleges could adapt for the future. Although the data was focused

on faculty members, a literature review and accompanying research provided information about qualities and/or attributes leaders should have to

move their institutions forward.



The author used three personality- and skill-based attributes to frame the survey questions asked of faculty respondents: risk taker, action taker, and

future focused. These traits were chosen based on the work from Bacigalupo et al. (2016) and the development of a measure of an entrepreneurial

mindset by Davis et al. (2015). The author’s intent was to discover what had changed for faculty as a result of the pandemic (e.g., their understanding of

risk taking). The following �ve �ndings were identi�ed by this research:

Females responded more positively for understanding and operationalizing risk taking.

Females responded more positively than males in terms of understanding and being able to operationalize concepts of responding to community

needs and partnerships.

Participants choosing not to identify their ethnicity/race scored more negatively for the entrepreneurial mindset concept of taking action

(speci�cally, change and the amount of change).

An inverse relationship with age was signi�cant. Older participants were less positive about entrepreneurial mindset attributes, particularly

regarding taking action, both in their understanding and operationalization.

Although not statistically signi�cant, there was a negative correlation with the entrepreneurial mindset of taking action as years of service

increase.

These key �ndings coupled with the literature regarding entrepreneurial mindset, innovation, and leadership competencies led to the following

recommendations for the future of community colleges.

Recommendations for Future Leaders

The �rst recommendation is to rethink how education is perceived, replacing the status quo with the creation of stackable credentials in an open

looped learning model, particularly for career and technical education programs (Corbin & Thomas, 2019; deLaski & Glasper, 2021; DeRue, 2018).

Traditionally, education is viewed from a linear perspective. However, in a pilot by Stanford University (2021), researchers discovered that by providing

students six years to complete their educational goals and allowing them to enroll only as needed, there was greater connection and commitment to

both the institution and the students’ goals (Stanford University, 2021a, 2021b). In community colleges, many students take longer than the two years

typically identi�ed as being the length of time it takes to complete associate degrees (Bailey et al., 2015; Claggett, 2011; Jenkins & Cho, 2013; Maricopa

Community Colleges, 2020). The extended time to complete is not intentional; often, students’ life circumstances interrupt their forward progress.

Instead of viewing students negatively for taking longer than two years to complete, community colleges should build in the extra time for completion.

For example, when students’ educational journeys are interrupted, institutions can make things as easy as possible for them to come back. Solutions

could include sta� reaching out to students when they have missed one semester to attempt to connect them with the college again, advisors

preparing their return plan before the student leaves the college, the college keeping stopped-out student pro�les active for a longer period of time to

make it easier for students to access their accounts, and institutions relying on AI to help with some of this work. 

The second recommendation is to establish a discovery and solution incubator within community college campuses. All aspects of our educational

system from K-12 up have been impacted by the pandemic, but how much time has been intentionally designated to allow teachers from all levels of

the educational ecosystem to try out new teaching modalities and methods and/or to research these methods in live classroom settings? A discovery

and solution incubator could provide space for instructors to learn new techniques, create new methods, and practice implementing new strategies. By

including K-12 colleagues in the partnership, the local community would be strengthened, and the pipeline would continue to grow. The space could

and should also be utilized to aid local businesses in learning more about trends and data. For example, students in project management and business

programs could utilize their knowledge to help organizations adapt to an ever-changing operational landscape. The outcome of this type of relationship

is two-fold: local organizations bene�t from the work, and students gain real-world experience in analyzing data and trends and/or helping create plans

for local organizations.



The �nal recommendation is to ensure that future senior leaders have a disruptive leadership mindset (Abraham, 2020; American Association of

Community Colleges, 2018; Aspen Institute, 2017; Cojanu et al., 2018; Crow, 2007; Drucker, 1985; Dweck, 2006; Magda & Buban, 2018). These leaders

must (a) understand the entrepreneurial mindset, (b) be empowered to take action to address community and workforce needs based on data, and (c)

have the ability to make and implement critical organizational decisions. Disruptive leaders should mobilize their institutions to create a future forward

system where status quo thinking and operations shift, adapt, or are eliminated to ensure relevance and sustainability. Figure 2 provides a visual

representation of current and future community college ecosystems (Bliss, 2021).

The higher education ecosystem cannot return to pre-pandemic times. Our communities and students have been forever changed. Community colleges

whose enrollment was hit particularly hard should take some time to self-assess and evaluate what they have learned in order to be ready for the

future. Leaders must be able to adapt to meet the changing needs of their students and communities.
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