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The purpose of this study is to explore the lived experience of courage among 

community college leaders across the United States. The following questions guided 

the research: (1) What is the courageous experience like for a community college 

leader? (2) What is the process of courage development? (3) What are the internal and 

external conditions which are most likely to lead a community college leader to act 

courageously? The research design included a qualitative/interpretive methodology 

and instrumental case study method with nine community college leaders� selected 

using purposive sampling.  

Overall themes that emerged characterizing the experience of courage were: 

(a) real risks, (b) reasoned choice, (c) call to act, (d) facing adversity, (e) loneliness 

and isolation, (f) staying power, (g) maintaining personal integrity, and (h) 

preservation. Embedded in themes were sub-themes of the courageous experience. 

Prior, present, and future time horizons comprised the conceptual framework of the 

development process of becoming courageous for leaders. The prior time horizon 

focused on fundamentals included past practice, value formation, and consistency. 

During the present time horizon, leaders moved through three phases, each phase 



   
 

 

comprised of several elements of courage development. Elements within phases 

included fear, taking responsibility, risk, and reasoned choice (Phase One); action, 

focusing of attention, adversity, suffering loss (Phase Two); and, fortitude under 

stress, management of controversy, and survival amidst challenges (Phase Three). 

Outcomes of moving through the phases of the present time horizon were self 

integrity, institutional sustainability, and self release. Finally, for the future time 

horizon, courage was found to be habit forming and had elements of reflection, 

coping, and a readiness for calling.  

The findings also included identifying internal and external conditions which 

were most likely to lead a community college leader to act courageously. Internal 

conditions were: (a) caring, (b) core values, (c) faith, (d) hope (with optimism), (e) 

humility, (f) perceived insight, (g) self-confidence, and (h) speaking up. External 

conditions were: (a) principles, (b) role models, and (c) supports. The study concludes 

that developing community college leaders who are ready when courage is called upon 

is an important challenge to higher education. 
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Profiles in Courage of Community College Leaders 

Chapter I � Focus and Significance 

�We must recognize that courage has been the soul of progress.�  
(Desmond, 1927, p. 50) 

 
Why study courage? Servan-Schreiber (1987) asserted that the �individual to 

whom society is passing the torch of the future is aware that one will need more 

courage than ever before to make it on one�s own� (p. 20). Maya Angelou, in a lecture 

at The Evergreen State College on February 19, 2007, stated, �Courage is the most 

important of all the virtues.� She argued that a leader must have courage to practice 

leadership consistently. She suggested that without courage, it would be easy to 

determine that a challenge is too hard to pursue. Thus, courage is studied to 

understand how to live courageously and sustain our potential. 

The introduction to my study is organized to describe the relevancy of courage 

to multiple areas of human endeavor to include domestic and global arenas, business, 

popular culture, and higher education. Finally, two primary examples are portrayed of 

courageous acts by leaders in a community college context. 

Public discourse today abounds with the use of the word courage. The wars in 

Afghanistan, Iraq, and �global war on terrorism� (National Security Advisor 

Condoleeza Rice, March 14, 2004, Meet the Press) gave rise to new discussions on the 

virtue of courage. During remarks in the 2007 State of the Union Address, President 

Bush indicated that �The rite of custom brings us together at a defining hour�when 

decisions are hard and courage is needed.� As the 2008 election season begins, 

political strategists and campaign teams argue with media pundits about the candidate 

that is more courageous. Senators who are also presidential candidates debate with 
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opposing parties on the Senate floor over who has the courage to stand by their 

convictions.  

Powerful images of courageous acts also prevail. On the domestic front, the 

horrors of the impact of Hurricane Katrina and the dialogue that ensued in the 

aftermath of the storm, bring to the fore the courage of ordinary people doing 

extraordinary things. It also highlights leaders who chose not to act courageously 

when the situation presented itself. John McCain, in a Senate floor debate, expressed 

his frustration with those not seemingly willing to redirect what he deemed �pork� 

allocations from a transportation bill to help Katrina victims. In the global arena, it is 

hard to forget the sight of millions of Iraqi citizens going to the polls to vote in a 

democratic election in an act of incredible courage and real risk to their personal 

safety.  

In business, a lack of courage among executive leaders and boards of directors 

is being blamed for minimal innovation in the United States. Chief executive officers 

of 29 major international corporations observed that courage is crucial to confront the 

business issues and situations they will deal with in the 21st century (Perel, 2002). 

Even popular culture today explodes with notions of courage. Movies such as 

Paradise Now, a story of two childhood friends who become Palestinian suicide 

bombers hails the banner �Sometimes the most courageous act is what you don�t do.� 

C.S. Lewis�s classic line in the film The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe is Aslan�s 

statement: �The future of Narnia rests in your courage.� The premise of the 2005 

Oscar winning film, Good Night/Good Luck characterized the moral courage of 
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Edward R. Murrow and his decision to take on Joseph McCarthy in Murrow�s historic 

television episode.  

So, what about courage in the higher education setting? Is it relevant today? 

Or, is the concept long out of fashion, saved for a time where courage was seen only in 

perhaps the most heroic way�that of a soldier�s courage? Aristotle claimed that the 

study of courage is the search for the good life. More recently, Engell (2003), 

professor of English and comparative literature at Harvard University, argued: 

Campus leaders today, more than ever before, need constantly to re-
examine and establish the essential purposes and functions of higher 
learning. They must exhibit the courage to cooperate and move beyond 
the current mantra of competition and the destructive struggles it 
begets. (p. 3) 
 

He concluded by noting that, �Courage of leadership is instrumental to moving 

through the institutional conservatism and inertia now prevalent on many campuses� 

(p. 3). In a somber note, Marler (2004), former president of the Washington State 

University Board of Regents in a guest editorial of the Everett (Washington) Herald, 

proclaimed, �Courage and leadership are needed to resolve crisis in higher education.�  

Existing challenges facing community colleges are great. Courageous leaders 

at all levels are needed to respond to often conflicting trials with a sense of passion 

and purpose. Two examples of the requisite for courage among two-year institutions 

are given in the following cases. In case one, a community college district was offered 

eight million dollars from a donor for a new building. In an era of dwindling public 

resources, such a tender is seen as an extraordinary opportunity. But the offer came 

with strings attached that directly opposed the college�s commitments and resolve to 

equity and diversity. With an understanding of the risks involved, the community 
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college leadership rejected the offer, indicating, �We cannot be bought for eight cents 

or eight million to compromise our values of equity, diversity and multiculturalism� 

(Gallegos, 1996, p. 3).  

A more extreme case is illuminated in the thick of Hurricane Katrina in 

Louisiana. A president of a community college in an affected parish took refuge for 

five days in the second floor of a campus building without power and communication, 

as the campus was flooded with water. The president chose to stay and protect the 

campus assets, when he had an option to leave. As one person characterized his action, 

�He placed his personal interests aside and did his job, exemplifying his commitment 

to public service� (J. Savoie, personal communication, July, 2006.)  

Courage and its applicability to the community college context are at the crux 

of this study. In the subsequent paragraphs, the focus of the study and justifications for 

significance are discussed. Further, research questions are laid out as a guide for the 

exploration of courage.  

Focus of the Study 

The focus of my study is on courage and how courage is essential for 

community college leaders committed to making these institutions thrive. 

�Community colleges� herein is inclusive of technical and vocational colleges. 

Courage, considered a preservative virtue, is not an out-of-date notion as some critics 

today suggest. While leaders may not be in situations in which they are put at risk of 

death for a noble good as in a warrior�s mode, there is something more basic and  



  5 
 

 

critical at hand. I am more in line with traditional thinkers about courage (O�Brien, 

1950; Tillich, 1952) who recognized that courage is indeed called for in order for 

humans to flourish.  

Courageous community college leaders are needed to face the ever increasing 

challenges of diversity, globalization, accountability, access, technological 

advancements, and dwindling resources. State economic failings are negatively 

affecting two-year institutions. Change and uncertain circumstances permeate the 

community college. One�s ability to endure challenges and labor through difficult 

decision making issues is part of the job of a community college leader. Courage is at 

the very core of successful leadership (Bogue, 1994; Drake, 1990; Furnham, 2002; 

Hahn, 1995; Harris, 2001; Hawk, 1994; Perel, 2002; Phillips, 1992; Roby, 1998; 

Sorrell, 1991; Staub, 2003; Terry, 1993; Trigg, 1997; Van Eynde, 1998; Wilson, 

1997). Drake (1990) declared one of the most ancient qualities that we connect with 

leadership is courage. Van Eynde (1998) stated �I am convinced that it is hard to 

succeed as a leader without this trait [courage]� (p. 1).  

The purpose of this interpretive, multiple instrumental case study is to explore 

the experience of courage among community college leaders across the United States. 

In case study method, research questions are held as flexible, with the questions 

defined more fully throughout the study (Stake, 1995). Research questions for this 

study included the following:  

1) What is the courageous experience like for a community college leader? It is 

suggested that courage is a universal lived experience (Bournes, 2002; Kennedy, 1956; 

Rachman, 1990; Servan-Schreiber, 1987; and Tillich, 1952). Writings on courage 
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indicate that courage has components of endurance, purpose, fear, adversity, spirit or 

passion, reason, release, action, prudence, and self-preservation. Real personal risks to 

safety and well-being are included, and courageous leaders choose actions with 

knowledge of these things. There is an �in-spite of� quality to courage. Further, 

literature suggests that there is a personal benefit to those who act courageously in 

terms of self-interest and integrity. My study explored whether the participants 

experienced similar elements of courage as outlined in the literature.  

2) What is the process of courage development? It is suggested in the review of 

literature that courage as a virtue is acquired, is habit-forming or developed by putting 

oneself in positions that require courage. In addition to general literature (Desmond, 

1927; McCain, 2004; Miller, 2000) and Socrates� assertions, specific research on 

courage using grounded theory and other research methods (Asarian, 1981; Cuff, 

1993; Finfgeld, 1998, 1999; Rachman, 1990) suggested that developing courage was a 

process that takes time, and begins early in life. But Aprrigliano (1999) stated, �Not 

many scholarly works exist that delve into the idea of courage and its development� 

(p. 106). My study gives insight into this development, as well as the elements of 

courage and what lead someone to be ready when a challenge requiring courage 

presents itself. 

3) What are the internal and external conditions which are most likely to lead 

a community college leader to act courageously? The literature suggested that many 

internal and external conditions were present to move someone to act courageously. 

Internal conditions include self-confidence, hope, optimism, humility, core values, 

altruism or a care for others, and a willingness to speak out truthfully. External 
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conditions included faith or spirituality, support from others, relationships, role 

models, principle, social interest, and acting for a higher good or greater cause. My 

study specifically looked at these elements� prevalence in the leaders profiled. 

Significance of the Study 

�Courage helps us to move into action, to integrate ourselves with 
reality in spite of the awareness of our inescapable fate. It is an 

indispensable product, of fundamental necessity. Hence our need to 
find on what it is based� (Servan-Schreiber, 1987, p. 79). 

 
The significance of my study was based on four key arguments: 

• Professional perspective as outlined by experts in the literature, 

• Critical issues facing community college leadership, 

• Lack of research on courage in the context of community colleges, and 

• Personal perspective.  

These areas of argument are outlined below. 

Professional Perspective and Critical Issues of Community College Leadership 
Context  
 

This section combines two of the four key arguments of the significance to my 

study. The primary points are that courage is relevant to leadership, community 

college leaders who act courageously are needed, and that the challenges facing 

community colleges today are complex. McCain (2004) in his book titled, Why 

Courage Matters, explored the question of relevance to courage as he answered the 

�So what?� question. He asserted, �We need it [courage] because without courage, all 

virtue is fragmented: admired, sought, professed, but held cheaply and surrendered 

with out a fight� (p. 39). He went on to say that courage is needed in all areas by all 

people. 



  8 
 

 

Community colleges and universities are no exception. Several authors 

indicated that courage was a chief characteristic for leaders in higher education in 

these complicated times (Daughdrill, 1988; Fisher & Tack, 1988; Green, 1997; 

Guthrie, 2001; Hahn, 1995; Hodgkinson, 1987; Kimbrough, 1997; Lee, 2006; Reed, 

2001; Summers, 2001; Walters, 2006; Wilson, 1997). Hockaday and Puyear (2000), in 

their paper on Leadership in the New Millennium, cited courage as one of four 

essential traits for community college leaders. Community college presidents, as 

Summers (2002) advocated, can have a significant effect in their institutions on 

vocational education if they hold to two personal qualities: foresight and courage. 

The challenges faced by community college leaders in the 21st century are 

increasingly complex and �different than those faced by community college leaders in 

the past� (Hockaday & Puyear, 2000, p. 1). Lee (2006), in a recent book on courage, 

described the notion as the �backbone of leadership.� Cohen and Brawer (2003) 

strongly avowed, �No other institution in American education plays a more difficult 

role than the community college� (p. 427). Community and technical colleges are 

asked to deliver services under a complex mission to include transfer, adult basic 

education, and professional/technical education. Reed (2001) in a trustee checklist for 

exercising financial responsibility included the question, �Does the administration 

have the will and the courage to practice growth by substitution?� (p. 108).  

Walters (2006) in a speech on courage in higher education concluded, 

�Courage will be needed to face the many challenges before us.� Community colleges 

face various threats to the ideals and values these institutions hold sacred. In addition 

to the demographic changes, threats include inadequate financial support, increasing 
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student costs, financial aid policies, challenges to remedial education, workforce 

development changes, capacity issues, problems with transferability, and tremendous 

expected leadership turnover (American Association for Community Colleges, 2000; 

AACC Future Leaders Institute Presentation, 2004; Flynn, 2000; Giannini, 2001; 

Hockaday & Puyear, 2001; Pierce & Pedersen, 1997; Shults, 2001; Sullivan, 2001; 

Summers, 2001). These colleges� place in higher education will be predicted by how 

the colleges meet such tests.  

In summary, the concept of courage was deemed especially relevant to the 

professional work of community college leaders as community colleges become 

increasingly compound, requiring, on the part of their leaders, difficult decisions. At 

the Washington Executive Leadership Academy in 2006, attended by community 

college leaders from across Washington State, discussion of the importance of courage 

for leadership permeated as a theme throughout the workshops. President Floten, who 

serves as a president at a large urban community college, stated emphatically, �We 

can�t be risk averse in our roles.� A fellow retreat participant summed up the impact 

that hearing stories and words on courage can have as he exclaimed enthusiastically 

after hearing the raw story of one courageous leader�s difficult journey, �It�s inspiring 

and gives me hope.� 

Existing Research  

In addition to the rationale for significance as outlined by experts in the field, 

and the specific applicability of the concept of courage to the challenges community 

colleges face, a noted lack of research in the field of higher education was further 

justification for my study. In general, there was a paucity of original research on the 
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phenomenon of courage, and it appeared to be a concept largely unexplored. Rachman 

(1990) remarked, �There was little in the scientific libraries to satisfy my curiosity 

about courage� (p. x). He made the case of the need to offset the research on fear with 

research on courage.  

Further, Oppenheim (1996) highlighted that past research on courage was often 

in arenas that were largely male oriented�such as military populations�and hasn�t 

been looked at in women. She suggested that, as a result, there were many questions 

about the relevance of the many definitions of courage to women�s lives. Becker and 

Eagly (2004) highlighted a similar point by saying: 

We hope that by bringing women�s heroism to the attention of a wider 
audience, our research will help produce not only some modification 
of psychological theories pertaining to risk taking, heroism, and 
gender, but also some cultural shift whereby heroism will be viewed as 
more androgynous. (p. 75) 
 

Community college leaders are both male and female; thus, my research contributes to 

the body of knowledge of the applicability of the concept to women�s roles as leaders.  

In summary, there was minimal research on the concept and nature of courage 

and leadership. An extensive search revealed nothing on the phenomenon of courage 

related to higher education and specifically in the context of community colleges. My 

study will contribute to the body of knowledge on courage in the community college 

context. 

Personal Perspective 

As a community college leader for approximately sixteen years, I have 

observed those in positions of leadership, and those who serve as informal leaders of 

institutions, struggle with basic decisions of courage and place themselves in 
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situations that demand it. At times, higher education leaders have chosen a path of 

least resistance to provide a stop-gap for difficult situations, maintain their status or 

position, or avoid the inherent threats involved. I have also witnessed courageous 

leaders who have spoken out for the sake of justice, acted in the name of duty to what 

was right in spite of the risks, and endured the pain of those choices�whether it was 

termination or negative impact on reputation or career. My dissertation has arisen out 

of hope for community college leaders who have the capacity to act and develop 

institutions into ones that will positively impact our communities and nation for years 

to come.  

Finally, during a visit to Arlington National Cemetery, I was reminded of the 

true courage exhibited by those who rest there. As outlined in the words of leaders 

today and in the past, courage appears to be universally admired (Rachman, 1990; 

Kennedy, 1956). Kennedy (1956) in his description of courage suggested the 

significance of my study:  

Without belittling the courage with which men (sic) have died, we 
should not forget those acts of courage with which men � have lived. 
The courage of life is often a less dramatic spectacle than the courage 
of a final moment; but it is no less a magnificent mixture of triumph 
and tragedy. A man does what he must�in spite of personal 
consequences, in spite of obstacles and dangers and pressures�and 
that is the basis of all human morality�. In whatever arena of life one 
may meet the challenge of courage, whatever may be the sacrifices he 
faces if he follows his conscience�the loss of his friends, his fortune, 
his contentment, even the esteem of his fellow men�each man must 
decide for himself the course he will follow. The stories of past 
courage can define that ingredient�they can teach, they can offer 
hope, and they can provide inspiration. (p. 246) 
 
My collective instrumental case study is about the experiences of community 

college leaders regarding courage�how it is exhibited and the impact courageous acts 
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have on them personally, professionally, on the institutions in which they work, and 

on those that they serve. The stories shared by community college leaders in this study 

exemplify in some way the notions suggested in Kennedy�s words. These leaders have 

faced various levels of personal and institutional perils that required courage. To gain 

insight and inspire through stories of courage, the highest of human qualities, one must 

also have knowledge of the horrors and how those involved went on and prospered�

or not. As one of the children featured in the movie Born into Brothels noted, �We 

must look at it, because it is the truth.� Now is the time to bring courage to the 

forefront and demand it of leaders all across institutions of higher learning.  

Summary 

In the foregoing, I have given an introduction to my collective case study on 

courage from a national and global perspective, discussed the dissertation focus and 

significance, identified research questions, and highlighted the methods in the study 

and results.  

The purpose of the collective case study was to explore the experience of 

courage among community college leaders across the United States. Three research 

questions explored were: 

1. What is the courageous experience like for a community college leader? 

2. What is the process of courage development? 

3. What are the internal and external conditions which are most like to lead a 

community college leader to act courageously?  
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The significance of this study was based on four key arguments: 

• Professional perspective as outlined by experts in the literature,  

• Critical issues facing community college leadership,  

• Lack of research on courage in the context of community colleges, and 

• Personal perspective.  

In the subsequent sections, the review of relevant literature grounds the study 

in what is already known, builds on the research on courage, and informed me 

regarding the research design. The study�s methods of research and analysis are 

described. Findings to the research questions are illuminated, and a profile outlined for 

each courageous community leader, including details of the case of courage in which 

they were involved. Findings are tied to existing literature, and implications of the 

study are discussed. Finally, further research on the topic of courage is suggested. 
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Chapter II � Review of Relevant Literature 

�Here is why the study of the human condition of today must first 
bring up the matter of courage. Not that we need it [courage] so much 
more today than yesterday. Simply, it is the form that courage must 
take today that we must examine.� (Servan-Schreiber, 1987, p. 23) 
 
The search for literature on courage resulted in a thought-provoking inquiry 

into the phenomenon under study. The journey began with an on-line search for 

related dissertations and theses on Dissertation Abstracts International and ended in a 

general search on ERIC. In between, I reviewed works cited on the ERIC 

Clearinghouse for Community Colleges, the Philosopher�s Index, Psych Information, 

Dissertation Abstracts, Academic Search Elite, Cambridge Scientific Abstracts, the 

Library of Congress, and citations in the Oregon State Library reference list. The key 

word for all searches was �courage.� Initially, a search was done using all languages 

and all years. A refined search of most recent works was then undertaken.  

Determining what literature not to include in this review proved to be the most 

difficult task. There is much general material that can shed light on an aspect of the 

concept of courage. Works were chosen using the following criteria: (a) they aid in 

grounding thinking in an understanding and historical underpinnings of courage as a 

concept, (b) they provide a guide to selection of research methodology, design, and 

questions, and (c) they provide a knowledge of the context of community colleges in 

regard to the challenges community colleges face, and the relevance of the concept of 

courage to community college leadership. 

The review is broken into two primary categories: conceptualization and 

contextualization. Both of these sections provided information and insight into the 

concept of courage and outline relevant works to my dissertation study. The rationale 
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for these two sections was simple. My study was about two specific items�the 

concept of courage and the context for application of courage in community colleges. 

Intentional subheadings were chosen that helped to organize the literature in ways that 

aim to be illuminating under the two core headings.   

Conceptualization 

In this section, I highlighted major theoretical and humanistic approaches to 

courage, reviewed the primary definitions of courage as it related to these approaches, 

and summarized the key literature and research that informed this study on courage. 

Each subheading outlines the writings of major scholars on the topic of courage for 

that particular area of literature. Each section includes a summary of implications of 

the section for the proposal focus, research questions, and design of the study. 

Etymological Reflections on Courage 

The phenomenon of courage was a frequently used and elusive concept. The 

undertaking of a study on courage was begun with an assessment of the historical 

roots of the word courage. Courage was defined by the Oxford English Dictionary 

(OED) (1989) in a multitude of ways. One definition was �the heart as the seat of 

feeling, thought, spirit, mind, and disposition� (p. 1051). Another described it as �what 

is in one�s mind or thoughts or what one is thinking of or intending� (p. 1051). Still 

another attributed courage to �a spirit, liveliness, lustiness, vigour, vital force or 

energy� (p. 1051). One definition, perhaps a least-used connection, was that courage 

was �sexual vigour and inclination� (p. 1051). Rorty (1988) stated that �the horse�s 

mane and the rooster�s comb were called their courage because they were thought to 

be indications of aggression and sexual energy� (p. 307).   
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Other definitions outlined in OED (1989) were more familiar in popular 

literature. These included �confidence, boldness; and that quality of mind which 

shows itself in facing danger without fear or shrinking, bravery, boldness, and valour� 

(1051). It was the last definition that seemed to be more in line with the general 

definition of courage as described when one picks up a newspaper or watches the daily 

news. From Greek to Latin roots, the meaning of courage took different forms in the 

languages.  

Courage began with a manly connotation. The Greek word for courage andreia 

tied to a masculine meaning: andreia meant manliness. The Latin word was fortitudo 

meaning strength. In ancient times, the word held a connotation of a soldier�s courage, 

or that associated with the military. It was also linked to the Romanic word aeticum 

meaning age. 

The English word courage was derived from the French phrase coeur and Latin 

root cor�meaning heart. However, heart was not necessarily linked to feelings or 

emotion. Rather, according to Rorty, it was linked to thymos, signifying energy and 

manly power. Some critics argued that the virtue of courage was no longer relevant 

because of the association with a narrow understanding of courage as strictly physical 

courage or seen as primarily a man�s disposition, generally in the military context. 

These critics took a traditional approach and did not see the concept of courage as 

applicable to women. However, as discussed in the full section of literature on courage 

and in modern definitions, beginning with philosophical writings to authors of current 

research, the concept of courage was seen as not only identified as relevant to women 

as well as men, it was considered necessary to all arenas of everyday life.  
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Philosophical Approaches 

Much has been composed about courage from a philosophical perspective. 

Courage was described as an executive virtue, a cardinal virtue, a primary virtue, or a 

disposition. A study of philosophical notions of courage assisted me to understand the 

diverse meanings of courage. From an understanding of the meanings, one can glean 

themes that guide modern thinking on courage. Major scholars� writings were chosen 

as representative of various points of philosophical and theological views on the 

concept of courage.  

The Stoics, including Seneca, considered courage (fortitudo) one of the four 

cardinal virtues along with wisdom, patience, and temperance, and the second primary 

virtue behind wisdom (Fortner, 2002). Zeno of Citium (founder of the Stoics) defined 

the concept as prudence in matters requiring endurance. The use by the Stoics of the 

Herculean figure in mythology was an example of the importance of the virtue 

courage. Seneca saw courage as dispelling the ultimate fear of death and standing 

firm. His definition included both active and passive components of courage. Seneca 

considered the virtue a form of knowledge (scientia) and helped those who were 

courageous with how to act in the face of danger. He compared one with courage to 

one who was reckless, and clearly saw those two as different.  

Plato, Aristotle, and Aquinas all viewed courage as a virtue. Socrates� 

conceptualization of courage aligned with the thinking that courage was associated 

with knowledge. He argued that �the most confident are the most courageous, and 

second that since the most confident are distinguished by their knowledge, it is their 
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knowledge that makes them courageous, and so knowledge is courage� (Russell, 2000, 

p. 316). 

Plato expanded the traditional notion of �physical� courage as manliness and 

suggested a form of �moral� courage or philosophical courage that included 

endurance. Plato considered courage as one of the �divine goods� and considered it 

one of the four primary virtues along with wisdom, temperance, and justice (Bournes, 

2000, p. 25). �Courage�is for Plato a virtue displayed primarily in a willingness to 

endure risk, which includes submitting oneself to examination and not limited to the 

willingness to endure physical harm� (Caplan, 2000, p. 55). For Plato, his notion of 

self was not of the understanding generally thought of today. Instead of an �awareness 

of one�s individual thoughts, feelings or motivations which is valued; but rather, a 

knowledge of one�s moral duties and the fortitude necessary to carry these out� 

(Oppenheim, 1996, p. 15). Plato devoted a dialogue to the question of courage and its 

meaning.   

In Laches, Plato outlined a dialogue between Socrates and two Atheian 

generals, Nicias and Laches. Socrates posed the question on courage, �who is the 

courageous man?� (Slaate, 2000, p. 30). Laches gave the first theory suggesting that 

courage was a soldier�s courage �one who stands his ground and fights.� Socrates 

refuted that idea and noted that courage was found in �perils in the sea, in disease, 

poverty, civil strife, and in personal battles against pleasurable desires.� Laches 

replied by offering endurance as a connotation of courage. Socrates disputed that point 

as well, indicating that as courage was agreed to be for noble ends, not all forms then 
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of endurance were considered courage and gave an example of �foolhardy endurance� 

(p. 31). Yet, he allowed that courage is some kind of endurance.  

Nicias, after standing quietly, jumped into the dialogue and suggested that 

courage was wisdom. Laches expanded Nicias�s theory and recommended that 

courage was a form of knowledge. Socrates encouraged them to continue on that line 

of inquiry. Nicias observed that �thoughtful courage is a very rare thing. Fearlessness 

and courage are not synonymous. A rash boldness is not courage� (p. 31). Socrates 

reviewed what they had agreed upon, that courage was a virtue. Virtues contain past, 

present, and future elements. Thus, courage had to �comprehend all virtue� (p. 31). 

Given that they had earlier concluded that courage was part of a virtue, this argument 

also had flaws. In the end, Socrates and the two generals recognized that they did not 

have the definitive answer to the question of �what is courage?� However, Socrates 

considered courage for a �noble cause� or one that was for the broader good. 

Caplan (2000), in a dissertation which had the purpose of confirming the 

proposition that for Plato courage was necessary for the philosophical life, outlined the 

meaning of courage in four of Plato�s works. The Laches, as described above, perhaps 

gave the broadest definition of courage. Other dialogues that suggested definitions 

included the following: 

In the Protagorus Socrates speaks of courage as �the wisdom that is 
and what is not fearful.� The Republic speaks of courage as �the 
preserving of the opinion produced by law through education about 
what�and what sort of thing�is fearful.� Lastly in the Laws courage 
is defined as �not only battling against fears and pains but also against 
longings and pleasures.� (p. 9) 
 
Aristotle restricted the virtue of courage from Plato�s broader definition 

applied to everyday life to one more narrowly bounded to that of a �soldier�s 



  20 
 

 

courage.� His treatment on courage was outlined most notably in Book III of 

Nicomachean Ethics. Courage was a complex structure and was the means with regard 

to fear and confidence, or what was deemed �fears and cheers� (Young, 1977, p. 194). 

He used the words courage and bravery interchangeably. Aristotle�s primary definition 

of courage was to overcome fear in spite of the risks for the sake of a noble cause. 

Aristotle stated that the deficiency of fear was cowardice. Rashness was the excess of 

confidence. Courage, according to Aristotle, was an executive virtue, and was the only 

virtue �that pursues the good life at the possible cost of life� (Carter, 1980, p. 165).  

Aristotle in his analysis of courage outlined five semblances of the concept. 

These included citizen courage (acting courageous to avoid shame), the courage of 

experience (that of a professional soldier not bound by a noble cause), spirit or passion 

(this may get the closest to courage if it is inspired by deliberate choice and purpose), 

the courage of the sanguine (may be too hopeful with no rational thought), and the 

courage of the ignorant (they would flee if they knew better.) Aristotle�s ultimate and 

true form of courage was that of death in battle for the noble good. The notion that the 

virtue of courage can be acquired with habituation and practice was especially relevant 

to this study. It was relevant to the analysis of data in regards to the research question 

of how courage was developed among the community college leaders, and shaped 

interview questions geared toward past experiences. 

St. Thomas Aquinas characterized courage from both a philosopher�s and 

theologian�s perspective. His treatment on courage was similar to Aristotle�s in that he 

also viewed courage as a place between means�although in his case, he included the 

emotion of sorrow (Yearley, 1990). Aquinas, like Aristotle, differentiated true courage 
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from semblances of courage. His five semblances were labeled as follows (Yearley, 

1990): Simple ignorance included a failure to recognize the dangers that lay ahead. 

Those with tempered optimism didn�t use prudence to evaluate their own experience 

and background, and weighed the dangers that were inherent in an act. The semblance 

of acquired skill is seen often in our modern times as associated with courage. The 

failure was overconfidence in one�s skill and little assessment as relative to the real 

dangers at hand. Spirited people took action as a result of a powerful emotion not well 

formed by reason. As noted in the analysis of Aristotle�s view of courage above, this 

may have been the closest to courage if one were deliberate (reason) and makes a 

choice. A perceived advantage was the final semblance of courage and the perceived 

advantage may be linked with political courage in that one acts for a fear of a loss of 

good or something of value. At the present, these semblances of courage are often 

seen on any given day when one picks up a newspaper, catches the nightly television 

news, or reads a news item on the internet. 

Courage, according to Aquinas, was one of four cardinal virtues along with 

prudence, justice, and temperance. Endurance was central to courage and courageous 

agents were willing to die for the sake of a good that is greater than oneself (Gines, 

2002; Yearley, 1990). On endurance, he argued that �endurance involves length of 

time�it is harder to continue standing one�s ground� (Gines, p. 99). Endurance was 

not stasis, rather it �involves the action of the soul clinging most bravely to some 

good, so that it does not give way under pressure of physical distress� (p. 99). St. 

Thomas Aquinas simultaneously indicated a willingness to die as criteria for the 

ultimate courageous act, like Aristotle, and created more breadth to the concept by 
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application to other contexts. He acknowledged and applied the cardinal virtue of 

courage to everyday activities. Of notable distinction were Aquinas�s efforts to 

measure courage by distinguishing between an act for an internal and external 

goodness (overcoming an internal fear for a good) versus simply overcoming 

vicissitude.  

Mencius took the application of courage to everyday life a step further and 

distanced his notion of courage from that of a warrior�s act. Both Mencius and 

Aquinas agreed that �courage is an especially significant virtue�because humans 

constantly face fears that they must overcome if they are to reach desired goals� 

(Yearly, 1990, p. 5). Mencius linked courage (yung), as noted in the Analects of 

Confucius, to benevolence (jen) and intelligent awareness (chih). He suggested that to 

�overcome adversity, courageously, then underlies any human realization� (p. 146). 

His examples of courage highlighted issues or situations where appropriate action 

included enormous sacrifice, including one�s own life. He, similar to Aristotle and 

Aquinas, considered courage critical to the good life. He highlighted the dichotomy of 

internal and external goals as exemplified by his example of two Kings, King Wen and 

King Wu, �that brought peace to the people of the Empire on one outburst of rage� (p. 

151). 

Yearley (1990) went beyond the assertion and suggested, �They overcame 

attackers, administered appropriate justice and education, and even ensured their 

�bullies��improper exemplars of courage�did not thrive� (p. 151). The ancient 

example was especially relevant to the work often times asked, albeit perhaps less 
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dramatic, of our leaders within community colleges today. Leaders� willingness to act 

courageously is integral to the continuation of the institution in a futuristic way.  

Any credible review of philosophical literature on the concept of virtue would 

be remiss to not include a critique of its usefulness. Rorty (1988) in her �Two Faces of 

Courage� perhaps served the greatest and most powerful modern critique to the notion 

that courage as an executive virtue is necessary and relevant today. In fact, she saw 

courage as a disposition that was dangerous in its capacity to overshadow other critical 

dispositions for human being and becoming. One of her greatest criticisms was the 

traditional tie that the concept has with the military connotation of bravery and 

bravado or of its word origins of andreia. She acknowledged that there was a need for 

this kind of courage in ancient times; however, she questioned the need for such 

courage in today�s world. Rorty suggested that virtues may be contextual in that not all 

virtues are valued or necessary at all times in all cultures.  

Further, she argued that one of the inherent dangers of courage is that the 

actors could get carried away and create instances that courage was required. In other 

words, courageous actors sought out confrontational situations in order to increase the 

odds that courage was called upon in situations that could have been diminished. Thus, 

additional virtues that were a part of �good character� became secondary to the 

primary virtue of courage. While I agree with Rorty that there is an inherent danger 

that an actor would act out the virtue of courage to an extreme, and consequences for 

others may be even greater, there is no more concern that this could happen than with 

any other virtue. According to the meaning of courage by other authors (i.e., 

Desmond, 1927; McCain, 2004), an individual who sought out situations in which 



  24 
 

 

courage was called upon for purposes other than a noble cause (i.e., principle or social 

interest) or for an internal value, were not truly courageous. The argument was that 

acting courageous for a higher good was necessary because courage required an 

internal value for an external good. Thus, while her argument may have had merit, it 

was often, perhaps unfounded. 

