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Since our founding at UC Davis in 2016, Wheelhouse  
has worked to strengthen leadership and practice in the  
California Community Colleges, the nation’s largest  
system of higher education. We accomplish that mission  
in two ways:
Leadership and Network Development

Through the CEO Institute on Leadership, Wheelhouse provides professional peer 
learning and network-building tailored for California Community College chancellors, 
superintendents/presidents, and presidents. Our Advancing Leaders Institute serves 
cabinet-level administrators who are aspiring CEOs or who are CEO-curious.

We support and cultivate California and national scholar networks, with attention to the 
development of early career researchers.

Actionable Research and Research Networks

We bring research to practice by producing timely, digestible, independent publications 
tailored for decision-maker audiences at the national, state, regional and local levels. 
We support and cultivate California and national scholar networks, with attention to 
development of early career researchers. 

This report captures the Wheelhouse story since 2016, with special emphasis on 
accomplishments in 2023 and 2024.

Supporting Leaders,  
Building Statewide Networks

“The Advancing Leaders Institute (ALI) was a special experience and a valuable reminder for me of my potential,  
my ambition, and my readiness to lead in deeper ways. We made space for relationships, uplifted shared experiences, 
and actively-engaged in courageous ways. Leaving the ALI, I feel reaffirmed in the idea that leading in community,  
with corazón and critical consciousness is not only important, it’s necessary and I want to be a part of it.” 

MANUEL ALEJANDRO PÉREZ
PRESIDENT, COLLEGE OF SAN MATEO 
(FORMERLY VICE PRESIDENT OF STUDENT SERVICES, CAÑADA COLLEGE)
WHEELHOUSE ALI PARTICIPANT, 2023

Wheelhouse Institutes
Our institutes for current and 
aspiring CEOS annually support  
40 to 50 community college 
leaders to build know-how 
and resilience, take stock of 
strengths and challenges, and 
develop lasting peer networks. 
The institutes feature active 
learning led by expert faculty and 
seasoned CEOs. We tap real-time 
experiences in dynamic sessions 
that challenge assumptions  
and promote purposeful disruption 
with the ultimate goal of equitable 
student success. We gather at 
UC Davis and UCLA for 10 days 
annually. Successful Launch of the Advancing Leaders Institute

In 2023, Wheelhouse selected 32 participants for our inaugural cohort 
of the Advancing Leaders Institute (ALI). These vice presidents and other 
cabinet-level administrators built new peer networks, examined cases  
of presidential challenges, explored the demands of the presidency and 
the selection process and considered the conditions necessary for  
their success. Three of our Cohort 1 participants have since ascended to 
CEOships. We welcomed 23 more leaders to Cohort 2 in July 2024.
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Statewide Leadership Impact
Community College leaders come to Wheelhouse from institutions large and small,  
from the Bay Area and the Central Valley to the Mexican border and the rural north.

 ALI
Coast Community College District

Contra Costa Community College District

Grossmont College

Hartnell College

Irvine Valley College

Los Angeles Valley College

Modesto Junior College

Mt. San Antonio College

Ohlone College

Oxnard College

Saddleback College

San Bernardino Community College District

San José City College

Santa Ana College

Sierra College

Skyline College

 CEO
Allan Hancock College

Antelope Valley College

Barstow Community College

Butte College

Cabrillo College

Cerritos College

Cerro Coso Community College

Chaffey College

Citrus College

College of Alameda

College of San Mateo

College of the Redwoods

College of the Siskiyous

Columbia College

Contra Costa College

Copper Mountain College

Crafton Hills College

Cuesta College

Cuyamaca College

El Camino College

Feather River College

Foothill College

Fullerton College

Golden West College

Grossmont-Cuyamaca Community  
College District

Imperial Valley College

Lake Tahoe Community College

Laney College

Las Positas College

Lassen College

Los Angeles City College

Los Angeles Harbor College

Los Angeles Southwest College

Merritt College

Mission College

Moorpark College

Moreno Valley College

Napa Valley College

North Orange Continuing Education

North Orange County Community  
College District

Palomar College

Pasadena City College

Porterville College

Rancho Santiago Community College District

Reedley College

Riverside City College

Sacramento City College

San Bernadino Valley College

San Diego College of Continuing Education

Santa Monica College

Santa Rosa Junior College

South Orange County Community  
College District

Southwestern College

Ventura College

Ventura County Community College District

Woodland Community College

Yosemite Community College District

Yuba Community College District

 ALI and CEO
American River College

Berkeley City College

Cañada College

Chabot-Las Positas Community College District

Chabot College

City College of San Francisco

Clovis Community College

Coalinga College

Coastline College

College of the Canyons

Compton College

Cosumnes River College

Cypress College

Folsom Lake College

Fresno City College

Gavilan College

Long Beach City College

Madera Community College

Merced College

Norco College

Orange Coast College

Peralta Community College District

Rìo Hondo College

San Diego City College

San Diego Community College District

San Diego Mesa College

San Diego Miramar College

San Joaquin Delta College

San José-Evergreen Community College District

Santiago Canyon College

Solano Community College

Victor Valley College

West Hills Community College District

West Los Angeles College

Yuba College

STUDENTS SERVED

 < 10,000     10,000 – 20,000     > 20,000

From 2017 to 2024, Wheelhouse has 
convened

 174 Leaders
(119 CEO Fellows + 55 ALI Participants) from

 109 colleges and districts
serving over

 1.9 M students
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Our story  

is one of partnership,  

persistence and collaboration –  

people joining forces  

to support one of the nation’s  

most important engines of  

opportunity, equity and innovation:  

the California Community Colleges  

and the students they serve.

Advancing Horizons 
Since 2016



2018 2019

 Inaugural cohort of CCC presidents and chancellors –  
self-named the “Wheelhouse Warriors” – convene at  
UC Davis for the first annual CEO Institute on Leadership

 First research brief, Tough Job if You Can Keep It,  
explores CEO tenure and challenges to institutional 
leadership stability across the CCCs

 Associate Degrees for Transfer: Early Effects on Degree 
Completion in CA Community Colleges

 Talk to Me: What Community College Trustees Want  
From Their CEOs

 Wheelhouse Scholars Network is born as 15 CCC-focused 
research affiliates convene in Berkeley for first annual 
collaboration retreat

 A series of conversations between Harold Levine,  
then-dean of the UC Davis School of Education,  
and Brice Harris, then-chancellor of the California 
Community Colleges, hatches a new initiative to  
support CCCs through leadership development and 
independent research for decision making

 UC Davis and the Hearst Foundations provide seed 
funding for what becomes Wheelhouse: The Center  
for Community College Leadership and Research

 James Irvine and College Futures foundations invest in 
Wheelhouse

 CA Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office (Institutional 
Effectiveness Partnership Initiative) invests in Wheelhouse

 Susanna Cooper joins as founding executive director, 
Michal Kurlaender as lead researcher, and Deborah Travis 
as director of the new CEO Institute on Leadership

> CEOs are evenly split in their level of 

support for the rapid pace of change 

across the California Community 

College system. 

> They continue to identify integrity 

as the single most important attribute 

of a successful CEO, and conflict with 

trustees and college constituencies 

as the chief reasons why many leave 

their positions.

> If they could make one change to  

increase student success, most 

CEOs chose “guided” or simplified 

pathways, with student support/

counseling and increased financial aid 

not far behind. 

> Many are frustrated by what 

they perceive as too many state 

mandates and policy shifts.

