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Leading through Change to Increase
Success and Completion

By Karen Miller

My personal journey at Cuyahoga Community College
(Tri-C) over a 20-plus-year period has been quite unex-
pected. From working as the director of student affairs
at one Tri-C campus to assuming the role of provost and
executive vice president, I have accomplished goals and
attained positions I never dreamed of. I learned from
and led through challenges I couldn’t have imagined
and didn’t realize I had the skills to navigate. I worked
hard and have been recognized for my efforts. But that
story does not end the same for everyone. I think back
to those supervisors, colleagues, and mentors who en-
couraged and even pushed me out of my comfort zone—
leaders who had confidence in my skills and abilities
and saw my potential to become a leader when I could
not yet see it in myself.

Early in my career, I often focused on the immediate
projects and priorities I was asked to lead. I gave much
less thought to what my next leadership opportunity
might be. While experts may advise against this lack of
intentionality, my journey was built on a strong work
ethic, the accomplishments of my teams, my profes-
sional reputation both inside and outside of the college,
and the personal connections I made over my several
decades in higher education. I believe that experience is
critical for any emerging leader, but having a collabora-
tive style, possessing a steady temperament, and having
the political savvy to negotiate in tough times goes a

long way toward being an effective leader. (A good sense
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of humor doesn’t hurt either.) I have also found that be-
ing the best listener in the room is often more valuable
than being the “expert.”

I have been extremely fortunate to work alongside
true professionals and mentors at an institution that
recognizes women and men equally. I served for fifteen
years under Dr. Jerry Sue Thornton, a true community
college champion and leader in higher education. I cur-
rently lead a college executive team comprising four
campus presidents and two vice presidents, all but one
of whom are women. I serve alongside two male execu-
tive vice presidents who respect me as a peer and, often,
as the expert on the team. I look with great appreciation
to all those—particularly Dr. Alex Johnson, president of
Tri-C since 2013—who invite me to lead projects and
take on college-wide responsibilities as they ensure that
I am supported and respected. With an obvious love
for this work and valuing the people who make it all
happen, Johnson provides me with the discretion to
see beyond the obvious and to lead in my own unique
style. Together, we have made great progress on behalf
of the institution.

Tri-C has long been focused on providing high-qual-
ity, accessible, and affordable education opportunities
to the residents of northeast Ohio. With four campuses,
two corporate college locations, a university center, and
a district office located in and around Cuyahoga County,

Tri-C serves more than 55,000 credit and non-credit
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students annually. We are proud to serve as one of the
oldest and largest community colleges in the state of
Ohio and are a proud member of the League for Innova-
tion in the Community College.

Over the past several years, Tri-C sharpened its fo-
cus on student success and completion while retaining
the traditional community college core mission of open
access to education. Propelled by a political shift in
how higher education is funded at the state level (with
funding dependent on student outcomes rather than
enrollment), Ohio was one of the first states in the na-
tion to adopt a fully performance-based funding model
for higher education. In fiscal year 2013, Ohio con-
vened a group of higher education leaders who crafted
a new method of funding colleges and universities
based on course completion rates and success metrics,
defined as benchmarks students meet along their aca-
demic journey (e.g., completion of twelve credit hours,
developmental coursework, etc.). This model took ef-
fect in 2015, and by 2016, funding for higher education
in Ohio was fully based on performance outcomes. In
addition, the state has added “access” categories to its
formula, providing additional funding for adult learn-
ers, low-income students, and minority students who
attain the established benchmarks.

The change in the funding model began to shift the
conversation at Tri-C to one of success and completion,
requiring the college to carefully consider the num-
ber of degrees and certificates granted as well as the
controversial IPEDS graduation rate. However, internal
processes and infrastructure were not yet in place to
support the work that was needed to improve these
outcomes and to increase Tri-C'’s share of state funding.

During this period I transitioned into new roles
within the college. When I joined the college more than
20 years ago as director of student activities, my aspira-
tions were only to be the best director of student activi-
ties I could be. The then dean of student affairs, however,
recognized a drive and passion I had for students and
my potential for greater leadership (even when I was
not aware of it myself) and encouraged me to apply
for her assistant dean position. Subsequently, with the

guidance and encouragement of colleagues and mentors
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both inside Tri-C and in the community college com-
munity, I moved into the position of dean of student
affairs at the Metropolitan Campus, where I learned
a great deal about my leadership style and honed my
skills and expertise relative to student engagement and
strategic enrollment. In 2012, with the encouragement
of former Tri-C president and nationally respected com-
munity college innovator Dr. Thornton, I was fortunate
to be the college’s choice to serve as vice president of
enrollment management and student affairs, with col-
lege-wide responsibility for recruitment, enrollment,
student services, and retention.

It was shortly after I accepted this vice presidency
that Dr. Johnson joined the college and began to im-
plement his vision for increasing student success. He
brought faculty and administration together and
changed the college leadership culture to one of true
shared decision making. The president’s council (col-
lege administrative leadership and the officers of the
Joint Faculty Senate Committee) was revitalized, so that
all proposed student-focused initiatives were presented
and discussed at these monthly meetings. Dr. Johnson
insisted that faculty co-lead project teams charged with
creating or updating student success initiatives. Faculty
senate and faculty union leaders were now included as
college decision makers, administrative counterparts,
and co-leaders in many of the initiatives at the college
that make up our student success and completion port-
folio. This model changed the culture of the college. It
brought faculty and administrators together to collab-
oratively solve problems, improve systems, and shift the
conversation and direction of the college.