Reason and choice were vital to Wallace�s (1978) view on courage. He brought 

the notion of courage in some ways full circle to where we began with Plato�s 

assertion that those who exhibit courage are not limited to the battlefield. His 

simplistic definition was �courage is the ability to do what one�s reason dictates in the 

face of fear� (p. 65). Wallace asserted, like Aristotle, that the opposite of courage was 

cowardice. Also, like Aristotle, he indicated that the kind of courage that was most 

useful has to do �with facing dangers where one has a choice in the matter� and that 

�every courageous act must have some aim or end that the agent has reason to regard 

as important or worthwhile � (p. 76). In Wallace�s overview of virtues in general and 

particularly courage, he suggested that courage enabled individuals to pursue plans, to 

act on principles, and to participate fully in a life structured by intelligences, 

institutions, and conventions. Finally, Wallace gave credence to the current study by 

noting that �to understand what success in these activities is, one must understand the 

activities� (p. 26).  

This dissertation contributes to the understanding of courageous activities of 

leaders within community colleges. The understanding of courage in the community 

college context required me to describe the activities of the leaders in depth, and the 

various connotations of courage for each. It was important to have a deep level of 
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examination of the connotations of the courageous act of the leaders. That analysis 

allowed me to get to a meaning that the courageous act had on the overall conception 

of courage relating to the three research questions in my dissertation study. That level 

of review had implications for interpretation of my data.  

In summary, the definitions and meanings of courage as a virtue as outlined in 

the philosophical approaches section, were useful to this study on courage in many 

ways. Plato, Aristotle, Seneca, Aquinas, Mencius, Wallace, and Yearley each 

indicated that courage was a complex structure that included a combination of an 

internal goal (values or passion for an issue or what one knows to be right) coupled 

with an external condition or counter goal (a principle, or usually for the greater good 

or for a noble cause). Real courageous action must have had a focus on the internal 

state in order for it to be courage. The focus on internal and external goals related 

directly to one of the research questions of my study: What are the internal and 

external conditions which are most likely to lead a community college leader to act 

courageously?  

Each meaning included a desire to act based on a choice to do what was right 

on behalf of a principle or for a good, and a willingness to sacrifice oneself for a real 

danger. Further, one acted with an understanding of the risks involved. In each case, 

fear and a form of prudence, rational thought or reason, were criteria for true 

courageous acts. Courage was seen as a preservative nature and necessitates human 

flourishing. By preservation, I mean to preserve principle, life, or institution. 

Endurance was deemed central for agents to act with courage. Finally, once one 
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understood the meaning of courage and how it was experienced, courage was seen as a 

habit that can be developed with practice. 

These elements were critical to my study on courage and related to the research 

questions specifically. Also, the themes outlined above assisted to form interview 

questions to understand in a deep way how the notion of endurance, habit, and internal 

and external conditions affected the experience of the courageous actors chosen for 

case examination. The idea of practice is one that was postulated by other major works 

on courage as noted in reviews of literature to come. A question of past courageous 

acts was asked of the courageous actors in the study. In discussions of Aristotle�s 

concept of courage and others, there was a preservation quality of the virtue of 

courage and it appeared to be linked with human flourishing (Young, 1980). 

Courageous community college leaders have faced fear, for the sake of 

something greater than their own loss of goods, and acted despite the risks involved. 

Wallace (1978) pointed out the importance to understand in-depth the activities of 

those who acted courageously. Aristotle summed up a critical reason to share the 

stories of the courageous actor, �it is for facing what is painful, then as has been said, 

that men are called brave. Hence, courage involves pain, and it is harder to endure 

pain [than to abstain from pleasure] and is justly praised� (NEIII, p. 171). The 

implication for my study is that I shared the stories of courage that related to the 

community college context for those interested in leadership to understand and be 

inspired by.  
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Existential and Humanistic Perspectives on Courage  

�The real test of a thoroughbred is not speed or strength or cleverness, but 
courage in adversity.� (Desmond, 1927, p. 58) 

 
The section outlines the use of the concept of courage in various contexts and 

highlights diverse meanings from scholars in the existential and humanistic arenas. 

The written descriptions of courage in this section informed the current study through 

an understanding of the meaning of courage as it related to the research and interview 

questions, data analysis, and interpretation. Many of the authors below viewed the 

virtue of courage in a similar vein to those who took a philosophical approach as 

described in the last section.  

Desmond (1927), in his book titled �The Ways of Courage� advanced the 

notion of Socrates in that courage was the wisdom of knowing. The courageous person 

acted in spite of fear and with purpose. Facing adversity and overcoming critical 

challenges for a higher calling or greater good was a fundamental element of courage. 

Desmond argued that courage was habit-forming. Like McCain (2004), as indicated in 

a later section, the nature of the courageous deed and the motive mattered. Desmond 

noted that, �We qualify for the duties of life by exercising ourselves in courage�a 

great call comes or a little call, and they haven�t the pluck� (p. 6). A research question 

for my study was tied directly to the notion of habit. Specifically, what is the process 

of courage development? For an act to have been considered courageous, the actor 

must have been aware that a threat was imminent. Courage, to Desmond, was not 

foolhardy or rash. He indicated that there are three kinds of courage: physical, 

intellectual, and moral. Intellectual courage was courage of opinion. Moral courage 

was courage of principle. Intellectual and moral courage have particular merit to my 
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study on courage and community college leadership. Intellectual courage, �is more 

useful because it belongs to the duties of the average man in everyday life� (p. 47). 

Desmond made the tie of courage to leadership:  

A kind of leadership which has no other policy than going with the 
tide, cannot last because it cannot be consistent and the public is not 
slow to see a demonstration of real courage in the action of a many 
who dares at times to be on the unpopular side�public won�t forgive 
fickleness in their leader. (p. 47) 
 

Desmond affirmed a reason outlined in the focus and significance section for choosing 

the topic of courage�courage is born of hope. Frankl (1962) also related courage with 

the concept of hope. 

Frankl suggested that internal reasons were important to the understanding of 

and having courage. The connection was significant to one of the research questions of 

the study as it related to the internal and external conditions associated with 

courageous acts. The notion of adversity or overcoming challenges confirmed in 

Desmond�s work was prevalent in Frankl�s work as well. He indicated one must have 

the �courage to suffer� (p. 78) and overcome. One can make the link between courage 

and leadership in Frankl�s writings. As community college leaders, �at times it will be 

necessary to have the courage to tell of very intimate experiences� (p. 4). Leaders 

chosen for my study were asked to share their painful experiences in the community 

college context. 

Rorty�s (1988) assertion that courage was outdated was refuted by O�Brien 

(1950). Like other scholars who declared that courage �is a requisite of good 

citizenship� (Desmond, 1927, p. 64), O�Brien argued that �courage is never outmoded; 

it may be said to be the foundation of all virtues.� He further expounded and stated 
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that the �dominant need of our day is courage� (p. 6). While he may have made that 

argument in 1950, it is still true today as evidenced in daily conversation on the news 

or on political shows as folks make the claim over who has the most courage as a 

leader. It was also evidenced in a scan of recent books from Beschloss�s (2007) 

�Presidential Courage�; McCain�s (2004) �Why Courage Matters�, Wallace�s (2004) 

�Character: Profiles in Presidential Courage� to Kasich�s (1998) �Courage is 

Contagious.� 

O�Brien (1950) defined courage as a �quality of the mind which enables one to 

meet danger and difficulties with firmness and valor� (p. 4). He emphasized that 

courage �implies a subordination of fear or pain to a fixed purpose or a steadfast 

resolution� (p. 7). Again, the element of setting aside fear for a rational reason was a 

thread that runs through other scholars� writings on courage. For O�Brien, courageous 

acts were for causes that transcend. My study examined what the experiences were 

like for community college leaders who chose to exhibit courage for a worthwhile 

cause�whether it is a social justice matter, academic freedom, budgetary matters, or 

so on.  

Courage and prudence went hand in hand. �It is the prudent who survive and 

the foolhardy that perish� (p. 21). The impression that courage did not equate to being 

foolhardy or rash was promoted. O�Brien (1950) aptly stated that in essence courage 

had eyes as well as fists�or �courage lighted by reason.� The notion was a common 

thread of many definitions of courage and to my study specifically. Interestingly, 

O�Brien made a connection between courage and cheerfulness. Cheerfulness and 

optimism are argued to be a bond on the concept of courage in some of the 
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psychological writings (Cuff, 1993; Rachman, 1990; Seligman, 1985, 1988). An 

examination of the association took place in my study. O�Brien affirmed that acting 

courageously is habit-forming, presents itself, and is formed by performing courage 

frequently. Finally, he avowed that �an index of courage is the willingness to make 

sacrifices� (p. 161). The sacrifices and losses of those leaders� interviewed were 

explored for each case. 

In a similar way, internal and external conditions (one of the research 

questions) played a role in the definition of courage put forth by Mackenzie (1962). 

He tied courage to the notion of speaking one�s mind in order to not sacrifice self 

respect. Like O�Brien (1950), Mackenzie noted that courage was related to principle, 

above what was accepted or expected for a cause, in spite of being ridiculed or not 

being praised. Examples of courage given were women suffragists, those who acted 

out of concern for human flourishing, and those who suffered a loss of career or 

reputation. He indicated that those with cowardice �lacked the moral courage to praise 

as a virtue the courage of a man who will maintain and proclaim his own beliefs even 

at the cost of unpopularity.� Mackenzie asked �yet what does the embarrassment of 

others matter if a conviction of trust and justice demands the courage of the individual 

to express his conviction by words or actions?� (p. 243). One of the questions of my 

study examined the experiences of courageous community college leaders. What were 

the risks of those leaders who knowingly chose not to �bury their heads in the sand� 

for a greater good? And, what were the consequences of that choice?  

As indicated, Mackenzie�s (1962) work also gave credence to the existence of 

external conditions as they relate to courage and courageous acts. The focus of 
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external conditions gave weight to the choice to conduct a case study. In case study 

research, context is significant (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003). Mackenzie indicated that it 

was not enough to have examined the answers of an interviewee or the internal 

conditions and consequences. Rather, it was important to look at the larger picture and 

have identified the external conditions to conclude the merits of an act of courage. 

Finally, comparable to O�Brien (1950), Rachman (1990), and others, the notion of 

optimism was linked to courage. 

Miller (2000) described courage as a mystery. He held the general belief as 

outlined in the literature review that courage involved risk, fear, and a complex cause. 

He subscribed to the idea that courage must have hardship or danger to overcome or a 

struggle to endure. As with other authors, Miller pointed out that endurance is at the 

core of courage. The limitation to Miller�s work was that he narrowed courage to align 

with Aristotle�s in terms of manliness, and that ultimate courage involved physical 

battle or death. In a related vein, the examples were primarily courageous acts of 

males. The latter criticism was prevalent throughout the literature on courage.  

However, in addition to the first three key points above, Miller (2000) 

suggested several vital aspects that contributed to my study. He posited that �courage 

and its corresponding vice, cowardice, are more at the mercy of social and cultural 

context than some of the simpler virtues and vices� (p. 7). Thus, he established the 

relevance of context to the study of courage. Miller focused on external conditions 

(one of the research questions) and admitted that the determination of courage cannot 

be left or trusted to the self assessment of the actor�external arbiters of action and 

demeanor (intent or motive) must be called to witness. Further, Miller suggested as did 
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other notable sources on courage that the �courage is in the doing� (p. 50). Action was 

considered critical to defining courageous behavior. Finally, he provided support to 

the importance of the study now: �We do desperately seek and admire courage�and 

love to hear it told about courageous people and courageous deeds� (p. 128).  

Servan-Schreiber (1987) went beyond courage as a virtue. He expanded 

courage to that of everyday life, similar to that of Plato. He charged that �Courage is 

not a mere virtue. It is indispensable as the means of preserving the dignity thanks to 

which I exist in a way that I have chosen� (p. 144). Inextricably tied to courage was 

action. Servan-Schreiber defined the concept correspondingly to other authors in terms 

of �in spite of�.� The difference in his definition than other works was that he 

described the concept as �courage impels me to move, in spite of�� (p. 71). Servan-

Schreiber�s point was simple�in order to act, one must have courage. He believed 

that courage was the gateway between dream and reality and cautioned that not all 

commonplace courage was �particularly virtuous.� Again, like McCain (2004) and 

additional authors, the internal intent or motive was critical to any real examination of 

true courage. 

A thorough discussion of courage from an existential perspective would be 

depleting without a mention of Tillich�s (1952) �The Courage to Be.� He viewed 

courage as an essence of being and defined courage as the �self affirmation of being in 

spite of nonbeing.� Tillich specifically detected that courage was created through 

�internal and external activities� (p. 43). The identification of self affirmation related 

to my study�s research question on the conditions of courage. Courage for Tillich had 

an �in spite of� quality, a prominent theme of past and modern thinkers about courage. 
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There was also the quality of intention as it related to courage. He too tied courage to 

hope and noted courage �as the strength of the soul to win victory in ultimate danger.� 

Courage was seen as being reasoned and thoughtful. It had a self preservation quality 

and was the �power of the mind to overcome fear.� Tillich�s examination of courage 

had a direct connection to leadership and the challenges that community colleges 

leaders face. He summed up having noted, �Courage�is the readiness to take upon 

oneself negatives, anticipated by fear, for the sake of a fuller positivity� (p. 78). 

In summary, the definitions and meanings of courage as a virtue as outlined in 

the existential and humanistic section by Desmond (1927), Frankl (1962), Mackenzie 

(1962), Miller (2000), O�Brien (1950), Servan-Schreiber (1987), and Tillich (1952) 

were useful to my study on courage in many ways. Each definition included a quality 

for courage to occur in spite of a fear. Each associated courage with facing adversity 

or overcoming a challenge. Each denoted a key element of reason or rational thought 

�going in with eyes as well as fist. Many examined courage from a holistic 

perspective and recognized that a courageous act has both internal and external 

conditions as a part of the courageous deed. Courage was aligned with hope and 

optimism�a theme in the literature to follow. Motive mattered and true courage 

required an act. It was not enough to think about what is right�one must have acted 

on the principle. In the perspectives highlighted, there was a pattern that courage was 

believed to occur in everyday life. Meanings of courage signified, similar to 

philosophers of courage, that the concept was a preservative virtue�of oneself, one�s 

community, and one�s institution. Finally, scholars of existential and humanistic 

thought advocated that courage was habit-forming and can be developed. 
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Courage was linked with leadership and was deemed a requisite for both 

citizenship and the good life. The context in which acts of courage were carried on 

was identified as critical to the final understanding. Courage was analyzed from a 

holistic perspective�it is not enough to examine a courageous act as reported by the 

actor. My research study utilized a case study design to glean a comprehensive view of 

each case of courage in the community college arena. Interviews were held with actors 

and observers. Documents and materials were retrieved and analyzed. All of these 

themes and elements of courage were useful to my study on courage, pinpointed the 

relevance of the research questions, and the applicability of the concept to community 

college leadership. The understanding of courage as a concept from insights of writers 

in the existential and humanistic fields shaped the interview questions, and provided 

practical knowledge with which to analyze and interpret the data once collected. 

Research on Courage 

Past studies and written works on the phenomenon of courage have been 

carried out by scholars from a variety of disciplines. While the research available in 

the field of higher education was not prevalent, the findings of the research described 

below provided a level of understanding of the meaning of courage and a description 

of how courage was experienced. The review of these findings served to guide the 

development of interview questions, determine the number of participants, the method 

used and proved useful during the analysis phase of my research. The information in 

the review also served to strengthen the credibility of assertions made in the discussion 

of findings section of my dissertation. 
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Very little quantitative research was discovered on the concept of courage. 

Most research identified used a form of qualitative inquiry. Rachman (1990) noted, 

��the fact remains that we have little scientific information on the nature of courage. 

� it is a fascinating subject and one that can be studied with benefit.� (p. x) Rachman 

defined courage as �persistence despite fear� (p 324). In studies with military samples 

to include bomb-disposal operators, he and his research team found that factors most 

likely to contribute to courageous behavior included self-confidence, competence, 

courageous modeling (having models to look at), motivation to succeed, and specific 

training. Rachman made the assertion that courage can be developed with consistent 

behavior and close group support. Along with Seligman, he stated that optimism 

appeared to be linked to courage.  

Evans and White (1981) attempted to identify an empirical definition of 

courage using a correlational design. The authors observed that �courage� is loosely 

defined and used with different meanings by people. They suggested that a definition 

of courage involved three critical dimensions: the danger of the act, the fear level of 

the person involved, and the fear level of the person judging the act. The researchers 

posited two forms of courage�one had to do with fearlessness of the �superman� 

type, and the other described as �sophisticated� as it was connected with fearlessness 

and acting in spite of fear. They hypothesized that as children develop or get older, 

they moved from the less to the more sophisticated notion of courage.  

Participants were 124 children ages 11 to 14 in three different grades at a 

London comprehensive school. In a simple experiment, they had subjects watch a 

video of male or female actors handle snakes. Subjects rated themselves with respect 
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to fear of handling snakes and the actors with respect to fear and bravery. Results 

validated their hypothesis that the notion of courage would change to sophisticated as 

the children get older. They also found a positive correlation with bravery attributed to 

males in the sophisticated notion of courage and a negative one with females. The 

authors intimated that a woman may not have received �reinforcement in the form of 

bravery points for conquering her own fear�� (p. 424). 

Findings of the research by Evans and White (1981) that suggested courage is 

attributed less to females than to males is an important contribution. The research 

literature and philosophical discussions on courage have been predominantly done by 

men about men�primarily the notion of courage on the battlefield (Becker & Eagly, 

2004; Gines, 2002, Oppenheim, 1996; Schimel, 1989). To some degree, courage was 

considered and described as a male behavior. The methods of my study explored if 

gender played a role in the nomination phase or experiences of courage among leaders 

of community colleges. A shortcoming of the Evans and White study was that the 

concepts of courage and bravery were used interchangeably. These concepts in 

additional literature were not synonymous.  

In a meta-interpretation of six qualitative studies, Finfgeld (1999) used 

prescriptive criteria to choose studies for examination. A meta-interpretation is a study 

�in which findings from multiple qualitative research projects are synthesized and new 

translations of the phenomenon under investigation are generated to create a more 

theoretically dense conceptualization� (p. 804). The purpose of the study was to 

substantiate and develop a more comprehensive theory of the concept of courage. 

Selection criteria for studies analyzed included that the research must have had an a 
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priori intent to study courage, used established and accepted standards of qualitative 

research methods of inquiry, data collected was intentional as opposed to anecdotal in 

nature, courage was defined as not foolhardy or rash, and data gathered were from 

individuals who had long-term threats as identified by them and those associated with 

them. Findings of courage from a rigorous analysis of the six studies are outlined here: 

• Courage was a dynamic phenomenon that was precipitated by a 

perceived threat. 

• The ability to be courageous developed over time. 

• Included efforts to fully accept reality. 

• Had an ability to problem solve with discernment. 

• Pushed beyond ongoing struggles. 

Courage was found to be characterized by courageous actors� efforts to be 

productive, make contributions, help others, and resulted in a sense of personal 

integrity and thriving. Internal factors were seen to be critical. Similarly to McCain 

(2004), Finfgeld (1999) pointed out �as such, a sense of duty appears critical to the 

emergence and maintenance of courageous behavior, which is suggestive of the strong 

interpersonal and value laden nature of this [courage] phenomenon� (p. 810). Faith or 

spirituality was found to be an element in some of the studies. My study also explored 

if faith had a role or was a condition to one�s courageousness as a community college 

leader. External factors determined to be essential included role models and gestures 

of support that �promote and maintain courage and include expressions of respect and 

admiration, and validation and affirmation� (p. 812).  
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According to Finfgeld�s (1999) research, it appeared that external factors 

tended to directly influence internal conditions of courage. These findings directly 

related to my research question of: What are the internal and external conditions which 

are most likely to lead a community college leader to act courageously? She asserted 

that courage was learned, was progressive-regressive, and was a life-long process of 

development (similar to Tim O�Brien�s story of courage in youth as outlined in Miller, 

2000). Finfgeld concluded her research by noting that the findings of the meta-

interpretation validated the complex cognitive nature of courage. Finfgeld used a 

method of inquiry that was rigorous and followed procedures that she noted in detail 

in her data analysis review. Her findings were applicable to each of the three research 

questions in my study as they related to experience (courageous actors avowed in the 

studies that they were changed because of the decision to act), the process of courage 

development (suggested that courage can be learned and the learning occurs over a 

period of time) and to the internal and external conditions as mentioned above. 

Select studies are outlined below as a sampling of studies on the nature of 

courage. They informed my study as it related to method, the development of research 

questions and interview questions, and interpretation of findings. Asarian (1981) 

conducted a dissertation study on courage using an existential phenomenological 

investigation. He studied three courageous actors in situations where they exhibited 

courage and in situations in which courage was absent. Two actors were male, one 

female, all over 40 and each actor living within a 40 mile radius of one another. Data 

collection consisted primarily of interviews of actors and observers as well as 

assessing written responses to questions posed by the researcher. Findings indicated 
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concepts of being and becoming courageous. Being courageous involved four 

components: commitments, intersubjectivity, intrinsic worth, and negative totalization. 

Five phases of becoming courageous were identified: (a) initial tension, (b) acceptance 

of the intrinsically valued option, (c) explicit struggle, (d) gradual clarification, and (e) 

affirmation of choice.  

Asarian�s (1981) study was particularly useful for my study in design as he 

conducted interviews with actors and observers, in keeping with the assertion that is 

not enough to study the actors alone. He explored the actors� experience of courage 

and developed phases of becoming courageous. One of my research questions 

explored is: What is the process of courage development? A limitation of Asarian�s 

study was the number of participants. Another limitation may have been the sampling 

method used as he was familiar with one of the actors. That familiarity may have 

clouded his ability to stay objective in the interpretation phase of his research. 

Bournes (2000) conducted a study using the Parse research method, a 

phenomenological-hermeneutic designed for use in nursing studies on the process of 

human becoming. In a similar way to my own study, and the assertions of authors on 

courage (Desmond, 1927; O�Brien, 1950; and Kennedy, 1956), she put forward that 

courage �is a universal lived experience that is important to quality of life� (p. x). 

Bournes defined having courage as �deliberate steadfast risking while creatively living 

the cherished with opportunities-restrictions� (p. 11). The purpose of her study was to 

contribute to the knowledge of what is understood about the nature of courage. The 

one research question was: What is the structure of the lived experience of having 

courage? She used purposive sampling to identify 10 men between the ages of 21-64 
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with spinal cord injuries. She used an open-ended interview technique with each 

participant answering the following question: Please tell me about the experience of 

having courage. In addition, she asked that each participant be prepared to share a 

metaphor, poem, symbol, or image that described their experience of having courage 

or what courage meant to them.  

Core concepts that emerged from the study were �fortifying tenacity, triumph 

amid the burdensome and guarded confidence with the treasured� (p. 110). 

Overcoming adversity or �triumph amid the burdensome� was generally regarded as a 

key element associated with courage from ancient philosophers such as Aquinas and 

Plato to the works of notable authors (Desmond, 1927; Finfgeld, 1998; Kennedy, 

1956; and Schimel, 1999.) Findings also substantiated propositions made in early 

sections of the literature review regarding the prevalence of values and continuing on 

with �eyes as well as fist.� Bournes (2000) noted that, �In this study, the descriptions 

of having courage that led to the core concept, guarded confidence with the treasured, 

show that the participants made choices, with certainty about what was of value to 

them, and about ways they wanted to live� (p. 129). Finally, her findings validated the 

work of writers and researchers on courage as it related to elements of hope, self, 

confidence, and the �in spite of� quality of courage. 

 Strengths of Bournes (2000) study were that she described in detail the 

process she followed to analyze the data, the steps used to ensure credibility and 

adhere to prescribed human subjects protocol. In addition, she related findings to past 

research and the literature review. One glaring limitation was that, while she discussed 

a need for discussion of courageous women, she chose all men in her study of 
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courageous actors. Finfgeld�s (1998) study was more balanced in regard to the gender 

mix of participants. 

Using a systematic grounded theory design, Finfgeld (1998) sought to explore 

the role of courage in middle-aged individuals with chronic health problems. The 

sample for the study was 25 individuals (15 female and 10 male) with long-term 

health challenges. Open-ended questions were used and interviews lasted one-to-two 

hours in length. The core category was becoming and being courageous. Findings 

indicated that courage was not bountiful (as found in literature in other sections of the 

literature review), and the core category was dependent on intrapersonal and 

interpersonal factors. Intrapersonal factors were values, self-confidence, and hope 

(similar to humanistic perspectives on courage.) Interpersonal factors included role 

models, reciprocal relationships, and gestures of support. The outcomes of being 

courageous were thriving in the midst of normality and personal integrity. Further, 

becoming and being courageous were found to be circular and interdependent in 

nature. Strengths of the study included the use of past research to determine 

preliminary characteristics on courage, and a link of findings to the literature. A 

shortcoming was that the narrow age range did not allow the results to be applied to a 

broader range of individuals with chronic health concerns.  

The application of the research to my study was the description of internal and 

external conditions found to be associated with courage as well as an identification of 

elements of courage development. Findings of hope and self-confidence as conditions 

of courage affirmed assertions as described in other areas of the overall literature 

review. A tie to Finfgeld�s (1998) findings and outcomes were established in my study 
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as explained in Chapter 5. Finally, the interview method and some sample questions 

used by Finfgeld proved useful in the study of courage as it related to community 

college leadership. There was a significance relationship between hope and courage as 

found in a study by Cuff (1993). 

Cuff (1993) designed a methodological triangulation study to generate theory 

regarding the nature of courage and its development in individuals and to test existing 

theory in the literature. He reported using a phenomenological approach combined 

with a quasi-experimental study. He had one primary research question which was 

�What are the characteristics of courageous people and what is the experience of 

courage like for them?� (p. 39). Cuff defined courage �as an admirable mental or 

moral strength to venture, persevere and withstand danger, fear and difficulty� (p. 38).  

Using this definition as criterion, and through purposive sampling, Cuff (1993) 

sought participants who had exhibited courage over a period of time and were 

recognized as courageous actors by others. Through a nomination process, he 

identified 30 people from the New England area who had suffered trauma and 

identified another 30 individuals as chosen by the respondents in the study who could 

substantiate their courageous behavior. Cuff conducted a series of five psychological 

measurements prior to facilitating semi-structured interviews with both the 

respondents and the confidants (those who substantiated the courageousness of the 

actor.)  

Participants included 10 people living with severe physical disabilities, 10 

people who are living with HIV or AIDS, and 10 women who had been sexually 

abused. With the exception of one individual, all participants were white, and unlike 
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Bourne�s (2000) there was a mix of gender. The interview transcripts were analyzed 

using content analysis. Cuff (1993) identified fourteen themes relating to the nature of 

courage that included: fearfulness and fearlessness, acknowledging fear, tolerating loss 

and moving through it, and being motivated by courageous role models. Courageous 

actors were humble, tenacious (similar to findings of Bournes (2000) and Finfgeld 

(1998, 1999)) cared about others or were altruistic, enjoyed humor, had a purpose in 

life, and were spiritual. 

Findings indicated that there were three stages that courageous actors go 

through: anticipation, immersion, and resolution. Anticipation involved the fear and 

anxiety as a decision to act is made. Immersion occurred during the act itself. 

Resolution was noted by a sense of release, peace, and self-affirmation. Results of the 

quantitative analysis indicated a significant difference (p<.01) on the link between 

hope and courage. There was a significant difference (p<.05) on the association of 

social interest among courageous actors as compared to a group of average Americans. 

Another finding relevant to my study as it related specifically to courage and 

leadership was found in a correlation study referenced by Cuff (1993); an analysis of 

courage as compared to other personality characteristics found that:  

those rated high in courage tended to be more satisfied and fulfilled in 
life; and those rated high in courage were rated to be androgynous and 
independent, to have leadership abilities and to act as leader [italics 
added], to make decisions easily, to have self-confidence, to function 
well under stress, to be adaptable, to be eager to learn new things, to 
be respected by others and to be optimistic and hopeful persons. (p. 
96-97) 
 

Indicators in terms of leadership, having optimism, and coming from a framework of 

hope were aligned with the meanings and understanding of courage as described in the 
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literature. The finding that courageous actors were more likely to be satisfied with life 

is in formation with the idea that those who act with courage are more likely to hold 

true to their values and maintain personal integrity.  

Finally, in regards to the idea that having values are consistent with courageous 

actors, it was found that on the value instrument scale, one of the most salient aspects 

of the comparison in which the study groups differed, is on the value of conformity 

and holding oneself back. It appeared that those identified as courageous were more 

likely to be non-conformists, and the result was indicative of assertions made in 

previously discussed literature. 

Cuff�s (1993) study on the nature of courage and how courage developed 

included several limitations. He tried to do too much in one study. Cuff indicated that 

he did a phenomenological study, yet there was no discussion of the procedures used. 

In terms of the quantitative data, the comparison groups used in the study were used 

by the authors of the tests themselves, as opposed to a current control group. In one 

case, the comparison group data was at least 25 years old. Cuff failed to link his 

findings back to the literature where appropriate, although he indicated that he wanted 

to test theory previously generated. Nevertheless, the application to my own study as it 

related to the research questions of experience, development, and internal/external 

conditions of courage, was useful in terms of being able to review Cuff�s findings in 

relation to my own.  

Cuff�s (1993) study results also allowed for a deeper understanding of the 

meaning and experience of courage by individuals identified as courageous. He 

concluded on the question of nature versus nurture that: 
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The answer to the question of whether courage springs from nature or 
nurture appears to be that it may spring from either but that 
environmental factors play a large role; this of course, indicates that 
[as indicated by Socrates] that courage can be learned. (p. 32) 
 

The assertion that courage can be learned was cited by other authors on the nature of 

courage and was an assumption made in my own study. Finally, his design was similar 

to my own in terms of using a second party observer. 

In summary, the research review indicated that much of the elements of 

courage were discussed in the philosophical, existential and humanistic, and public 

discourse sections of the literature review were substantiated in the research on 

courage. Findings from relevant studies included courage as seen as having a form of 

endurance or an ability to thrive, an actor acting with a prudent sense of reality, an 

internal decision of integrity coupled with a cause or principle that affects the greater 

good (relevant to my research question on internal and external conditions), 

overcoming an adversity of some kind, having courageous role models and external 

support, and an ability to survive the aftermath or consequences of that knowing 

choice.  

The role of faith or spirituality also arose in the findings and was touched on in 

part by Tillich (1952) and Desmond (1927). Findings indicated, as suggested in the 

literature, that courage was an attribute that developed over time. Courage was not 

bountiful, and altruism played a role in the nature of courage. Courageous actors were 

humble, and often did not self identify as one with courage, yet acknowledged their 

courage once pointed out from an external source. There was a prevalence of fear and 

acting in spite of that fear. Courage was not considered foolhardy or rash. Finally, 
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notions of hope and a sense of social interest have been found to be significantly 

linked to the concept of courage. 

In addition to having a deeper understanding of the meaning of courage and 

description of the lived experience of courage, studies outlined in the research on 

courage informed my study in a variety of ways: an identification of qualities of 

courage as indicated from past literature and on studies of courage, consideration in 

the decision on the number of participants for my own study, use of interview 

techniques, association of findings to my research questions, ideas for the final 

interview protocol, and the importance to seek external recognition of courageous acts 

by those other than the participants in each case, thus the use of documents and 

participant observers for triangulation. 

Courage and Public Discourse  

�The problem is not whether schools should participate in the production of a 
future society�but whether they should do it blindly and irresponsibly or with the 
maximum possible of courageous intelligence and responsibility� � John Dewey 

 
Dewey�s insight into the role that educational institutions play in the 

�production of a future society� was especially applicable to community colleges as 

they were heralded by President Bush (speech at American Association of Community 

Colleges Convention, 2004) and authors of popular community college literature as 

the engines of economic development and the �center of the workforce development 

universe� (Forde, 2002). In nearly all definitions of courage from a range of diverse 

literature, there was the idea that courage was different than rashness or being rash, 

foolhardy or daring without thought or consideration of ideology. Rather, definitions 

of courage often included the idea that courage was carried out with thought, intention, 
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reason, and/or purpose. Scorza (1997) in his dissertation on the humanistic conception 

of civic courage indicated, �That the courageous individual does not just act or react 

without thinking�� (p. 236). He went on to state that, �All expressions of courage, 

including physical and moral courage, are somewhat concerned with intellect� (p. 

236). 

In the foregoing section, I discussed the significant research literature on 

courage, and how findings of that literature informed my own research and guided the 

questions to be asked. This section discusses authors work on courage from a public or 

political perspective in order to apply knowledge on the conditions of courage to my 

own study. An overview on the literature of courage and public discourse was not 

complete without a mention of Kennedy�s (1956) notable composition. Scorza�s 

(1997) dissertation on civic courage also applied. Senator McCain�s recent book 

(2004) began the discussion. These three pieces of work were chosen as a 

representative sample of not only writings on courage in the public arena, but rather 

because of the foreshadowing in terms of style and outcome of particularly Kennedy�s 

and McCain�s books to my own research design. 

A simple theme of many definitions of courage included an individual who 

chooses a course of action with recognition of fear and for a cause greater than 

oneself. In the wake of the unfortunate death of former NFL football player and 

soldier Pat Tillman, a �hero�s� life had been heralded. Pat Tillman embodied a man 

who was inspired to act by forces beyond his control. With a sense of duty, he 

followed that principle, and acted upon it. He embodied the remarks that courage �has 
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eyes as well as fist.� His choice inspired those of us who think about courage as the 

�ultimate form of being human� as McCain (2004) suggests.  