TOPLINES

Who’s On Line 1?
The Delicate Juggling Act of Community College CEOs

By Susanna Cooper and Mitchel Benson

IF YOU ARE THE CEO of a California community college or college district, a typical 
moment in a typical afternoon might look and feel something like this: 

Your assistant lets you know that the president of the faculty association is holding 
on line 1, and, keep it short, because you are late for an interview across campus with 
a local television reporter. The chair of your board of trustees is on line 2, your finance 
and facilities chiefs need to speak to you before the close of business, the president  
of your student government organization is in the lobby, and you don’t yet know what 
news awaits you via multiple unheard voicemails on your cell phone.

Whom do you attend to first, whom can 
you put on hold, and what do you simply put 
off—with all the diplomacy you can muster? 
How do you make those decisions without 
insulting or overly inflating any of these important 
constituents?

This exercise in priorities triage isn’t a far-
fetched scenario. According to the results of the 
latest Wheelhouse survey of California community 
college leaders, it’s just a day in the life of leaders 
who, in the words of one, endeavor to “prioritize 
workload, know what is mission critical and what 
can wait, balance objectives and stay focused on 
what’s strategically important to the institution.” 

Respondents to this survey, who include more 
than half of campus presidents, superintendent-
presidents and district chancellors (CEOs) 
statewide, identified the ability to manage multiple 
challenges simultaneously, and communication 

Research Brief

Volume 4, Number 1

March 2019

LEADERSHIP

Susanna Cooper
Managing Director

Michal Kurlaender
Lead Researcher

Deborah Travis
Director, Institute on Leadership

BOARD OF ADVISORS

Manuel Baca
Trustee, Mt. San Antonio College

Thomas Bailey
President, Teachers College,  
Columbia University

Helen Benjamin
Chancellor Emerita, Contra Costa 
Community College District

Julie Bruno
President, Academic Senate,  
California Community Colleges

Edward Bush
President, Cosumnes River College

Larry Galizio
President and CEO, Community  
College League of California 

Brice W. Harris
Chancellor Emeritus,  
California Community Colleges

Douglas B. Houston
Chancellor, Yuba Community College 
District

Harold Levine
Dean Emeritus, UC Davis School  
of Education

Lauren Lindstrom
Dean, UC Davis School of Education

Christian Osmeña
Vice Chancellor, Finance and Facilities, 
California Community Colleges

The most challenging  

part of being a CEO?  

“The ever-changing 

diversity of tasks that 

happen constantly. The 

ability to adapt and shift 

gears, and do it well. 

Always having a polished 

and calm public presence, 

even when there is 

adversity. Lastly, all the 

myriad of regulations, 

especially changing 

dynamics, such as the 

new funding formula.”

CALIFORNIA CEO
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What are the 3 most common reasons that CEOs leave their posts? (n=71) 
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Invited to share more detail about challenges, one CEO captured a sentiment 
expressed by several in citing a mismatch between “the level of responsibility assigned 
to the position, stacked against the low level of authority given to the position.” A 
criticism of policymaking from the top down or feeling hamstrung by regulation was a 
current that ran through open-ended responses to several survey questions. Other CEOs 
cited the time-consuming nature of their responsibility, in a system where participatory 
governance is an established principle, to consult with multiple groups in order to make 
decisions or shift direction (in the words of one, “a system where so many constituents 
believe they need to participate in every decision.”)

Dealing with conflict 
The issue of challenges and conflicts with trustees is a recurring theme for responding 
CEOs, a significant plurality of whom cite “conflicts with the board” as the most 
common reason top college executives leave their positions (similar to our finding in 
2016). A majority also cite “conflicts with college constituencies” as the second most 
common reason for leaving. The identification of conflict and stress may help explain 
why CEO turnover in the colleges is as high as it is (Figure 7). Recent research by the 
Community College League of California reported a slight decrease in turnover among 
California CEOs over the last decade, and assigned the reasons for CEO departure  
as retirement or death (47%), moving to another position (33%), being “released” from 
their post (18%) and leaving the state (2%).1

“Believe it or not, I’m an 

optimist. There is a lot of 

earnest good work going 

on in community colleges, 

but the larger environment 

is going to ‘disrupt’ us. 

Performance-based 

funding and the new 

state online college are 

harbingers of the future.”

CALIFORNIA CEO

Conflicts  
with the  
Board of 
Trustees

Conflicts  
with college 

constituencies

Exit for  
another job 
with a better 

salary or 
benefits

Retirement Stress/ 
burnout

Exit for  
another job 

in a preferred 
geographic 

location

Personal 
reasons not 
related to  

the job

Failure to 
secure salary 

increase

Other

1 The League's CEO Tenure and Retention 
Dashboard shows that, when interim CEOs are 
removed from the calculation, median tenure 
over the past decade is 4.2 years (4.5 for male 
and 4.0 for female CEOs). When interim CEOs 
are included, median tenure drops to 3.8 years 
for male and 3.4 years for female CEOs. The 
dashboard shows the median tenure for interim 
CEOs as .7 years. See: https://www.ccleague.org/
CEOtenure.

 Who’s on Line 1? The Delicate Juggling Act of  
Community College CEOs

> Identifying successful community 

colleges requires nuanced analysis 

that accounts for the “inputs” students 

bring with them to the campuses 

where they enroll.

> Quality analyses that account for 

student characteristics yield college 

rankings that look very different from 

those that don’t. When student inputs 

were considered, one college in this 

analysis jumped up by 75 rankings out 

of 108, while another dropped by 49 

rankings.

> With inputs accounted for, individual 

colleges show wide variation in 

student success across key measures: 

transfer, persistence, and degree/

certificate completion.

> As policymakers and practitioners 

look for measures of college quality, 

they should take care to avoid blunt 

instruments that don’t consider wide 

variation in student inputs across 

colleges. 

TOPLINES

Community  
College Quality
The Promises and Pitfalls of Measurement

POLICYMAKERS AND HIGHER EDUCATION LEADERS have long sought to identify 
the conditions and practices of postsecondary institutions that produce better outcomes, 
namely student success. But any examination of outcomes must take into account the 
educational backgrounds of the students enrolling in those colleges. Ignoring the “inputs” 
students bring into college may confound college effectiveness with students’ pre-college 
characteristics. 

This brief examines whether there are significant differences in student outcomes 
across California’s extensive community college system, which is the largest system of 
higher education in the U.S. and includes 114 campuses. Our results show considerable 
differences across campuses in various student outcomes. However, a significant portion 
of these differences is accounted for by the educational and life experiences that students 
bring with them when they enroll in college. Nevertheless, after controlling for these 
inputs, our results show that important differences in college quality can still be clearly 
identified.

Background
Determining a “school effect” has long been done in K-12 research. Most research finds 
that the school itself accounts for less than 20 percent of the variation in student outcomes, 
with student characteristics or “inputs” accounting for the rest. Even less is known about 
the effects of colleges on higher education outcomes. Previous work in college quality 
has largely focused on the relationship between the institution a student attended and 
their subsequent degree completion and earnings after graduation. But it is often hard to 
disentangle the true effect of what happens in college from the self-selection of students 
into specific institutions, because students are not randomly sorted into higher education 
institutions. Often, they choose their colleges. Other times, and particularly in the case of 

Research Brief

Volume 3, Number 2

March 2018
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Results
Our results show considerable differences across campuses in both short-term and 
longer-term student outcomes. Much of these differences is accounted for by student 
inputs, namely 11th grade test scores, demographic characteristics, college goals, high 
school quality, and peer differences. However, even after controlling for these inputs,  
our results show that important differences between colleges remain. They also provide  
a very different lens through which to consider “college quality.”