Seeing firsthand the importance and benefits of true
shared dialogue and decision making has been a tre-
mendous learning experience and a great influence on
my own leadership style. I have eagerly engaged and
collaborated with faculty to lead college-wide projects
at a time of refocusing our efforts, defining new and
measurable outcomes, and creating a new strategic plan
and direction for Tri-C’s future. This has been one of
the most valuable lessons I have learned as a leader and
one that I try to pass along to future leaders I have the

honor of mentoring.
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As we began to focus the college’s work in a more di-
rect way, transparency in leadership became paramount
to increasing student success. For the first time, our
leadership team openly and frequently discussed gradu-
ation and success rates, including retention rates, num-
ber of credentials granted, and the somewhat confusing
and controversial IPEDS graduation rate. We developed
a collegewide “dashboard” with significant metrics for
the college and each campus; this was updated and
shared with the college community on a regular basis.
To ensure that staff, faculty, and students were aware
and a part of this important work, the executive team
began to hold a series of town hall meetings each se-
mester on each of the four campuses. In addition, we
began to send regular email communications to the
college community to not only highlight exciting new
projects and accomplishments but also to keep staff,
students, and faculty informed of important issues for
students and the college. This focus on transparency has
provided clarity about where we are as an institution
and has galvanized the college community around a vi-
sion and a set of singular goals. I continue to lead with
transparency as I work with faculty leaders across the
divisions of the college and with staff. I have learned
that transparency leads to trust, trust leads to collabora-
tion, and collaboration leads to student success.

In my role as vice president of enrollment manage-
ment and student affairs, and in building upon a foun-
dation of shared decision making and transparency, Dr.
Johnson charged me to change the conversation about
success and to build an infrastructure to increase stu-
dent success and improve completion rates. One major
innovation I implemented was a case management ap-
proach to support student cohorts initially focused on
IPEDS students. This involved repurposing dollars and
personnel, including creating a new completion project
manager role at the district level, while identifying key
staff at each campus (including counselors, success spe-
cialists, staff from our registrar’s office, and others) as

“success team” members. These teams work collectively
to monitor student progress, audit student records after
each term, and build a nine-semester, three-year com-

munication and outreach plan to help support students
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to and along the shortest path to completion. This co-
ordinated and intentional case management approach
made a significant impact on Tri-C’s IPEDS graduation
rate, which increased from 4 percent in 2013 to 19 per-
cent for the most recent cohort (finishing in 2018); we
fully expect that rate to continue to increase.

I also led the creation of the college’s first strategic
enrollment management (SEM) plan, designed to be our
intentional roadmap to improve student success and
completion rates with a focus on access, retention, and
completion. The resulting plan not only outlined our
goals and efforts related to recruitment and retention
but also memorialized Tri-C’s new completion infra-
structure, collaboration with faculty around student
success, and integration with the workforce division.
Along with attaining a number of milestones along the
way, these efforts have resulted in the award of ever-
increasing numbers of degrees and certificates. For ex-
ample, in 2017-18, Tri-C awarded 4,992 certificates and
degrees—2,260 more than in 2010—11—for an increase
of a1 percent since 2013.

Even as these initiatives have become embedded in
the way Tri-C does business, we challenge ourselves to
do more to support students through completion. Tri-C’s
focus on completion has increased graduation rates and
numbers of credentials granted, but inequity in outcomes
for some of our students remains top of mind as we
attend to issues of equity and inclusiveness. I am lead-
ing this important college-wide conversation, which in-
cludes the creation of a faculty and staff equity task force,
a tactical plan focused on equity issues (not only relative
to student outcomes but also to college practices and
policies), college-wide equity summits to encourage dia-
logue, and, of course, a plan to close the achievement gap.

Most recently, as the college approached the end of
a three-year strategic plan, I co-led the development
and creation of a new strategic plan with my execu-
tive vice president counterparts. Dr. Johnson challenged
our leadership team to create an inclusive plan firmly
grounded in the guiding principles of access, equity,
and student success. This was no small task (in fact, it
was one that on many previous occasions had been led

by external consultants given the time and breadth of
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the project). After eight months of appreciative inquiry
exercises, conversation, and evaluation, the board ap-
proved the 2019—2022 Strategic Plan, which is reflec-
tive of the participation and input of more than 1,800
students, faculty, staff, and community members. This
constitutes the broadest engagement and participation
ever in a strategic planning process at the college. I am
proud to have helped lead this process.

During my tenure at Tri-C, I have come to appreciate
working at an institution where one’s work speaks for
itself, and how results are obtained is as important as the
outcomes themselves. Tri-C provides opportunities for
professional development—including attendance and
presentations at conferences and involvement in the
local community on behalf of the college—as well as
support to attain advanced degrees. A culture of men-

torship at Tri-C supports all who demonstrate a desire
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and willingness to work hard and grow as professionals.
None of this would be exist without the strong and sup-
portive foundation established under Dr. Thornton’s and
Dr. Johnson’s leadership. It is because of their examples
as leaders and mentors that Tri-C provides opportuni-
ties to leaders like me to grow and serve. We are for-
tunate at Cuyahoga Community College to have all the
elements necessary for institutional and student success.
We still have much work to do on behalf of the students
we serve each day, but I am eager for the challenge and
grateful for those leaders and mentors who continue
to support me and guide me beyond my comfort zone,
over and over again. I thank each of them who has given
me and others the opportunity to serve in the exciting
and ever-changing world of higher education. I hope
to provide that same opportunity for those who come

alongside and after me.
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team were instrumental in the 400%
increase in Tri-C's IPEDS graduation rate
over the past several years, and she
worked closely with administration and
faculty to implement the new Degree-
Works software that will help students
create academic plans.
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