In John McCain�s (2004) book on �Why Courage Matters,� he explored the 

concept of courage and its relevance to today. Several notable individuals were held 

up as case studies of courage to include civil rights leader John Lewis, Nobel Peace 

Prize laureate Aung San Suu Kyi, Vietnam War veteran Sergeant Roy Benavidez, and 

martyr Hannah Senesh who died in the resistance against Hitler. McCain discussed the 

distinction between physical and moral courage. He argued that while physical 

bravery can be reactive and exhausted, moral courage is something that can be 

developed with practice. McCain defined courage as �that rare moment of unity 

between conscience, fear and action� (p. 198).  

McCain (2004) noted that in the 21st century, Americans have �dumbed down� 

the concept of courage as former Senator Patrick Moynihan had suggested, by 

associating courage to many acts that are either mere semblances of courage (similar 

to those outlined in the works by Aristotle and Mencius) or something else 

completely. He gave examples such as those who chose a different hair style or who 

cared for a sick child. While these incidents may be admirable, they did not resemble 

the basic nature of courage in its true form. A more recent example to model 

McCain�s definition may have been the soldier who blew the whistle on the prison 

abuse in Iraq. 

Instead, McCain (2004) argued that courage was the first of virtues or as 

Winston Churchill (in McCain, 2004) described courage as �the first of human 

qualities because it is the quality that guarantees all the others� (p. 38). Courage 
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involved a personal risk to one�s being beyond mere inconvenience. He suggested that 

stories of courage that share the whole of the individual and what led up to a particular 

act of courage, and what followed, can inspire people and society to go from 

�goodness to greatness� (p. 14). McCain�s assertion was similar to Aristotle who 

indicated that courage is studied for the sake of the good life. Courage was practiced, 

according to McCain, by putting oneself in situations that required it, and choosing to 

move beyond our fear, out of sense of passion or outrage, which was an important 

context to look for courage, to act.  

In other words, courage was built upon, by a series of moments that lead to the 

time where courage was summoned forth. McCain (2004) noted that courage was 

needed by many people in many fields today. He, like Plato, suggested that 

courageous behavior arises out of a sense of duty. Similar to the idea posited by 

Socrates, McCain believed that the purpose of the act of courage is essential �to 

determine the courageousness of the actor� (Oppenheim, 1996, p. 14). Finally, 

McCain intimated a need for my study to explore courage and community college 

leadership: 

�we should learn what we can of the whole experience of the 
subject�as it was before and after and believe that trying to emulate 
the character it reveals is one tried way to prepare for the tests that 
might await us and gain hope that our courage will not be wanting in 
the moment. (p. 10) 
 

Like McCain, Kennedy (1956) held firm to the notion that courage was a 

universal virtue admired and able to be acquired by people in many aspects of life. 

The chosen field exemplified in John F Kennedy�s (1956) book titled �Profiles in 

Courage� was politics. Kennedy�s work, examined eight senators� lives and acts of 
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courage. While his book did not entail a comprehensive conceptual examination, it did 

point to the concept of courage as a choice for what one thinks is right, and an 

individual�s willingness to sacrifice safety, security, and reputation for a matter of 

principle, and for a good greater than oneself, all the while, recognizing the dangers 

inherent in that choice. In almost each case noted in the book, the sake of the nation 

was chosen over the sake of an individual, constituency, state, or personal philosophy.  

Kennedy (1956) indicated that there are three kinds of pressure our political 

leaders� face that has a real impact on the willingness of politicians to exercise 

courage. Pressures included the simple desire to be liked, the desire to be reelected and 

finally, and perhaps the strongest pressure, is the interests of one�s constituency, 

interest groups, and so on. Kennedy designated, as others on courage have, that there 

is a loneliness that goes along with acting your conscience. Such pressures didn�t 

sound all that different from that of community college leaders�the primary 

difference being that leaders feel the pressure to hold on to their position (as opposed 

to reelection) and don�t know when to let go or step down.  

In his work, Kennedy (1956) set forth the lives of the Senators in a similar 

fashion to McCain. He discussed �the ideals they lived for and the principles they 

sought for, their virtues and their sins, their dreams and their disillusionments, the 

praise they earned and the abuse they endured� (p. 22). Many writers on courage noted 

that in order to become courageous, one must not just dream about it, but rather 

practice courage and be present in situations that demand courage. Community college 

leaders are confronted daily with opportunities to exercise courage. Kennedy shared 

the story of John Quincy Adams who courageously resigned from his position. This 
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individual case story was useful to my study on courage. Literature that advocated the 

need for courage among community college leaders suggested that the single act of 

courage required of a leader at times, is to know when to resign.  

Whereas McCain (2004) and Kennedy (1956) primarily discussed moral and 

physical courage, Scorza (1997/2001) moved further along on the concept of courage 

and discussed in detail the idea of intellectual and civic courage and the applicability 

of such to modern democratic citizenship. Scorza�s (1997) dissertation on civic 

courage examined and developed the concept of courage primarily through the work 

of Emerson. He described his dissertation as a �contribution to the debate concerning 

the virtues and responsibilities of citizens of modern democratic states� (p. ii).  

Scorza (1997) contrasted his developed definition of civic or intellectual 

courage from a humanistic conception to what he likened to archaic ideas of ancient 

Greek, ancient Roman, and Renaissance republic conceptions that emphasized 

physical and to a lesser degree moral courage as discussed in the philosophical section 

of the review. Intellectual courage, according to Scorza, often encompassed moral and 

physical courage. Scorza stated that, �Intellectual courage is the courage to trust 

oneself enough to know when one is right and the majority is wrong and to act, in such 

cases, in light of one�s knowledge� (p. 236).  

The purpose of Scorza�s (1997) dissertation was like in nature to my own 

study. He outlined the challenges and difficulties associated with practicing what he 

called �political self-reliance� in spite of the numerous fears that are often associated 

with working on social problems and ethical issues. Similar to the context of politics 

or citizenship, the nature of community colleges presents leaders with multiple issues 
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that require the exercise of duty and courage. There is fear inherent in the choices that 

leaders of community colleges make. Scorza agreed with McCain�s (2004) claim that 

courage was associated with a civic duty of some nature, and that exercising one�s 

duty included being exposed to fear.  

In a fashion that was brought to bear in other literature on courage, Scorza 

(1997) discussed Emerson�s observation that exercising courage can be a lonely 

proposition. Community college leaders in personal conversations reported the sense 

of loneliness that occurs when making an unpopular choice to do what is right. Scorza 

showed that Emerson ascertained that courage can be obtained through practice. 

Emerson thought of courage as parallel to other mental faculties in that, �A great part 

of courage is the courage of having the thing done before. And in all human action, 

those faculties will be strong which are used� (p. 330).  

Eleanor Roosevelt (in McCain, 2004) like McCain contended the importance 

of practice as it relates to courage and suggests that courage can be developed. She 

argued that one must do things that ordinarily people do not think they are capable of. 

Roosevelt stated when discussing turning adversity to courage:  

Courage is more exhilarating than fear and in the long run it is easier. 
We do not have to become heroes overnight. Just a step at a time, 
meeting each thing that comes up, seeing it as not as dreadful as it 
appeared, discovering we have the strength to tear it down. (Gerber, 
2002, p. 78) 
 
In summary, the works of McCain (2004), Kennedy (1956), Roosevelt (n.d.), 

and Scorza (1997) shed light and relevance on my study of courage and community 

college leadership. All agreed that Americans, in a nation that has not until recently it 

seems, seen the value of the quality of courage, will not expect it or honor it in our 
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leaders today. They also all agreed that while courage may have been a quality 

forgotten, it was one which is greatly needed today. Each proposed that courage is 

needed of leaders in order to make the unpopular decisions that were right for their 

institutions and communities. There was a unique sense of the importance to be a non-

conformist as a matter of principle. All four authors acknowledged that courage was 

critical to one�s ability as a leader to create institutions that are sustainable for the 

future.  

A consistent theme of all authors in public discourse and other research 

elaborated on in the literature review specified that courage was built upon and can be 

acquired through experience and practice. My dissertation research makes this 

assertion. The stories told in McCain (2004) and Kennedy�s (1956) two respective 

books were done from a holistic perspective which is akin to my study on courage in 

the community college context. Similar in intent of the research, there was a focus in 

both McCain and Kennedy�s work on an exploration and description of their 

experiences with courage before, during, and after critical incidents of courageous 

behavior and the consequences of acting with courage to the individual leader. My 

study to understand community college leaders� experiences relating to courage was 

exploratory in a related fashion. The report provided a thick, rich description of the 

leaders and the actions that were regarded by others and in the study context as 

courageous. Finally, the literature conjured up the importance to explore and share 

stories of courage as a way for others to be inspired to summon their own courage 

when called upon. 
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Summary of Conceptualization Section 

In the foregoing section, I described a variety of meanings and definitions of 

courage as outlined in extensive literature from a multitude of perspectives to include 

scholars from philosophical approaches, existential and humanistic perspectives, 

researchers on the study of courage, and writers of public discourse. Common to all 

writings of courage included a dialectic nature of risks that can overpower coupled 

with the force to overcome them. Another pattern to all meanings and definitions to 

the concept was the �in spite of� quality for a principle or cause. A critical theme 

identified in most writings was a vivid awareness of the consequences and inherent 

threats involved in a chosen courageous act. There was a �knowing willing� 

component that was crucial for an act to be considered true courage. For some, the 

ultimate form of courage is death. There was also a leaning towards non-conformance 

on the part of the courageous actor. The themes as outlined in Table 1 were prominent 

throughout the writings of courage as a concept in each subheading. There is no 

significance in the order in which they are displayed. 

Table 1 

Key Elements of Courage as Outlined in the Conceptualization Section 

Key element Brief explanation 

 

Risk 

 

There are real risks associated with an act 

that is dangerous or challenging beyond 

the every day life inconveniences. 
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Key element Brief explanation 

 

Fear 

 

Some level of fear is associated with 

courage. 

Adversity Barriers, challenges, and obstacles are 

overcome. 

Endurance An ability to move forward through pain, 

suffering, loss, and daily struggles. 

Principle or motive The intent of the act matters and often 

courageous actors are acting on their 

convictions or for a greater good. 

Reasoned choice  Actors weigh options and have an 

awareness of the perils of decisions or the 

consequences involved. 

Action-oriented Move beyond conviction to action. 

Self-confidence Courageous actors believe they are 

making the right decision regardless of 

the popularity of that choice. 

Hope Element of hope is involved in courage 

and an idea that action will result in 

change. 

Optimism Maintaining a positive attitude and 

resilience in spite of odds. 
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Key element Brief explanation 

Practice or habit-forming 

 

 

Gestures of support 

Courage is developed through prior 

experiences and being in conditions 

where courage is called upon. 

Support for courageous actors helped 

affirm their choice and sustained their 

resolve. 

Humility Actors often do not see their actions as 

courageous until pointed out to them. 

 

A central theme in an analysis of the collective body of literature outlined in 

the conceptualization section was that courage is necessary for the good life and in the 

process of becoming. In order for human flourishing to occur from a holistic 

framework, the virtue or disposition of courage must be present. Courage is as critical 

today as it was in ancient times. It was not boundless or limitless. The nature of 

courage has evolved from a physical connotation or that of a soldier�s courage to 

moral or intellectual connections. Courage has a sustainability quality that allowed for 

self-affirmation of individuals and institutions. These themes and patterns informed 

my study of courage through an understanding of the meanings of the concept and an 

identification of true courageous acts. The elements revealed across the sections of the 

literature review were used to develop the research and interview questions, 
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determined the chosen method of inquiry, and grounded the findings to what was 

already known. 

The writings specifically illuminated my understanding of the concept of 

courage and provided practical information with which to analyze my data. 

Information included specific assertions that courage is precipitated by fear, 

overcoming adversity, prudence in decision making, and actors suffered loss. I utilized 

the information outlined to develop interview questions that got to the core conditions 

of the experience. During the interviews, if I heard a mention of an area that led to a 

finding or focus by a scholar on courage, I explored that comment further to identify if 

there was a match with the findings outlined in the review. I then went home and 

found that writing or passage in the review to see if there was a match. I also took the 

knowledge I gained from the comprehensive literature review to highlight relevant 

passages in interview transcripts. The same analysis occurred in the document and 

materials review.  

I correlated information gleaned from reading relevant literature and 

immersing myself in the existing research on courage and developed a process of 

becoming courageous for community college leaders studied, as seen in Figure 2 of 

my study. As I sketched a depiction of the process of becoming, as identified in my 

findings for Research Question #2, I went back and reviewed specific research to 

figure out how best to portray the information and if and how my findings for 

Research Question #2 tied to the literature. I looked for themes in the literature that 

were similar to patterns I was discovering in my own study during the analysis. An 
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example was an outcome of having experienced a courageous act such as self 

affirmation. 

Finally, I followed a similar process when I worked to explore a response, 

based on data analyzed in my study, for Research Question #3: What are the internal 

and external conditions which are most likely to lead a community leader to act 

courageously? I frequently referred to the literature as I examined data to locate 

authors who cited findings or made assumptions that seemed similar to my own data 

patterns. Data patterns included altruism, hope, confidence, optimism, values based, 

speaking truthfully, and humility. 

Using the literature review as a living document allowed me to fully 

understand the data in the context of findings indicated in the writings on courage 

described in my review. I was able to see the interconnectedness of bits of information 

to other portions of the study. The discussion of findings in this dissertation study was 

grounded in the body of literature examined in the literature review. 

In the subsequent section, I elaborated on the importance of context in general 

and more particularly, the context of community colleges and its relationship to the 

study. Then, I briefly discussed the themes or challenges that these institutions now 

face. Next, I considered the writings that rationalize and ground the call for courage 

among those who work in community colleges.  

Contextualization 

To understand the context is critical to describe courage in a meaningful way. 

Gines (2002) stated that ��this led me to consider more intently the role of contexts 



  59 
 

 

for courage, and the ideals of courage that emerge from different contexts. Context, it 

turns out, has a substantial impact on definitions and conceptions of courage� (p. 4). 

Oppenheim (1996) in a study to understand the meaning of courage, its role in 

women�s lives, and its implication to psychology, noted that �understanding social 

context is critical to any consideration of courage�� (p. 207). Further, in a doctoral  

investigation (Reichard, 2001) of the nature of courage and its role in the good life, the 

same argument was made using a different term. The expression �horizons� was 

proposed suggesting,  

For it is the horizons in which people display their courage that tells us 
so much about the nature of the act. By considering the environment in 
which people live out the dramas in their lives, we can see the scope 
and depth of their actions and feelings. The context tells us much.  
(p. 38) 
 
The primary context of my research is community colleges in the United 

States. Questions explored in the literature cited in the contextual section included the 

following:  

• What is it about the community college context that demands courage? 

• What is known about the application of courage in an 

administrative/leadership role in higher education and the community 

college?  

Challenges Facing Community Colleges 

The purpose of this section is to give the reader an understanding of the 

context of the study and the challenges that leaders profiled in my dissertation study 

face as they work in these complex institutions of higher education. The section gives 

an overview of information about community colleges today and then highlights a 
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myriad of challenges as outlined in various works on the topic. A couple of specific 

challenges are emphasized as examples of the dynamic nature of community colleges. 

Community colleges are a major force in higher education today. Former US 

Secretary of Education Richard Riley referred to the coming decades as not only the, 

�Information age but the community college age� (Mees, 1997). Community colleges 

have experienced unprecedented growth. Pascarella (1999) in New Studies Track 

Community College Effects on Students stated that most growth trends and projections 

clearly suggested that, �Community colleges are one of the fastest growing sectors of 

post-secondary institutions� (p. 8).  

The challenges faced by community college leaders in the 21st century are 

increasingly complex. Chief among those challenges are highlighted in Table 2 

(Flynn, 2000; Giannini, 2001; Hockaday & Puyear, 2001; Pierce & Pedersen, 1997; 

Shults, 2001; Summers, 2001; Sullivan, 2001; American Association for Community 

Colleges, 2000). 

Table 2 

Challenges Facing Community College Leaders in the 21st Century 

Challenges facing community colleges 

 

Dwindling resources 

Globalization 

Greater pressures for performance and accountability by state and federal governments

Increased use of and changing technology 

The changing nature of workforce and economic development 
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Challenges facing community colleges 

 

Diversity 

Curriculum changes from emphasis on teaching to that of learning 

Dual enrollments 

Demographic shifts 

Transfer and articulation patterns 

Focus on competency based skills and credentialing 

Competition from the private and propriety sector 

Ambiguity over role and mission 

 

Nearly half of all students attending higher education are enrolled in a 

community or technical college (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 

Education Statistics). This projection is expected to continue in the year 2011 (U.S. 

Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics). A specific issue of 

importance to the community college context is the make up of the students as 

differentiated by universities. Community colleges often serve as the gateway to 

higher education for people of color and those with low socioeconomic status (SES). 

American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) President Boggs 

advocated equity as a national challenge. �America will face a social and economic 

crisis unless it succeeds in promoting and taking advantage of racial and ethnic 

diversity� (AACC Future Leaders Institute Presentation, 2004). There is a real 
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relationship of income to college access. Boggs (2004) highlighted that, �Twenty-two 

percent of qualified high school graduates from low-income families do not enroll in 

any type of college, compared with only 4% of qualified graduates from high-income 

families� (p. 9). Evidence suggested that those with some college education had the 

ability to earn a higher living wage than those who have no postsecondary education. 

The necessity to sustain community colleges for people of color and those with low 

SES is critical. 

To work on such difficult issues, requires courage. On the Day of Affirmation, 

then Senator Robert F. Kennedy, declared: 

It is from numberless diverse acts of courage and belief that human 
history is shaped. Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to 
improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth 
a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different 
centers of energy and daring those ripples build a current which can 
sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance. (Address 
to the University of Capetown, South Africa, 1966) 
 
In summary, the context of community colleges is ripe for opportunities for 

courage to present itself as leaders are faced with multiple challenges. An analysis of 

the context served as an aid to determine case study as the method of research. In the 

conceptualization section authors highlighted that with courage, motive or intent 

matter in determining the nature of a courageous act. An understanding of the issues 

that community college leaders face assisted me to make a determination of an 

external condition, a matter of principle for a greater good that may have contributed 

to the leader�s decision to act courageously.  

The call for courage may arise at any given moment and action by a 

courageous leader may invariably be driven by commitment to one of the principles or 
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causes outlined in Table 2. Leaders in my dissertation study were characterized as 

having a deep passion for the mission of the community college and the work they do 

on behalf of the students the colleges serve. My study found that underlying principles 

of fairness, equity, access, and social justice often drove the leaders� decision to act in 

spite of negative consequences or risks endured.  

Community College Leadership and Courage  

�To this list I would add courage. The courage to thoughtfully move down the 
road ahead, hazards and all, ever filled with the expectation of creating a better 

person, a better organization, and a better world.� (Milliron, 2003, p. 10) 
 
Dr. Mark Milliron (2003), former President and CEO of the League for 

Innovation of Community Colleges, recognized that courage is an essential quality for 

leaders of community colleges to exercise in the present and in the future. A search for 

literature determined that there was minimal research available on the topic of courage 

as it relates to community colleges or higher education more generally. Literature 

outlined in the section address the question: What do we know about the application of 

courage in an administrative/leadership role in higher education and, more 

specifically, the community college?  

Rouche & Rouche (1994), in a paper describing the need to focus on at-risk 

students, wrote:  

All those working in community colleges are caught between a rock 
and a hard place, as surely as is America. The gaps in education and in 
society between preparedness and demand are serious; but while the 
news is bad, the situation is not hopeless unless community colleges 
refuse to apply to the current situation the same level of courage and 
creativity successfully applied to a myriad of other challenges. (p. 4)  
 

Shaw (1997) in a leadership abstract that described the need for community colleges to 

focus their efforts on workforce development, challenged leaders to, �Have the 
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courage to work for change that may seem to wreak short-term havoc on your 

institution, if it results in doing the right thing for your customers� (p. 3). Gallegoss 

(1996) discussed the importance for institutions of higher learning to move beyond 

claiming to commit to diversity in their mission statements and urged CEO�s that, 

�Such commitment requires courage; particularly on the part of elected governing 

board members whose personal support of diversity may not always coincide with the 

views of their electorate� (p. 3). 

The difficult task for a leader or administrator is to challenge the status quo, 

and examine what is being done at an institution in a reflective way. McClenney 

(2003), when describing one college�s efforts to become a learning college, held that,  

�We developed the courage to have substance supersede our need to market 

ourselves� (p. 2). With resource allocation a challenge, Summers (2001) argued that, 

�Community college leaders have a particular need for courage now that many 

institutions are being asked to do more with limited resources� (p. 22). 

Leaders of community colleges are not the only ones to face challenges and 

overcome fear at their institutions. Milliron (2004) addressed students that community 

college leaders serve. When describing the choice that they made to attend community 

colleges, he hailed them by stating, �This choice can and will change your life forever. 

All because you have the courage to learn� (p. 3).  

An ultimate form of courage for a leader may be to step down for a successor 

(Drake, 1990; Fisher & Tack, 1988; Depree, 1989). Too often our leaders stay longer 

than they are effective for the vitality of the institution. It takes courage to recognize 

when that time is and do the right thing and let go. �It is the most eloquent and 
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courageous gesture a leader can make� (Drake, 1990, p. 43). That notion of leaving 

continued in Drake: 

The late Bart Giamatti showed that kind of courage when he stepped 
down from the presidency of Yale at the age of 48, after spending 
eight years restoring fiscal stability and building the confidence of 
alumni. Ultimately he had the courage to recognize that he had 
accomplished much, but that the university needed a different set of 
skills. (p. 43) 
 
In summary, community college and university authors find agreement in the 

need for courage as leaders face adversity from a variety of angles as outlined above. 

Courage may show itself in moral courage in the wake of social justice issues such as 

diversity and equity or as intellectual courage with prudence on matters of budget 

reductions or programmatic shifts, often times at significant risk to one�s position. 

These substantive issues were challenges the leaders who were the focus of my study 

had experienced.  

Summary of Contextualization Section 

The study of courage would have been a difficult undertaking in isolation from 

a specific context. It was critical that I understood the social context of community 

colleges for which the concept of courage was to be explored and described. 

Community colleges challenges were identified and a connection between community 

college leadership and courage was made.  

The realization of the complicated context of the community college system 

guided me to choose case study as a design method. Community college leaders 

grapple daily with substantial challenges (i.e., dwindling resources, access issues, 

globalization, diversity matters, accountability demands, technological changes) that 

consume a leader�s attention in concrete ways. The need for the specific attribute of 
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courage in community college leaders was substantiated by writers. Further, no 

research specifically focused on courage and community college leaders was found to 

exist�underscoring the significance of my dissertation study.  

Finally, an analysis of the community college context helped me to identify the 

issues that may explain an external condition of principle or social interest (e.g., 

mission of community colleges, equity) that caused a leader to be courageous. The 

literature review also assisted to explain what the experience was like for the leaders 

under study.  

Summary 

Whether one subscribes to the Greek root for andreia as their primary meaning 

of courage in a manly context, the Latin word of fortitudo for strength, or one prefers 

the French derivative of coeur meaning heart, sometimes referred to as more feminine, 

courage is a concept that is rich in meaning. Courage is also a concept that is little 

understood and very rarely studied as compared to more negative feelings of fear or 

anxiety. The meanings and definitions of courage highlighted in each piece of work 

discussed in the conceptualization of the literature review provided rich description of 

courage as a virtue. There were solid connections across the fields and perspectives 

that provided specific knowledge to the reader and researcher as it related to my study. 

Finally, the contextualization section of the literature review linked approaches across 

disciplines to the phenomenon of courage to the context of community college 

leadership.  
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I summarize what was learned from the literature review in relation to the three 

research questions that guide my dissertation study.  

1) What is the courageous experience like for a community college leader? 

2) What is the process of courage development? 

3) What are the internal and external conditions which are most likely to lead 

a community college leader to act courageously? 

Research Question #1  

A pattern across the writings was that not all action is courageous. Courage is 

not being rash or foolhardy. To act courageously one must be aware in advance of the 

inherent threats associated with the decision, the motive must be based on a principle 

or cause deemed by others to be reasonable, and that action is taken in spite of those 

risks. Per the review, writers asserted that not all challenges or barriers that leaders 

must overcome were virtuous nor required the exercise of courage. The connotation of 

the courageous act for the community college leaders was examined and developed 

into the profiles of the leaders studied and revealed in the findings chapter of my 

dissertation. Reasoned choice or action taken with �eyes as well as fist� (O�Brien, 

1950) was considered a critical part of the experience. Wallace (1978) stated that 

courage had to involve a choice where risks were known. One of the interview 

questions posed of the leaders was, �What were the inherent risks involved� with the 

intention to determine if risks were known by the community college leaders in my 

study. Further, it was noted in the literature that overcoming adversity was a part of 

the experience. Issues associated with adversity were drawn out during the interviews 

with observers and leaders to fully describe the whole of that experience for each 
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leader. Also, an ability to endure enormous difficulty was associated with the 

experiences of courageous actors in past research (Cuff, 1993; Bournes, 2000; 

Finfgeld, 1998, 1999). Specifically, I examined how leaders endured and what those 

pressures were for the community college leaders who chose to act courageously.  

Research Question #2 

Many of the writers on courage (Asarian, 1981; Cuff, 1993; Desmond, 1927; 

Finfgeld, 1998, 1999; McCain, 2004; O�Brien, 1950, and Rachman, 1990) indicated 

that courage is habit-forming and that it can be developed through practice. Socrates in 

conversation in Laches, indicated that there were past, present, and future elements 

associated with courage. That one can become courageous has implications for my 

study related to research question #2 and how courage can be developed was explored 

through the study of the experiences of the nine community college leaders profiled. 

Figure 2 depicts the phases and elements of a process of courage development in my 

study. Foundational fundamentals were denoted from the identification in the literature 

that the process is based on past experiences (Miller, 2000; McCain, 2004).  

The indicators listed in the phases of that process were in part derived from the 

experiences described by the studies discussed in the review as well as an 

understanding of elements of courage listed in the conceptualization phase (i.e., 

reasoned choice, action taken, overcoming adversity, endurance under pressure). 

Implications from the review of outcomes to being courageous (i.e., personal integrity, 

courage had a preservative quality) helped me to identify similar conclusions in the 

experiences of community college leaders. To finish, components under the habit-

forming section were portrayed as a result of studying the experiences of the 
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community college leaders with a precursory of effects found in the literature 

review�reflection of what transpired, transformational results, and being ready when 

the next challenge that requires courage presents itself. 

Research Question #3  

As indicated in the literature, courage was found to not be bountiful. Desmond 

(1927) indicated that courage is called upon and some people �don�t have the pluck� 

(p. 6). Findings related to the internal and external conditions which are most likely to 

lead a leader to act courageously were described from many perspectives in the 

literature�from philosophical connotations to public discourse. Examples of internal 

conditions were found to be hope, confidence, values, and optimism. External 

conditions included gestures of support, role models in early life especially associated 

with family members, and an established principle that prompted the courageous 

action taken. 

These early findings (as illuminated in Table 1) were examined in relation to 

my study. While I conducted interviews and heard remarks made that fit with the 

learned elements, I recalled that information from the literature review and discovered 

similar patterns and themes that emerged in my study that tied back to the essentials of 

courage outlined in Table 1. Further, the identification of challenges that community 

colleges faced, as listed in the contextualization section, helped me to determine the 

precise principle or social interest that drove the leaders to act with courage. 

To sum up, information that I gained from the literature review was extensive. 

I took what I learned from that immersion into others� works and developed the three 

research questions, the design of the study, and the rationale for the chosen 
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methodology. From data outlined in the prior research of courage (i.e., Asarian, 1981; 

Bournes, 2000; Cuff, 1993; Evans & White, Finfgeld, 1998, 1999), I assessed methods 

of inquiry used (i.e., quantitative, grounded theory, case study, hybrid of quantitative 

and qualitative). Based on information in the contextualization section, it became clear 

that the nature of the community colleges is complex and an understanding of the 

context was critical to analyzing the experiences profiled in my research study. As a 

consequence, I chose to conduct a qualitative multiple case study. The findings from 

the review also provided extensive information from which to guide the interview 

questions (i.e., describe past experiences with courage? what was the motive to act?).  

Finally, the knowledge of conditions asserted by scholars that need to occur in 

order for an act to be considered courageous (i.e., fear was a requisite, intent or motive 

matter, an in spite of quality associated with real risks) allowed me to review critically 

reported acts of courage during the nomination phase and not accept circumstances at 

face value. As nominations were received, they were categorized based on what 

appeared to be semblances of courage as described by Aristotle, Aquinas, and McCain 

(2004) in the conceptualization section of the literature review, in comparison with 

genuine acts of courage that necessitated real risks such as termination, physical 

danger, or destruction of one�s reputation. Further, based on research of Asarian 

(1981) and Cuff (1993), my study design incorporated interviews with observers. 

Observers were those individuals identified by the leader and determined to have 

knowledge of the leader and the courageous act in order to gain a holistic 

understanding of the experience of the community college leader. 
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In the subsequent chapter on the study design, I discuss the case study 

methodology, rationale of chosen design, role of the researcher, data collection and 

analysis procedures, and information on the study participants. Following the chapter 

on design, the findings of the data analysis, which included interviews and document 

review, are presented. In the concluding chapter, is a thorough discussion of the 

implication of this dissertation study relating to courage in the community college 

context. 
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Chapter III � Design of Study 

This is a study of exploratory research designed to describe the phenomenon of 

courage as it relates to leadership in the community college context. The purpose of 

my qualitative, multiple case study is to explore the experience of courage among 

community college leaders across the United States. This chapter consists of the 

methods used for implementation of the study of courage. The following sections 

include: methodology of study and rationale, method and rationale, case selection, the 

researcher�s role, study participants, data gathered, data collection and analysis, 

procedures, strategies for soundness, and strategies for human subjects� protection.  

Methodology and Rationale 

The methodology of this research study was qualitative. Qualitative research is 

also known by terms such as naturalistic or interpretive inquiry. I chose to conduct an 

interpretive study for a variety of reasons. Bogdan and Biklen (1998) suggested that 

the goal of qualitative researchers was to, �Better understand human behavior and 

experience� (p. 38). Two of my research questions directly tied to that goal: (1) What 

is the experience like for a community college leader? and (2) What are the internal 

and external conditions which are more likely to lead a community college leader to 

act courageously? Early qualitative research began in the fields of anthropology and 

sociology. In interpretive research, it is assumed that the interpretation of actions by 

individuals can not be separated from the context of those actions. Carr and Kemmis 

(1986) emphasized context by noting, �The claim that human actions are meaningful 

involves more than a reference to the conscious intentions of individuals. It also 

involves understanding the social context within which such intentions make sense� 
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(p. 89). This study of courage is particularly suited for qualitative research as it 

focused on the context of courage-demanding situations in community colleges in the 

United States.  

There are several key assumptions and aims related to qualitative research 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Creswell, 2003; Gall, Gall & Borg, 2003; Miles & 

Huberman, 1994; Patton, 1990). These assumptions include: (a) multiple social 

realities exist, (b) knowledge is constructed rather than discovered, (c) there is an 

emphasis on holistic study of phenomena, (d) the aim of the researcher is experiential 

understanding, (e) particularization is the focus rather than generalization, (f) complex 

relationships of a phenomenon must be examined, (g) interpretation is central, and (h) 

the emic (insider�s) perspective is important and informative. 

I also chose qualitative research as a methodology because it was best suited 

for the study of courage as it related to community college leaders. Bournes (2000), in 

a study of having courage, showed that in qualitative research, �The goal is to enhance 

understanding by explicating meanings or patterns of human experience. The focus is 

on descriptions of lived experience as the primary data� (p. 69). Carr and Kemmis 

(1986) solidified the point when they argued, �For those who seek to act in more 

informed and enlightened ways, with wisdom and prudence, interpretive accounts 

offer opportunities to see more deeply under the surface of social life and human 

affairs� (p. 92). Qualitative research looks for an understanding of an experience or a 

meaning of a concept or topic. This kind of investigation is generally conducted in the 

research participants natural setting, with an emphasis on leaving the natural setting as 

undisturbed as possible. Extensive time is spent in the field collecting and analyzing 
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data. The role of the researcher is central to the interpretive process (Gall, Gall & 

Borg, 2003). Further, qualitative research seeks to describe the phenomenon and 

context in a total or holistic way, meaning that studies are done with a broad lens, in 

contrast to quantitative study that is generally at a more microscopic level (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994).  

Creswell (2003) emphasized that a qualitative study is particularly more useful 

where the social phenomenon of focus is more complex and interactive. As described 

in the literature review, the phenomenon of courage is a complex concept that requires 

an interaction between individuals and a courage-demanding situation. Erickson (as 

cited in Stake, 1995), an expert on qualitative study, observed that the, �most 

distinctive characteristic of qualitative inquiry is its emphasis on interpretation� (p. 8). 

Interpretation and the analytic inductive reasoning process are used in qualitative 

studies as opposed to a more deductive reasoning process in quantitative studies. 

Through inductive data analysis, patterns and themes emerge and assertions are made 

based on the links between the research questions, resulting data, analysis and related 

literature.  

Method and Rationale 

 This study focused on the phenomenon of courage in the community college 

context. The complexity of the topic of courage as a phenomenon and the reliance on 

courageous leaders and observers lends itself to the selection of case study research, 

from within the various approaches to qualitative research. Merriam noted, �Case 

study is a particularly suited design if you are interested in process� (p. 33). Using 

case study as the method is appropriate as one of my research questions was: What is 
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the process of courage development? Case study helps to understand factors, events, 

or characteristics of a phenomenon in a particular context. Stake (1995) wrote, �With 

even less intrinsic interest in one particular case, a researcher may jointly study a 

number of cases in order to investigate a phenomenon, population, or general 

condition� (in Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 437). Cases are chosen, �because it is 

believed that understanding them will lead to better understanding, perhaps better 

theorizing, about a still larger collection of cases� (p. 437). Case study design, �excels 

in examining complex phenomena through a detailed contextual analysis �� 

(Mulenga, in Farmer & Rojewski, 2001, p. 130). Merriam notes:  

The case study offers a means of investigating complex social units 
consisting of multiple variables of potential importance in 
understanding the phenomenon. �the case study results in a rich and 
holistic account of a phenomenon. It offers insights and illuminates 
meanings that expand its readers� experiences. � Hence, case study 
plays an important role in advancing a field�s knowledge base. (p. 41) 
 
Case studies are useful when a researcher seeks to study a phenomenon with 

multiple characteristics or variables and understand their meaning in a social context. 