Figure 1 shows two box plots of the distribution of transferable units in year one 
across the colleges before adjusting for campus inputs (the blue box on the left), and 
after adjusting for inputs (the gold box on the right). The box in the plot covers  
the 25th to 75th percentiles of units while the outer lines represent the 10th and 90th 
percentile of units. From this figure we note, first, that the distribution in the outcome—
transferable units in year one—is considerably reduced once we account for student 
inputs. Second, we note that there remains important differences in outcomes across 
campuses once you adjust for student inputs. Specifically, the difference in the average 
transferable units in year one between the campus at the 10th percentile versus the 90th 
percentile is about 3.68 units (a little over one transferrable course).

Even after controlling  

for these inputs,  

our results show that 

important differences 

between colleges remain. 

Figure 1
Distribution of college average transferable units in the first year.
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Figure 2 has identical plots for the other three outcomes we look at: average 
probability for persisting to year two, completing a degree or certificate, and transferring 
to a four-year college. What is the marginal impact of being at a more effective college? 
Our estimates indicate that going from the 10th to 90th percentile of campus quality 
is associated with a 37 percent increase in student transfer units earned, 21 percent 
increase in the probability of persisting, a 42 percent increase in the probability of 
transferring to a four-year college, and a 27 percent increase in the probability of degree/
certificate completion. Those are, indeed, powerful differences in the outcomes achieved 
by students at these colleges. 

 Community College Quality: The Promises and Pitfalls  
of Measurement

 Scholars Network expands and convenes at UCLA to 
share research and explore collaboration on transfer and 
financial aid

 Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation invests in Wheelhouse

RESEARCH BRIEF
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Table 1. Student Verification Process
“Think about students at your college who are required to complete FAFSA verification in order to receive federal financial aid (e.g. Pell Grants).  
Among these students, how often do students:”

Students must be aware that they have been selected for verification, understand 
which documents are needed for verification, actually gather the required 
documentation, and submit the documents by the deadline. Survey results confirm 
that verification requirements pose a significant obstacle to eligible students receiving 
their Pell Grant funds. Fifty-eight percent of respondents reported that students “almost 
never,” “rarely” or “sometimes” know that they can receive additional aid by completing 
verification. Two-thirds report that students “rarely” or “sometimes” know when 
verification is complete (Table 1). 

Nearly two-thirds of financial aid directors reported that students “rarely” or 
“sometimes” know what information must be provided to complete verification. 
Approximately half reported that students “frequently” or “very frequently” know how 
to submit and agree that students are able to obtain the information needed to complete 
verification. Only 33% reported students are “frequently” or “very frequently” able to 
meet verification deadlines (Table 1). 

When asked why students do not complete verification, many of the open-ended 
responses referenced a complex and confusing process. Typical of many responses, one 
financial aid director wrote: “They don’t understand the process of completing verification 
or what they need to submit. Often, they have trouble obtaining the documents or finding time 
to submit them. We lack the technology to accept documents online, so students must come in 
person.” Another wrote that students have “trouble getting required documents from the IRS. 
[They are] confused by documents and requirements.”

Understand 
they can receive 

additional aid 
by completing  

verification 
requirements

Know when 
they have not 
yet completed 

verification

Know what 
information  

must be provided 
to complete 
verification

Know how  
to submit 

information  
needed to 
complete 

verification

Are able to 
obtain additional 

information  
needed to 
complete 

verification

Meet  
verification 
deadlines

Almost Never 2% 0% 0% 0% 0% 2%

Rarely 6% 14% 14% 8% 4% 11%

Sometimes 50% 50% 48% 40% 35% 54%

Frequently 34% 25% 29% 45% 52% 27%

Very Frequently 8% 11% 9% 8% 9% 6%

“[Students] don’t 

understand the process 

of completing verification 

or what they need to 

submit. Often, they have 

trouble obtaining the 

documents or finding time 

to submit them. We lack 

the technology to accept 

documents online, so 

students must come in 

person.”

CCC FINANCIAL AID DIRECTOR
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Figure 1. College Math Placement Among STEM-aspiring Students Who Earned  
a 3.4 High School GPA or Earned a 2.6 GPA and Took Calculus in High School 

Figure 1 shows math placement for STEM-aspiring students, focusing on the 
multiple measures criteria most relevant to these students outlined in AB 705 (high 
school GPA ≥3.4 or HS GPA ≥2.6 and took Calculus). Only 40% of STEM-aspiring 
students were placed into transfer-level math. An additional 32% of students were only 
placed into intermediate algebra (equivalent to algebra 2). Over a quarter of students 
who met these criterion placed into elementary algebra, pre-algebra, or arithmetic.

AB 705  

Legislation enacted in 2018 that requires all California 

community colleges to use, instead of placement tests, at 

least one of three criteria to determine course placement: 

high school course taking, course grades, and/or grade  

point average (GPA). 

STEM-aspiring Students  

Students who stated intent to major in a STEM field, 

(including life science or physical science and engineering), 

on their college application.10

Math Misalignment 

Students placed in a lower level of math than their high 

school transcript would suggest they are prepared for.11  

We examined three types of misalignment: 

1. The mismatch between high school math course-taking 

(algebra 2, pre-calculus or calculus) and math placement 

in college. 

2. The mismatch between overall high school GPA (greater 

or equal to 3.0) and math placement in college. 

3. The mismatch between a combination of overall high 

school GPA and high school math grades and college 

math placement. This is for students who either earned 

at least a 3.4 high school GPA, or earned an overall high 

school GPA of 2.6 or higher and took calculus. 

The second and third types of misalignment were derived 

from the rules developed for AB 705.12 According to AB 705,  

students who intend to major in STEM must either have 

at least a 3.4 HS GPA or at least a 2.6 HS GPA and have 

enrolled in calculus in order to be directly placed in transfer-

level math without additional math support. 

KEY TERMS

40+32+9+1940%
Transfer-Level Math

32%
Intermediate Algebra

9%
Elementary Algebra

19%
Pre-Algebra and Below

Figure 2 shows that math misaligment had signficant impacts on college performance 
and STEM transferable unit acccumulation for students who had either earned a 3.4 high 
school GPA, or had earned a 2.6 high school GPA and took calculus. 

NOTE: All courses in the figure above are credit-bearing; however only intermediate algebra and above are considered 
degree-applicable. Transfer-level math is considered both degree-applicable and transferrable to the UC/CSU. 

Only 40% of STEM-

aspiring students were 

placed into transfer-level 

math.

 Why do Some Students Fail to Receive Pell Grants?  
Survey Evidence from California Community College 
Financial Aid Directors (left)

 Starting off on the Wrong Foot: Math Misalignment and  
STEM Outcomes in California Community Colleges (right)

 26 scholars gather in  
Berkeley to share research  
on guided pathways  
implementation, barriers  
to financial aid receipt and  
efficacy of co-requisite courses

General informationKEY Research publications and developmentsInvestments in Wheelhouse Leadership development itemsResearch convenings

2020
 Wheelhouse adapts leadership development and research 
in response to the pandemic and national racial reckoning

 Wheelhouse Wednesdays convene CEOs during crisis 
leadership period – Constance Carroll, Eddie Cole,  
Michael Crow, Monica Lozano, Eloy Ortiz Oakley, Eduardo 
Padron lead sessions

RESEARCH BRIEF

Turning on a Dime
California Community College Transformation in Response to COVID-19

By Susanna Cooper, Cassandra Hart, Michal Kurlaender, Cecilia Rios-Aguilar, Francisco C. Rodriguez and Cameron Sublett

VOLUME 5, NUMBER 2
AUGUST 2020

> COVID-19 forced rapid and unprecedented adaptation for 

community colleges. The broad shift to remote learning 

presented challenges in a few “hard to convert” disciplines 

but gave rise to creative solutions in others.

> Community colleges have played central roles in 

meeting student and community needs, from providing 

laptops, internet access, food and emergency grants for 

students to donating and manufacturing essential medical 

equipment for local hospitals.

