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The following interview took place in several meetings over a period of two weeks in late Spring, 2008. Carl Ehmann had spent the past five months working with multiple California community college districts to resolve numerous, and multi-level, shortages in senior leadership positions. The two had come into contact through the interviewer’s doctoral students, several of whom were candidates for leadership positions.

Carl Ehmann was president of Mendocino College for 11 years, and an interim president at both Monterey Peninsula College and College of the Siskiyous. He currently is Vice President of Northern California Services for PPL, Inc., a firm that provides assistance in administrative searches, places interim administrators, provides support in planning and other strategic initiatives for public two-year community colleges in California. 

Dr. Ehmann attended colleges in California as well, including Long Beach City College, Occidental College, California State University, Long Beach, University of Southern California and Claremont Graduate University.

In addition to consulting, administrative, and academic experience, Dr. Ehmann’s career began as a teacher, with stints at Millikan High School, Long Beach, CA; Cypress College (CA) and Mendocino College (CA); and later as an adjunct faculty member at University of Southern California.

Rob Frost: You just went through what seemed a particularly tough hiring season in California, am I correct?

Carl Ehmann:  Yes, for a number of reasons, there was high turnover, with many community college districts searching for permanent administrators or desiring interim administrators until such time as a permanent person can be hired. 

Rob: Before we get to some of the reasons, tell us a little about what you do for California community colleges.

Carl: PPL helps community college districts find interim administrators. We consult in the search process for permanent persons, and we provide guidance in the development of strategic planning. We’ve been doing this for over 30 years and are continually amazed by how common external pressures create such unique internal responses across the 109 community colleges in California. 

Rob: Now, if I am an HR Director in a community college, why do I turn to PPL? 

Carl: We have a large data base of folks who have indicated they would like to serve as interim administrators—over 250.  They have years of experience in many areas, including instruction, student support services, business, planning, accreditation—virtually every area in which a community college district is involved.  This data base has grown—and is updated every year—over the near-30 years that PPL has existed.  It is pretty comforting for districts to have a veteran in a position who brings much talent to a transitional, and often tense, situation.  Things run smoothly and more is accomplished during the time between a person departing and one who is hired as a permanent member of the staff. In terms of searches, we will help districts with the entire process, from development of the basic search plan to the negotiation of the contract for the new person and coaching during the first few weeks in the new job.  PPL also will custom make a search to fit the needs of the college district; i.e., recruitment only, reference checking only, announcement development, etc., or any combination of tasks. One of our vice presidents, and a couple of our key consultants, are adept at strategic planning. We have assisted several districts with this critical venture and, I might say, have been quite successful. From my own observations, with the pressures of re-accreditation, limited finances, and legislated shared governance, planning today is far more sophisticated than it was even 10 years ago. (Districts are finding that accreditation teams are justifiably holding colleges accountable [“warning” status, for instance] for lack of planning and attention to Student Learning Outcomes, among other things.)

Rob: How so?

Carl: First, you have the technology component. Now we can develop sophisticated planning maps that help everyone visualize a common future. Second, you are familiar with planning as a learning organization, instead of the old corporate model, so everyone learns and everyone plays a part. Third, we face a dramatically different future today than we faced ten years ago, just from the perspective of state finances and our existing tax burden. This means there is little or no room for colleges to make mistakes in planning. We also find that an organized, predictable planning scheme encourages participation, takes the mystery out of “where do the dollars go and why do they go in a certain direction.” Generally, the college community is positively affected in the process and the potential for strengthening trust is high.

Rob: I remember a phone visit we had last January or February, where you worried that this year could be the “perfect storm” in terms of the number of simultaneous challenges trustees and presidents would face in 2008.