Case study also sheds light on the experience for the reader and provides insight into 

the topic of study. Carr and Kemmis (1986) suggested that:  

Interpretive social theory may influence practice by influencing the 
ways in which individual practitioners comprehend themselves and 
their situations. Practices are changed by changing the ways in which 
they are understood. (p. 91)  
 

My study of courage in the community college context presented findings related to 

the experiences of nine community college leaders centered on a courage-demanding 

situation. Further, it was revealed in the analysis that the process of courage 

development involved practice by the courageous leader. Reading the stories of 



  76 
 

 

community college leaders who have suffered through difficult situations in which 

courage presented itself, understanding the process of becoming courageous, and 

knowing the conditions which were identified as more likely to lead a leader to behave 

courageously may assist those who are struggling with similar circumstances.  

The limitations of case study research can show up in the research design and 

are inherent in its conservative political stance. If a case is not defined as a bounded 

system and appropriate credibility in terms of analysis, coding, and triangulation are 

not attended to because the borders on the case are not clearly defined, the findings 

may be open to misinterpretation or erroneous conclusions (Merriam, 1998). 

Cresswell (1998) postulated that �[not] having enough information to present an in-

depth picture of the case limits the values of some case studies� (p. 64). Carr and 

Kemmis (1986) described the conservative political stance of interpretative study, 

including case studies, as another limitation. These included the criticism of the 

�unintended consequences of social actions� (p. 95) by the actors involved regardless 

of intent�the notion that �any explanation of social action which is incompatible with 

the actor�s own accounts is inadmissible� (p. 96).  

In response to the concerns (i.e., credibility, enough data, sound analysis) 

noted by scholars on qualitative research generally and case study research methods 

specifically, in my study I used multiple procedures to ensure that issues of soundness 

were addressed. To supplement information provided by the community college 

leaders participating in the study, observers� accounts of the courage-demanding 

situation and courageous leaders� actions were recorded and examined. Documents 
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and materials related to each of the courage-demanding situations were assessed as 

well during analysis in efforts to corroborate case descriptions based on interviews. 

In summary, in this section, case study method was explained and the reasons 

for choosing that form of research method were given. Context was illustrated as 

important to case study methods. Strengths and limitations of case study research were 

also discussed. To keep with the nature of qualitative research and the close 

relationship between the researcher and the study, the role of the researcher is depicted 

in the subsequent section. 

Role of the Researcher 

In qualitative research, the instrument is in many ways the researcher. Thus, 

the role of the researcher is an integral part of the research. The values, perspectives, 

and experiences of the researcher play an important part in the research study. To 

establish credibility and trustworthiness of the study, personal disclosure by the 

researcher is critical (Patton, 1990.) The researcher has an obligation to practice 

reflexivity and understand how one�s own background and perspective may affect the 

study�s assertions. Cresswell (2003) asserted that the personal-self is not seen apart 

from the researcher-self. He clarified, �One can not [sic] escape the personal 

interpretation brought to qualitative data analysis� (p. 182). The notion of bracketing 

or epoche plays a central role wherein the researcher attempts to set aside all 

prejudgments or suppositions in order to fully study the case.  

Three key terms or ideas of my study are the concept of courage, community 

college, and leadership. My background and experiences lend themselves to some 

prior understanding and thought out perspectives of all three of these concepts. 
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Courage  

The topic of courage as a notion of study has been calling me for years. Some 

have said that I embody courage through my life story and experiences. Like those 

who exercise courage, I have been accepted and rejected from a very young age, and 

have become skilled to go on. I was adopted at birth and my parents chose divorce 

when I was five. By the time I was in first grade, I had moved eight times, and lived in 

five states by the time I moved to Europe for an extended period of time in third grade, 

it was ten times. As the daughter of a Native American mother, and then Japanese 

mother who died in 2005 (after the divorce, my father remarried), I witnessed 

discrimination first hand, and through practice stood up for others for a principle of 

equity, in spite of the known risks and challenging circumstances. I have been recently 

reunited with my biological mother, and as a new mother myself, I am reminded of the 

courage that she exhibited to make the difficult decision to give a daughter up for 

adoption. To conjure up the courage to make the connection and build a new 

relationship, in spite of the fear of what she might find or of outright rejection, took 

courage.  

It is also ironic that I have the �courage� to write about courage. A scan of the 

literature indicated that most research or works on courage is done by men about men 

and generally highlighted physical courage of men on the battlefield or moral courage 

of statesmen. More recently, intellectual courage has developed into a focus of 

research interest (Scorza, 2001). I first became aware of my interest in the concept 

when I was on a three-week adventure in Alaska during the summer of 1999. During 

that trip, I brought with me a book that had been on my reading list for a while. The 



  79 
 

 

book was Profiles in Courage by John F. Kennedy (1956). I extrapolated courage, the 

primary concept of the book, to my work as a community college leader and thought 

about the instances where courage plays out in higher education settings.  

Community College and Leadership Experience  

I have a strong passion for access to higher education, specifically in 

community colleges, as well as the opportunities that these institutions provide. At the 

urging of leaders that I admired in the field, I pursued graduate education in student 

personnel administration and am now working on a doctoral degree in leadership. I 

fell in love with my work and specifically my work with students. I firmly believe in 

the significant difference that leaders can make in the lives of others. To use a phrase 

from Parker Palmer (1999), I found my calling.  

I have served as a leader in a professional capacity at two community colleges 

for over 16 years. In addition, I attended a community college my first two years of 

college before transferring on to a university. While a student at a community college, 

I was given my first insight into what would later become my passion and vocation. 

During my tenure as a student, I served in leadership capacities that gave me 

opportunities to be aware of the important issues the college faced, and I was privy to 

conversations that were essential to the college�s present and future. These dialogues 

centered on a willingness or lack thereof to act courageously. 

My long time interest, active participation in, and work with leadership and 

transforming leaders has created a sense of meaning and purpose to my vocation. 

Through my current community college work as an administrator and leadership 

educator for over 11 years, and as an avid reader on leadership, I understand tenets of 
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leadership that affect positive and social change. These experiences and background 

lend well to my research topic of courage and leadership. 

Similarly to what was found in the research on courage, I look for role models 

of those who have been courageous, from within community colleges, the community, 

nation, and world to inspire me to become courageous in my own right. I have been a 

witness to situations in higher education institutions that have required courage and 

have watched at times to my dismay, where courage among leaders was wanting. 

As a community college professional, I am known to move quickly and have a 

bias toward quick action. I also have a bias towards others who don�t move forward to 

accomplish things to better the lives of students in our own institutions or community. 

I have been at times, a non-conformist, and determine matters based on reason and 

choice. From my own leadership, and professional background and experience, I 

understand what it means, as described in the literature, to be lonely or isolated as a 

leader (Asarian, 1981; Finfgeld, 1999; Miller, 2000). I realize that to exercise courage 

can result in pain and challenges to one�s credibility, reputation, and career. I 

comprehend what it is like to sacrifice or take risks for the sake of principle, and to do 

what is right for the greater good of the institution and students. Finally, I recognize 

that I, as well as courageous leaders, must be willing as Senator Daniel Webster on 

March 6, 1850 commented to friends, �To push my skiff from the shores alone� in 

order for our institutions to prosper.  

Case Selection 

Snowball sampling was used to �identify cases of interest� from those 

currently working in the community college field who knew of potential community 
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college leaders that had stories of courage-demanding situations that were 

�information rich� (Creswell, 1998, p. 119). Those working in or who advocated for 

community colleges were asked to nominate leaders that had exhibited courage. 

A comprehensive recruitment and nomination process was followed to solicit 

nominations of leaders (i.e., cases) that met initial selection criteria. These criteria as 

noted in the nomination letter included: 

• Demonstrated courage in their professional careers on campus. 

• Had informal leadership influence (as characterized by campus 

colleagues) or formal leadership positions (as characterized by title and 

responsibility) on a community or technical college campus.   

• Were current employment at a community or technical college or were 

employed there within the past five years.   

Existing databases were used to recruit nominations from across the country. These 

databases were national (i.e., American Association of Community College�s [AACC] 

printed membership book), regional (i.e., the Community College Leadership Program 

of Oregon State University�s multiple cohort listserves), and local (i.e., multiple 

Washington state community college state organizations� electronic listserves and 

address lists). Over a thousand mailings as well as hundreds of electronic messages 

were sent out with a nomination letter and a letter of support and encouragement from 

Dr. George Boggs, President of AACC. The comprehensive listing of letters sent as 

well as method of delivery (i.e., mailed or electronic message) is outlined in Appendix 

C. For some groups, there was overlap as letters were sent out both in electronic and 

mailed form.  
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Nominations  

A total of 90 nominations were received from across the United States. As 

nominations were received, a spreadsheet was created to compile the information 

submitted by nominees. When the recruitment process was complete, the spreadsheet 

of data was color coded to categorize a variety of targeted demographic information 

(see Appendix B). The reason for coding was to identify the nominated individuals 

across groupings of gender, the type of college represented (i.e., technical or 

community), geographic location (i.e., states), position (i.e., vice president, president, 

chancellor, director), and area of the college in which the leader worked (i.e., student 

services, instruction, workforce education, or administrative services). I wanted to 

understand the kind of situations nominators deemed courageous and where those 

nominated were placed within the institution.  

Selection Criteria  

Nomination data was reviewed in relation to a set of operational criteria 

intended for my study. Operational criteria were constructed after a thorough review 

of case study research guidelines as described by experts on case study methodology 

(Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995; and Yin, 2003). In addition, the purpose, research 

questions, and literature review were used to help guide the final selection of 

operational criteria for choosing cases. 

Selection criteria considerations for this study were broken into primary and 

secondary criteria sections. Primary criteria were:  
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1. Cases chosen must have been able to contribute towards an 

understanding of courage in the most meaningful way possible 

(Merriam, 1998). It was important to select cases that exhibited courage 

as defined across writers� works in the literature review.  

2. Cases must be nominated or deemed courageous by others. In case 

study research, quality suggests that it is important to have 

corroboration by observers and not solely rely on the case for 

information.  

3. Cases exhibited courage in their professional careers on campus as 

represented by others. As the context is important to fully analyze an 

act, and the study context is community colleges, I wanted to ensure 

that the act related to the leader�s work at a community college.  

4. Cases were varied in experience or courage-demanding situations 

relating to the phenomenon of courage. In a multiple case study, 

variation in selection of cases allows for broader usefulness and a 

deeper understanding of the concept studied. 

Secondary criteria were also established from the review of case study research 

and the literature review:  

1. Adequate information was provided in the nominations to identify 

context and summary for components of definitions of courage as 

outlined in the literature.  
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2. Nominator used language that suggested conditions of courage as 

outlined in the review (i.e., to ensure that the courageous behavior as 

described in the nomination wasn�t a semblance of courage or 

foolhardy).  

3. Cases were working on a college campus at some point during the past 

five years in keeping with the rationale to focus on current issues facing 

community college leaders.  

4. Cases were accessible in terms of geographic location and time 

available as it was critical that most interviews be held in-person 

whenever possible as suggested by case study experts (Yin, 2003).  

These selection criteria formed the boundaries for my cases. As noted previously, it is 

important in case study method to define the boundaries of my cases as it relates to 

trustworthiness and soundness of data and findings. 

Selection  

The original list of 90 nominees was narrowed down to 32 potential 

participants, using the operational criteria as described above. Of the 32 nominees 

determined to fit the initial selection criteria, ten individuals were invited to participate 

in the study. Based on an assessment of nomination text, these ten individuals 

appeared to have variation of courage-demanding situations as well as have made 

decisions that were deemed to have the elements of being courageous as described in 

the summary to the review of literature. In a collective case study, there generally is no 

particular recommendation as to the number of cases to be sufficient for a credible 

study. Creswell (1998) recommended a minimum of four. Denzin and Lincoln (2000) 
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indicated that six is generally a solid number �where one is trying to understand the 

essence of experience� (p. 70).  

As this study�s purpose was to explore the lived experience of courage among 

community college leaders in the United States, I wanted to ensure I had an adequate 

number to be able to respond to the three research questions as well as be able to have 

sufficient information with which to create a holistic understanding of the concept of 

courage in the community college context. I selected ten individuals from the 

nominations received to participate in my study. Once the initial ten individuals were 

identified, leaders were contacted with information provided by the nominees. 

Telephone calls were made to each leader seeking their participation in my study. I 

identified myself, discussed the purpose of the study, told them that confidentiality 

would be honored, and asked them if they were willing to participate in my study. Of 

those contacted, nine of the ten agreed to participate. One leader declined because of 

time constraints. I sent each leader an Informed Consent form and upon receipt, 

scheduled an interview. 

Study Participants 

Nine community college leaders from the United States participated in my 

study�they formed my cases. From here on out, the words leader or courageous 

leader will be used to describe the cases as opposed to participants or individuals. 

Participants as used in this study, refers to both the leaders and observers. Leaders 

exhibited courage in their professional careers at colleges as reported by themselves or 

observers. One of the nine worked at a technical college at the time of the courage 

demanding situation. Five were women and four were men. The average age of the 
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leaders was 57 with a range from 40 to 68. Two of the nine were people of color. Two 

were born outside the United States. Of the other seven, each was born in a different 

state. Eight of the nine were married and had children, with a range from one child to 

five. Length of time working in higher education averaged 29 years with a range of 16 

to 40. All leaders had earned a Ph.D. or Ed.D. Three of the nine had served in prior 

presidencies before assuming their role at the time of the courage-demanding 

situation. Across the leaders, the former positions of the leaders represented a range of 

areas in a comprehensive community college (i.e., director of continuing education, 

vice president of administrative services, dean of workforce education, faculty 

member). Additional demographic information of the leaders is exhibited in Table 3 in 

the next chapter.  

A total of 15 participant observers (observers) took part in the study. Observers 

were used in two prior research studies on courage (Asarian, 1981; Cuff, 1993) in 

order to provide additional information on the case and courage-demanding situation. 

Triangulation protocol in case study research suggested that individuals beyond the 

case be interviewed who may have knowledge of or be able to corroborate stories 

from the case. The leaders selected were asked to provide names of those who had 

knowledge about the courage-demanding situation or the actions of the community 

college leader. 

The demographic breakdown for observers interviewed included six faculty 

members, two classified staff members, and seven administrators. Five observers were 

female and ten were male. Observers were identified by the courageous leader and 

contacted by telephone or electronic mail and asked to participate in the study. As 
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each observer was contacted, they were told about the study, that the leader had 

suggested they would be a good source of information regarding the case, and that 

information shared during interviews would be kept confidential. Fifteen observers 

were contacted by phone or by electronic mail and asked to contribute. All observers 

contacted agreed to contribute to the study. Observers were sent an Informed Consent 

Form. Once a signed form was received, an interview was scheduled with the 

observers. Specifics on the study participants are portrayed next. 

Data Gathered 

Data was gathered from nine leaders (cases). The cases were the community 

college leaders� experiences with one or more courage-demanding situations. The 

boundaries for the cases were formed by my selection criteria. I wanted to understand 

what the experience of courage was like for these courageous leaders in the 

community college context. I collected data that provided information to understand 

the courageous act before, during, and after the situation occurred. I needed data from 

a variety of sources in order to know in-depth the courage-demanding situation. The 

goal was to have enough information to create comprehensive, in depth profiles of 

each leader in order to conduct a cross case analysis of the experience to determine 

emergent themes related to those experiences. I also gathered data to help me to 

understand the conditions which were mostly likely to lead the leader to act 

courageously. I gathered information from observers that gave me insight into the 

leaders and their decision to act courageously. Data was also solicited that illustrated 

past experiences of courage and information on prior courageous incidents of the 
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leaders. It was critical for me to understand the process of courage development in 

order to describe courage development for the leaders in my study.  

I developed a series of interview questions to garner information in the context 

of each research question as described below: 

1. What is the courageous experience like for a community college 

leader?  

The first set of questions was crafted to fully capture the essence of the 

experience for the courageous leader. It was important to know information about the 

context of the courage-demanding situation and what occurred before, during, and 

after the courage-demanding situation. Questions included: What was it about? Who 

was involved? What do you think led up to the critical incident? Why did you act as 

you did?  What options were considered? What do you think were the inherent risks 

involved? What were the major challenges you faced? Finally, in order to understand 

the experience, I wanted to understand what the leader had anticipated as an outcome 

of the courageous act. What would you say you were hoping for? What happened as a 

result? 

2. What is the process of courage development?  

The second set of questions helped me to understand the process of courage 

development in the community college context. After gathering data on the 

courageous experience and the courage-demanding incident, I wanted to further 

comprehend and explore the idea, as presented in the literature, that courage can be 

developed through practice. What were past experiences of courage? What were some 

critical incidents that occurred? Did any of those require courage?  
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3. What are the internal and external conditions which are most likely to lead a 

community college leader to act courageously?  

The review of literature showed that there were both internal (i.e., self-

confidence, hope, humility, and care for others) and external conditions (i.e., role 

models, principle, and gestures of support) associated with acting courageously. I 

wanted to gather data that helped me to identify if there were conditions that were 

most likely to lead a leader to act courageously when courage presented itself in the 

community college context. In addition to the questions explored on the experience of 

courage relating to the courage-demanding situation and past practice of courage, 

which comprised a great deal of information on internal and external conditions, I 

wanted to understand what additional conditions that lead a leader to act courageously. 

What was the motive to act? What were sources of courage? What support existed 

from others? Who were role models or heroes? 

I also needed data on notions of courage from the leaders� perspective in order 

to deepen my understanding of the meaning of courage as a concept and in the context 

of my study. Leaders were asked general questions such as: Why do you think you 

were nominated for this study? How do you define and describe courage? Where have 

you seen examples of courageous action? Who is courageous to you? What makes 

them courageous? Do you see yourself as a courageous person? How would others 

describe you? The questions in the interview protocol (Appendix A) were held loosely 

and the interviews remained flexible, thereby allowing the interviews to take new 

directions when appropriate. The idea of qualitative research is to allow patterns and 

themes to emerge continuously through the data collection process.  
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In summary, data was needed to provide information that was useful to 

understanding the three research questions in the context of my study. I wanted to be 

able to describe the experience of courage of the community college leaders in the 

study and identify themes that emerged from that experience. My intention was to 

develop a conceptual framework of the process of becoming courageous. Also, it was 

vital to be able to present the conditions that were most likely to lead a community 

college leader to act courageously.  

Data Collection Procedures 

In case study research, the type of data collection procedures varies depending 

on the specifics of the research purpose and questions (Creswell, 1998; Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2000; Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003). Data collection in case study 

research is extensive. Procedures utilized in my study included a variety of gathering 

methods. Yin�s (2003) six primary forms of data collection included: documents, 

archival records, interviews, direct observation, participant observation, and physical 

artifacts. Of Yin�s list, four forms of data collection were utilized: interviews, 

participant observation, documents, and archival records. Data was accessed by 

contacting appropriate personnel familiar with a particular case (i.e., for CL#9 

contacting the public information office with a request for past board minutes), 

exhaustive internet searches, and from the leaders and observers related to the case 

and courageous activity. Data collection begun in March, 2006 and was completed in 

October, 2006. Follow-up was also done with leaders as questions arose or 

clarification was needed during the analysis phase and the drafting of each leader 

(case) profile. 
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 A total of 24 individual interviews (nine with leaders and 15 with observers) 

were held with leaders and observers in six states. I traveled to five of the six states on 

the West Coast and East Coast to conduct in-person interviews and visit the college 

sites. Interviews were conducted at sites designated by the leader or observer. Each 

interview was tape recorded using a digital voice recorder to ensure accuracy of 

information. Audiotapes were transcribed verbatim by me in order to develop 

�closeness� to the data. Field notes regarding what was said in relation to another 

interview previously conducted, my observations of emotional reaction the leaders 

had, or my thoughts of what was said based on what I knew from the literature review 

were taken during each interview, and became part of the overall data collection and 

analysis. 

An Informed Consent Document was sent to leaders prior to each interview. 

Leaders were given an opportunity to ask questions before signing the form. 

Interviews were scheduled by phone or by electronic mail correspondence. An 

interview protocol (Appendix A) was developed prior to the start of interviews and 

was generally followed. All interviews with courageous leaders were conducted in-

person with the exception of one. One interview (CL#9) was conducted by telephone 

as the courageous act had taken place in a different state and the leader now holds 

another presidency. But, I traveled to the community college district and campus 

where the courage-demanding situation transpired. Of those leaders interviewed in-

person, six of the eight took place in their office. One interview occurred at the 

leader�s (CL#8) home and another (CL#1) in a restaurant nearby a family�s home as 
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she was vacationing in another state at the time. Interviews ranged in length from 45 

minutes to four hours. Average length was approximately 1.5 hours. 

Leaders were asked to identify names of those who were aware of or who 

witnessed the courageous acts or who had knowledge of the case as a leader within 

that institution. There was generally no time to schedule interviews on the spot and, as 

interviews often occurred out of state, there was not opportunity to return and meet in 

person without a lot of added travel costs. Upon receipt of names, observers were 

contacted by phone or by electronic mail and asked to participate. All observers 

contacted agreed to participate in my study. Observers were asked to sign an Informed 

Consent Document and in-person or telephone interviews were scheduled. Of the 15 

observer interviews held, five were carried out in-person. All in-person observer 

interviews were conducted at the observers work sites. For those observers in which 

interviews were conducted over the telephone, some were done from their private 

homes and others out of their college office. Length of time for observer interviews 

ranged from 20 minutes to 1 hour and 20 minutes.  

The intention of the data collection process was to identify all relevant 

information available that would help to understand the case in a comprehensive 

manner. Besides holding personal interviews, efforts were made to access relevant 

documents that would substantiate claims made during interviews and contribute 

information on each case. Documents were accessed using a variety of sources. 

Materials were provided by the leader or observers, public information requests were 

made for board agendas and minutes when not readily available, and in each case an 

exhaustive internet search was conducted for information relating to the leader or the 
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specific courageous act. Documents collected included board of trustees meeting 

agendas and minutes, letters written by or sent to a leader, internet text materials from 

national organizations, related internet documents, newspaper articles, college archival 

documents, and relevant writings from a leader (i.e., CL#2).  

Despite the extensive data collection process, some relevant documents for 

CL#1 and CL#9 were not made available because of a leader�s lack of time to locate 

these materials or because of geographic constraints (i.e., in one case materials were 

located in a box at a residence in another state; in another, materials were unavailable 

as the leader was in the process of a move). However, in both situations, it is believed 

that I already had adequate information from alternative sources (i.e., interviews and 

other documents). Records were accessed from other resources (i.e., board of trustee 

meeting minutes, interviews with observers) to offset the materials unavailable.  

Data was organized and stored securely in folders and files of correspondence, 

margin notes, documents, interview transcription data, consent forms, journal notes I 

took after interviews while the reaction was fresh, and other forms of narratives 

throughout the data gathering process. Upon a full and complete search for relevant 

materials and documents and after interviews were transcribed, a systematic analysis 

of data was undertaken. The data analysis procedures are described in the subsequent 

section. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

The data analysis process in case study takes various forms that are adapted to 

the nature of the study. My analysis was linked to my study�s three research questions 

relating to courage in the community college context. Different patterns and themes 
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emerged for each question. The methods described below were used to ensure that in-

depth analysis was undertaken: 

1. Transcribed interviews verbatim (done by me) so that I could listen 

repeatedly and plunge into an understanding of the case experiences. 

2. Read through text of interviews a minimum of three times and other 

sources of case data taking notes in the margins. 

3. Created preliminary codes based on literature review and frequency of 

words or statements. 

4. Placed data in categories to identify patterns or themes that responded 

to each research question. 

5. Created list of codes and categories from notes to identify patterns. 

6. Created summary reports of each case from the data analyzed and in 

relation to the three research questions. Read through each report a 

minimum of three times and highlighted key sections or quotes and 

wrote notes in the margins. 

7. Developed an in-depth description of each individual case and 

conducted a within-case analysis. 

8. Conducted a cross-case analysis to identify themes, patterns, and 

lessons-learned that emerge across the multiple cases for each research 

question. 

9. Made an interpretation of findings. 
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10. Went back and identified key research literature to confirm/disconfirm 

findings made about the application of courage in relation to the three 

research questions in this study. 

Reflecting on the data and knowledge gained from the literature review throughout the 

process was critical to the analysis phase. Regular contemplation of what I was 

learning about courage in the community college context allowed me to identify 

emergent themes across the cases. Again, the case was the leader�s experience in 

dealing with a courage-demanding situation or situations. I also was careful to bracket 

my prior understanding of courage from the literature review and my own personal 

background and experiences so that the meaning of the participants (leaders and 

observers) could come through. 

From the first interview, I began analyzing data in relation to what I had gained 

from my literature review. Further the process of analysis was methodical; each case 

review was conducted in exactly the same manner. After interviews, I recorded my 

reflections of the interview and what was said and my reactions to it in a journal and 

referenced those notes regularly as I conducted subsequent interviews. I read through 

interview text, documents, and summary reports of each case developed, as well as 

margin notes made numerous times. Once I felt I had submerged myself in the details 

of a case, I wrote descriptive profiles of the courage-demanding situations and the 

leader�s experiences as a result of those situations.  

In summary, the case study research methods used in this study involved an 

analysis of interviews and document review in order to develop a comprehensive 

portrayal of courage in the community college context. In keeping with a scholarly 
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research study, strategies were developed to satisfy expectations of soundness in 

relation to the data collection and findings. The subsequent section describes strategies 

that ensure soundness in the study. 

Strategies to Ensure Soundness of Data and Findings 

Strategies to ensure integrity of my study were followed. The concepts of 

internal validity, external validity, reliability, and propensity for generalization are 

more often used to discuss the verification of quantitative research. In qualitative 

research, terms used to describe �trustworthiness� of a study are credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and conformability (Creswell, 1998, p. 197).  

Credibility involves determining whether the description of the context as 

profiled seems credible or reflects appropriately what transpired. Strategies employed 

to check for credibility included the use of triangulation. I attained credibility by 

employing intellectual rigor to the research as dictated by the chosen method of 

inquiry. Triangulation protocols (i.e., data source, investigator, and theory 

triangulation), were also followed to ensure accuracy of the study and all critical 

aspects of findings were considered. Multiple methods of data from a variety of 

sources were collected and analyzed to include interviews with leaders and observers 

and a variety of documents. In addition to ensuring enough information was collected 

to fully capture and understand the experience in the original context, information in 

documents when applicable were compared to information given during interviews 

(i.e., newspaper articles that report on the incident and board minutes that establish 

comments made by interviewees) for consistency. As this was an instrumental case 

study, I analyzed experiences within each case and then compared findings across the 
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cases in relation to the three research questions to look for variances that were isolated 

or needed additional exploration. I also reviewed the literature on courage in relation 

to the research questions and data analysis for congruence across the findings or for 

links not associated with past research. 

Transferability examines to what degree the information provided fits other 

cases beyond what is described in the study under question. Study participants were 

carefully selected and diverse enough in situation to achieve possible transferability. 

Both primary and secondary participant selection criteria were made explicit and used 

in selecting participants. Stake (1995) talked about naturalistic generalizations �so 

well constructed� that readers are given a vicarious experience. I provided thick 

descriptions of each case and the experiences of courage for leaders in the community 

college context. The findings of analysis across cases were provided in response to the 

three research questions in order to provide the reader with enough information to 

make appropriate comparisons to their own courage-demanding situations as a basis 

for their own thoughts and actions. 

Dependability ensures that information provided in the descriptions and 

analysis of the data can be recognized by those who are familiar with the context. To 

achieve dependability, I used direct quotations where applicable so that the intent of a 

leader or observers words can be examined by the reader. I used peer examination by 

showing my findings to a community college president who had experience with a 

courage-demanding situation for initial feedback. The leader commented that the 

themes and findings resonated at a deep level and stated, �you are doing important 
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work� (personal communication, May, 2007). I also created an audit trail in terms of 

data collection and analysis as thoroughly described in this chapter.  

Conformability demands that analysis and interpretation stay true to the 

original meaning and occurrence of study participants and events. Conformability 

depends again on triangulation but also on how the researcher practices reflexivity. I 

revealed a personal disclosure of my knowledge, experiences, and perceptions with the 

three key terms used in this study: courage, leadership, and community colleges. I was 

careful to bracket my knowledge of the topic of study in order to ensure that the true 

meaning of the leader�s experience was realized. During the analysis phase, I followed 

up with leaders if there were clarifying questions about my data or if I needed 

additional information to describe the case completely.  

Additional criteria to ensure soundness of data were employed. As declared by 

Carr and Kemmis (1986), to be valid, �An interpretive account must first of all be 

coherent: it must comprehend and coordinate insights and evidence within a consistent 

framework� (p. 91). As will be evident in the next chapter, I tried to present a very 

coherent analysis that closely relates my insights and interpretations to my data or 

evidence. Finally, the basic characteristics in a case study approach are to, �Derive 

holistic understanding of a particular, unique and bounded system� (Mulenga, in 

Farmer & Rojewski, 2001, p. 131). Efforts were made in the participant selection 

process and in data collection and analysis phases to fully be aware of the specifics of 

the leaders� experiences in a comprehensive manner. 
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Strategies for Protection of Human Subjects 

Anonymity was critical to my study. Participants expected a high degree of 

confidentiality as to their contribution to the research. Several protection strategies 

were in place. To meet the moral obligation I had to the study participants, I followed 

strict and comprehensive procedures to protect the participants. For each leader 

profiled, I ensured that they were identified in number fashion instead of by name or 

institution (e.g., Courageous Leader #1). Details of the identification process are 

located in the introductory section of Chapter IV.  

Also, I completed the Human Participants Protection Education for Research 

Teams online course, sponsored by the National Institutes of Health (NIH). I followed 

ethical research standards of Oregon State University as well as general ethical 

standards of qualitative research. The research proposal was submitted to Oregon State 

University�s Institutional Review Board (IRB) for examination to ensure practices of 

protection of human subjects were adhered to. I received full approval to begin 

research in May, 2005. I utilized clearly written forms of consent outlining the ability 

of the participant to leave the study at any point should they feel uncomfortable about 

the research or process. Finally, I kept all data regarding the research confidential as 

agreed to in the informed consent documents. 

Summary 

In this section, I described the study methodology and rationale, research 

method and rationale, role of the researcher, study participants, data gathered, data 

collection and analysis, strategies for soundness, and finally mechanisms to protect 

human subjects� in my study. The purpose of this study was to explore the lived 
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experience of courage among community college leaders. This study aimed to 

understand the phenomenon of courage in a holistic way. It was determined that 

interpretative methodology was best suited for the study as it helps develop a deeper 

and more comprehensive understanding of an experience (research question #1). The 

specific method of study used was case study. In case study research, social context is 

considered critical to the understanding of the case�in this study context being the 

community college and the specific courage-demanding situation or situations faced 

by each leader. Also, the case study method was appropriate as I was seeking to 

understand the research questions across the cases, thus I conducted an instrumental 

case study. 

Leaders were selected through a nomination process following a pre-

determined set of operational criteria. Nominations were sought of leaders who have 

exhibited courage in their professional roles and who were identified as leaders 

(formal as noted by position or informal as noted as influence). Nomination letters 

were sent by electronic or regular mail to local, regional, and national organizational 

databases seeking names of leaders who had acted courageously. Ninety nominations 

were received. Upon receipt, primary (i.e., cases (leaders and courage-demanding 

situation) must be able to contribute to the understanding of courage in the most 

meaningful way possible) and secondary (i.e., enough text was necessary to identify 

language that was suggestive of courage from the literature review) operational criteria 

were followed to reduce the number of potential leaders to a manageable number. 

Criteria were created from a review of relevant literature and an examination of case 

study guidelines by experts (Stake, 1995; Yin, 1993).  
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As the researcher is the primary instrument in qualitative research, I also 

disclosed my experiences and background that reveal my perspectives on the research 

topic of courage. A total of nine community college leaders participated in the study. 

All leaders were senior-level administrators at community colleges. Leaders ranged in 

age, experience, and background and represented all areas of the institution 

(instruction, student services, and administrative services). In addition, triangulation of 

information was achieved by asking observers as identified by the courageous leaders 

to participate in the study and provide corroborating information on each courageous 

act and leader. Fifteen interviews were conducted with observers. Additional data 

collected included documents and related materials to each case. 

Data analysis was meticulous in approach. Interviews were transcribed by the 

researcher in order to listen to the tapes over and over again as I sought to understand 

the concept of courage in the community college arena. In the analysis phase, every 

piece of data was considered numerous times when deemed relevant. Summary reports 

were crafted from the document and transcripts reviewed for each leader. From the 

reports, profiles were developed that depicted the courageous leader and described the 

courage-demanding incident. Patterns and themes emerged in relation to the three 

research questions.  

Strategies were employed to ensure soundness of data and findings. 