> The leadership and adaptive demands of an extraordinary 

crisis have brought stress and generated significant 

concern about disproportionate impact on disadvantaged 

students, but opportunities for institutional transformation 

have also been seized.

> Colleges face significant challenges and uncertainty 

ahead. Just as high unemployment drives higher 

enrollment demand and the colleges move to support 

California’s economic recovery, their budgets are 

vulnerable to cuts due to the economic downturn. 

TOPLINES

IN THE EARLY DAYS of March 2020, when COVID-19 was 
lurking but had yet to sweep across the U.S., most community 
colleges in California were approaching spring break and the 
clockwork rituals that come with the end of another academic 
year. Within two weeks, as the pandemic quickly spread across 
California and the nation, nearly every community college and 
university in the state had closed its physical campus, shifted 
courses and operations online, and found radically new means  
to serve students and mitigate community spread of the virus.

At the college leadership level, presidents and chancellors 
(CEOs) worked urgently to prioritize the health and safety of 
students, faculty and staff, while maintaining the integrity of 
teaching, learning and business environments, and sustaining 
operational continuity of their institutions. CEOs weighed fears 
and unknown risks as they made a staggering number of rapid 
decisions to mitigate risk and sustain the education mission. 
State and local health orders and guidance had to be interpreted 

“In higher education we have convinced ourselves 

we are like these big barges and we can’t move 

quickly. But this has definitely shown me we can.”

JOANNA SCHILLING, PRESIDENT, CYPRESS COLLEGE

moment to moment. In a hurry, students, staff and faculty 
statewide had to adapt to new modes of learning and work.

By mid-April, it was clear to many that this was no temporary 
disruption. Graduation ceremonies were postponed, cancelled, 
held remotely or creatively conducted as “drive-throughs.” First 
these workarounds and pivots were meant to last just through 
the spring academic term. Then they extended to the more 
distant horizons of summer and fall. Costs associated with the 
unforeseen transition and risk mitigation were mounting, while 
state budget clouds darkened.

RESEARCH BRIEF

Toward a More Perfect 
Institution
Reflections from California Community College Leaders on Racism,  

Anti-Blackness and Implicit Bias

By Edward Bush, Susanna Cooper, Michal Kurlaender and Francisco C. Rodriguez with Anna Marie Ramos

VOLUME 5, NUMBER 3
AUGUST 2020

> Community College CEOs express hope about recent 

momentum for conversations and actions on race and 

equity, but are realistic about challenges they face— 

both personal and institutional—in leading for change. 

> Racism, bias and anti-Blackness, in particular, show 

up on college campuses in many forms and venues. 

They are felt personally by many CEO respondents 

and manifest across their campuses and districts, 

from classroom interactions and hiring processes to 

language, tone and microaggressions that damage 

student, staff, faculty and administrators’ sense of 

efficacy and belonging. 

> CEOs of color bring lived experiences that are of 

particular value in understanding and navigating 

conversations about race, and that may have been 

undervalued in the past.

> While most CEOs feel generally well-positioned in their 

capacity to facilitate conversations on race and equity 

at their institutions, some expressed uncertainty or 

discomfort. Many revealed significant frustration over 

structural barriers they described as impeding progress 

toward more welcoming, equitable institutions.

> CEOs are both answering and issuing calls to action  

to transform their institutions to tackle racism and  

anti-Blackness.

TOPLINES
IN THE WAKE of the most recent spate of police killings of Black 
Americans, the California Community Colleges are grappling 
with a racial reckoning as urgent as the one playing out in society 
at large. In June 2020, Wheelhouse sought to understand how 
community college leaders experienced and led their institutions 
through the pain and calls to action engendered by racist acts.

Specifically, we administered a short survey of current and 
former Wheelhouse Fellows—California Community College 
presidents, chancellors and superintendent/presidents (CEOs) 
who have participated in Wheelhouse leadership development 
programs and networks over the past four years. We asked them 
about their personal and institutional experiences with racism 
and bias; about barriers to creating more equitable campus 
environments; and about their own capacity to lead on these 
issues.

CEOs’ responses were in equal parts illuminating, sobering 
and inspiring, reflecting the complexity and urgency of 
confronting racism and anti-Blackness. These candid testimonies 
and reflections provide a clear view to deep personal and 
institutional experiences with racism and bias in the context of 
one of the nation’s most diverse, accessible and equity-aspiring 
systems of higher education. Our hope is that the themes 
extracted from the survey responses will inform and contribute 
to the conversations and actions necessary to improve student 
success, equity and the racial climate across the California 
Community Colleges, and thus the state and nation at large. 

Note: All quotes featured in this document come from open ended responses to the survey.

 Turning on a Dime: California Community College 
Transformation in Response to COVID-19 (left)

 Toward a More Perfect Institution: Reflections from 
California Community College Leaders on Racism,  
Anti-Blackness and Implicit Bias (right)

 45 scholars and funders gather remotely in multi-day 
research retreat featuring new inquiry on Associate 
Degrees for Transfer, Student Equity Plans, incarcerated 
students and student parents

 Los Angeles Community College District Chancellor 
Francisco C. Rodriguez joins Wheelhouse to direct  
CEO Institute as Chancellor-in-Residence (left);  
Cosumnes River College President Edward Bush joins 
Wheelhouse as senior fellow

 COVID-19 pandemic begins in March

 CEO Cohort 4 convenes both remotely and at UC Davis

2021

 38 researchers, funders and CEOs gather at UCLA  
for 5th annual Scholars Retreat with focus on transfer  
and financial aid

RESEARCH BRIEF
LEADING AS MYSELF

9

Finally, one CEO described a broader campus effort to identify and spread the 
strategies used by the faculty who had the lowest drop rates in their courses. Lessons 
from students enrolled in those courses led to adoption of a campus-wide approach for 
all faculty that emphasized these elements: 

1. Forming personal connections with students (i.e., knowing your students’ names). 

2. Making class material more relatable to students and to their lives.

3. Setting clear expectations of students, while remaining flexible when needed. 

4. Communicating with students—early and often.

What Evidence Are CEOs Looking For?
Most of the CEOs interviewed articulated a clear vision for evidence indicating their 
campuses are becoming more equitable and welcoming. Figure 1 shows strong alignment 
among leaders looking for signs that success gaps are closing across broad metrics 
of student success – some in this category mentioned persistence, completion, early 
academic success, full-time enrollment or some combination of those. A number  
of CEOs also placed high value on evidence that students of color feel the campus is 
“where I want to spend my time,” when “they are walking around like they own the 
place” and when a more racially representative group of students takes on leadership 
roles, e.g. “when my student leadership group is Latinx.”

Figure 1. What evidence would suggest your campus was becoming more equitable? 

Campus culture of empathy

Faculty more representative

Curriculum more inclusive

Campus has candid conversations about race

Improvements in faculty/sta� climate

High participation in DEI-focused PD

Equity gap closure/Student success

Students welcome/In leadership roles

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20

NUMBER OF CEOs LOOKING FOR THIS EVIDENCE

“I want to hear African 
American students say,  
‘I want to go to that school 
because they get it ... 
they’re walking the talk.’”

Note: Most CEOs cited more than one kind of desired evidence. Several CEOs identified other kinds of evidence; these, not included in the figure due to their singular nature, 
included enrollment expansion; more BIPOC students entering science, technology, engineering, arts and math fields; students focused on entrepreneurship; campus accountability 
for actions to back up resolutions; admission that “we have a racial problem” on campus; reduction of racial tension; expansion of the “coalition of the willing;” greater prevalence  
of allies; and a student body that reflects the demographic makeup of the community.
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In a prior report, A Leg Up on College, we presented data showing that dual enrollment 
participation among California high school students was higher than commonly understood, 
and slightly higher than the national average. The overall rate, approximately 13% for the 
high school graduates of 2016–17, included enrollment in any community college course 
prior to high school graduation, whether through formal dual enrollment programs  
(such as CCAP or other partnership agreement) or standalone courses taken independently.