Carl: Seriously, Rob, if I set out to write a fictional account of this experience, I couldn’t have invented all of the factors that weighed in on California this year. We saw a record number of senior level retirements in 07-08, well over thirty (in 109 colleges). Even as leaders were retiring, so were the faculty and deans who potentially could fill their shoes. This phenomenon is the subject of much discussion; i.e., from where will the leadership come? What are the challenges in identifying and training potential leaders? Anyway, the colleges with positions open were seeing enrollments flat or increasing even as state funding is predicted to decline dramatically over the next few years. College districts were affected by economic, social, and other issues including the long-term decline in the timber industry, the worst forest fire season on record and the anticipation of a state budget that may or may not meet the needs of higher education, but will not be made law in a timely manner, if previous years are an example. And at this time, the state budget is some three months overdue. Districts are actually having to borrow from their reserves to meet payroll. Those with modest reserves will have to borrow money to survive each pay period.) When you combine these state issues with college district issues and national level education issues, the storm begins to really swirl. College districts face enrollment increases simply from population growth. Yet physical plant managers are attempting to maintain 40-60 year old facilities with the same money they had, adjusted for inflation, 20 years ago. Then when you have increased sustainability costs, which are important and a matter of law in California, there is simply less money and yet no one has adjusted their expectations for results. Imagine how trustees feel when nationally, CEO salaries are going way up, but at the local level, we are looking for all ways to pay teachers more as well. The legislature, public and private organizations, students and the public are all rightfully expecting the community colleges to provide a skilled work force, yet the financial support is unpredictable. You can see why so many college leaders and trustees are turning to groups like PPL right now; this scenario calls for some gutsy leaders.What is so very heartening in all of this mayhem, however, is that quality teaching and learning still takes place. Our students are well served, given the dilemma.  And faculty, staff and administration still remain focused on doing a superb job.

Rob: How are retirement costs affecting this? Are they just debris in the storm, or are they adding momentum to the swirl?

Carl: The costs in retirement seem to be in the scarcity of folks who want to fill the shoes of those who retire, so these retirements are definitely adding momentum to the swirl.  As mentioned, the dearth of leadership reached a crisis some time ago.  Although we should devote more time and space to this discussion at some other time, a few things come to mind:  As someone who is interested in leadership observes the stress and often acrimonious environment, why would he/she be interested in exposure to such a life?  The average professional life of a California community college president is around four years.  Do I want to give up the security I have now, including, perhaps, tenure?  Will I move to a new location (bear in mind the troublesome housing market) and, if I have a family, subject them to that hardship, when my chances of surviving the adventure are not all that good

Rob: Is it going to get any better next year?

Carl: These variables and problems are not going to go away in the near-term, but there are a number of issues we can forecast and address. It looks like, in the short term at least, the number of presidencies may be a bit less. For instance, in November, 2007 there were about 35 openings. It looks like, as of April, 2008, the openings will number in the low 20’s. Then, the number will decrease—for a while at least—to a half dozen or so.  We need to remember, however, that these numbers change. While there is a “season” for vacancies to be announced, one can occur at any time. The budget will not likely be anything to shout about for the next few years. This means that many districts will live on the edge financially. Leadership will have to be successful in generating alternative revenue streams. Under-prepared students are attending community colleges in increasing numbers, and many of them are financially strapped as well.  Then we must consider the number of students who are mentally and emotionally challenged; for example, combat veterans need vital services now. Accreditation and planning issues need to be addressed before federal intervention is a reality. Again, the unstable and often inadequate budget frustrates districts and puts a strain on leadership to provide necessary human and fiscal resources. Over-regulation, the national economy and the environment all influence the path a district will be forced to take. It is difficult nowadays to do some creative daydreaming, something that was once not only of great satisfaction, but was the norm. So . . . a leader has to come as a nimble individual, ready to suffer the “slings and arrows,” as it were, and produce results amid chaos in many instances.  

Rob: Many of our conversations have circled around the challenges rural colleges face both today and in the coming decades. You’ve been through the door of dozens of rural colleges in the west recently. What’s your view?

Carl:  I’m convinced that rural colleges work because of the sincere pioneer spirit in place in our rural communities. How else would they do it? Rural colleges have to achieve extreme economies of scale in faculty ratios (high adjunct to full-time) and in professional staff support. They are literally “out of sight” from the state legislature, private donors, and federal granting agencies, so they have nowhere near the financial or political clout of their urban district counterparts. And then you have limited or slow growth initiatives, largely supported by urban or suburban residents, which closes the lid on rapid economic development.  