Triangulation of data included a complete review of appropriate documents and 

materials of each case as well as interviews with the nine courageous leaders and 

fifteen observers across the cases that had knowledge and information that could 

substantiate leaders� accounts. I followed strict adherence to Institutional Research 
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Board guidelines. Finally, I had a moral obligation to maintain confidentiality of the 

participants in this study. In the subsequent chapter, findings are presented on each 

case, and in relation to the three research questions.  
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Chapter IV � Presentation of Findings 
 

This chapter provides a synopsis of the findings from the data collection and 

analysis of the lived experience of courage among nine cases of community college 

leaders in the United States. Data analyzed included transcript text from 24 interviews 

with leaders and observers, documents, and electronic materials. The chapter is 

organized into three sections. Section one portrays the profiles of courageous leaders 

and describes the nature and context of the courage-demanding situation(s) each of the 

leaders experienced. A brief overview of the leader�s demographic information is 

outlined in Table 3. Table 4, located at the conclusion of section one, presents a brief 

description of the nature and context of the courage-demanding situation for use as a 

reference. Section two presents the findings associated with the study�s three research 

questions: (1) What is the experience like for the community college leader? (2) What 

is the process of courage development? (3) What are the internal and external 

conditions which are most likely to lead a community college leader to act 

courageously? The research questions were used to focus the analysis and served as a 

guide in creating summary reports for each leader. Section three summarizes the 

findings overall in preparation for the discussion chapter on specific ties to the 

literature on courage and implications for practice and future research.  

Profiles of Community College Leaders 

This section presents each of the nine community college leaders studied and 

provides information on the courage-demanding situation each of the leaders 

experienced. Leaders� experiences are described in detail along with my initial 
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observations regarding a variety of aspects of that experience. The section serves to 

introduce each leader and is critical to understanding what the experience was like. 

Leaders and observers participating in my study were assured a level of 

confidentiality. In keeping with the integrity of that obligation, community college 

leader�s names and the names of the institutions in which they worked are 

intentionally not cited. Leaders are designated by numbers (i.e., Courageous Leader 

#1). Once the full number was written out in the introductory paragraph, all 

subsequent citations relating to that leader are abbreviated (i.e., Courageous Leader #1 

was denoted as CL#1). Observers names are represented in generic terms as well (i.e., 

Observer). For some leaders more than one observer was interviewed regarding their 

courageous act. In those instances, observers were numbered sequentially (i.e., 

Observer #1, Observer #2). Where only one observer was interviewed, that observer 

was labeled simply as �Observer� and not numbered. Table 3 provides demographic 

data.  

Table 3 

Demographic Profiles of Courageous Leaders 

Courageous 

leader 

Age Gender Location 

 

Region of 

country 

Position 

during 

incident  

Years of 

experience 

 

CL#1 

 

59 

 

Female 

 

Suburban 

 

West Coast 

 

Chancellor 

 

30 

CL#2 68 Male Rural Northwest  President 40 

CL#3 60 Male Coastal Southeast President 36 
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Courageous 

leader 

Age Gender Location Region of 

country 

Position 

during 

incident 

Years of 

experience 

 

CL#4 

 

55 

 

Male 

 

Suburban 

 

Southeast 

 

President 

 

27  

CL#5 40 Female Suburban Northwest Vice 

President 

16 

CL#6 55 Female Suburban Northwest President 26 

CL#7 54 Male Rural Northwest President 30 

CL#8 65 Female Urban 

technical 

Northwest Vice 

President 

32 

CL#9 53 Female Urban West Coast President 23 

 
Community College Leader #1 

 
Was it a matter of second amendment rights or simply a case of creating space 

for growth that follows a long-range community college land use plan? The multi-

college district chancellor and board of trustees had determined, in alignment with a 

master plan in place for years that a college-operated gun firing range on college-

owned land needed to close in order to allow further construction and growth on that 

part of the college�s property. The district was expected to double its size from 3,000 

to 6,000 full-time equivalent students during the next two years. Criminal justice 

program classes and training would continue in a facility within the district service 

area and in partnership with the local police department. The usable equipment at the 



  106 
 

 

firing range site would be transferred to the new site or salvaged by another local law 

enforcement agency. The board of trustees had discussed the move and approved the 

plan at a public meeting. Then, lead contamination was found as a result of a site 

environmental assessment. There was a real danger of lead seeping into the drainage 

system. Consultants suggested the firing range be shut down immediately until 

abatement could be completed. In addition, it was found that shrapnel was escaping 

the area. Complaints about noise by faculty and students in nearby buildings were also 

a factor in the chancellor and board�s decision. 

The district administration was concerned about safety and liability issues. 

Classrooms and a child care center serving nearly 200 children were close by. Upon 

hearing that the firing range would be closing down and moving to a new location, 

several individuals from the area and outside of the district began to protest the 

decision. Lawsuits were threatened and later filed by various organizations and 

individuals, including a group backed by the National Rifle Association (NRA) which 

opposed closing down the range. The district was accused of not following state 

environmental guidelines with regard to lead abatement. Partners of the relocated 

facility were also sued to slow down the progress of building in the new location. A 

part-time faculty member who was a firearms instructor for the program accused the 

board and chancellor, Courageous Leader #1 (CL#1), of not considering all options 

and not being up-front about the decision to shut down the range and relocation of the 

program. CL#1 had served for nine years as chancellor when the decision to relocate 

the range was made.  
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 The board of trustees and CL#1 heard public comments at several meetings 

over a period of approximately seven months until such time that the Board voted to 

close the firing range. Those opposed to shutting down the on-campus range gave 

notice of the proposed closure to several former students of the program, law 

enforcement officers, and concerned others. Nearly 100 people showed up at the board 

of trustees meeting to comment on the proposal to close the range. When they learned 

that the program was not being eliminated and the site was relocating, many were 

satisfied with the intended board outcome. Others were not satisfied and continued to 

protest and fight CL#1 and the board. For a period of approximately three years 

following that vote and until CL#1 retired, members in opposition of the decision 

attended meetings and made comments on a range of agenda items often irrelevant to 

the range matter on a regular basis. 

The experience was a difficult one for the chancellor. This courageous act 

resulted in death threats, packages being sent to CL#1�s home, and an all-out personal 

attack that necessitated a panic button being installed in her office. A few board of 

trustees members had their own agenda and a few ran for a term on the board at the 

urging of the faculty union leadership; they had been frustrated with CL#1�s 

leadership and initiatives for a period of time leading up to the decision to close the 

range. One trustee, also a member of the NRA, met privately with those who argued to 

keep the range open. The trustee made himself available to assist them with talking 

points for upcoming meetings. Audience members at board meetings were allowed to 

speak for longer than general protocol would allow and accusations often went 
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unchallenged. The board did not show full support publicly or privately of CL#1. Her 

observer (Director of Facilities), as an aside said: 

She only had her staff. She didn�t have her full board�s support. She 
demonstrated a high degree of professionalism that was not 
appreciated by the board. She would take one negative comment after 
another and not respond in kind. 
 

 The personal and professional risks were grave. As CL#1 noted, �When the 

direct attack on the range didn�t work, they attacked me.� There was a real risk to her 

personal safety. On top of death threats and �nasty� notes, she received obscene letters 

and phone calls. The police gave CL#1 a special number to call if she had any 

concerns at all. The chancellor did not leave campus without an escort for 

approximately six months. Her family also suffered. In the middle of the night, 

harassing phone calls would occur. �It was way harder on him [husband] than it was 

on me. There were a couple of times where we got packages in the mail where he said 

�I�ll open them.�� CL#1 recognized her fear and indicated, �It was scary. I was hyper-

vigilant. Even afterward, I was careful because attacks were still coming.� 

 Professional risks were severe. Some of the opposition attempted to discredit 

CL#1 whenever possible. A whistle blower complaint was filed against her with the 

local police department, per state statute. The complaint was over the firing of a part-

time instructor in the Criminal Justice Training Program (CJTP). The instructor 

claimed that he had been retaliated against for opposing the firing range move and 

fired without cause. For the first time in her life, she became a �defendant� in a police 

investigation. The investigation took a period of approximately six months during 

which time trustees, faculty, and administrators were interviewed. The charges were 

later found to be unwarranted. Further, a family member of the part-time CJTP 
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instructor, who lived outside the district in another county, attended several board 

meetings for nearly three years until CL#1�s retirement. According to CL#1 and her 

observer, the woman would take on various issues on the agenda and �Question it, just 

question it.� Earlier decisions and initiatives were also addressed.  The district office 

had to produce volumes of paperwork and receipts as part of the Open Public 

Meetings Act. CL#1 remarked, �Of course the goal was to get rid of me and drive me 

out and if possible to discredit me in the process; fortunately, they couldn�t find 

anything.� 

The penalty for the decision to close the range was high. It became a lonely 

time for CL#1. In addition to the opposition of vocal community members, the 

chancellor did not enjoy support from the board of trustees or others within the 

institution. She had to face public resistance and personal attacks daily. CL#1�s 

observer noted, �There were times when she finally would defend herself because no 

one else did it for her.� Emotionally, it was difficult on both CL#1 and those who 

professionally supported her; CL#1 notes: 

Oh, it was definitely hard. There were times when there was a small 
element of fear�. It was very tough on the people who reported to and 
supported me. It was harder on them than it was on me. They didn�t 
know how to help me. �They started being attacked as well. 
 
Going through each day was hard, as shared jointly by her observer and CL#1. 

CL#1 said, �There were a lot of times where I was just toughing it out.� Her observer 

would often say to her, �I don�t see why you do it -- keep coming back every day.� To 

CL#1 the determination came from within due to a higher calling � meaning, she 

firmly believed that there was a broader issue than just the firing range. It was bigger 

than just one incident or matter. To the president it was �about everything we had 
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done in the district. It was about everything I stood for.� CL#1 had made prior 

decisions in her tenure as chancellor with which some disagreed. Examples of 

decisions were: CL#1 had taken on a diversity initiative that had been widely 

criticized, the board had given the chancellor a salary increase that caused a lot of 

campus angst among faculty, and CL#1 had survived an early vote of no confidence 

from faculty. 

In summary, the experience associated with the decision relocating the 

criminal justice program to a new facility was difficult. The reasons for relocation 

were: (a) the relocation was part of the master plan to develop that area of the college, 

(b) there were safety issues for children in the nearby child care center, (c) a toxic lead 

seepage that had potential health consequences for students in classrooms, and (d) a 

disruption to classes taught by faculty as a result of the noise from the range.  

Doing what is right (i.e., to relocate the firing range) in spite of the 

consequences (i.e., public criticism, death threats, personal humiliation) for a greater 

good (i.e., the institution) was prevalent in a variety of comments expressed by CL#1 

as well as her observer. She overcame adversity and persevered through relentless 

attacks. Attacks came in the form of challenging her reputation and credibility to 

personal attacks in the form of phone calls and hate mail. CL#1 endured under 

tremendous pressure from various board members and community members alike.  

Opposition to the courageous decision carried over for a period of years. 

CL#1�s self-confidence in her decision-making ability and knowing she did the �right 

thing� allowed her to steadfastly deal amidst the controversy that continued to embroil 

with various members of outside groups as well as within certain members of the 
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faculty and staff. While support from the board waned, there was some support from 

various sources that played a role in surviving the courageous experience. 

Relationships built earlier in her career were deemed critical in CL#1�s ability 

to move forward with the decision regardless of the opposition. She had worked hard 

in her time as chancellor to develop close relationships with local law enforcement 

agencies as well as various groups in the community. The support the chancellor 

received from these groups when she was notified of the whistle blower complaint 

made a difference in how the complaint was deemed in light of her credibility.  

CL#1�s family also served as a force of support, but this was still a lonely time 

for her. CL#1 had little support from board members, who for a variety of reasons, 

allowed the issue to manifest for years. Further, because of the criticism towards those 

within the district, the chancellor had to work to maintain a distance with her followers 

to protect their positions as many, �Would not say anything because they knew if they 

did then they were going to get it just like me. I understood, but it�s still [sic] pretty 

out there alone� (CL#1). 

Finally, there was a preservative quality in CL#1�s conviction to maintain 

personal integrity through the challenging experience. That determination seemed to 

have a significant effect on her resilience in the matter as suggested by her observer 

and in interview statements. As we concluded the interview portion describing the 

experience, CL#1 held: 

When it came to the firing range, when the venom was equally vile, a 
part of me could have said: Was it worth it over the firing range? At 
the same time, the answer was yes, this is the right thing to do. These 
people are mean bullies and they�ve gotten away with it for some 30 
years. If I go down over it, I go down over it. I couldn�t live with 
myself if I�ve just walked away�. 
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Community College Leader #2 

�I said, let�s go.� June 15 is a date that will be etched in the mind of 

Courageous Leader #2 (CL#2). On that tragic spring day, all of the past experiences of 

courage lent themselves to the moment when full physical courage would be called 

upon. Risks included, as Aristotle decreed, the ultimate act of the executive virtue of 

courage: death. As CL#2 was meeting in his office with the dean of instruction, an 

employee came in and indicated that a man was shooting people on campus. CL#2 

said to the Dean, �Let�s go.� They ran out of the office, out of the building, and across 

the way toward a man holding a 9mm semi-automatic handgun. Construction workers 

toiling on a new gymnasium roof had observed the shooting, jumped off the roof and 

pursued the armed gunman. The president and others cornered him as he got on his 

motorcycle. The man had run the motorcycle up against a fence and was parked on a 

curb. The armed man was desperate as he had no escape route without turning his 

back on the men. He looked directly at his pursuers and pointed the gun. The gunman 

still had a double clip with 60 rounds at his disposal. While the man pivoted on his 

bike to focus on the five pursuers approximately 40 yards away, one of the 

construction workers jumped on the suspect from behind, knocking him down. It was 

reported by CL#2 that the man wrestled with the chasers and attempted to fire his gun. 

All assisted in the capture until police arrived and took over. 

Once the gunman was secure, CL#2 ran across the street to see a body lying on 

the ground. It was of a 25-year-old student. She had been shot nine times, brutally 

murdered on the scene. Twenty-four shots were fired in total. The gunman was her 

husband. They had two young children, ages 21 months and three years old. It 
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appeared he was under the influence of drugs at the time. The killer argued with the 

victim in the parking lot after he failed to locate their two kids at the campus child care 

center. The children�s mother, fearing for her children�s safety, had left them with her 

parents that day.  

The episode and death were just the beginning of things to come. The media 

arrived on the site almost simultaneously with law enforcement agencies. News of the 

event got out quickly and details of the horrific crime were repeatedly replayed on the 

television and radio stations. There were charges of excessive force, echoes of 

heroism, and a grieving campus with which to attend. CL#2 had the leadership 

responsibility to determine how best to help those affected by the traumatic ordeal. CL 

#2 reported �that part was all over for us in minutes. Then the whole community 

healing came into play.� As observer #1 (Vice President of Administrative Services) 

noted during an interview: 

[It was the] toughest time our campus has gone through as a 
community. A lot of the story is filled with some real right-now action. 
It�s also part of the untold story: the impact of [that action] on the 
campus and the courage to step up and lead us through that dark time. 
 
CL#2 was criticized that he used excessive force during the incident. There 

were those who believed that CL#2 and the men, who helped restrain the murderer, 

used unnecessary force by knocking him down, struggling with him, and keeping him 

pinned down until he was fully contained. The chasers indicated that they did what 

they had to do to stop him. He was still in possession of a loaded semi-automatic 

weapon with opportunity to kill again. One of the construction workers had roofing 

sheers in his pocket. If all of the pursuers were aware of the fatal shooting, and had the 

roofer remembered the tool was there, he stated that he probably would have used the 
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sheers on the gunman in self defense. Had the man not been captured, it was 

speculated that he was on his way to the victim�s parents to obtain the children. It was 

charged that he would have killed the grandparents to do so. CL#2 wrote in a 

paragraph about the incident:  

I am convinced that, while the capture by the six unarmed pursuers 
was both applauded and criticized had their action not taken place, � 
would have proceeded to his in-laws� home to forcibly take possession 
of his children and likely would have killed or otherwise harmed the 
grandparents if they resisted. His car was later discovered to contain 
children�s clothing and provisions for their long-term care. 
 
Binding professional and personal impact occurred for CL#2. On a 

professional level, he toiled tirelessly on what one newspaper article described the 

�shattered� campus community. CL#2 had to set aside his own emotional distress 

initially to focus on interpersonal social issues. The president placed great effort in 

working through personal safety concerns of students and faculty. When asked about 

the challenges he dealt with afterwards, he responded, �Getting the campus settled 

down again. Safety issues became important as you would guess.� Prior to the slaying, 

there was perhaps a false sense of security, or assumption of safety, by those who 

worked and learned at the campus. The mentality, �This would never happen here� 

applied. CL#2 labored through crisis management on a scale never seen before at the 

college and affected community. Some students and community activists, as a result of 

the slaying, saw the event as an opportunity for a teachable moment and efforts by the 

college on the subject of domestic violence.  

At the dedication of a courtyard memorial in honor of the victim, an attendee 

interviewed for a local newspaper article stated, �I feel xxx Community College has 

found a voice to be the voice of justice for the dead and hope for the living. I just hope 
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it continues. [Emphasis added]. Another attendee who formed a committee on 

domestic violence declared, �I think it�s [the memorial] a first step in addressing 

domestic violence on campus. I hope the College will support the committee and 

really take a leadership role in addressing domestic violence throughout the state.� 

CL#2 conveyed feeling a responsibility towards the victim�s children. CL#2 also 

recounted compassion for the father of the gunman as the father�s grief over his son�s 

action was obvious.  

 �The killing irrevocably changed the campus and the community,� said CL#2 

at the sentencing of the suspect. The situation happened the day prior to graduation 

and each year since emotions rise. As CL#2 stated, �It happened the day before 

commencement years ago and still every commencement there seems to be a renewal 

of feelings about it.� A memorial was resurrected near the site of the woman�s death, 

sponsored by the board of trustees that reads: 

This courtyard is dedicated to the memory of [name extracted] and to 
the belief that through education each of us can contribute to the 
eradication of domestic violence, to the enrichment of life and to the 
fulfillment of individual dreams. 
 

A scholarship was set up for the victim�s children. The killer initially received 60 

years in prison, and then a reduced sentence upon appeal.  

An enduring bearing on the experience is how CL#2 views students. CL#2 

disclosed: 

I think a little bit more about helping their [students] dreams come true 
rather than seeing them simply as another number. Maybe it�s a little 
like losing a loved one. There�s no way you can make up for the loss, 
but you feel more precious toward what you have and what the future 
can bring.  
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Personal consequences as a result of the courageous act were both physical and 

emotional. The physical risks were the possibility of being wounded or killed by the 

armed gunman. CL#2 was criticized and considered foolish by some for taking the 

risk. CL#2 was aware that there was a shooting on campus when he declared those 

echoing words, �Let�s go.� Observer #2 (faculty member) described what he saw: 

I saw CL#2 running out around the corner with a sort of an awful look 
on his face and running off in one direction. � What struck me [was] 
that CL#2 and others ran right out there in the line of fire and held this 
fellow off. They were willing to put themselves on the line. They knew 
what was going on. � He stuck his neck out knowing full well there 
had been a shooting, and he went running right out in the midst of it.  
 

As a response to an interview question, �What were you hoping to have happen?� 

CL#2 remarked, �� just stop him.� He continued, �It was obvious that he still had 

some ability to shoot; we were following, being of course somewhat wary.�  

Emotional hazards included dealing with a loss of a student on one�s campus 

as president and the responsibility one feels for that. Seeing a student lying in their 

own blood, never to get up again, and being the leader of a grieving community day-

in-and-day-out for months and years to come was especially challenging. CL#2 shared 

during the interview, �I was not prepared to see a person lying in the road dead. That�s 

when I realized how powerful the incident was.� In a local newspaper article written 

three days after the shooting CL#2 was quoted as saying, �I�m an emotional person, 

anyway. I�ve had this fragile façade that I�ve kept. But when I see the tears on 

students� faces, it crumbles.�  

That kind of courageous action took an emotional long term toll on CL#2. 

CL#2 indicated as reported in a newspaper article on the sentencing of the gunman 

four months later: 
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I will always be haunted by the memory of xxx�s lifeless body lying in the 
street. I will always remember the chase and the struggle with a madman who 
had the audacity and capacity to threaten all of us with injury or death. 
 

Observer #1 shared a story about an interaction they engaged in one day on a walk 

around campus. As they arrived near the site of the shooting, CL#2 stopped and found 

the divots that were still in the pavement from the shooting years earlier. The observer 

declared �He gets emotional about it. He was tearing up when he was talking about the 

life of this young girl. It was really powerful.�  

 The experience had a profound effect on CL#2. He revealed to a newspaper 

reporter, the long-term impact that his courageous act had on CL#2: 

I don�t think any of us who have had any association with that event at a 
personal level will ever be quite the same. I think your memories and 
experiences tie you to it and you�re different from that day forward.  
 

The president became reflective on human nature and how one reacts in similar 

circumstances. CL#2�s reaction was to be in the �line of fire� and follow after an 

armed gunman. Another employee�s reaction when CL#2 asked him to assist was to 

run the other direction. Some took cover. Some called 911. Others took care of 

themselves. Still others looked to the person in charge for how to react. In essence, 

individuals followed the organizational chart for direction on how to behave. CL#2 

recognized that one can�t plan for a similar happening. He mused with candor, �Each 

person did what he or she was prepared to do.� 

For the action taken, the city cited CL#2 and the others who subdued the 

suspect for bravery. The police department honored all of them for their courage. A 

theme noted by the two observers interviewed and articles in the paper was CL#2�s 

resistance to focus attention on himself. As observer # 2 said during the interview, �He 
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was concerned first and foremost about the person it happened to, but also concerned 

about the faculty who witnessed it, the students who witnessed it. I didn�t hear 

anything about [CL#2] from [CL#2] � He never drew attention to himself. That was 

one element that was commendable.� Observer #1 affirmed, �[CL#2] doesn�t play it 

up. He puts it away. I mean it�s there. He�s being inducted into our hall of distinction.� 

Each day CL#2 walks by or on the site, he is reminded of that day and the risks 

involved. When asked if it were to happen today, would CL#2 do it all over again, his 

response was simply and clearly, �Yeah, no doubt.� In an editorial board commentary 

from a local newspaper two months after the incident, it was written:  

The inner strength that helps people to respond rather than withdraw 
when instinct urges otherwise does not just happen. A lifetime of 
experiences and values crystallizes at the critical moment when it 
becomes necessary. What�s out of the ordinary is when people, faced 
with circumstances that call for them to be brave, overcome the natural 
reluctance in all of us and act. 
 
In summary, the experience of courage on CL#2 was profound and had a life-

long impact. He had a conviction and a passion for the college and the people. It was 

determined that CL#2 was not a risk adverse leader. He showed a willingness to take 

action in spite of the dangerous physical risks involved out of a deep sense of 

responsibility to the students and the college he served. CL#2 indicated during the 

interview, �It was my territory, and you protect your territory.� The experience was 

self-preserving for himself (i.e., to not get shot himself) and the people still on campus 

and nearby the gunman while still on the loose.  

The experience with the courage-demanding incident for CL#1 seemingly was 

built on prior incidents of courage. CL#2 was action-oriented and exhibited leadership 

through a crisis. Past practice of �jumping right in to fix things� as described by both 
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observers leads him to be ready when the time came to act in the courageous situation 

of the fatal campus shooting. CL#2 described that custom in the interview as being �In 

the center of it to get it stopped.�  

CL#2 had to overcome adversity in relation to the experience of the campus 

fatality. He had to take public criticism for his choice to use force to restrain the 

gunman. Further, coping with loss in an open way as a result of the incident was 

traumatic for those involved. A severe impression of grief and mourning by students, 

staff, and faculty permeated the campus. CL#2 and the surrounding community shared 

in that loss. The president displayed emotional strength and sustainability during that 

dark period of time. Perhaps contradictory was a sensation of loneliness during the 

experience as CL#2 had to set aside his own emotional distress to care for others in his 

charge. 

There were internal conditions displayed during the courage-demanding 

situation that seemingly most likely led CL#2 to act courageously. Altruism, or a 

caring for others, was exhibited throughout the experience on many occasions as 

substantiated by observers. A sense of humility also resonated in how the campus was 

lead during the days and months after the tragic incident. CL#2 did not bring attention 

to himself for his actions. Instead, CL#2 showed great care through his efforts for 

those affected to include family members of the victim. He displayed perseverance, as 

it took many months, and to some years, to build back the community and dissipate 

the perception that the campus was no longer safe.  

The experience for CL#2 was transforming. Professionally, CL#2 stated that 

he sees students differently and less like a number and more as people whose dreams 
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are to be catapulted forward. Emotionally, the president is forever impacted by the 

anguish and memories of that fatal day. Further, the institution continues to be vigilant 

on issues of safety matters. Finally, CL#2 views human nature, as a result of the lived 

experience described above, as �organic� (Observer #1). CL# 2 concluded the 

interview by sharing, �People will behave as they are meant to behave.� In essence the 

experience revealed that courage was not limitless. Some chose, like CL#2 to behave 

courageously. And as will be discussed in the findings in response to research question 

#3, some individuals did not. 

Community College Leader #3 

 Courageous Leader #3 (CL#3), as a new president, knew upon accepting the 

position that there were challenges. CL#3 had become the sixth president of this 

coastal community college within four years. The college had been under tremendous 

scrutiny by state regulators and was known throughout the state to be in turmoil. As he 

assumed presidency, CL#3 had been a seasoned administrator as well as serving as 

president at another community college in the same state system for approximately 10 

years. As CL#3�s observer (Dean for Technical and Vocational Education) stated, �It 

was a personal and professional risk for him, and he accepted that.� In fact, CL#3 

departed from a larger college that he described as a �well-oiled sewing machine� to 

one that �had all kinds of problems.� CL #3 exclaimed, �The first three months I was 

shell shocked.� 

The community college had undergone incredible negative press for a variety 

of college mishaps. It became clear to CL#3 almost immediately that a full 

reorganization was needed in order to get the college back on track. Several factors 
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contributed to the college�s struggling reputation. First, two part-time employees were 

arrested, one was serving twelve years in prison, in part from scamming 1.6 million 

dollars from the college over a period of five years. The two former employees had 

created bogus classes with fictitious students by using current or former social security 

numbers of students. The courses were supposedly being taught in an adjoining county 

and served the adult population. For each student enrolled, the �instructors� received 

approximately $300-$500. One of the two adjunct faculty members was caught up in a 

drug ring under surveillance by the FBI and shared what had been going on at the 

college upon his arrest. Several top-level administrators, including the president, 

resigned under pressure. The classes had become a great full-time equivalent (FTE) 

student generator. The question, �Why didn�t you know?� or �You should have 

known.� were statements heard repeatedly. Not one administrator had visited the off-

campus location where the fictitious classes were to have been taught. 

 When the scam was revealed to the broader community, it had a devastating 

impact. The college was required to pay back the money to the state system over a 

period of five years. The state also mandated several organizational changes. Further, 

members of the college who had nothing to do with scam were affected as they were 

unable to offer needed classes for �real� students. An interim president was appointed 

when the former president resigned after being told he had two options: one, to stay at 

the institution long enough to make the necessary changes to turn the situation around, 

or two, to remain in the presidency for a period of four years, increase his salary base 

for retirement, and move on. He chose the second option, to retire at the end of his 

tenure.  
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An interim was appointed while the board sought someone that they described 

as �one with integrity,� someone who would bring credibility to the college. The board 

hired a Catholic priest as president that had served at a technical college from outside 

the state. During the priest�s term as president, a member of the college community 

threatened to file a lawsuit and grievance with the Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission (EEOC). The employee asserted that his salary was not equitable in 

comparison to others. The president, not wanting a lawsuit and believing that there 

was merit to the claim, approved a $2,500 increase, upon which the individual 

advertised his raise to several members of the college community. As a result, people 

lined up at the president�s door asking for salary increases after combing through 

Human Resource (HR) position descriptions. The president had �a weakness� as 

observed by CL#3 of not being able to say no.  

That practice was still continuing when CL# 3 arrived at the college. During 

the first week of CL#3�s new role, he noticed employees sitting in the HR office for 

hours and days at a time reviewing various job descriptions. After inquiry, CL#3 

addressed the issue. He told the employees in-person, that he had serious reservations 

about their current roles if they had time to go through job descriptions during their 

work hours and that they were to conduct that activity outside of their assigned duties. 

CL#3 avowed that if they chose to bring a claim of unfair compensation, they better 

�be right� and not pick information that makes their case and leave other materials for 

the president to uncover. CL#3 relied on those employees to take that clear and blunt 

message back to all employees.  
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CL#3 then held his first all-college meeting. He was forewarned that folks 

would be wary of asking questions, so he gave 3 x 5 cards for people to pose written 

questions that were passed to him for a response. One of the first questions asked was 

about the president�s impression of the college and community. In blunt terms, CL#3 

described the college as the most compartmentalized he had ever seen.  

The college was in the sixth month of the accreditation self study process. 

Another of the questions had to do with institutional effectiveness (IE). A faculty 

member inquired how they were supposed to prepare IE reports �on top of their 

regular work.� CL#3 was well versed in IE matters, having served as a commissioner 

on the regional accrediting agency and having been a member of several accreditation 

teams. The president asked how many employees had served or been involved with IE. 

Not one hand rose. CL#3 realized as a result of that dialogue �that a lot of learning had 

to be done.� 

CL#3 received a query regarding ongoing capital projects. A faculty member 

questioned the rationale for the college�s decisions to dedicate 22 million dollars for 

new campus buildings and placing minimal funding towards hiring faculty to work in 

those structures. The president described how $600,000 had been transferred from 

instruction to administration and administrative services prior to his arrival. CL#3 

vowed to put back $500,000 of that $600,000 into instruction, hire faculty, and begin 

to rebuild the FTE base and modify the funding formula to be competitive for new 

state dollars. The president was able to achieve these goals.  

CL#3 was aware of a group from the state department of education that 

performed management productivity assessments. CL#3 hired a team from the state 
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agency and laid out a charge to determine inefficiencies in the organization and to 

make recommendations. The president gave the team a list of positions and areas to 

analyze. He also gave them the charge to examine all areas and positions of the 

college. The group was given a six-month window in which to report to CL#3 and the 

board.  

In the meantime, CL#3 identified a problem in purchasing. He began to 

question a purchasing director after one vendor appeared to receive several bids. CL#3 

had the files of the purchasing director brought to his office for review. Two troubling 

matters were uncovered: one, that the winning submission was received only minutes 

before the closing bid deadline, and the other that another vendor was determined to 

be a non-existent company. Those facts led to a finding that the Purchasing Director 

was telling the preferred vendor final bid figures in anticipation that the company 

would come in with the lowest bid on each occasion. As a result of the discovery, 

CL#3 changed the bid process and required all receiving bids to be submitted to 

another office. The Purchasing Director had to review bids in the presence of two 

additional college employees. 

In the meanwhile, the board received an advanced copy of the reorganization 

committee�s report before their meeting. In addition, the college community was well 

aware of the study, and the team interviewed several employees about their positions 

as part of the final recommendations. Recommendations that were reported out from 

the productivity study group agreed with many that CL#3 had already suggested. 

Ultimately, a massive reorganization occurred, and 17 positions were eliminated. 

Extra positions were identified for elimination upon retirement, and some vacant 
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positions were not filled. One of the positions slated for elimination was that of the 

purchasing director. Television cameras and newspaper media were in the boardroom 

when the report was revealed and the eliminated positions announced. 

The president became the face of the college. CL#3 was the spokesman on 

news stories regarding the budget cuts and the reorganization. CL#3 met in-person and 

discussed layoffs with each person affected. The afternoon of the board meeting CL#3 

started to receive death threats. One caller declared, �Tell your boss that I�m going to 

be on the 11 o�clock news because I�m going to kill him.� The person who called 

turned out to be the brother of a secretary who had been laid off. He had been in prison 

for a period of time for firing a firearm at a person. College commencement was the 

next day. The police department requested that CL#3 wear a bulletproof vest during 

the ceremony. He refused. Undercover officers were present and were watching for 

the man who threatened the president. As CL#3 was making comments on the podium, 

he saw several of the undercover officers move toward an entry way. The police 

mistook a man for the caller.  

The community had been demoralized after years of bad press. They laid much 

of the blame for the institution�s tribulations on the unsteady president�s office. CL#3 

described the blame laid at the feet of the president as �overdone.� As it became 

evident that changes were to be made, feelings of anxiety were widespread in the 

college community as funds were frozen. Many in the institution were scared at the 

rapid way the college was changing under CL#3�s leadership. The president described 

the reality at the time. �They were scared by change even though they were ready for 

change.� Even individuals who advocated the changes were scared when they realized 
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the size of scale of changes and pace of the changes.� According to the observer, 

faculty members disgruntled by their perceptions of the budget impact on instruction 

went to the newspaper and made accusations that the president was taking money from 

faculty. Unfortunately, the information those critics shared was not accurate and 

reflected poorly on the institution.  

The troubles for the college were not dealt with just internally. The relationship 

between newspaper staff and the college was sour. Every story run by the local 

newspaper mentioned �underpinnings� of the scandal of the 1.6 million dollars 

scammed years before. On almost every occasion, the newspaper would focus on a 

negative aspect of the community college and its work. CL#3 would write letters to 

the editor, correcting errors in those stories. The president�s frustration level rose as 

those letters were not printed. As the interview progressed, CL#3 acknowledged, �I 

felt I had swallowed a concrete block. I mean literally, not many times in my career 

had I felt literally ill.� The observer confirmed, �The college had been through some 

major trauma.� 

The risks for CL#3 were profound. Professionally, the amount of pressure was 

exceptional. Criticism came from a variety of sources, both the internal and external 

community. The onslaught of negative press was unrelenting. Further, presidents of 

community and technical colleges within the region were putting pressure on him to 

conform to past practices. They came to visit the college and told him that presidents 

were supposed to work by consensus to determine new programs offered at a college. 

CL#3 disagreed with the practice and wouldn�t agree to their demands. As a 

consequence, his relationship with the other two presidents was unstable.  
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Also, early on in his tenure, the president was visited by a representative 

appointed by the state governor. The governor�s office was a champion of a 

technology program that CL#3 had eliminated from the budget. He determined the 

program wasn�t generating FTEs and had become a non-essential expense. The coastal 

college had been an initial pilot college for the program and the project was touted as a 

success across the state. The governor�s representative advised the president that if he 

pulled the program, �It would be the end of your career.�  

CL#3 withstood the political force and moved forward with the decision. In 

both occasions, the president indicated he �wasn�t willing to go along� out of a sense 

of personal integrity. There were personal challenges as well and the emotional load 

on the president was heavy. CL#3�s energy was sapped. In spite of the barriers, CL#3 

was optimistic as he carried out his commitment to create new growth and opportunity 

for the college. CL#3 believed in the mission of community and technical colleges. �It 

was a process to get everyone focused on the mission.� In the end, CL#3 overcame 

adversity in spite of a stream of critical incidents. �He was willing to make things 

happen, even given the obstacles, some external, some internal, and stay the course� 

(Observer). 