A subsequent analysis, A Rising Tide, provided updated data showing substantial 
recent growth in dual enrollment participation across student subgroups. The rate of 
community college participation among high school graduates increased dramatically 
from 11.3% for the 2015–16 cohort (pre-AB 288) to 18.2% for the 2018–19 cohort. This 
growth provides some evidence suggesting that AB 288 may be contributing to greater 
opportunity and participation.11

However, while the growth is evident across all student groups, disparities in 
participation levels across different racial/ethnic and other subgroups persist. As shown 
in Figure 1, Asian and White students are more likely to take part in dual enrollment  
than Black or Latinx students. 

Notes: Figure from A Rising Tide (2020). Statistics calculated by merging student-level College/Career Indicator (CCI) data from the CDE and special admit data from the CCCCO. 
Years limited to those for which CCI data was available.

Figure 1. Dual Enrollment Participation by Student Race/Ethnicity and Over Time

While growth is evident 
across all student groups, 
disparities in participation 
levels across different 
racial/ethnic and other 
subgroups persist.

 Leading as Myself: California Community College CEO 
Reflections on Personal and Institutional Growth Across a 
Year of Racial Reckoning (left)

 A Foot in the Door: Growth in Participation and Equity in 
Dual Enrollment in California (right)

 During the pandemic, Wheelhouse supports CEO Cohort 4 
across a two-year period

 Lumina Foundation invests in Wheelhouse

 California Community College Chancellor’s Office  
and ECMC Foundation invest in Wheelhouse’s 
Advancing Leaders Institute

 Inaugural Advancing Leaders Institute convenes

2022 2023 2024
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• SCFF performance funding points awarded for students 
who attain CCBs should be higher than points awarded 
for attainment of AA/AS degrees. Points awarded per BA 
degree attainment should be double the points awarded 
for Associate Degrees of Transfer (ADT), given that CCB 
programs (120 units) are double the number of ADT units 
(60 units).

• Community colleges should receive funding recognition in 
the formula when CCB students transfer to graduate degree 
programs, as colleges currently receive funding recognition 
when a student transfers to a four-year university.

2. Increase Compensation for Faculty  
Delivering CCB Curriculum
Faculty who teach in CCB programs, who are now paid on par 
with faculty who deliver AAs or ADTs, should be compensated 
at higher levels. CCB faculty are expected to hold an advanced 
degree (MA/MS or higher), obtain a certification or a license, and 
perform at the level of CSU and UC faculty. In programs such  
as dental hygiene, external accrediting bodies establish criteria 
that must be met and that exceed Accrediting Commission  
for Community and Junior Colleges (ACCJC) standards. These 
criteria include required student passage of national, state, and 
licensing exams. Along with these higher expectations, the state 
should reward and stabilize faculty delivering successful programs, 
equitably, with high returns for students and the economy.

3. Increase Financial Aid for CCB Students
As allowed under AB 927, in-state students admitted to the WLAC 
dental hygiene program pay higher tuition – $130 per unit – than 
students in associate degree or certificate programs – $46 per 
regular unit. As a result, to complete the required 65 upper division 
units, students pay $8,450. In addition to paying tuition, students 
must purchase textbooks, uniforms, professional instrument kits,  
malpractice insurance, federal and state licensing exams, and 
other dental hygiene supplies, totaling up to $13,000 in the first 
year and an additional $6,000 the following year. These expenses 
come on top of housing and living costs. 

Nearly all students in WLAC’s baccalaureate program receive 
some form of financial aid. As they segue to upper division 
coursework, they remain eligible for Pell Grants and Cal Grant B.  
Unlike students in four-year universities, however, they are not 
eligible for Cal Grant A, which covers tuition and fees for up 
to four years. This means that CCB students are not eligible to 
receive the $12,000 that Cal Grant A offers. Additionally, once 
students begins CCB programs they are no longer eligible for 
the CA Promise Grant (formerly known as the BOG fee waiver), 
which waives enrollment fees for the entire school year.  

Figure 4. WLAC’s Four Pillars of Access and Equity

Access and Equity
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5 Pandemic-Period Enrollment and Persistence in California Community Colleges

Mapping Enrollment Changes in Spring 2021 
Enrollment declines varied significantly by campus, with some campuses (represented by dark blue dots) losing 
more than 20% of their pre-pandemic enrollment.8,9 Other campuses (light blue dots) lost fewer than 10% and  
still others (green dots) gained enrollment over what would have been predicted in the absence of the pandemic. 
Dot size represents a college’s total enrollment in fall and spring 2019, with larger dots indicating higher  
college enrollment.
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 Pioneering the Community College Baccalaureate in 
California: The Experience of West Los Angeles College (left)

 Pandemic-Period Enrollment and Persistence in California 
Community Colleges (right)

 Funding Incentives for California Community Colleges: 
Impacts of the SCFF on Financial Aid Receipt

 45 academic and CC institutional researchers convene 
at UC Davis for professional development and research 
collaboration focused on AB 705 implementation

 First annual Wheelhouse Summer Scholar awards made 
to support CCC-related research by 12 doctoral students; 
symposia convened to feature their scholarship

 Wheelhouse partners with Community College Research 
Center and National Student Clearinghouse Research Center 
to convene national Accelerating Recovery in Community 
Colleges network

 First CEO affinity group convening of 18 Black  
CCC CEOs
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Toward Belonging in the 
Community College Classroom
Lessons from the Learning for Equity Ascend Research Network (LEARN)
Claudia Escobar

 > Community college faculty who 
participated in Ascend were 
motivated to improve their 
teaching and collaborate with 
colleagues to develop strategies 
to better serve student needs.

 > A desire to learn new teaching 
strategies alongside colleagues 
energized faculty to engage  
in collaborative learning through 
communities of practice. 

 > Participating instructors gained 
greater awareness of student 
needs and implemented new 
classroom strategies to improve 
student experiences in their 
classrooms.

 > Participating colleges are 
exploring ways to move beyond 
the pilot phase to institutionalize 
Ascend, which is perceived by 
faculty as a timely and actionable 
professional development 
resource. 

TOPLINESHIGHER EDUCATION LEADERS increasingly recognize that inequitable 
academic outcomes result, in part, from inequitable classroom experiences.1 
As research shows, students of color and students with basic needs insecurity 
are less likely to experience classroom conditions that support academic 
motivation, persistence, and success—conditions like identity safety, belonging, 
and a growth mindset culture (see Learning Conditions Measured with Ascend, 
page 2).2 Research also shows that this experience gap contributes to broader 
opportunity gaps because it prevents certain groups of students from having 
classroom experiences that facilitate academic engagement and success.3 

Although better classroom experiences can promote equitable student 
success, few faculty are trained to create these experiences systematically.4 
A number of innovations to build faculty awareness and capacity are being 
implemented and studied in higher education. This brief details early lessons 
from a series of pilots to understand California community college faculty 
experience with a professional development initiative called Ascend and with  
its embedded communities of practice (CoPs).

In an Ascend CoP, faculty work collaboratively to improve the quality and 
equity of their students’ classroom experiences (see How Ascend Works,  
page 3). Over multiple, iterative cycles, faculty learn evidence-based practices 
and test the impact of those practices by collecting real time, disaggregated 
survey data about student experience in their classrooms. 