Rob: Given the current legal and fiscal restraints, what advice do you give a first-time president stepping into the fray?

Carl: This could be a long list, so let me stick to a few key pointers. First, don’t create a “president’s only” parking space. Second, take care of yourself; do lots of aerobic exercise, be ready to multi-task and endure 60-hour weeks; and sharpen your imagination. Third, take care of your board; boards need tending, continuous feeding, of information, that is, and your straight views. Fourth, you should seek and support talent from all constituent groups; embrace the community and deliver something to them; look for alternative revenue streams and offer daily hugs to your foundation; and get around campus regularly. Remember, you don’t own all the answers just because you have a fancy title and dress funny. This advice is the same for any president, the big difference with a new one is to work effectively with the Board.

Rob: Trustees can be a tough crowd to satisfy; they’re successful in their own right, elected, and good ones know the safety of the pack. 

Carl: If you mean the smart ones form coalitions, I agree. But there are three or four critical things to understand about boards today in California. First, they are elected, so politics plays a central role in their lives as they answer to voters. Also, the “no surprises” or the “I need to know rule” is critical to establish with your trustees, so we advise to presidents and trustees when they are in the same room together to communicate clearly and often, because they will only have authority at a public meeting by representing themselves as a group. At the same time, presidents need to realize that most trustees are successful business people and community leaders—don’t assume they know and can recall everything; so it is the president’s role to provide firm, consistent leadership.  Very early in this delightful adventure, trustees and presidents need to reach an agreement: trustees do policy; presidents make sure policies are administered fairly and consistently, while seeing to the daily operation of the District.  When these roles become blurred, good old Failure is waiting just outside the door.

Rob: Before we go on, I have to ask, at this point in community college history; do we need college boards of trustees?   

Carl: A good question, and one we should ask about other governing bodies as well.  Knowing as many trustees as I do, I believe they would gladly entertain a conversation that addresses the effectiveness and efficiency of local boards.  Is there a different format  or organizational scheme that would preserve the “community” but be effective?  

Rob: Your answer?
Carl: This one needs more space/time to discuss, however, perhaps a review of state systems that, on the one hand, allow for some local control, but district have input from a constituency (board) that operates more in an advisory capacity. This would space a president – therefore the District – the political pitfalls that naturally influence the tenure of a CEO.
Rob: There have been an undisclosed number of contract buy-outs in the recent past. Often these are viewed as the least expensive way to end a bad president-board relationship. What do these situations say about current college leadership? 

Carl: These nasty divorces are a combination of things. Zealous board members, agitated staff and careless CEO’s all contribute to a short-lived relationship. These “deals,” many of which are obscene, naturally enrage the college community and the community at large. It makes us all look foolish. How about going to the public for a bond campaign after such a debacle? How will this impact the effectiveness of a foundation? What price tag does one put on institutional grief?   And I think it says more about the multiple right answers to every problem; that no group of smart people is going to agree on one answer. So, they argue until someone leaves. But in this hiring climate, executives do not relocate without the security of a buy-out clause.

Rob: You work for an executive search firm specializing in higher education. What should emerging leaders know about the work you do?  

Carl: Whether it’s a search, interim placement or strategic planning advice, our experience works for both colleges and applicants; hopefully leaders hear about us through our evaluations and the good service we provide. With so many openings in higher education today, and the limits that most human resources offices can provide in search processes, we think our consistent focus on California, our extensive database (which includes nationwide contacts) and contacts in colleges, a record of recruiting and placement of diverse leadership, as well as our longevity, will promote our quality long into the future.  

Rob: Thank you so much for your time, and I will hope for good news on California community college leadership issues in 2009.
# # #
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Dr. Carl Ehmann is Vice President of Northern California Services for PPL, Inc., the state’s leading firm providing comprehensive executive personnel services for California Community Colleges. This interview is provided for informational purposes only. Contact Dr. Ehmann at cehmann@pplpros.com.
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