In summary, CL#3 showed courage in the way he grappled with a multitude of 

challenges on a daily basis, challenges that were considered by higher educational 

professionals to be daunting. CL#3�s observer noted, �Here is a quote that I think fits 

CL#3. Courage is not fearlessness. The fearless are stupid and blind to reality. 

Courage is facing the awful truth, no matter how awful, and coming to grips with it.� 

Dedicated to a principle of access, motivated by �seeing how much he can do,� and 
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confident in his ability to have an effect, CL#3 made a reasoned choice to reorganize 

the college. The observer concluded, �He walked into it and knew he could make a 

difference in spite of what he had heard and the turmoil it was in.� He was prudent and 

weighed options carefully, seeking input from many facets of the college. CL#3 

considered the consequences of each decision.  

From the beginning, CL#3 spoke truthfully to the college and community alike 

on complex matters. In spite of the potential perils to his career or a falling out with 

the board, he was blunt with members of the community who had worked to keep the 

college from flourishing through inappropriate activities. As evidenced by a far-

reaching reorganization plan that included staff layoffs, he was willing to act, in spite 

of the known risks, for what he considered as the greater good of the college (i.e., 

enrollment, growth, employee morale). Out of a sense of responsibility, to students 

and the college, sweeping changes were made within the institution at a swift pace.  

CL#3 battled on numerous fronts. As characterized by the observer, the 

negative press was habitual regarding, �nasty, ugly situations.� There was daily 

pressure that CL#3 endured from within and external to the institution. Several of the 

actions taken were held up in public and scrutinized. CL#3 persevered through �gut-

wrenching� decisions. Sources of support were not wide-spread and came from within 

the president. It was a lonely time for CL#3. The observer mused, �The captain can 

not make friends with his crew when tough choices are made.� He had self-confidence 

in knowing he was making the right decisions on matters of principle, principle being 

fulfilling the mission of the community college.  
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Courageous Leader #3�s experience with the courageous situation was 

professionally and personally tough. However, CL#3�s vision of what a community 

college can do for those it serves was clear. He declared, �I saw it as an opportunity.�  

The observer summed up CL#3�s courage-demanding situation: 

It is very easy to back down with some of the things that have come up 
with him but he won�t do it because I think he has a very strong sense 
of what�s right and wrong; very strong personal ethic; and a very 
strong sense that we have to do things for the community and he has 
the courage to make them happen. 
 

The president�s determination, knowing he was on the right path, coupled with a 

willingness to act, advanced the institution to one that enjoyed significant 

improvements in full-time to part-time faculty ratios and growth in programs and class 

offerings.  

Community College Leader #4 

It was a critical time in Courageous Leader #4�s (CL#4) presidency. During his 

interview, he stated with conviction, �It was a defining moment professionally and 

�as painful as it was, I would do it exactly the same way because it was the right 

thing to do.� This story is about how a community college leader coped with an 

internal personal struggle and professional differences. Academic freedom was at the 

heart of the matter. CL#4 was new to his presidency, to the college, and the 

community. He had been in his role for approximately one month. A vice president 

came to him and said, �Mr. President, I think there is something that you should 

know� (CL#4.) She proceeded to tell him about an art exhibit that was being displayed 

on campus.  
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The display portrayed the Christian figure of Jesus in a graphic nature. The 

title of the exhibit was �A Look at Violence in Religious and Sexual Imagery.� It 

depicted classical images of Jesus by artists such as Botticelli, Rembrandt, and Blake 

juxtaposed with graphic depictions of a sexual nature. A powerful, widely known and 

national religious organization described scenes in web releases as: (a) Jesus being 

sodomized, (b) Jesus with pierced genitalia, and (c) Jesus being masturbated by a 

woman. The artist, when asked to discuss his work, indicated, �I am trying to 

understand our species� propensity for violence and the degradation of others, and 

have noted that two common sources of depictions of that inhumanity are found in 

religious (specifically Catholic) and sexual imagery.� The decision to bring the display 

to campus had been approved by a campus art committee prior to the president�s 

arrival. 

Controversy surrounding the exhibit began fairly soon. The display began on 

February 8 and was scheduled to run through Good Friday of that year, March 29. It 

was originally displayed in the art gallery and then moved to the library as the gallery 

was being refurbished. Four of the most graphic pieces were eventually moved to a 

closed area that could only be entered if one were 18 or over or accompanied by a 

guardian. CL#4 described the exhibit as �Christ in a much compromised way and it 

was public art.� There was an evening opening that was relatively uneventful. Initially, 

minor protests came from concerned faculty and staff. Approximately two weeks 

following the debut of the exhibit, a faculty member, in opposition to the display 

contacted a powerful national religious organization. Immediately upon notifying that 

group, the situation as described by observer #2 (Public Information Officer) was 
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relentless. Observer #2 declared, �And then the assault� the college was put upon by, 

well, every means possible. They were vehement in their protest.� 

Early and minimal internal opposition by some grew into an onslaught of 

external protests as described by observer #2. The college and CL#4 were besieged by 

those who wanted the exhibit taken down. Administratively, as observer #2 shared, the 

college was caught off guard by the reaction. Daily stories in the newspaper and on 

television ran about the display. The director of the national religious organization was 

interviewed regularly by news media. CL#4 was also consistently asked to comment 

on the display. Each day he woke to face vicious opposition by individuals or local 

church groups, regional pressure by another religious organization as well as to 

national pressure on behalf of the organization contacted by the internal faculty 

member. According to observer #1 (Vice President of Educational Affairs), the 

national organization had contacted parishes in the northern part of the state, as well as 

local school districts, and described the display. They encouraged individuals to voice 

complaints to CL#4. The national religious group issued press releases telling their 

members to contact the president directly, citing CL#4�s phone number and mailing 

address.  

The college focus became diverted from their academic mission. It took 

several people�s attention to handle the multiple inquiries and correspondence, 

whether in-person, via telephone, or by email. The letters and phone calls became so 

distracting that CL#4 began to only respond to those from within the state. People with 

other responsibilities within the college were reassigned to handle the contacts as well 

�responding to comments and handle protestors. There was a price to pay for holding 
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to the original committee decision. The tangible risks to the institution and the 

community college leader were many.  

As both observers indicated, there were challenging issues for CL#4 to 

reconcile. The college and CL#4 endured tremendous demands to remove the exhibit 

before it was scheduled to end. Regular newspaper articles and television coverage 

reminded the public of the display and its images. Observer #1 summed it by saying, 

�It was a huge public relations issue.� As CL#4 described, �They would show just the 

portion that would be inflammatory.� Institutionally, the reputation of a college is 

critical to enrollment, private donations, and grant funding. Consistent negative press 

can cause long term financial damage.  

Local clergy urged their parishioners to protest and write CL#4. Individuals on 

their own accord would travel to the campus intending to appeal to the president to 

remove what one called �obscene and blasphemous� work. CL#4 was often asked to 

speak to or respond to the barrage of protestors. According to observer #1 the college 

made every attempt to make the protestors comfortable while on campus. �We tried to 

make it as comfortable for them as possible. We didn�t turn away from many of those 

things.� CL#4 was determined to show openness to the criticism and a willingness to 

face it head on. Observer #1 and CL#4 illustrated an example of that willingness in the 

story of a local priest. CL#4 went to speak personally to the priest at his church and 

offered to attend his service and speak to the parishioners directly. The priest declined. 

In addition to protests from the local, regional, and national community, some 

opposition came from those in authority to remove the display. It also came from a 

source that could have an impact of CL#4�s livelihood. Several board trustees, as 
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reported in local newspapers and by CL#4 and his observers, expressed their offense 

to the exhibit. In the interview, CL#4 discussed the board�s role at the height of public 

scrutiny. He shared the story of receiving a phone call by a board member, who was a 

minister, telling him he was going to bring a motion at an upcoming meeting to take 

the exhibit down. As a new president not familiar with the board, CL#4 stayed in close 

contact with each board member during the daily media attention. The meeting of the 

board happened approximately one month into the running of the art show. At one 

point during the meeting, and as CL#4 surmised that the vote would be in favor of the 

removal, the chair turned to the president and asked him to speak on the matter.  

Up until that point, CL#4 had not addressed the question on the table. When he 

did speak out, CL#4 told board members, �I�m not even asking you to endorse this art 

exhibit. What I am asking you to do is not interfere in the classroom.� CL#4 asked the 

board to postpone a decision and let him have time to deal with the matter. He told 

them that the principle of academic freedom was at stake. CL#4 discussed the 

impending accreditation visit and how the notion of academic freedom and how it is 

carried out in an institution is paramount to an accreditation team�s evaluation. In the 

end, the board stood with CL#4. Observer #1 stated that �The board had a couple of 

members who were uncomfortable but they stood with him. The board simply put 

their trust in his leadership.�  

CL#4 could have taken the �easy route� as described by the president and shut 

down the display. He indicated that at no time he considered the option of ending the 

exhibit. The exhibit was allowed to run its course. The president affirmed that the 

principles of freedom of speech and academic freedom were paramount to the 
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decision. In an article regarding the exhibit, CL#4 was quoted as saying �I would not 

censor the paintings because a college committee had already approved them. 

Removal of the collection could be seen as a violation of academic freedom.� As a 

seasoned community college administrator, CL#4 understood that his choice had 

potential financial consequences.  

CL#4 and observer #1 both discussed an incident that occurred with a state 

dignitary. A state legislator had called the president during the college�s spring break 

and requested to come to the college and visit the exhibit. The president, according to 

observer #1, called her and the board chair to come in and meet with the legislator. 

The president took every step to be available to respond to questions and concerns of 

the legislative representative. CL#4 followed up on the visit by going out to dinner 

with the legislator and her husband to continue the discussion and resolve differences. 

Some time following that meeting, a motion was introduced in the state legislature on 

the floor by a close colleague and legislative friend of the dignitary. The motion was 

to transfer $330,000 from CL#4�s college�s overall fund to another community college 

budget in the state. The motion was approved. CL#4 indicated the receiving president 

contacted him shortly after the action was taken, pledging his support and his 

understanding of the situation at hand. Private dollars were impacted as a private 

donor pulled a pledge of one million dollars slated to be given to the college�s 

foundation.  

Scores of personal risks were involved with the courage-demanding situation 

for CL#4. External risks included his job, his presidency, and legacy of that 

presidency. Financial risks included losing a presidential salary and the loss as his 
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family�s investment of thousands of dollars to move across the country for the position 

approximately one month earlier. Internal risks were also prominent. The courageous 

decision to keep the exhibit running until the scheduled end took an emotional toll on 

CL#4. Each day, as mentioned by his observers, he had to endure pressure from the 

board and respond to daily community and national demands to take the exhibit down. 

Observer #2 expanded on the notion by saying:  

It was difficult because again he had to stand up to this vociferous criticism 
both locally and nationally. It took an amount of guts on his part to stand up to 
that and the adroitness and handling the nuances which he did.  
 
Academic freedom was at the heart of the matter professionally and 

institutionally. Personally, it was a matter of faith. CL#4 was a religious man who had 

strongly held sectarian beliefs as a result of his upbringing. The manner in which Jesus 

Christ was portrayed in the artist�s work was an abomination in CL#4�s view and went 

against the teachings of his church. CL#4 summarized the issue by revealing that he 

had a personal conflict as well as a professional obligation. Observer #1 noted, �He 

was very uncomfortable with it. He never did see the exhibit.� That was substantiated 

by observer #2 as well as he explained, �He thought it was disgusting. He is a man of 

faith�so this offended him individually.� CL#4 elaborated:   

I did not see the art exhibit; the same right that gives an artist this 
opportunity at a good college or university, gives me the right not to 
see it. That really capsulated both sides of the issue. I personally did 
not agree, which was really the conflict -- the personal conflict. I had 
been raised a Christian so what I had to do was my professional 
obligation. Many times I had to say this is not a mosque, synagogue, or 
a house of worship. This is an institution of higher education. 
 
CL#4 was characterized in a national press release by the religious 

organization as weak in terms of his faith. The personal religious struggle for CL#4 
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was painful. Observer #2 noted the personal risk, �That he violated his own moral 

code.� CL#4 conveyed the depth of the �pain� as he described it when saying:  

The art exhibit came down on Good Friday. I went and saw the Three 
Tenors and they ended a song that has been sung in the Christian faith 
for years and it said, �Were you there when they crucified my Lord?� I 
sat there and cried like a baby because in a sense I did that; I mean I 
had the authority, I had the power, that�s the personal side of it. 
 
While the pressure and risks of the critical incident were voluminous, CL#4 

enjoyed support from multiple sources. Most within the college supported his 

decision. The faculty showed tremendous support. At the height of the public pressure, 

the faculty senate passed a resolution, supporting the president and the board for 

supporting the president. The resolution in part read, �[CL#4] preserved academic 

freedom and a diverse learning environment while remaining sensitive to points of 

view and the right to dissent.� Observer #1 mentioned that �[CL#4] received 

recognition by a local editorial board for upholding academic freedom, and the art 

faculty commissioned a piece of art for him in the form of a purple heart.� 

The board backed CL#4 despite their strong disapproval of the display. The 

governor showed support by referring inquiries to the president to handle and not 

making comment. The commissioner of education also stood by the president�s 

decision in spite of the national bad press. Of a more personal nature, CL#4�s family 

and close advisors were a source of stability. His minister also stood by him. CL#4 

remarked that �My minister was absolutely the best and he was getting a lot of heat.�  

Finally, CL#4�s internal moral code and self-confidence that he made the right 

decision provided a sense of peace about the matter. The president shared a story 

about his father�s visit. His father was not aware of the controversy. He came to visit 
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the campus for a major all campus speech, and saw a television news story about the 

exhibit. CL#4 described the interaction next. CL#4�s father watched the segment and 

then turned to him and said �Son, what is this?� and I said, �Turn it off and I went 

through it, and he said �Son, do you have peace about this?�� CL#4 in the interview 

unequivocally said, �I did my job and I have complete peace with what I was hired to 

do and that was done.� 

In summary, courage presented itself for CL#4 in the principle of academic 

freedom. It manifested through an experience that was painful and difficult. The 

experience involved a courage-demanding decision regarding personal and 

professional differences and how best to protect the institution in which one serves. 

CL#4 was aware of the risks involved and had a willingness to act with reasoned 

choice after weighing options and considering consequences to his person and the 

institution he had an obligation towards. CL#4 affirmed, �The risks were my job and 

the risk was the institution; losing the freedom of thought and academic reason.�  

A core value of faith and CL#4�s belief that he was doing the right thing in 

principle of academic freedom, in spite of the pressure, gave him the confidence to 

hold firm to the decision. His experience was riddled with hindrances (i.e., onslaught 

of protestors, loss of state funding and a private donation). CL# 4 overcame adversity 

as he survived a variety of attacks on him and the institution over a period of months. 

CL#4 stood steadfast amidst severe criticism, each day repeating his position on the 

matter and holding firm to the decision made. Finally, CL#4 showed a level of 

resilience in spite of the risks involved and the personal pain endured. As observer #2 

noted as the interview concluded, there was a transforming aspect to the experience as 
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it was determined that the institution was stronger because the exhibit was allowed to 

run its course.  

Community College Leader #5 
 

Courage presented itself in the form of contentious arbitration matters in a 

humanities department (Department A) at a community college that has a strong 

shared governance model and active union leadership. It was not a case of simple 

contractual negotiations. The ripple effects of the outcome to the case could be far-

reaching if the department faculty were to prevail. As a former tenured faculty 

member, Courageous Leader #5�s (CL#5) generally understood faculty concerns. 

Early on in CL#5�s professional career, she had served as a mathematics department 

faculty member and had become very involved in faculty senate questions. CL#5, as 

vice president, was engaged in negotiations with Department A on significant issues 

involving workload.  

Specific issues of workload centered on faculty workload. Each faculty within 

Department A was required to teach 45 credits in an academic year. The college taught 

on a quarter system. Faculty members assigned to another department (Department B) 

at the college had a required work load of 36 credits. Department B�s load was the 

only one in the institution that had a reduced schedule. The workload of Department B 

was consistent with similar institutions across the state and nationally as faculty 

teaching those courses had specific iterative processes in the classroom that were 

unique to that discipline. In the contract negotiation, Department A argued that they 

had similar repetitive processes in their courses and were in alignment with 

Department B in the kind of work they produced. Therefore, the faculty argued, the 
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department members should have an equitable workload. The college administrative 

team disagreed.  

In addition to tangible workload challenges, there were indirect concerns of 

power and privilege that CL#5 and the college�s bargaining team had to take into 

consideration. Department A was one of three within a larger division. The department 

faculty felt that they were �small fish in a big pond,� meaning that because they were a 

smaller department, they often felt marginalized.  

CL#5 was sensitive to faculty concerns and analyzed data from a variety of 

sources before making a decision that she believed was in the best interest of students 

and the college. Data came from faculty within the department, regional and national 

data from similar departments, and included impact on college resources. In the end, 

CL#5 determined that there was parity in Department A with national peers. It was 

also recognized that the kind of work the faculty at the negotiating table were engaged 

in was not like that of Department B faculty who had different expectations of credit 

load.  

Impact to the college would have been significant. If the administration had 

agreed to the demands of Department A faculty, they would have had to reduce 

courses offered in that discipline which are considered core education requirements for 

students transferring to baccalaureate institutions. That option would have had a 

negative impact on student course offerings as well as created a financial impact as 

fewer FTE students would be garnered. The second option was for the institution to 

identify new financial resources to hire additional faculty to teach the same number of 

class sections.   
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Because an agreement could not be reached between the two negotiating 

teams, the next step was arbitration. In faculty arbitration, each side procures 

attorneys, and an arbitrator is chosen that serves as the judge on the merits of the case. 

Faculty union leadership was actively engaged in the arbitration with the college. As 

the case was made for both parties, words expressed by CL#5 were scrutinized by 

faculty vigilantly. Certain statements made were seen by some faculty members as 

examples that the administration could not trust faculty as professionals to do their 

jobs. Some interpreted remarks during cross-examination of administrators as 

insinuating to faculty that they were not working hard enough (CL#5). The situation 

became contentious and intense for a period of time. Every issue or step in the case 

became magnified. 

 As often occurs with any legal issue, opposing positions developed, and lines 

became finite, meaning standpoints were rigid. The stakes were high on both sides. 

Because there were open hearings, other faculty departments would send 

representatives to listen in on the dialogue and take notes on points made on the 

faculty side that would be helpful if they were to bring forth similar matters in future 

negotiations. On the administrative side, if they were to agree to the terms outlined by 

union leadership, they would open the door to similar demands from other 

departments. 

 Interest in the outcome did not rest solely within the institution. Colleges 

across the state were watching the arbitration hearings closely. CL#5 received regular 

phone calls and email communications from senior-level administrators at other state 

community colleges asking for updates on the situation. It was expected that if the 
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faculty department were to prevail at CL#5�s institution, faculty in similar departments 

in the state and nationally would bring forward similar demands at their respective 

institutions. On the faculty side, the American Association of University Professors 

(AAUP) was active in the state and was also closely watching the case and 

anticipating a decision.  

The final outcome was that the arbitrator found in favor of the college and 

CL#5�s position that the 45 credit workload in practice was comparable to national 

data and experiences.  CL#5 shared, �Whenever you put [institutional stances] in a 

legal context collegiality is lost�and once that is lost, it�s very difficult to recover.� 

CL#5 had been through three arbitrations previously. In each case, outcomes were 

what she expected. In the context of the faculty department negotiations, as it went to 

arbitration, while the outcome was what expected, the end result was more contentious 

than anticipated. CL#5 signified that ultimately she had to do what was best based on 

institutional data, budget information, and national trends for students and the 

institution.  

Risks to CL#5 were both personal and institutional. Personal risks as she noted 

included:  

For a chief academic office to be successful in an institution, they need 
to respect me, they need to trust me, and they need to have confidence 
in me. The action I finally ended up taking would be that they would 
lose confidence in me�.they may have felt like they couldn�t trust me. 
My credibility could be shot. 
 

Institutional risks were that faculty members would �disengage� and no longer 

participate in the collegial system. Effectiveness in an institution rests with faculty 
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involvement and the risk to college success was significant. In these instances, those 

risks came to fruition.  

The experience for CL#5 was a difficult one and played out as she expected. 

When it was over, she recalled her feelings sharing, �You are bruised. It�s like you�ve 

been through a war.� Faculty wrote a letter to the college president indicating 

malcontent with the final determination. Members of Department A also reinforced 

feelings of marginalization during the process. CL#5 wrote a measured response 

indicating that things had gotten polarized and how unfortunate she believed that 

situation was. CL#5 met with faculty members in Department A in an effort to mend 

relationships. CL#5�s relationship with a member of the speech faculty may be 

permanently damaged. Further, one faculty member initially refused to participate on 

college-wide committees or engage in any manner in the collegial process. Two other 

faculty members were quiet for a period of time and disconnected from the college 

process.  

CL#5 shared that it took a huge amount of work to normalize the environment 

once the arbitration concluded. CL#5 met with the faculty union president. The two 

had met prior to negotiations as well. In this instance, CL#5 and the faculty union head 

dialogued regarding the arbitration outcome and after a period of time, as reported by 

each, came to an understanding. In fact, the union representative suggested, �I knew in 

my gut that she was representing faculty and cared about their issues.� As a result of 

their meeting, the faculty union head was able to go and represent the issues in a big 

picture way and help others to understand how the decisions were made, even if he 

continued to disagree.  
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In summary, CL#5 showed a willingness to speak out on matters of principle 

(i.e., fairness and equity) on behalf of students and faculty. She was also willing to act 

(i.e., as evidenced by forcing the discussions to arbitration) in spite of the potential 

long-term consequences (i.e., severed relationships). The observer noted, �She�s 

strong on convictions. Jumps right in there.� CL#5 demonstrated a readiness to act. 

Her actions were coupled with reasoned choice and a deep understanding of personal 

and institutional values. In the case of the faculty department arbitration, CL#5 

specified that she prepared by immersing herself in the issues, weighed all options, 

sought out as many people as is relevant, on and off campus, �Until I can feel it in my 

bones. That�s my litmus test.� Taking into consideration the impact of the choice on 

others, once a determination was made, CL#5 implemented that decision. CL#5 was 

described as being able to foresee things that happen in a critical situation and act 

accordingly.  

CL#5 did not shy away from a difficult courage-demanding happening relating 

to faculty arbitration. CL#5 exhibited intellectual courage to stand up for her 

convictions and what was best for students. Her observer asserted that CL#5, �Was 

willing to take on things that I�ve seen others back off from.� He continued, �She 

understood going in that she is not going to be liked.� Support came from CL#5�s 

family and �an inner peace� for following her core values of fairness, inclusion, and 

attending to the humanity of each situation. When asked about CL#5�s motivation to 

act, responses from her observer and CL#5 were in alignment. Each indicated a 

passion for the community college system, a deep care for students, and an inner 

commitment. Throughout the arbitration situation, she displayed a sense of humanity. 
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CL#5 explained that �I think there needs to be thought put into the humanity piece 

before action is taken.� CL# 5 also displayed optimism as she endured what she 

termed �a battle.� Finally, the observer made plain what was at the heart of CL#5�s 

leadership. He concluded by stating, �It�s instinctive. A mundane piece of courage is 

part of her makeup.� 

Community College Leader #6 
 

�She took it on, took a deep breath and said, �this isn�t how I wanted to start 

the presidency.� In her typical style, Courageous Leader #6 (CL#6) declared, �We�ve 

got a job to do.� avowed observer #1 (Vice President for College Operations.) The 

statement is indicative of how CL#6 approaches matters that require courageous 

leadership. Two distinct courage-demanding situations are described simultaneously 

as themes are linked together.  

The first courageous act showed itself in the form of an institutional budget 

crisis. It became apparent that the college budget situation was worse than originally 

understood. The president knew that the college hadn�t prepared itself for possible 

reductions. CL#6 had served as the Vice President of Instruction and Student Services 

at the same campus prior to her move to President. According to observer #1, the 

budget allocation for the upcoming fiscal year from the state department of education 

was less than anticipated. The original allotment was pulled back when the state 

realized resources that had previously been thought to be available would not be 

available. Thus, the expected funding levels for the upcoming fiscal year took a turn 

towards drastic. There were other considerations that affected the overall budget. As 
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observer #1 wrote, �There were a lot of things happening that fall and throughout the 

year and the following year that were just devastating to us financially.� 

The college was in a position of having to cut nine million dollars from the 

budget. As with most colleges around the country, a large portion of the budget was 

encumbered in salary and benefits. A budget process, guidelines, and values were 

developed to determine the best approach to make the required budget cuts. 

Representation on a recommending budget committee was established from across the 

college and included members of both the classified staff and faculty unions. The 

committee made recommendations to the institution�s executive team. CL#6 then 

informed the board members of executive decisions, some of which were board 

decisions in the end. The period of time the college took to determine how best to 

downsize the budget was approximately six months. One observer noted, �It was a 

very, very tough process.� 

An option considered was to identify revenue enhancements. One 

recommended enhancement was to raise tuition, thereby minimizing the impact of 

potential cuts to the institution. CL#6, as a matter of principle, believed that to raise 

tuition as a first step was not a responsible approach. Following suggestions from 

departments and individuals across the college and analysis by the executive team, 121 

positions were recommended to be cut. That reduction lessened as the board made the 

decision to raise tuition. The number of people whose jobs were affected was 

unprecedented. Observer #1 noted, �She was firm that we had to show what the effect 

was going to be and we had to show this was real. It took a lot of courage and it took a 

lot of work with the board.� 
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Several risks were associated with implementing the budget reductions� plan. 

The decision was based on reasoned choice. CL#6 indicated more than once during 

the interview that she would question whether she was �Making the right decision� 

and grappled with how to �Manage the board.� Observer #1 noted when commenting 

on the president, �She did her homework.� Observer #3 (Executive Assistant to the 

President) substantiated that notion by saying, �[The president] knew that no matter 

what decision she made, there�s likely to be a faction that wasn�t as aligned with it as 

she would like them to be.� Based on interview comments, it was clear CL#6 went in 

with eyes wide open. Observer #1 described her resolve, �She didn�t dance around it.� 

She asked, �What�s the situation? Let�s deal with it.� 

CL#6�s presidency was at significant risk for actions taken. The president�s 

relationships with the board and college community were crucial to her ability to move 

forward. Not all board members favored her in the same light. Also, political moves 

came into play as the chair of the board had a personal relationship with the board 

members who had been critical early on of the president�s performance. CL#6 

conveyed a story about a memo distributed by the board chair on New Year�s Eve to 

all board members. The chair�s memo suggested there was a �Crisis in leadership.� 

She recalled reading that communiqué and thought to herself �Oh God, that�s me.� CL 

#6 went on to discuss how she spent New Year�s Day doing a point by point retort to 

the letter from the chair. In addition to board relations, the president had to consider 

relations with the broader college community.  

Many within the college community were critical of the decisions made. CL#6 

reported that the union president was on the original recommending committee. Once 
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budget decisions were made public, the union representative disavowed the process. 

As CL#6 declared, �There were no sacred cows.� Others would bring forth 

recommendations to the executive committee to cut other areas and protect their own. 

CL#6 had a reputation for listening and soliciting all perspectives, especially ones that 

were not in alignment with her own. The president ensured that communication was 

ongoing and broad. Methods included emails, departmental meetings, and all college 

hearings. Regarding the public hearings she said: 

I would just stand up on the stage and I would just listen. I would write 
down notes, and be emphatic. I wouldn�t get into a defensive posture. I 
would just try to engage with them wherever they were and I would do 
that day after day after day. 
 
Connections with staff and faculty were critical. Observer #3 confirmed that 

the president had cancelled all obligations with regional and national leadership 

positions and organizations and focused her time on campus. Observer #1 declared 

that CL#6�s decision on the day that pink slips were given to people was �an act of 

courage.� CL#6 met with each person at the college who was being laid off or losing 

their job and told them directly what was about to happen. �I started at 7 in the 

morning and went until 8 p.m. at night and told every single person who was losing 

their job.� She stated, �I felt like it you were losing your job you deserved to hear it 

from the administrator that was ultimately responsible.� Observer #1 went on to say 

that �That really brought people to her side. [CL#6] felt a responsibility to every 

person to let them know it was a hard decision.� CL#6 explained �During that time I 

just tried to keep connected with the staff and the people that were being laid off.� 

Upon closing the interview regarding the budget crisis, she simply stated, �The fact of 
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the matter is that there is no good way to cut a budget. It�s miserable work to do. The 

impacts on people lives and their family are horrible.� 

CL#6 indicated that relationships formed during her role as vice president 

made the difference in her ability to remain at the institution after her act of courage 

regarding the layoffs and budget reductions. She outlined the trust she had enjoyed 

coming into the presidency. CL#6 acknowledged, �If I had to do what I did and I had 

been new, I could have done it, but I don�t think I could have stayed. It would have 

been too hard.� The daily pressure and efforts to endure the challenges of working 

through the budget crisis were wearing.  

 Serious matters of race were the second demanding situation that CL#6 faced 

relatively early in her presidency. CL#6 was clear, �We are not going to tolerate this. 

It is not acceptable. It needs to stop. It needs to stop right now.� Observer #1 noted, �I 

guess you could say it was a defining moment for the college too.� It was spring of the 

academic year. Students were attending classes. Some were looking towards 

graduation day. Faculty and staff were completing a quarter and working on end-of-

year activities. Administrators were preparing for the new fiscal year.  

A series of critical incidents occurred on campus that shaped a volatile 

situation. �Nigger� is a racial slur used towards African American and often ignites 

passion in people when spoken. The word is part of the English language and has a 

historical context. A remark was spoken about a member of the president�s college 

community. �Nigger� was used by one staff member to another staff member when 

describing another at the college. A second happening was when a white power group 

distributed leaflets on campus with offensive and charged material. Finally, a vice 
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president was referred to with a racial slur by a member of the college community. All 

of these events took place in a short period of time.  

The district had a history of �ducking� (Observer #1) diversity issues with the 

prior president. A group of folks, comprised of various advocates of diversity at the 

college and managerial staff, was immediately assembled to determine options of 

address. The plan was for CL#6 to write a letter to the college community outlining 

the incidents and the college�s position on such matters. CL#6 went home that evening 

avowing to distribute the letter the following day. While at home, she continued to 

contemplate the racial events that had taken place and because of principle relating to 

diversity, didn�t believe it was enough. She acknowledged, �I could do that but 

somehow it doesn�t feel like it�s the right thing to do or that it was enough.� She went 

on to describe how sterile a letter would have been in light of the serious nature of the 

topic. CL#6 returned to campus the next day and called an all college emergency 

meeting.  

CL#6 understood the institutional and personal risks to holding the college 

gathering. Public image is critical to any institution concerned about enrollment. There 

was a concern that bad press would have an impact on students of color choosing to 

attend the college. The president considered that �sort of broadcasting that you�ve got 

problems� (CL#6) would make it difficult to retain students of color. Holding a public 

meeting and speaking truthfully about the racial issues might have been destructive 

and further divide the college community. Still, the decision to hold up the college�s 

core principle of inclusiveness and discuss the racial incidents in a public way was 

suspected to further alienate those at the college who didn�t support diversity efforts. 
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On the latter she stated, �It was sort of their problem not mine. We are a reflection of 

the community so if it is in the community it is here.� 

The meeting was held and approximately 300 people were in attendance. CL#6 

acknowledged she wasn�t fully aware of how people would react: 

So there was a downside to it, but I decided that unless we faced this head on 
and talked about it as a community and really understood what was going on, 
particularly for staff of color, then we really wouldn�t be making any progress.  
 

CL#6 acknowledged that how the meeting was framed would have an impact on the 

outcome. The president displayed hope by saying, �I had faith in our staff.� 

According to the president and her observers, she stood up there and laid out the 

incidents that had happened and staff and faculty began to talk. Observer #1 described 

CL#6�s introductory comments. �She laid out the facts and said that kind of behavior 

wouldn�t be tolerated.� Observer #2 (faculty member) declared in a more crass way, 

�She said we ain�t gonna put up with that here.� Anger and pain was elevated in the 

room as a mirror was placed before the campus community. Employees were asked to 

examine themselves on issues of diversity. CL#6 conveyed, �The actual hearing of me 

articulating what happened here shocked people and there was some anger in the 

room.�  

Emotions were full of meaning as people began to speak of their experiences. 

CL#6 stood by as many African American members of the college community spoke 

of the treatment they endured while working at the institution over a period of years. 

As Observer #1 described, �It was not just an isolated incident. Several other 

unpleasant racial episodes came to light in that meeting. People spoke from their 

hearts.� CL#6 illustrated the hurt in the room when she said: 
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It was a very emotional meeting; a lot of anger. People could hear 
directly the pain in the voices and the faces and in the tears of the 
people of color here. They were able to talk about what it feels like 
every day walking on to this campus. 
 

Throughout the meeting, CL#6 listened to the conversation. One observer mused, �It 

was a risky thing that she did. It was a deep conversation. As deep as you have with 

300 people present.� 

As the gathering winded down, CL#6 requested help from the college 

community to begin the process of healing. The president discussed her plan to 

appoint a response team that would make recommendations on how to improve the 

situation. During the board of education meeting the following day, CL#6 made 

comments about what had occurred. She declared at the board meeting that, �XXX 

college is committed to creating a respectful learning and working environment and 

that racial harassment will not be tolerated� (taken from college archives.) CL#6 spoke 

truthfully as she shared: 

It is better to hold it up and shine a light on it although there might be 
some negative consequences. [Negative consequences] are definitely 
outweighed by shoving it under the table or trying to be low key about 
it on this particular issue. It is not good strategy. 
 