The Ascend pilots created an opportunity to understand what motivated 
faculty to join their CoPs. They also offered a window into how student feedback 
changed their classroom learning conditions and faculty approaches to instruction. 
These findings complement research conducted by the Student Experience 
Project6 (SEP), which earlier found that college faculty can significantly improve 
student experience when provided with appropriate, evidence-based support.  
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How Does Ascend Work? 
Ascend is a data-driven professional learning program that enables instructors to learn how students are experiencing their 
classroom. The program provides faculty periodic feedback from their students along seven learning conditions (see Learning 
Conditions Measured with Ascend, page 2). Feedback is disaggregated by key student subgroups: low and high financial 
stress, gender, and race.8 This enables faculty to see both overall levels of these learning conditions as well as differences in 
experiences by subgroup. Faculty can then work to improve these learning conditions and address experience gaps during 
the academic term by using an evidence-based library of strategies to create and foster more equitable classroom learning 
experiences. In addition, faculty engage in communities of practice (CoPs), which provide a space for them to discuss student 
feedback and learn about student-centered practices alongside fellow faculty.

How the
Ascend

Tool Works

1

STEP 1
Educators administer a 
brief, research-based survey
to learn how students
experience their course.

STEP 4
Faculty track improvement 
by repeating steps 1–3 to 
improve their survey results 
over an academic term.

STEP 2
A confidential report is

 produced for the instructor
 that summarizes students’

 experiences in the
 classroom along key
 learning conditions.

STEP 3
Instructors learn relevant

 strategies through a practice
 guide with recommendations

 for creating more engaging
 learning experiences.

3
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Piloting Ascend in Two California Community Colleges
In Spring 2022, Cypress College and Sacramento City College piloted Ascend.9 A total of 32 faculty from a diverse set of courses 
participated across the two colleges. More than half of the participating faculty (58%) implemented the pilot program in an online 
course, 22% implemented it in a face-to-face course, and 25% implemented it in a hybrid class. Disciplines varied among participants 
(e.g., English, STEM, health sciences, child development). A few faculty administered the pilot in CTE courses.

Data Collection
Wheelhouse collected multiple sources of data during the implementation of this pilot. Specifically, a survey of all faculty participants 
captured their self-reported motivation for participating, their experiences with Ascend, the impact they believed the use of Ascend had 
on their students’ experience in the classroom, and how they observed the classroom culture and their own development as instructors. 
We also conducted observations of the community of practice (CoP) meetings where participants reflected on their experiences with 
Ascend and the strategies they were implementing in their classrooms. 

 Toward Belonging in the Community College 
Classroom: Lessons from the Learning for Equity 
Ascend Research Network (LEARN) (above)

 More than just money? Early outcomes of Lake Tahoe 
Community College (LTCC) College Promise Program 
in New Directions for Community Colleges

 CEO Cohort 6 convenes at UC Davis and UCLA

 CEO Cohort 7 and ALI Cohort 2 convene at UC Davis 
and UCLA

 Three participants from ALI Cohort 1 ascend to 
CEOships. Several others are finalists in presidential 
searches.

 Wheelhouse, the Community College Research  
Center and National Student Clearinghouse host the 
ARCC Network, convening 50 researchers to share 
their latest findings

 Five community college students join a panel to share 
their experiences navigating community college during 
the pandemic

 From the Disruption of the Pandemic: A Path Forward 
for Community Colleges

 Portraits of Resilience: Southern California Community 
College Students Navigating Challenges Amid the 
Pandemic

 Funder base expands through individual donations and 
contracted research/evaluation

 Institute for Education Sciences (US Department of 
Education) awards Wheelhouse $3 million for pandemic 
recovery research (partnership with California Education 
Lab, CCCCO and PPIC)

 CEO Cohort 5 convenes at UC Davis and UCLA (above)

 Wheelhouse establishes Advancing Leaders Institute to 
support diverse pipeline of future CCC CEOs

 Research Collaboration Council of 12 California Community 
College CEOs established to inform recovery research and 
dissemination strategy

 Lumina Foundation invests in Accelerating Recovery  
in Community Colleges (ARCC) Convening and Latinx 
and AANHPI Affinity Groups

 AANHPI CEOs convene for 3-day learning retreat at  
UC Davis

 Early-career researchers gather at UCLA for tailored 
professional development, research collaboration/
consultancies, and network building

 Influential analysis of wide 
variability in financial aid take-up 
statewide: Money Left on the 
Table: An Analysis of Pell Grant 
Receipt Among Financially-Eligible 
Community College Students in 
California

> Over 20 percent of CA community college students who appear eligible for 

Pell Grant aid do not receive a Pell Grant.

> Forgone Pell awards to eligible but non-receiving students total nearly $130 

million statewide in a single semester.

> Pell Grant take-up rates vary widely across campuses statewide, even after 

controlling for student and campus characteristics, suggesting a crucial role for 

campus-level policies and practices.

TOPLINES

Money Left  
on the Table
An Analysis of Pell Grant Receipt Among Financially-

Eligible Community College Students in California

FINANCIAL BARRIERS MAKE IT HARDER for many students to pursue and persist 
in higher education.1 While numerous financial aid programs have been shown to 
improve student outcomes, the complexity of the financial aid system in the U.S. limits 
its effectiveness.2 Much attention has been paid to the length and complexity of the Free 
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), which is required for all federal financial 
aid programs.3 Less attention has been devoted, however, to barriers to financial aid 
receipt that remain even after students successfully complete the FAFSA. 

This brief summarizes results from a 2017 study examining receipt of Pell Grant aid 
among California community college (CCC) students. We find that more than twenty 
percent of students who successfully apply for aid, demonstrate financial eligibility 
and enroll in the required number of units still do not receive Pell Grant aid. Our 
calculations indicate that failure to receive Pell Grant aid among seemingly eligible 
students results in over $100 million being “left on the table” in only a single semester. 
Furthermore, Pell take-up rates vary widely by campus, even after controlling for 
student and campus characteristics.

Background and Context 
The Pell Grant program is the largest CCC financial aid program by dollar amount 
disbursed. In 2015-16, more than 471,000 students (20% of all students enrolled) in 
the CCC system received $1.62 billion in Pell Grant aid. In addition to Pell Grants and 
other federal aid programs, California offers extensive state aid to assist community 
college students. The largest program (by number of students) is the Board of Governors 
(BOG) fee waiver program, which covers enrollment fees for low-income students. 
In 2015-16, over 1 million students received BOG waiver funds representing over 43 
percent of total enrollment, and expenditures on BOG total $803 million.4 In contrast 
to the Pell Grant, applying for the BOG fee waiver is a simple process, and nearly all 

Research Brief

Volume 3, Number 3

March 2018

LEADERSHIP

Susanna Cooper
Managing Director

Michal Kurlaender
Lead Researcher

Deborah Travis
Director, Institute on Leadership

BOARD OF ADVISORS

Manuel Baca
Trustee, Mt. San Antonio College

Thomas Bailey
Director, Community College  
Research Center, Columbia University

Helen Benjamin
Chancellor Emerita, Contra Costa 
Community College District

Julie Bruno
President, Academic Senate,  
California Community Colleges

Edward Bush
President, Cosumnes River College

Larry Galizio
President and CEO, Community  
College League of California 

Brice W. Harris
Chancellor Emeritus,  
California Community Colleges

Douglas B. Houston
Chancellor, Yuba Community College 
District

Harold Levine
Dean Emeritus, UC Davis School  
of Education

Lauren Lindstrom
Dean, UC Davis School of Education

Erik E. Skinner
Vice President, Administrative Services, 
Sierra College

Advancing Horizons Since 2016

2016–17

 A Portrait of Student Parents in the 
California Community Colleges:  
A New Analysis of Financial Aid  
Seekers with Dependent Children