CL#6�s willingness to take action, and support the response team�s recommendations, 

as reported by observer #2 was heralded by faculty. He stated, �Faculty union supports 

and respects her. The president wanted tools to deal with issues on campus. It went 

beyond the rhetoric.� The instructor added, �She�s willing to have her feet held up to 

the fire if need be.� 

At the college convocation the following fall, the president again stood before 

the community. In CL#6�s remarks, she suggested that the changes made as a result of 
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the racial incidents were moving the college towards a better place. CL#6 also 

expressed the personal impact:  

The racial incidents last year caused me profound sadness and I know 
that was shared by you. How could anyone think that it was okay to do 
that? The community came together and listened to the pain of our 
colleagues and resolved to do better.� 
 
In summary, patterns of handling the state of affairs in the respective 

courageous experiences were similar. Both situations had the potential to have 

devastating effects on the institution. The determinations to do the right thing in spite 

of the risks or potential pitfalls were critical to the college�s ability to sustain and 

flourish. In each, the truth was spoken and circumstances were laid out to the college 

community in raw form with no attempt to cover up the problems (i.e., budget 

shortfall and diversity incidents) at hand. When CL#6 was asked to reflect on why she 

was nominated for this study, she made remarks that poignantly apply in both 

situations. Being inclusive and having a regard for the process also was prevalent in 

both situations. Committees were formed that had representation from campus 

constituency groups which made recommendations to the college�s executive team. 

During both the budget crisis as well as the racial incidents, she endured under 

tremendous pressure from campus community, board members, and community 

organizations.  

Sentiments in the college community were explosive during both situations. 

Feelings of anger, dismay, and disbelief were rampant. CL#6 called all college 

meetings in both illustrations to lay out the case and describe what had happened. The 

president listened to disparate points of view and dealt with questions or comments as 
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they came and from where people were. CL#6 stated, �People are looking for someone 

to blame, looking for someone to vilify. You know, it�s a natural part of the process.�  

Relationships mattered in being able to carry through on decisions CL#6 

ultimately made. CL #6 advised that �Being willing to share where I was and try to 

keep that human connection going, I think mitigated the risks.� Further, CL#6 worked 

closely with the board on a regular basis. CL#6 conveyed optimism and a regard or 

altruistic behaviors for those she worked with during both ordeals. When discussing 

the racial incidents, CL#6 shared: 

I had faith in our staff. I have to say it was a humbling experience because 
people for the most part acted with a great deal of grace and empathy and it 
brought people to a new level of understanding that they didn�t have before. 
 

The president�s words are parallel to how she described her experiences on the day she 

gave personal notice to all those who lost their jobs. In that regard, CL#6 said, �The 

first person was angry, but after that people were so gracious, they were more 

concerned about me. That day was amazing.� 

Principles of inclusiveness, fairness, and what was best for the institution were 

the driving forces in both situations. CL#6, as reported by her observers, has a passion 

for the community college mission and those served who are generally at an academic 

or socioeconomic disadvantage. Observer #1 solidified that statement, �She has an 

absolute drive, vision, and empathy for community college education.� Decisions were 

made with prudence and reasoned choice. CL#6 weighed options and worked to do the 

right thing for the college community and college. Further in many comments both by 

CL#6 and her observers, she has a willingness to act on her core values and for what is 

the �right thing to do� (CL#6). Observer #1 avowed, �She is always someone who is 
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willing to move on a position.� Again, courageous acts are not taken without 

consideration. CL#6 acknowledged she predicted to be vilified in some manner as that 

is what people often look to do.  

CL#6 was confident in her decisions and firm in her resolve to do the right 

thing for the college relating to the budget situation and for people of color relating to 

the diversity incidents. She made a point not to allow process to prevail over the best 

course of action. CL#6 focused on human connections with staff and faculty 

throughout each ordeal and worked to build relationships with those who may have 

been the angriest and emotionally distressed. Observer #1 summarized the notion: 

One thing I think is very remarkable about [CL#6] is that she�s had to 
take very, very, difficult stands and she had to this with the leadership 
with both unions for example and she can just really do the right thing 
in the face of enormous opposition and she doesn�t back off.  
 

Finally, CL#6 showed a great ability to overcome adversity in both situations. 

Her experiences were transforming�creating a legacy as a president and 

developing a stronger institution (i.e., faculty support and respect for her 

willingness to take strong stands as reported by an observer) as a result.  

Community College Leader #7 
 

Courageous Leader #7 arrived at the college as the newly hired president 

approximately two and one half years before the civil trial of a white supremacist 

leader and his followers was to end. Almost immediately, CL#7 was faced with racial 

incidents occurring at the college and in the community. The college was located in a 

state that was fairly homogenous in ethnicity. CL#7 and his observer (faculty member) 

described these happenings as �vile and ugly.� As CL#7 swung his daughter in circles, 

a man drove by in a pickup truck. The truck displayed swastika symbols and a 
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confederate flag. That afternoon, a prominent leader of a nationally known white 

supremacist group spoke in the campus auditorium. The leader�s compound was 

located within 15 miles of the college in a rural area. The compound served as the 

headquarters for the white supremacist sect.  

CL#7 believed that he and the college had to take an action that was 

demonstrative of their values. CL#7 spoke out publicly and declared that his college 

would not tolerate discrimination of any kind, whether it is age, gender, ethnicity, 

disability, or sexual orientation. In addition to the public statement of CL#7�s position, 

he created a college-wide committee to address diversity questions and charged the 

vice president of instruction to serve as the chair. The intent was to send a message to 

the college and community that the diversity committee had CL#7�s full support. 

CL#7 expanded the college�s civil rights policies, one of which was to broaden the 

definition to include sexual orientation for the hiring and promotion of employees. As 

in a lot of the country, but particularly the area in which the college resided, that 

action was not a popular thing to do. CL#7 was aware of the expected resistance from 

community members, as well as state legislators but never wavered on that decision. 

Shortly after CL#7�s speech on zero tolerance for discrimination, CL#7 

discovered that the supremacist group had requested to hold a parade in the downtown 

area of the city. The group had held youth conferences each spring, annual general 

assembly gatherings at the compound during summer months, and actively engaged in 

several recruitment activities in the area and beyond. CL#7 arrived to the college at the 

height of the supremacist sect�s prominence and efforts. City leaders attempted to 
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prevent the parade from happening downtown. Officials wanted to relegate the march 

to the outskirts of town.  

CL#7 questioned the merits of those efforts and suggested it was a 

constitutional issue. The president acknowledged, �I had a visceral reaction to it. It�s 

hard to take the high road but you believe in the constitution or you don�t.� In the end, 

the parade was allowed to occur as the supremacist group had planned. The parade 

was held during the peak summer season for area businesses and was held on a 

Saturday afternoon in July. The location where the college is located was known as a 

tourist attraction and destination for vacationers. Summer season was when retailers 

make the volume of their sales for the year. The local business reaction to the event 

was to close down all businesses. Financially, that decision had a significant negative 

economic impact.  

CL#7 understood that constitutional matters, specifically the first amendment 

was to be considered. Free speech protections were fundamental even, he told city 

officials and, �On behalf of people I don�t like either.� As CL#7 later stated in the 

interview: 

To sit here and support the behavior that is repugnant to you and yes, we are 
going to protect their right to do this grotesque act in our minds and parade 
down here with swastikas�it was just horrible. 
 

The president believed that the college had to take a stand against the nature of the 

parade. CL#7 avowed to identify a meaningful way to affirm the rights of the 

supremacists to march, at the same time honor human dignity and equal protection. As 

shared during the interview, CL#7 jokingly indicated the easy route would have been 

to lay down in the street, stand and yell or voice what he called the �heckler�s veto� 
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meaning to drown out the speaker, or remain aloof and hope that the march didn�t get 

much attention. He also knew that the impact of any of the options outlined would be 

minimal. CL#7 demonstrated a willingness to act in spite of the risks involved. 

The college enjoyed a long-standing active partnership with a county human 

rights task force. An idea was launched to hold a �Lemons to Lemonade� walk in a 

similar manner of health walks across the country. For every minute the white 

supremacist group marched, individuals could donate a pledge. The pledge card 

allowed donations to be made to the Anti-Defamation League, United Negro Fund, the 

county task force on human rights, or other human rights organizations of their 

choosing.  

A press conference was held on campus. CL#7 spoke of the Lemons for 

Lemonade walk as did members of the task force. During the campus press 

conference, options for the supremacists� group were laid out: (a) walk fast and some 

money is raised for human rights groups; (b) walk slow and a greater sum of money is 

raised; or (c) cancel the parade. Leaders of the white supremacist group were angered 

by the press conference and the walk concept, and vowed to continue with plans for 

the parade. The Lemons for Lemonade campaign began in February and lasted until 

the parade started in July. The press conference received national media attention. 

Pledges were received from all across the country including an old lady with limited 

funds who gave four quarters on a card to an Ivy League professor. In the end, 

$35,000 was raised for the 27 minute parade.  

Two more press conferences were held from the campus and the president 

spoke publicly at each, denouncing the supremacist organization and for what it stood. 
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CL#7 again affirmed the human dignity of each person regardless of race, age, gender, 

and orientation. In consequence of CL#7 speaking publicly, and earlier actions taken 

on multicultural issues, the college received threatening phone calls and faxes by 

members of the white supremacist sect. Supremacist members, including the leader, 

threatened to sue them for violating free speech. The observer characterized the threats 

that members of the supremacist sect desired a yelling match with college leaders. One 

fax called college leaders, �cowards� and invited them to come down and meet 

members on the road.  

On the day of the parade, members of the white supremacist sect used 

symbolism to display their message as well as words. Witnesses saw people in 

convertibles displaying swastikas and confederate flags. Protestors gathered at the 

parade to speak out against the supremacist sect. A yelling match ensued between 

organizers of the parade and members from the Jewish Defense League. CNN, a 

national cable television news network, heard about the march and covered the parade 

live. CL#7 recalled that day vividly. He conveyed his demeanor during lunch that 

afternoon with his spouse and guests. �I must have been an SOB to be around,� he 

mused. The president couldn�t comprehend how an event like the parade could have 

happened �in this day and age� (CL#7). A parade and youth conference were 

organized by the supremacist group and held the following summer. 

The members of the supremacists and their leader were known to be unstable, 

dangerous individuals. Because of the nature of the organization, the compound was 

regularly guarded by members of the group�s security force. As described in a 

newspaper article, a passage from their handbook read, �Hatred is our law. Revenge is 
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your duty.� According to the observer and articles in regional and national 

newspapers, the white supremacist sect, its leader, and members of splinter groups 

were suspected by law enforcement agencies and human rights organizations, to be 

directly or indirectly responsible for over 100 felony offenses and other crimes 

throughout the country. Examples of alleged crimes committed included armed 

robberies, the killing of a state trooper, the bombing of an African America church, 

attempted bombing of a gay bar, assassination attempts of civil rights leaders, 

shootouts with FBI members, including one at Ruby Ridge, and pipe bomb explosions 

at a U.S. courthouse. In addition, the supremacist group had allegedly blown up the 

house of a local priest and head of the county human relations task force.  

The same summer of the parade, and still within the first year of CL#7�s 

presidency, a mother and her son were driving down the two mile stretch in front of 

the compound. The son reportedly dropped his wallet out the window. As the car 

circled outside of the entrance to the compound, it backfired. Three security guards 

chased the vehicle firing shots. One bullet hit the car�s tire and caused the car to get 

stuck in a ditch. Described in a national newspaper, a supremacist group security 

officer hit the woman in the head with the butt of the gun and dragged her by her hair 

out of the car. Two others beat the son yelling �don�t mess with xxx� as described in 

court testimony materials. The police arrived and two of the three security guards were 

arrested and served prison time. A third guard escaped and was not captured. After a 

short time, the mother contacted CL#7�s observer. The victim had taken time to make 

the call as she was concerned for her and her son�s safety. The observer arranged for a 

meeting with an attorney for the county human rights task force the following 
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morning. After a period of time and initial assessment of the circumstances involved, 

the task force attorney contacted a national legal organization (also referred to as the 

legal center) known to monitor hate groups in the United States.  

The leader of that center agreed to investigate the case and flew to meet with 

the woman and her son. Following the discussion of what transpired outside of the 

supremacist compound, the leader determined there were merits to the case. His 

organization agreed to move forward on behalf of the woman and her son. The 

national center had brought forth and won several prominent civil cases against hate 

group organizations. The intent of these civil rights lawsuits, as indicated by the leader 

of the center, was to cause economic hardship to hate groups across the country. In 

collaboration with the local task force attorneys, a suit was brought forth against the 

leader of the supremacist sect, the chief of the security force, and the three security 

guards. Two years later and with global media attention, the case came to trial.  

It was an intense time for the community and for CL#7. As CL#7 pulled up to 

the gas station to get gas with his young daughter, he looked up at the courthouse and 

observed police snipers on top of the roof. CL#7 also viewed extensive security 

around the perimeters of the building. The trial lasted for seven days. A jury came 

back with an award for the plaintiffs of $6.3 million, $4.8 million in punitive damages. 

The compound was seized and purchased for $250,000 with the funds going to the 

victim�s family. The result was to bankrupt the leader of the white supremacist group 

and his organization as their primary asset was the compound. The college, noted by 

the observer and a human rights center director at an Ivy League institution, as a result 

of the work of CL#7 and others, had become the beacon of civil rights in the 
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community. As a result of the dedication and efforts towards human dignity by CL#7, 

the college and the county human relations task force, the compound was donated to 

the college as a gift through the college�s foundation. The 20 acre site was turned into 

a peace park by the college and now hosts groups for discussions on peace versus hate.  

The community received negative press. Contributing factors to the negative 

community image included the national media coverage of the parade and altercations 

that transpired, racial incidents, ongoing activities of the white supremacist sect and 

the barrage of media that reported on the trial. CL#7 came to the college aware of the 

tense environment relating to matters of diversity and community incidents on matters 

of race. During CL#7�s presidential interview, questions were posed as scenarios that 

were intended to give a glimpse into the climate at the time. Faculty members on the 

committee, as reported by the observer, were very clear about the atmosphere in the 

community and at the college. They disclosed the racial unrest at the college and that 

the interim president had been spit in the face by a supremacist and was called �nigger 

lover.� The observer continued by saying, �We didn�t hide anything. He came here 

with his eyes wide open.� 

Civil rights was a life-long passion of CL#7. He grew up in the Jim Crow 

South through high school. He recalled seeing drinking fountains marked �colored� as 

a child, African Americans riding on the back of the buses, and lunch counters being 

for whites only. CL#7 stated he never understood the practices of segregated south and 

always had a sense that behaviors by some and policies of that time period were 

wrong. Upon receiving his degree, CL#7 accepted a faculty position in the poorest 

county in the nation bordering Mexico. CL#7 taught many first generation Latino 
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students. The experiences teaching at the college shaped his understanding of what 

community and technical colleges can do for individuals most at risk and the impact 

that these institutions have on students, their families, and communities. A motivation 

for what is right and wrong, and a deep concern for others inspired him to act. CL#7 

shared, �We have a moral obligation to create the best educational product. Why in the 

world would you ration it? Why would you defy people of this opportunity?� As the 

observer noted, �He not only has the courage of convictions, but he acts on those.�  

CL#7 was fully committed to issues of diversity. Regardless of the risks 

involved, the president continuously spoke out on matters of equal protection and 

human dignity. CL#7, self-described as cautious by nature, was aware that there were 

dangerous individuals who disagreed with his position. He realized that there were 

powerful community members, including local legislators, who were in opposition to 

CL#7�s decisions. As the observer noted, whenever the county human rights task force 

members or employees of the college brought forth an issue of discrimination, 

�[CL#7] never hesitated to act or be out in front, even if it meant he lost his job.� 

CL#7 knew that policies or action taken was not without controversy or opposition. 

The president added during the interview, �I don�t act in the heat of the moment. I 

think through these kinds of things.�  

CL#7 knowingly took stands on unpopular topics amidst controversy. There 

were personal and institutional risks associated with those decisions. Personal safety 

concerns were a factor for CL#7 and his family. During the height of the controversy 

and racial unrest, CL#7 had become very aware of his surroundings. He no longer 

allowed his daughter to open the mail box in case of a bomb. At a speech given at a 
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university campus in a nearby state, a white supremacist showed up while CL#7 was 

addressing the audience. The man screamed at CL#7 and had to be restrained. Risks to 

the institution were related to its reputation, legislative efforts on behalf of the college, 

and potential impact of future fundraising activities. Factors included a loss of CL#7�s 

credibility to those who disagreed with his stand on positions, an ability to recruit and 

retain students and staff of color, and a concern of future full-time equivalent student 

generation. CL#7 also had a deep concern for the safety of students of color enrolled.  

Professionally, there was a price to bear. CL#7 took a professional risk by 

accepting the position of presidency. Many of CL#7�s close colleagues questioned 

why he would intentionally accept the position, perceiving what the challenges had 

been. CL#7 explained, �You go where the fight is.� From the president�s perspective 

the fight was at the college and in that geographic area. �We are the people�s college,� 

stated the observer as the interviewed ended.  

In summary, courage showed itself in the form of moral courage on matters of 

free speech and equal protection. The experience was �life-changing� for CL#7. 

CL#7, with eyes-wide-open, came to a community riddled with racial unrest. He 

displayed a willingness to speak on difficult matters regardless of the consequences 

personally or professionally. CL#7 stated, �You have to talk about these things from a 

moral plain.� Emotionally, it was an intense and complicated period for the president. 

CL#7 suffered gut-wrenching reactions to what he witnessed or heard about regarding 

the supremacist organization�s activities. CL#7 used words to describe those 

observations as vile, repugnant, and ugly and acknowledged he was often unnerved by 

the circumstances he found himself. He stated, �Its offensive.� CL#7 faced public 
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criticism for his decisions, including legislative and political pressure from local and 

state legislators. 

In spite of the risks involved, CL#7 was confident in his decisions. CL#7 stated 

that he did the right thing, regardless of the potential consequences of his reasoned 

choice. �My motivation was a real sense of this is absolutely wrong and we have to do 

something about it,� (CL#7.) CL#7�s observer characterized the dedication to matters 

of free speech and equal protection. He described that some leaders give diversity lip 

service because it�s good public relations. That is not the case with CL#7. The 

observer avowed, �There�s passion about these issues. It�s an internal commitment.� 

CL#7, as president, consistently acted on that dedication towards human dignity. 

CL#7, as a portion of the interview concluded, described the logic of the decisions 

made: 

You don�t fight back physically. You don�t combat hate with hate. 
But, you don�t lie down either or just turn your back and ignore it. You 
find a way to speak out on human rights, everybody�s right to human 
dignity and a sense of worth. You find a way to turn these unfortunate 
[series of] events, to turn it into some type of opportunity.  
 

Support came from the board and colleagues from around the country who 

heard about the occurrences at the college. Throughout a tense three year 

period of time, CL#7 remained hopeful.  

Community College Leader #8 
 
For Courageous Leader #8 (CL#8), there wasn�t one courage-demanding 

incident that presented itself, but rather an ongoing series of events that required 

courage. There was a mismatch of institutional cultures in terms of differences 

between the public school system and the community and technical college system as 
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described below. A mismatch professionally also occurred between CL#8�s style and 

way of leading a division and the senior-level administrators already in place when she 

arrived. The technical college had merged from the public school system to the state 

community and technical college system. Three years prior to the arrival of CL#8, the 

college had functioned as a vocational school within the local school district. It was 

located in an urban, blue collar city. As a newly formed technical college, it was 

required to meet the accreditation standards of the regional accrediting agency. Upon 

accreditation team review and site visit, the technical college received several 

recommendations. It was placed on probation for a period of one year with the 

expectation that there would be another site visit at the end of that time. One of the 

recommendations was in the student services division. To respond to the 

recommendations of the accreditation team, the student services lead position was 

elevated from a director to a vice president of student services reporting to the senior 

vice president. CL#8 was hired to take that new role.  

CL#8 had a charge to streamline the enrollment system. Her task was to 

improve the intake and registration process, create a new registration form, develop 

standards for the student services area, and institute training in various student 

database systems. CL#8 pulled together a team of individuals from across the college 

who had knowledge of the existing student services policies and operations, and who 

would be able to provide insight into current practice and challenges. Early on, two 

senior-level administrators, originally part of the council, chose to discontinue 

attending those meetings. CL#8 indicated they appeared to leave the group because 

they were dissatisfied with the direction the group was heading. In the end, CL#8 
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successfully streamlined the process and the college received commendations in the 

area of student services. According to reported transcript data, instead of being 

pleased, the president, �Stated that he was surprised� (CL#8). 

�I was excited about the position, but I wasn�t prepared for the hostile 

environment,� CL#8 shared as the interview began. The first six months of her tenure 

as vice president went well. However, shortly after the college satisfied accreditation 

expectations, challenges began. CL#8 wrote a letter to the president five and one half 

months into her role, outlining concerns of interpersonal relationships with two senior 

level administrators. CL#8 revealed that in an attempt to work together, she sought 

both out and discussed her perceptions of their interpersonal relationships. The 

response from each was characterized by CL#8 as �threats and harassment.� In one 

case, the vice president of student services was informed, �If you are not successful, 

they will put your ass out the door.� Another colleague remarked, �The door is open.� 

In fact, CL#8 indicated to the president that she wouldn�t repeat some of the language 

spoken to her because of the crude nature.  

CL#8 had hoped to work within the system to change the college culture 

towards one that was best for students and the institution. The assertion was 

substantiated by Observer #3 (General Services Manager). CL#8�s aim, as reported in 

interview transcripts and stated in case documents, was to create a student-centered 

institution and one in which contributions of people of color are valued. However, 

CL#8�s aim, as perceived by fellow administrators and those loyal to those 

administrators, was to change the culture of the administration. Several of the senior 

level administrators were reported to have �grown� up in the college. The educational 
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achievements of the college management team were minimal. Between the four vice 

presidents and the president, there were two with earned bachelor�s degree. Among all 

administrators (approximately 12 people) one had an advanced degree. The vice 

president of human resources and vice president of instruction had no degrees at all. 

The highest degree level of the vice president for business and finance was an 

associate�s degree.  

The administrative team was described by Observer #1 (faculty member) as 

�cookie cutter management� meaning, �you were with them or you were not.� CL#8 

was known to speak truthfully regarding college situations. Observer #1 characterized 

the state of affairs CL#8 endured, �Many were out for her demise.� In addition, 

another troubling perception loomed. The student population at the time was very 

diverse. The ratio of students of color to the ratio of senior-level administrators of 

color was disproportionate. CL#8 was the only person of color in the President�s 

Cabinet. CL#8 had to battle speculation that she was hired for reasons other than her 

relevant credentials and experience. As a senior level administrator new to the college, 

from outside of the institution, with an earned doctorate, years of relevant experience, 

and a female of color, she brought something different to the table. Observer #3 

declared, �I think every day [CL#8] had to overcome those types of obstacles.� 

CL#8 described her experiences at the technical college as very difficult. CL#8 

remained in that toxic environment, as portrayed by her and the three observers 

interviewed, for a period of over seven years. As a member of the President�s Cabinet, 

CL#8 met regularly with the executive management team and discussed important 

college matters. During administrative meetings, it was customary for members of 
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Cabinet to present suggestions on various topics. When CL#8 would make a 

recommendation or bring an issue forward for conversation, she indicated that she was 

met with, �Dead silence.� The vice president continued with, �Anything I brought 

forth was met with resistance.� Emotionally, the reaction was distressing on CL#8. 

The institutional climate was one of intimidation. It was understood, based on 

interview transcripts and related documents, that if an employee spoke or acted 

contrary to the expectations of the president or his delegates, that individual would 

face retaliation. Observer #3 spoke at great lengths of the animosity that CL#8 

suffered by what he called, �the dirty dozen.� The dirty dozen was the group of 

administrators who �toyed� (Observer #1) and �tried to get her upset at all costs� 

(Observer #1). As Observer #3 witnessed, she (CL#8) had to battle with the group 

daily. According to observers, memorandums, and CL#8�s testimony, it appeared that 

no matter what CL#8 achieved on behalf of the college or its students, the group 

declined to acquiesce. The barrage of menacing conduct took a toll on CL#8. Observer 

#2 (Administrative Assistant to the Vice President) portrayed the impact the 

experience had on the vice president, �They made her life miserable.� Indicative of 

how others perceived episodes, a faculty member, sent CL#8 a note following a 

meeting, that said, �I felt bad for you yesterday.� CL#8 described the treatment that 

she received by the administrative group as �personally humiliating.� 

Besides a culture of intimidation, the college had a culture of insensitivity 

toward matters of gender and race. On several occasions, CL#8 was subjected to racial 

or gender offensive comments in public sessions and in private one-on-one 

conversations. In a workshop on leadership, facilitated by a college faculty member, 
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he stated that employers don�t want individuals who would say, �Yessa boss.� (CL#8) 

During the break, CL#8 enlightened him that his choice of words was not responsible 

and racially offensive. The vice president followed up with a letter to the workshop 

presenter and his supervisor. CL#8 shared her public humiliation and embarrassment 

as a result of his comment. At another time, a President�s Cabinet member, during a 

regular meeting, described how he �jew�d down� someone in a business transaction. 

CL#8 regularly spoke out about matters of diversity. As a member of a multicultural 

task force, she came to suspect that the members of that body were not taking 

seriously the existing climate related to diversity at the college. Further, from her 

perspective, the committee didn�t seem to acknowledge the attitudes towards people of 

color at the institution. CL#8 chose to resign from the committee and wrote a letter to 

the vice president of human resources. Having considered her words carefully, CL#8 

stated: 

The easy solution for some would be to remove myself [from the 
technical college] if I am not satisfied with the environment. However, 
that is not the answer. Because of my commitment to the college, the 
customers we serve and my belief in equity and justice, I feel a sense 
of responsibility to continue to work within the system to find ways to 
improve the climate and truly make it a climate that is inclusive as 
opposed to exclusive. 
 

CL#8 wrote those remarks while, Observer #2 confirmed, �They just beat her up.� 

The vice president was aware of the jeopardy involved as decisions were made. 

Real consequences took the form of isolation, retaliation, and redirected resources. In 

the letter to the president discussing the interpersonal relationships between herself 

and the two vice presidents, CL#8 wrote, �I am fully cognizant of possible 

consequences which many include isolation and barriers put in place to prevent me 
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from being able to carry out the responsibilities of my position.� In a memorandum 

regarding concerns that individuals had been subject to racially explosive comments, 

CL#8 wrote, �I am fully aware [by bringing this issue forward that] there might be 

personal consequences such as being labeled a troublemaker, that I am not a team 

player, or the risk of isolation.�  

On several occasions, critical responsibilities in the student services division 

would get transferred to another senior level administrator. CL#8 understood that there 

was always a chance for termination. CL#8 stated:  

It was an environment that was so hostile, I think it was more hostile for me as 
a person of color, but for any person in that environment who spoke up there 
was retaliation, everyone knew there would be retaliation.  
 

The president gave CL#8 a poor evaluation. She had never suffered a negative 

evaluation in her professional career. CL#8 refused to sign the evaluation without 

submitting an addendum. The president became furious, wrote a response to her 

addendum and a �war of words� ensued for a period of time.  

CL#8 stated she endured endless pain while going through the experience. 

Knowing the risks, CL#8 continued to speak truthfully on matters of principle and 

what was best for students. The vice president was not the only one negatively 

impacted by the college environment and behavior of the �dirty dozen.� There were 

risks for CL#8�s supporters as well. The college became divided into two camps. 

Those who were seen as supporters of CL#8 were placed in that camp and were 

ridiculed. Further, staff contracts were not renewed and other staff was demoted. Upon 

notice to the vice president of human resources regarding her resignation from the 

diversity task force, the president requested the senior vice president meet with CL#8 
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to discuss her decision. Concluding that conversation, the senior vice president 

determined that treatment CL#8 had been subjected to was unfair. The senior vice 

president spoke to the president and suggested that, �He never is asked to do that 

again� meaning bullying without cause for the president. The president demoted him 

to the director of facilities and planning.  

It was a lonely time for CL#8. She characterized the major challenges faced as, 

�Not getting the respect from the President�s Cabinet, and not being appreciated as a 

human being who had contributions to make.� After years of managing daily 

discrimination, CL#8 filed an Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) 

complaint against the technical college and administration. It took over one year for a 

hearing to take place. Upon review, the EEOC investigator determined that because 

action hadn�t taken place in the 90 days prior to the hearing, a determination could not 

be made. CL#8 then hired an attorney to negotiate a settlement that would include the 

creation of a diversity committee and methods to increase the proportion of persons of 

color at administrative and faculty levels. CL#8 had a planned vacation during the 

month of December. In the meanwhile, CL#8�s attorney was in discussions with the 

human resources (HR) department at the college regarding her proposal.  

The college attorney was requesting that CL#8 agree not to sue the college 

upon her departure or seek employment at the technical college in the future. CL#8 

indicated that she was not willing to make a decision until her return. When she 

arrived home, the vice president was informed that the president of the college had 

communicated to the college community that she had retired. CL#8 contacted the 

president and notified him that in fact, she had not retired. As CL#8 entered her office 
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the first day after vacation, she was met by the president who apologized for the 

mistake. Ultimately, the president and board of trustees determined that CL#8�s 

presence on campus would be disruptive. She was placed on six months paid 

administrative leave. After that decision, a representative from the human resources 

department contacted CL#8 and informed her that the board was asking for her 

resignation. CL#8 retired that following June. Observer #2 recalled the day that CL#8 

left, �It was a horrible day. We knew she was gone and then a couple of days later 

they announced that she had retired.�  

The statement, �They couldn�t run her� (Observer #1) was prevalent in all of 

the observer interviews as well as statements in related documents. Staff and faculty 

were aware of the intimidating atmosphere CL#8 faced on a daily basis. Observer #1 

stated that, �Many believed she handled it with grace.� As the interview continued, 

Observer #1 proclaimed, �It was like poking a stick at a mad dog. She never became 

the mad dog.� Observer #1 stated that she continued to fight, noting that she would 

attend executive retreats knowing that the interactions between her and other 

administrators would be difficult. Observer #2 observed, �She fought until the day she 

left. It�s unfortunate because she had so much to offer and they couldn�t accept it and 

they didn�t want it.�  

CL#8 enjoyed some support from the rank and file of the institution. When the 

president retired, and she applied for the position, CL#8 received encouragement from 

those within the college who came to recognize the difficult situation in which she 

was. Every year in June, the college held a retirement party for retirees who had 
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retired during that academic year. CL#8 attended the dinner in spite of adversity 

endured as a result of her experiences at the college. Observer #2 commented:  

Her staff was very supportive of her and there must have been 20 of us 
who were at the retirement dinner for her. It was the last retirement 
dinner we had. It�s my speculation they stopped having the dinners 
because of [CL#8].  
 

Support came from external sources to the institution. Administrative colleagues from 

across the state who had encountered members of the �dirty dozen� understood the 

challenging position she came across regularly. CL#8 received enduring support from 

her spouse. CL#8 had self-confidence that she was �doing the right thing.� CL#8 

believed that her years of experience, educational background, and reputation within 

the state would allow her to find another position, should she be terminated as a result 

of the courageous-demanding happenings.  

CL#8 made a significant impact on the technical college. Observer #1 noted, 

�She kept her focus on the students, always an advocate for the students.� Observer #3 

confirmed that CL#8 never lost sight of the college�s mission and goals and worked 

toward those at all times. Observer #3 added that CL#8 worked within the college�s 

mission and goals. CL#8 was never fully given a fair opportunity towards that end. As 

reported by observers and CL#8, she successfully streamlined the enrollment process 

for students and improved financial aid procedures. CL#8 worked tirelessly to create 

an environment that was student friendly and student focused. Student association 

governing policies and programs were created and developed. A comprehensive 

graduation ceremony for students was instituted. Finally, CL#8 had a lasting influence 

on staff�s ability to find their voice and stand up for matters of importance. Observer 

#2 concluded the interview by sharing:  
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I think her time at [xxx], even though it was difficult for her; I think 
she left a lasting impression here with most of the staff and while 
we�re still kind of hesitant and not as bold as she is, I think a lot of us 
will speak up more than we did before. Before she came, no would 
speak up for fear of losing their job. I think she did leave that here. 
 
In summary, for CL#8 courage didn�t show itself with one courage-demanding 

incident. CL#8 experienced a series of ongoing events that required intellectual and 

moral courage. The experience for CL#8�s was personally hurtful and professionally 

alarming. Shortly after arriving at the technical college, CL#8 encountered a hostile 

work environment and discrimination. CL#8 overcame adversity over a period of 

seven years. Barriers included efforts by a group of college administrators to 

intimidate her to conform to the existing culture of the institution. Many times the 

requests to conform related to behaviors that were contrary to CL#8�s professional and 

personal standards. Behaviors related to due process for students or negative treatment 

of colleagues who brought forth disparate perspectives. CL#8�s external driving force 

was the principle of equity, and consideration of what was best for students and the 

college. Internal factors included a sense of integrity, confidence, core values of right 

and wrong, faith, and self-preservation.  

Courageous Leader #8 persevered under enormous daily pressure. As an 

outsider, the institutional climate was challenging. CL#8 acted with �eyes wide open.� 

The vice president understood the risks to her personally and to her position for 

speaking truthfully on matters of diversity and fairness. Seeing those in power demote, 

reassign, or terminate employees in retaliation for not following expectations, CL#8 

understood that termination was a real possibility. CL#8 would willingly act and speak 
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out regarding critical matters or the treatment of individuals, in spite of known 

consequences, and the possibility of professional peril.  