RESEARCH BRIEF
A PORTRAIT OF STUDENT PARENTS IN THE CALIFORNIA COMMUNITY COLLEGES

3

Table 1. Student Parents Identified Through Financial Aid Applications Between 2010 and 2018

Intended College Segment/Type
(As Listed on FAFSA/CADAA Applications) 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018

Community College 107,693 152,065 140,673 129,454 145,061

California State University 15,884 22,760 22,568 21,546 24,023

Private 4-year/Graduate School 8,865 14,990 14,255 13,274 18,350

Private For-profit 26,431 32,791 8,765 11,606 11,774

University of California 2,662 3,511 3,281 2,996 2,975

Private 2-year Non-profit 135 222 139 90 40

Other 21 55 64 96 104

Total Student Parents 161,691 226,394 189,745 179,062 202,327

Total Processed FAFSA/CADAA Filers 1,131,114 1,376,562 1,386,453 1,376,555 1,507,318

% of FAFSA/CADAA Filers Who Are Student Parents 14.30% 16.40% 13.70% 13.00% 13.40%

Note: Years in the column headings indicate the spring in which a financial aid application was submitted for planned enrollment in the following school year. In other words, 
students who submitted applications in spring 2014 (column heading 2014) were applying for financial aid for the 2014–15 academic year.

Figure 1. Intended College of Enrollment for Student Parents Filing FAFSA/CADAA in 2018

72%
Community Colleges
• 80% Female
• 4% with Bachelor’s degrees
• Average age: 33.5
• Average family size: 3.4
• Average income: $28,495

1%
University of California
• 62% Female 
• 39% with Bachelor’s degrees
• Average age: 35
• Average family size: 3.3
• Average income: $48,501 

12%
California State  
University
• 76% Female 
• 26% with Bachelor’s degrees
• Average age: 34
• Average family size: 3.4
• Average income: $38,218 

9%
Private 4-year/ 
Graduate School
• 72% Female
• 54% with Bachelor’s degrees
• Average age: 38
• Average family size: 3.7 
• Average income: $59,668

6%
Private For-profit
• 77% Female
• 13% with Bachelor’s degrees
• Average age: 33.8
• Average family size: 3.4
• Average income: $39,447

 Enlace Comunitario: Identifying 
Opportunities to Enhance 
Community College Outreach 
and Recruitment of Latinx/a/o 
Students
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Less Than Half of Latino Young Men Enrolled in College 
Among Latinx/a/o students who graduated from high school in Solano County, females had higher college enrollment rates than  
males, mirroring statewide patterns.15 In Solano County, only 48% of Latino males enroll in college following high school graduation,  
12 percentage points lower than Latinas and five percentage points lower than the college enrollment rates of Latinos statewide  
(Figure 3). Latino males, who often face gendered expectations that may challenge the pursuit of a college degree, have among the 
lowest rates of college enrollment and degree attainment when compared to other racial/ethnic groups.16

Figure 3: College Enrollment Patterns of Latinx/a/o High School Students, by Gender

All Students

Latinx/a/o

Latina

Latino

34% 35%13%

3%
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3% 2%
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10%

STATEWIDE SOLANO COUNTY

  CCC      CSU      UC      Private In-State      Out-of-State      No College

Note: College-going rates calculated by the authors from student-level college enrollment data (National Student Clearinghouse) provided by the CDE. Rates include three cohorts 
(2017, 2018, 2019) of public high school graduates, pooled.

A Quarter of Latinx/a/o English Learners Enrolled in College
Of the 37% English Learner (EL) Latinx/a/o college goers statewide and the 28% in Solano County, nearly all enrolled in a community 
college and few enrolled in a four-year institution (Figure 4). While research on college enrollment for ELs is limited, the percentage 
of ELs not attending college highlights the importance of understanding the factors that influence college-going decisions and 
institutional practices designed to increase access for these students.

Figure 4: College Enrollment Patterns of Latinx/a/o High School Students, by English Learner Status

All Students
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Note: College-going rates calculated by the authors from student-level college enrollment data (National Student Clearinghouse) provided by the CDE. Rates include three cohorts 
(2017, 2018, 2019) of public high school graduates, pooled.

 CEO Cohort 2 convenes at UC Davis

 CEO Cohort 3 convenes at UC Davis
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A Growing Body of Research
Wheelhouse publishes digestible and actionable briefs, blogs, articles and infographics for statewide and national 
decision-maker audiences at all levels of the system, from state and federal policymakers to regional and local 
college leaders and administrators. In addition to our ongoing bodies of research on financial aid, dual enrollment, 
leadership practice and COVID-19 impacts, recent work published in 2023 and 2024 includes:

• Mini-case studies of presidential derailments for curriculum use in our institutes

• The first causal analysis of California’s landmark developmental education reform (AB 705)

• Partnership research with Solano Community College to support efforts to improve enrollment outreach 
and with Lake Tahoe Community Colleges to examine and improve the College Promise Program

• An article in Change: The Magazine of Higher Learning that articulates “A Path Forward for Community 
Colleges,” informed by data and the reflections of CEOs whose colleges were transformed by the pandemic

• Portraits of Resilience: Southern California Community College Students Navigating Challenges Amid the 
Pandemic features the voices of five community college students who found ways to stay connected to 
college despite the pandemic

Building and Supporting an Impact Network of CCC-devoted Scholars
Wheelhouse convenes national and state networks of researchers whose work connects to our mission. Together 
with the Community College Research Center (CCRC) and the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC), we are  
co-conveners of the Accelerating Recovery in Community Colleges Network (ARCC). This network of research 
teams from eight states explores strategies for community colleges to bring back students who left during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and support their learning and success.

To cultivate the next generation of CCC scholars,  
we support the professional development of early 
career researchers who are part of the ARCC 
Network. We’ve also established the Wheelhouse 
Summer Scholars Fellowship, a funding and mentoring 
opportunity for doctoral students whose research 
furthers equitable CCC opportunities and outcomes.

Expanding Our Reach with  
Research Partnerships
Our Research Collaboration Council, comprised of 
12 accomplished CCC CEOs, sharpens our research 
questions, informs our analysis, and grounds us in 
the needs and realities of the nation’s largest system 
of higher education. 2024 and 2025 will deepen 
our partnership with CCRC and NSC as the research 
projects in the ARCC Network come to fruition. Future 
work includes documenting efforts to improve success 
and belonging for Black students in community 
colleges, mapping the new geography of enrollment  
in a post-pandemic landscape, new analyses of 
financial aid and dual enrollment trends, and more.

“At Wheelhouse, I have had the incredible opportunity to engage in action-oriented research in partnership with 
community college leaders. This experience has underscored for me the importance of researcher-practitioner 
collaborations and centering students’ voices and experiences to inform and enhance outreach and recruitment  
efforts at community colleges. Engaging in this work has empowered me to continue advocating for practices 
and policies that are intentional, community-driven, and grounded in the experiences and needs of historically 
disenfranchised students and communities.” 

MAYRA NUÑEZ MARTINEZ
WHEELHOUSE RESEARCH FELLOW

“When we needed data about what informed Latino/a/x students in their decision to attend college and where to  
attend, we asked Wheelhouse to conduct the study. Not only did they design and implement the survey tools and  
focus groups, they provided us a thoughtful narrative that informed our outreach strategy. The recommendations 
were so successful that we asked Wheelhouse to conduct the same study with our African American/Black students. 
Partnering with Wheelhouse has expanded our research capacity and provided us with much-needed data.”

CELIA ESPOSITO-NOY
SUPERINTENDENT/PRESIDENT EMERITA, SOLANO COMMUNITY COLLEGE DISTRICT
WHEELHOUSE SENIOR FELLOW
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Figure 2. Transfer-Level English Pass Rates, by Quartile of College Readiness, for Students Enrolled in Transfer-Level English
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Analysis of transfer-level math course participation (Figure 3) shows similar, though more muted, patterns. Post AB 705, there were 
still increases in the proportion of students passing transfer-level math with a C or better across all quartiles, although at a lower rate 
than those passing transfer-level English. 

Figure 3. Transfer-Level Math Pass Rates, by Quartile of College Readiness 
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Deciding Factors: Latinx/a/o Students’ Considerations in Choosing  
Community College
Majority of Latinx/a/o Students Attended a Nearby Community College
Research suggests that geography and proximity play an important role in Latinx/a/o students’ college choice,17 with students often 
enrolling in “nearby” colleges—those within 20 miles of home or work.18 Latinx/a/o students’ decisions to stay close to home when 
attending college are influenced by college affordability and family as a supportive factor.19 The importance of proximity is evident 
among Latinx/a/o students who graduated from a public high school in Solano County and who attended a community college.  
The average commute was just 17 miles, with half of students commuting between six and 11 miles. Students in Solano County have 
access to multiple community colleges in neighboring counties and larger cities with easy access by freeway and public transit, 
including Napa Valley College, Diablo Valley College, Sacramento City College, Woodland Community College, and American River 
College. For 79% of Solano County Latinx/a/o high school graduates, SCC was the closest community college to the high school  
from which they graduated. Of these students, about 67% (n=846) chose to attend SCC, and about a third of students enrolled in 
another community college (Figure 5).

Less than 10% of Solano County Latinx/a/o high school students who attended a community college the year following graduation 
traveled more than 50 miles to college, and only 4% attended community colleges more than 100 miles away. For students who did 
not attend nearby community colleges, it is possible they enrolled in online classes, were willing to commute longer distances, and/or 
relocated to another region of the state. 

Figure 5: Community Colleges Attended by Latinx/a/o High School Students in Solano County
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Working as Designed
A Causal Analysis of AB 705 Shows  
Increased Rates of Transfer-Level Course  
Taking and Passage

Enlace Comunitario
Identifying Opportunities to Enhance  
Community College Outreach  
and Recruitment of Latinx/a/o Students

From the Disruption of the Pandemic
A Path Forward for Community Colleges
Change: The Magazine of Higher Learning

Esteban Alcalá Aguirre
University of Pittsburgh

Jennifer Ferrero
San Diego State University

Glenda Palacios-Quejada
University of Southern California

Austin Barraza
Northeastern University

Teresita Martinez
University of California, Davis

Ivan Valdovinos Gutierrez
University of California, San Diego

2024 Wheelhouse Summer Scholars
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“The ALI experience provided insights from behind the curtain of the CEOship to which I don’t think we have access, 
even with our own presidents. ALI ignited a fire inside me to explore the CEOship with intention. Before ALI,  
I was looking from the sidelines, but now I know I am in the game and equipped to make change as a VP … and as a 
future CEO/president. I have gained a network of equity allies who are passionate about this work, and I know that  
I can call on them in the future!”

“My participation in the Wheelhouse Advancing Leaders Institute (ALI) has been an extraordinary journey towards 
becoming an equity-focused community college leader in California. ALI’s commitment to developing a diverse, 
innovative, and data-driven cohort of leaders was evident throughout their activities, sessions, and workshops. The 
program’s emphasis on equity and inclusion, coupled with the guidance of seasoned professionals, has expanded my 
knowledge and skills and ignited a passion for shaping the future of California community colleges.”

KELLIE BUTLER
SUPERINTENDENT-PRESIDENT, SOLANO COMMUNITY COLLEGE  
(FORMERLY VICE PRESIDENT OF STUDENT SERVICES, FOLSOM LAKE COLLEGE)
WHEELHOUSE ALI PARTICIPANT, 2023

KELLY FOWLER
VICE PRESIDENT OF INSTRUCTION, MT. SAN ANTONIO COLLEGE
WHEELHOUSE ALI PARTICIPANT, 2023

Meeting New Demands and 
Opportunities
We are proud that in 2023, we expanded our leadership development to aspiring  
leaders and CEO affinity groups. Wheelhouse hosted the first Black CCC CEO learning 
retreat at UC Davis, creating a holding environment for a powerful convening shaped  
by and for the 18 leaders who participated. Our Advancing Leaders Institute welcomed its 
inaugural cohort of 32 aspiring CEOs, and our CEO Institute on Leadership served  
14 sitting CEOs.

In July 2024, we welcomed 23 cabinet-level administrators to Cohort 2 of the ALI and 
19 CEOs to the Institute on Leadership. We extended our affinity group work to curate 
needed space for urgent conversations and network cultivation among an affinity group 
of 14 AANHPI CEOs and are preparing to welcome 30 Latinx CEOs. Topics for these 
retreats range from equitable faculty hiring and student success to Sacramento know-how, 
leadership innovations and well-being for sustainability in the CEO role.

“The Black CEO retreat created a professional development 
opportunity in which presidents, superintendents,  
and chancellors from throughout the state were able to 
contribute and learn how to enhance our skills to  
be influential leaders in the community college system.  
It created a space in which we could learn more about 
each other and strategize how our shared skills and 
talents can contribute to uplifting our students and 
greater communities. It was an honor to share space with 
some of the most noted thought leaders from throughout 
the country. Wheelhouse played an essential role in 
cultivating this space, and I was honored to be a part of 
this effort. ”

DENISE WHISENHUNT
PRESIDENT, GROSSMONT COLLEGE
WHEELHOUSE BLACK CCC CEO CONVENING PLANNER AND PARTICIPANT, 2023

TAMMEIL GILKERSON
CHANCELLOR, PERALTA COMMUNITY COLLEGE DISTRICT
WHEELHOUSE AANHPI CCC CEO CONVENING PARTICIPANT, 2024

“The AANHPI retreat offered a unique professional 
development opportunity where community college 
leaders could deepen and expand our connections 
within a more intimate and supportive setting. This 
retreat facilitated an environment where we could share 
our cultural backgrounds and professional experiences, 
fostering authentic relationships and a sense of 
community. The retreat not only helped us understand 
our roles and challenges as AANHPI leaders but also 
emphasized the importance of creating a supportive 
network to enhance our resiliency and support our work 
on student success and equity.”
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“The Wheelhouse Advancing Leaders Institute was a 
transformational journey of moving from an individual 
mindset and advancing to interconnected experiences. 
The Institute challenged me to self-reflect on my abilities 
and skill level, identify my personal and professional 
strengths, and bridge gaps in knowledge. Through 
the Institute I discovered more about myself than any 
leadership development program. As a result, I am 
confident and prepared to join the next generation of 
college presidents.”

VANIETHIA HUBBARD
VICE PRESIDENT OF STUDENT SERVICES, 
SANTA ANA COLLEGE
WHEELHOUSE ALI PARTICIPANT, 2023

“The focus is on taking great leaders and preparing us 
for probably the most daunting role in higher education: 
that of a community college president. The privilege of 
learning from experienced presidents is invaluable, but 
equally important is the opportunity to forge professional 
and personal relationships with others in the cohort. 
Many of us have progressed through the CCC system 
together, and we will continue together in our current 
roles or as we advance to higher leadership. Having that 
group identity is comforting as we encourage and support 
each other. Even if I never become a President, I feel  
I have more confidence and better tools to be an even 
more impactful leader now.”

DAVID WILLIAMS
VICE PRESIDENT, ACADEMIC AFFAIRS, 
SOLANO COMMUNITY COLLEGE
WHEELHOUSE ALI PARTICIPANT, 2023
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