The experience for CL#8 was emotionally difficult. Words used to describe 

real impact were pain, isolation, loneliness, devastation, humiliation, and 

embarrassment. In spite of the challenges, her dedication to making a significant 

difference for students remained constant. CL#8 also remained concerned for those 

who were ridiculed as a result of showing support for her. After years of battles, the 

end was imminent. Regarding CL#8�s departure at the college, Observer #3 mused, �I 

think she was personally relieved when she left.� Observer #2 supported that notion by 

suggesting, �you can only fight for so long.� Finally, CL#8 modeled for others 

resilience in the midst of angst. Observer #3 summed up the condition by saying, �I 

think it was courage to show up every day. I think it was the fact that she had to face 

these people every day and do her job; that was courage enough.� She displayed 

optimism and continued to believe she could make positive contributions to the 

college�s mission and goals. 

Community College Leader #9 

Was it a case of professional suicide or simply a case of doing what is right, 

with �eyes wide open� as avowed by her observer (faculty union head and faculty 

member), in spite of the risks involved? �It was an interesting dilemma� Courageous 

Leader #9 (CL#9) reflected on as we started the interview. A relationship between a 

college president and a district chancellor reached an impasse when the president 

decided to speak candidly at a public board meeting and share the college�s budget 

status for the upcoming year. The impact of critical budget cuts proposed to be made 
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was also outlined. The intent of the courageous act was for the benefit of the 

institution and to maintain one�s personal integrity. CL#9�s observer (faculty member 

and then union president) stated, �She stood up for herself and our institution in that 

process.� 

At a board of trustees meeting, each college president was asked by the 

chancellor to report their respective college budget projections for the upcoming year. 

In the critical incident described, CL#9 was asked by the chancellor to present budget 

figures that were different than she knew to be true. It was common practice for the 

district Board of Trustees to review budget projections. Because of funding challenges 

at the district, and the two college�s budget status, the chancellor met with the 

president and requested she give a report at the upcoming board meeting. The report 

was to represent the overall budget situation in a particular manner. CL#9 explained 

their conversation: 

�and he told me I needed to go to the board and tell them what the 
situation was at the college although I couldn�t tell them the whole 
story and I couldn�t use the numbers that we had at the college and I 
had to use other numbers; to tell the story the way he wanted it to be 
told and quite honestly I couldn�t do that. 
 

As the observer portrayed, �[He] wanted to transfer funds from � to � to cover 

budget deficit and spend down the reserves that � had built up over the years as the 

reserves in the district had been spent down by � [chancellor.]� Upon reflection, she 

suggested:  

That was the point in time where I had to sit down and say �alright, he�s telling 
me to do this.� I can�t go before the board and do that in all honesty and feel 
good about myself and maintain my integrity. 
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When the president was called upon, CL#9 stood up and proceeded to outline 

her budget findings for the upcoming year. She highlighted the impact of proposed 

budget cuts to college programs and services to students. CL#9 reviewed with the 

board and others a handout describing general budget matters and action to be taken 

should the budget bottom line remain as she assessed it to be. CL#9 identified 

measures the college had taken to be accountable with funds that were delineated. 

Further, the president made suggestions for a more open budget process. CL#9 shared 

her challenge with accessing budget information from the district office. She stated 

that responsible budget management �should be rewarded and not penalized.� She 

discussed her concern with reference to FTE student allocation and changes to the 

district formula without presidential input. Additionally, CL#9 explained that funds 

from her college were being taken to support the other college in the district. The 

second college within the district was perceived as not being as fiscally dependable as 

CL#9�s college had been. As she indicated to the board, �[We] should not pay the 

price by having money taken away from the college to bail out and reward the other 

college for its fiscal problems.�  

The distributed handout also detailed general FTE student allocations, initial 

cuts, worker retraining funding and impact, workload changes, special population 

funding allocations, and distribution of those funds across the district. CL#9 expressed 

concerns regarding disparate budget figures between figures she presented and those 

provided by the chancellor and district office. She had prepared information from 

numbers the college had concluded after budget review by her, the college budget 

analyst, and a member of the district budget office. CL#9 summarized the effects of 



  178 
 

 

fiscal items examined and the proposed budget cuts to follow as a result. Specific cuts 

touched each area of the college: class sections cancelled, part-time faculty positions 

decreased, library resources limited, programs reduced, hours of operation minimized, 

new facilities revamped, and an increase in student usage fees. Upon completion of 

CL#9�s report, the president emphasized the impact the budget implications would 

have on her college. She implicated, �Business as they knew it� would be revamped.  

The chancellor was next to talk to the board. He started his discussion and 

response by apologizing, as reported in the board minutes, to the board for the 

information distributed by CL#9. He indicated he had not seen the materials prepared 

by CL#9 prior to the meeting. The chancellor expressed regret that the board heard 

budget data that he had not previously reviewed. The chancellor then proceeded to 

retort in a point by point manner, responding to every major topic underscored by the 

president. He stated assertively that the budget report as presented �Was riddled with 

inaccuracies.� It was seemingly clear that the district chancellor had expected her to 

do as he had asked and present budget figures per their discussions. As the observer 

affirmed, the �chancellor was absolutely livid and couldn�t believe what a betrayal that 

was.� That portion of the meeting then concluded. 

Following the board report, CL#9 flew to a state meeting with community 

college presidents and chancellors. During the meeting, she was hand delivered a letter 

by the chancellor. CL#9 opened the envelope and read the contents while sitting in a 

room with community college presidents and chancellors. The document served as a 

notice that she was placed on immediate administrative leave. CL#9 confided that it 

was apparent that the district chancellor attended the meeting for the sole purpose to 
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provide the correspondence. As the observer, faculty union leader at the time shared, 

�He was trying to humiliate her as much as he could. She embarrassed him in front of 

the Board so he was going to belittle her if at all possible in front of every 

president�.� CL#9 immediately flew back to her college and proceeded to procure an 

attorney. 

Upon CL#9�s return to campus and advice of counsel, she met with the 

chancellor at his request. At that meeting, the chancellor requested that she resign or 

be subject to termination. �He called me in his office and basically told me I was 

going to be fired and it would be best if I resigned as it would be better for my career. 

I refused to do that,� CL#9 declared during the interview. Consequently, the 

chancellor demoted her, and reassigned CL#9 to the district office. She described her 

new position as having �no real duties.� The chancellor offered for her to work from 

home or in the district office. She chose to work from home.  

The local newspaper wrote several articles about CL#9�s action at the board of 

trustees meeting and the fall out that ensued. CL#9�s decision also made national 

higher education news. Local articles highlighted the tension across the district and the 

displeasure of the faculty. The editorial board criticized the chancellor and the board�s 

support of the chancellor during his tenure. Finally, they suggested the trustees and the 

chancellor �take note� of the resentment expressed by faculty and others. The editorial 

closed with �for the system to function smoothly, it is essential for those in charge to 

calm dissension, not by discounting it, but by understanding its causes and sincerely 

addressing them.� 
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The chancellor faced unrelenting criticism from faculty members for his 

decision to demote the president. A meeting with faculty was held eight business days 

following the chancellor�s action. A local newspaper reported on the discussions. The 

article led with one union member saying �we want to know what�s going on?� The 

article summarized the frustration that faculty felt about reassigning CL#9 to a lower 

level position. Faculty members perceived it as a firing and questioned the 

chancellor�s motive for that decision. They revealed their lack of confidence in his 

leadership of the district. The chancellor indicated his decision was not based solely 

on the incident at the board meeting. He stated that he was unable to discuss specifics 

as it was a personnel matter. Instructors challenged his assertion that it was not the 

action taken by CL#9 at the board meeting that resulted in CL#9�s demotion. One 

member reminded him that he gave glowing remarks of her performance during the 

commencement ceremony just one month prior to the board meeting.  

The chancellor stood fast to his declaration that conversations about her 

performance had taken place over the course of months prior to the board meeting and 

that his decision �wasn�t caused solely by her budget presentation to the board of 

trustees� (newspaper article). CL#9 pointed towards specific facts when she responded 

to the question �was it just the action at the board meeting or were there other things 

leading up to that?� CL#9 specified, �I think it was just the action at the board meeting 

and I�m pretty secure in that....� There were his remarks at the commencement 

ceremony. Secondly, three months prior to the board meeting and two months prior to 

his remarks at commencement CL#9 had received a successful performance review. 

The president�s contract had been renewed for three additional years.  
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Several changes occurred in the district over a two year period the chancellor 

was in his position. As illuminated in a newspaper article at the time and substantiated 

by both CL#9 and the observer, �Her demotion was only the latest of several that took 

place at [the district] since � became chancellor in �.� New initiatives were 

launched on the arrival of the chancellor. Specific initiatives came with significant 

price tags. One project included purchasing a $1 million dollar building downtown 

using foundation funds, to the chagrin of faculty members who perceived savings 

dwindle down.  

It was clear that the chancellor had support from the board of trustees. The 

board of trustees at their September meeting, two months following her presentation, 

adopted a resolution to provide �indemnification and defense in the lawsuit� for the 

chancellor (board of trustee minutes.) The minutes read, �It is the position of the 

administration that the defendant was acting in good faith and in the proper discharge 

of his employment responsibilities, and therefore the administration supports this 

request for defense and indemnification for him.� The board conferred on the 

chancellor a salary increase two weeks following the demotion. However, 

approximately one month after indemnification, the board terminated the district 

chancellor. According to reports from CL#9 and the observer, the trustees received 

pressure from the state board staff and governor�s office to review the chancellor�s 

spending habits and behavior. As the observer described, �Given how quickly our 

board turned around and changed their minds, somebody with political clout told them 

look, you are backing the wrong guy there. The board had gotten themselves in 

something they shouldn�t have gotten involved in.�  
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While she was home determining the best course of action to take and biding 

her time until resolution occurred, she was encouraged by state board staff to apply for 

an interim presidency at a community college on the other side of the state. CL#9 was 

hired for a one-year term. The district and CL#9 went through a mediation process 

after the chancellor�s termination. During mediation, CL#9 was asked if she was 

interested in coming back to the district in her former capacity. CL#9 declined. They 

settled for $180,000. After completing her role as interim president, CL#9 moved 

across country to teach in a university program and contemplated her next step. CL#9 

applied for a presidency in another state, was offered the position and has served in 

that role for the past three and one half years. �I learned that you have to do the right 

thing and know what your values are� as quoted from a newspaper article announcing 

her new presidency 18 months later.  

�There was no easy way to get around giving them the information that I felt 

they needed to have without putting myself in jeopardy.� CL#9�s final decision to 

speak up at the Board meeting and take the course of action she did was considered 

with prudence and reasoned choice. �It was something that I gave a lot of thought to, 

as much time as I had before I walked into that Board meeting.� By interview 

accounts, she was aware of the real risks involved to her professionally and that to 

speak up had the possibility to cost her job. CL#9 also knew �that there was a 

possibility that my reputation would get dragged through the mud for a while.� �The 

difficult part was trying to figure out how to maneuver through whatever decision he 

was going to make that would affect my life, career, and my family.� CL#9�s observer 

substantiated her going in �with eyes wide open� by sharing:  
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She wasn�t a wallflower. She stood up. She could have stayed in her 
position for three years, stay quiet and taken a position elsewhere and 
not held her integrity and gone along with what he wanted. She did not 
do that.  
 
� She knows how close to professional suicide that is. She did that 
knowing what that might look like on her own resume. She was well 
aware that could make her look like somebody who could not hold a 
job. She suffered that risk. That�s what I think is her courage part of it. 
 
For CL#9, the decision to speak truthfully was a matter of principle on behalf 

of an external cause greater than herself. CL#9 intimated, �I felt the pressure to do 

what�s best for the college and ultimately what�s best for the district.� Her observer 

reported, ��Yes, yes, she stood up for what was correct.� There was also a sense of 

personal satisfaction and integrity for the action taken. CL#9 echoed the finding, �I 

felt really good that I had the integrity that I had at least what I perceived I had to do 

what�s right.� In response to one segment of the interview, the president ruminated: 

When I finally made the decision and I did what I did, I felt really 
good because I had done what was right and I�m not somebody who 
gets on my high moral horse and you always have to do this and that 
and be pure and perfect and all that kind of stuff, but I really felt that I 
had been backed into a corner, and it was an integrity issue for me and 
I�m not gonna go before the board and lie. 
 
An emotional toll was exacted on CL#9 for her willingness to act. Words she 

used to describe her emotions during the courage-demanding situation were tense, 

agonizing, and nerve racking leading up to the decision. The decision was also a 

lonely one as she kept her plan closely guarded. Outside of CL#9�s family, no one had 

knowledge of what she was about to do. CL#9�s observer noted that the politics of the 

district made it difficult for one in her position to know who to trust. Following the 

incident, there was a sense of release and a feeling of relief: 



  184 
 

 

When I walked out of there [board meeting] I was relieved but I was 
very nervous because I didn�t know what the action was going to be 
taken and it was then just wait and see. It was also very good because I 
felt like a weight had been lifted�. 
 
While CL#9 received criticism and unkind words as a result of her action, 

gestures of support helped her navigate through the consequences of the choice. 

Support came from a variety of sources. There was self-confidence in knowing CL#9 

was on solid ground and made the right decision. Family support was great. Third, the 

president enjoyed wide support from faculty members as substantiated by CL#9s 

observer and newspaper articles. Some community members offered words of 

understanding. Finally, CL#9 had support of folks at the state board office who were 

weary of the chancellor and his decisions. Before, during, and after the courageous 

happening, CL#9 maintained hope for the situation at hand. �You ultimately hope that 

information will come out and people will know why you did what you did but you 

never know if that�s going to happen or not� she considered. Further, she described 

herself as an optimistic person: 

Well, I guess I�m just so optimistic about most people. I think that if 
you try to do the right things in life that good things will happen. That 
may sound Pollyannaish in a way, and I don�t mean it to. But, I think 
that if you have a strong sense of who you are, and what kind of 
person you want to be, and you make decisions based on that, and 
based on your core values and your core beliefs and certainly how you 
were raised, I�m sure that has so much to do with that. Then, I think 
you can usually make the right decisions; at least I hope that you make 
decisions for the right reasons. 
 

When reality asserts itself, CL#9 was willing to recognize it and take action.  

In summary, CL#9� story exemplifies her statement above in many ways. To 

speak truthfully in public and private became a constant whether it was early 

conversations regarding chancellor initiatives or publicly at the board of trustees 
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meeting. The decision to act was made based on CL#9�s values (i.e., honesty) and for 

the sake of what was best for her and the college, in spite of the risks involved. 

Maintaining one�s personal integrity and personal satisfaction was critical as described 

on numerous occasions throughout the interview. A diligence towards prudence in her 

decision making and acting with reasoned choice were pronounced throughout the 

experience. It was clear, as evidenced by transcript statements and articles on the 

chancellor�s prior behavior, that there was knowledge about the possible consequences 

involved in speaking up. CL#9 made a choice with her eyes wide open and assessed 

the risks carefully before moving forward. CL#9, as president, stood up for her college 

on a series of other matters before the budget presentation. As the observer suggested, 

CL#9 could have gone along with the chancellor�s request, been quiet, and allowed the 

money to be transferred without incident. He stated, �She was not a mouse.� Further, 

CL#9 chose not to resign and instead faced the risks and potential negative outcomes. 

CL#9 persevered under tremendous pressure by the chancellor, some board 

members and those within the college and district that disagreed with her decision. 

CL#9 faced pressure to conform, to say what was expected, or to make things happen 

on various college and district projects that didn�t bode well for the institution. The 

chancellor would regularly place her in �no-win� situations with faculty and others at 

her college. She showed endurance while facing criticism and during the time 

wondering what would be the eventual outcome of her board presentation. A sense of 

loneliness became apparent. CL#9�s professional values prevented her from making 

public or private comment in the aftermath of the board meeting as well as during the 

times where disagreements occurred between her and the chancellor. The president�s 
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observer and articles written about CL#9�s circumstances in the local newspaper 

substantiated her claim for confidentiality. The observer also noted that it was difficult 

for CL#9 to know who to trust as she went about her days before and after the 

incident.  

Emotional distress leading up to and after her courageous decision was high. 

While CL#9 found personal satisfaction in knowing she did the right thing, there was 

anxiety in not knowing what would happen next and the impact to her family and 

career. There was resilience as CL#9 was able to take an interim position and hold 

steadfast and then eventually receive another presidency. CL#9 concluded the 

interview by contemplating, �I landed in a good spot.� 

Summary of Profile Findings 

The profiles above described in detail how courage presented itself, 

information about the leaders in this study, the community college context in which 

the courageous act occurred, and the impact of that act on the leader and the college. 

Leaders were involved with various courage-demanding situations as briefly described 

in Table 4.  

Table 4 

Context of Courage-Demanding Situation  

Courageous leader Situations 

 

CL#1 

 

Relocating a program from campus to an 

off-campus site 

CL#2  Fatal campus shooting 
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Courageous leader Situations 

CL#3 Reorganization of a college 

CL#4 Academic freedom 

CL#5 Faculty workload arbitration 

CL#6 Issues of diversity and budget reductions 

CL#7 Constitutional matters of free speech and 

equal protection  

CL#8 Series of events in a hostile and 

discriminatory work environment 

CL#9 Speaking truthfully in public board 

meeting with information contrary to 

supervisor�s request  

 
Leaders� experiences in the courage-demanding situations were wide-ranging. 

In two of the situations (CL#8 and #9), the courageous leaders negotiated conditions 

in which they left their administrative positions at their respective colleges and fought 

off efforts to negatively affect their credibility or professional reputations. In another 

situation (CL#2), the courageous leader toiled to create a culture that felt safer and 

worked to heal emotionally a campus that had been devastated by a murder. Some of 

the courageous leaders (CL#3, #5, and #6) worked to build relationships internally 

with a college community that been demoralized. Finally, other courageous leaders 

(CL#1, #4, and #7) focused efforts towards establishing a positive public image of 

their campus after tremendous negative media coverage over the courageous 

situations.  
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Several similarities associated with courage were experienced by the nine 

community college leaders when looking across their experiences. Common elements 

in the leaders� experiences of courage included, in no particular order: 

• Difficulty and pain 

• Perseverance amidst adversity 

• Endurance under pressure 

• Self-confidence 

• Support from family and colleagues 

• Loss and resultant suffering 

• Transformation of the self or institution 

• Decisions based on core values, faith, and principle 

• Willing to speak truthfully 

• Ability to act  

• Actions taken as a result of prudent and reasoned choice 

• Hope and the exhibition of optimism 

• Concern for others 

• Emotional difficulties  

• Personal integrity 

Explanations of each of the elements shared in the experiences of the leaders that 

participated in this study are analyzed and described in much more detail and depth in 

section two. In section two, which comes next, the findings from cross case analysis 

are presented in response to the three research questions that guided this study. 
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Findings in Response to Research Questions 

This section describes the findings of my study organized in response to the 

three research questions: (1) What is the courageous experience like for a community 

college leader? (2) What is the process of courage development?, and (3) What are the 

internal and external conditions which are most likely to lead community college 

leaders to act courageously? Data analysis included a comprehensive review of 

interview text, written documents, and electronic materials. 

Research Question #1: What is the courageous experience like for a community 
college leader? 

 
 This section presents the findings in response to research question #1: What is 

the courageous experience like for a community college leader? Findings were 

foreshadowed in the profile of each courageous leader presented in the previous 

section. Several themes emerged during data analysis. These themes are discussed 

below and elaborated on using relevant text. 

Courageous leadership showed itself in the community college context with 

several different connotations�each calling on the community college leaders to act 

with courage on behalf of themselves and their institutions. Forms of courage were 

physical (i.e., a decision to act with courage that was physically dangerous), moral 

(i.e., a decision to act with courage based on ethical principle), and intellectual (i.e., a 

decision to act with courage based on thoughtful reflection and deliberation.) Of the 

nine community college leaders profiled, only two (CL#1 and #2) had been in the 

senior-level administrative position for more than one year prior to courage being 

called upon in the situations for which they were nominated to be included in this 
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study. For seven of the nine, courage showed itself almost immediately after their 

arrival to the college or to their new role.  

Research question #1, the nature of the experience of courage in the 

community college context, was the central focus of this study. After an exhaustive 

analysis, eight themes emerged that seemed to get at the essence of courageous 

leadership in the context of the community college. The eight core themes are 

summarized in Table 5.  

Table 5 

Core Themes of the Experience of Courage for Community College Leaders 

Themes 

 

1. Real risks  

2. Reasoned choice  

3. Call to act  

4. Facing adversity  

5. Loneliness and isolation  

6. Staying power  

7. Maintaining personal integrity  

8. Preservation  
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Outcomes experienced by the courageous leaders as a result of the action taken are the 

last two themes listed in Table 5. The eight themes are elaborated on in the following 

paragraphs, including a description of each with selected quotations when applicable 

from data as a way to give meaning to each theme.  

Real Risks  

Negative consequences were associated with the leader�s decision to act. Risks 

required sacrifice. Two sub-themes associated with forms of risk were identified 

within the major theme of real risks. Forms of risk were: (a) to leader, and (b) to 

leader�s institution. Table 6 outlines many of the risks to the leader and the institution. 

Table 6 

Real Risks  

Courageous leader Personal risks Institutional risks 

 

CL#1 

 

Physical injury or death 

threats, credibility, 

reputation, loss of position, 

and ability to be effective in 

role 

 

Enrollment, reputation, 

and  partnerships with 

local law enforcement 

agencies 

CL#2 Physical injury or death 

threats 

Feelings of safety and 

security 
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Courageous leader Personal risks Institutional risks 

 

CL#3 

 

Physical injury or death 

threats, loss of position, or 

impact on career  

 

Negative press, 

reputation, enrollment, 

employee morale, and 

anxiety of staff 

CL#4 Loss of position, vote of no 

confidence from faculty, 

sacrificing religious code for 

professional practice, and 

respect of local community 

Academic freedom, 

accreditation status, 

reputation and 

credibility of college, 

and future enrollment 

CL#5 Credibility with faculty, 

ability to be effective, and 

severed relationships with 

faculty members and 

department 

Significant budget 

impact to college and 

statewide effect on 

instructional divisions 

across the state 

CL#6 Loss of support or position 

for budget decision, and lack 

of support from those who 

wanted stronger stance on 

diversity matters 

 

Budget, employee 

morale, retaliation of 

employees, diversity: 

anger and emotional 

pain by staff of color, 

and college divide   
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Courageous leader Personal risks Institutional risks 

CL#7 Physical harm to self and 

family, physical ailments as a 

result of emotional distress, 

relationships with staff and 

community members who 

did not support action, and 

severed relationships with 

local legislators 

Institutional reputation, 

loss of enrollment, and 

ability to recruit  

CL#8 Loss of position and 

professional credibility, loss 

of personal integrity if 

decision had been to follow 

along, and physical ailments 

as a result of emotional 

distress 

Division of employees, 

resources not allocated 

for critical projects or 

staff, impact to followers 

including demotions, 

students not served well 

CL#9 Loss of position and 

professional credibility, 

income, career negatively 

impacted, and ability to be 

effective in district and on 

behalf of college 

Disillusionment, district 

divided, and college 

resources held back  
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Risks were physical or emotional in nature and had an impact on the leader. 

For four of the leaders (CL#1, #2, #3, and #7) risks included physical safety to the 

leader and in some cases, the leader�s family. CL#1 spoke about threats that came to 

her office and personal residence, both in the form of mail and telephone calls. She 

stated that her husband began to open the packages at home for fear of what he might 

find. In fact, CL#1 noted, �The police put out a special alert so that I had a direct 

number to call if I had any concerns.� CL#2 was in danger of being shot or seriously 

injured as he chased the armed gunman on campus. CL#3 received a threatening 

phone call by a man proclaiming to the secretary who answered the telephone, �Tell 

your boss � I�m going to kill him.� CL#3 portrayed what it is like to be encouraged 

by law enforcement professionals to wear a bullet proof vest under his clothes during a 

graduation speech. Further, CL#7 discussed how dangerous the supremacist sect 

members were as evidenced by past behaviors. As a consequence, he feared for his 

family and no longer allowed his daughter to retrieve the mail from their personal mail 

box so as to not to put her in harm�s way.  

There were additional emotional risks of distress relating to the leader�s 

experiences. CL#1, #8, and #9 talked about the public humiliation or embarrassment 

to which they were subjected. CL#2 described the experience as emotionally draining. 

CL#5 stated, �You�re bruised, you feel like you�ve been through a war.� An excerpt 

from an observer of CL#1 magnified the point, �He gets emotional about it. He was 

tearing up when he was talking about this young girl. It was really powerful.� And, 

CL#4 exclaimed, �It was personally painful and emotional.�  
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Personal risks of termination or demotion also were prevalent. For seven 

leaders (all but CL#2 and #5) there was a risk, to varying degrees and at different 

points, of termination by the board or president. In fact, two leaders (CL#8 and #9) 

were either demoted or encouraged to retire. CL#1 struggled throughout the situation 

with a lack of support from certain board members. Excerpts from participants 

exemplify this finding of risk: 

• �He called me in his office and basically told me I was going to be 
fired.� (CL#9) 

 
• He [the president] had decided that my presence on campus 

was too disruptive and they placed me on administrative leave. 
Subsequently, the Human Resource person contacted me and 
informed me that the Board wanted my resignation. I chose to 
retire. (CL#8) 

 
• �If I had to do what I did if I had been new, I could have done it but I 

don�t think I could have stayed. I wouldn�t have had the good will.� 
(CL#6) 

 
• I think they were considerable. You have at least two members 

of the board that actually say in the meeting and also in private 
that this exhibit was disgusting. There was a personal risk. His 
presidency was really at stake. (Observer of CL#4) 

 
• On New Year�s Eve, I get this email from the Board Chair that 

he sent to all the board members and it said there is a crisis in 
leadership at the college in terms of their decision making, and 
I thought, �Oh, God, that�s me.� (CL#6) 

 
The second sub-theme pervasive in most cases was real risks to the institution. 

Institutional risks included retention of students, future growth opportunities, 

reputation, internal polarization, financial risk, and an ineffective institutional climate. 

Excerpts that describe the meaning to real risks to the college where the leader was 

employed included: 
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• I knew that if I had an all staff meeting the downsides to that 
are the public relations, sort of broadcasting that you�ve got 
problems, which might help people to decide not to come here; 
so the goals you have to diversify and recruit and retain staff 
and students of color are sort of shot in the foot when you may 
get this reputation. (CL#6) 

 
• Some of the faculty who were not happy went to the press and 

they made it look like the president was trying to take money 
out of the faculty� pockets. (Observer of CL#3) 

 
• Well I was concerned that students of color; our student 

population is predominately white. It�s just the nature of this 
part of the world. We do have very active athletic programs 
and we recruit all over the United States. We have a number of 
students of color who play basketball, wrestling, play 
volleyball for us, and I was concerned for their safety, and I 
was concerned of the connection of this behavior and the 
College�that we are guilty by association and that we would 
not be able to continue to attract students of color. (CL#7) 

 
One of the essential meanings of the courageous experience discovered in data 

analysis for this study was that the leaders were required to face real risk that 

necessitated sacrifice. The experiences of the community college leaders who 

participated in this study suggested that a multitude of disparate risks were involved in 

the courageous act. Courageous leaders encountered situations that were difficult and 

had lasting implications (i.e., for leader or institution).  

Reasoned Choice  

Leaders worked through the courage-demanding situations with prudence and 

a �knowing willing,� that is, having knowledge of the consequences of a decision to 

act with courage. This section is organized by describing the characteristics of how the 

decision to act courageously was made and providing data that support and give 

meaning to these characteristics. In each case and to a large extent, the leader entered 

into the courage act with �eyes as well as fist� (O�Brien, 1950). As described in the 
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first section of this chapter, there were implicit and explicit understandings of the 

matter at hand and the risks involved. Options were weighed and considered carefully 

prior to making the final determination to act courageously. Consequences of each 

option were identified.  

The �eyes as well as fist� admonition exemplified the forethought exhibited by 

the courageous community college leaders in this study. Excerpts from interviews are 

provided here to give meaning to the theme of reasoned choice. CL#9�s observer 

described the action of the leader, �She did that with her eyes wide open. I think she 

fully recognized that [she could be terminated.]� CL#9 suggested, �When you are 

faced with it, there is so much to think about it and so many decisions, little and big 

decisions, that go into the process of making the ultimate decision of what to do.� As 

CL#7 noted, �You don�t stick your finger in the wind and decide which direction you 

are going to go.� CL#7�s observer expressed, �He wasn�t creating our policies 

knowing that there wasn�t controversy or opposition out there.�  

Comments during interviews relating to CL#3 suggested that he was aware of 

and considered the situation before acting. CL#3 shared, �I knew there were some 

major problems when I came down here and I knew that they would take a strong 

position on the part of the president to address those problems.� His observer noted, 

�[CL#3] puts it in the context of, �I�m aware that the consequences might be tough but 

I�m going to do what�s right for this institution, for the school and my students�.� An 

observer of CL#1 shared, �She believed passionately [the institution] wasn�t to have 

the firing range there.� CL#4 when discussing the decision surrounding the art exhibit 

showed that he examined the situation and the impact. He stated in regards to taking 
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the exhibit down, �That was never a consideration.� Other excerpts that are telling of 

the leaders who made decisions understanding the situation and the potential negative 

consequences included: 

• �It�s always a measured response.� (CL#2) 

• �I really take time to think through these things because I know we are 
going to still be colleagues in the same department.� (CL#5) 

 
• �I think through these kinds of decisions�. I�m a cautious person by 

nature.� (CL#7) 
 

• �He understands the politics of a campus especially in this day and age; 
he�s not a cowboy running it; he believes that he knows what�s best for 
the institution in most things; he�s got conviction in that respect.� 
(Observer of CL#2) 

 
Finally, passages below typify the theme that actions were not taken foolhardy, 

or without knowledge of the risks involved: 

• I think there needs to be thought � before action is taken so 
you are aware of it [consequences] as much as you can be 
aware, and predict the consequences as much as you can. You 
really can�t be 100% certain, but you try to be as certain as you 
can at the front end. (CL#5) 

 
• �Well I did think about the fact that he had fired so many people and 

that he certainly was not loyal to me and I knew that it was something 
that could potentially happen.� (CL#9) 

 
Participant statements, from observers and leaders alike, suggested that leader�s 

decisions were made with rational thought and were not rushed. As CL#6 

summarized, �Try to do the right thing after you�ve considered everything.� 

Considerations were given to doing what was best from the leader�s perspective for 

students and the institution. Decisions were made with careful intention. The 

experience of courageous leaders was distinguished as being reflective and disciplined 

by observers or themselves. �[CL#5] did her homework� (Observer of CL#5).  
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Call to Act  

Once a decision was determined, action by the leader followed. Courage-

demanding situations for the courageous community college leaders profiled in my 

study were matters of significance to the leader and to the institution. Because they 

were matters of significance, leaders demonstrated a willingness to act, in spite of the 

consequences for a greater good (i.e., academic freedom, diversity, freedom of speech, 

institutional growth). Two sub-themes were deemed associated with the courageous 

leader�s call to act: (a) action and (b) merit of principle.  

First, repeatedly words of �willing to act,� �take action� or �move� were 

spoken by observers and leaders alike. An observer of CL#3 stated, �He is willing to 

make things happen, even given the obstacles, some external, some internal, and stays 

the course.� One of CL#6�s observers characterized her by saying, �[She] is always 

someone who is willing to move on a position.� Further, CL#5�s observer after several 

different statements about her willingness to act summarized simply her ability, 

�[CL#5] is more than willing to get out there and help out. She jumps right in there.� 

Courage presented itself in various forms. Each situation required an action to 

be taken on the part of a leader in order to have an impact on the outcome. Leaders, 

with an understanding of the risks involved and with prudence, responded when 

courage was called upon. Examples from the profiles were as follows:  

• CL#1 relocated an instructional program in spite of the pressure to keep 

the program on campus.  

• CL#2 chose to run after an armed gunman who had fatality shot a 

female student. 
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• CL#3 took the position of president knowing there were institutional 

challenges. He undertook a major campus reorganization that caused 

tremendous anxiety amongst faculty and staff.  

• CL#4 acted by allowing, under the auspices of academic freedom, a 

controversial public art exhibit to remain on campus. That decision 

created an enormous firestorm in the community and nationally. 

• CL#5 held true to institutional values of instructional work loads and 

equity, in the process pushing faculty department negotiations to 

arbitration.  

• CL#6�s experiences centered around two distinct circumstances: (a) 

budget shortages, (b) racial incidents. She took both situations on with 

significant risk to herself and the institution.  

• CL#7 on numerous occasions spoke out and took campus action against 

a powerful and dangerous white supremacist sect. He also stood up to 

local legislators who did not approve of his stance on matters of sexual 

orientation. 

• CL#8 showed a willingness to act on behalf of students and faced 

incidents of harassment and discrimination regularly.  

• CL#9 spoke out regarding a budget at a public board meeting that was 

contrary to what she had been requested to present by the chancellor, 

and made the choice, recognizing that she was probably going to lose 

her position as president. 
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Further, leaders acted out of merit based on a sense of duty, on behalf of a 

principle, for a social interest, concern for others, or for the benefit of their 

institutions. Reasons suggesting why the actions were merited are described in Table 

7. 

Table 7 

Reasons for Need to Act 

Courageous leader Reason internal to 

institution 

Reason external to 

institution 

 

CL#1 

 

Children in nearby center, 

master plan, and 

institutional growth 

 

CL#2 Safety of students and staff  

CL#3 Employee morale, faculty 

support, and institutional 

growth 

 

CL#4 Commitment to faculty Academic freedom, equity 

and fairness, and 

accreditation standards 
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Courageous leader Reason internal to 

institution 

Reason external to 

institution 

 

CL#5 

 

Workload issue and best 

for students  

 

Equity and fairness 

CL#6 Budget issue: 

organizational challenge  

Diversity issue: employee 

morale 

Diversity issue: equity and 

inclusivity 

CL#7 Concern for students of 

color 

Equity and diversity and 

freedom of speech 

CL#8 Personal integrity Equity and fairness 

CL#9 Personal integrity and 

what�s best for institution 

and students  

 

 

The experiences of the courageous leaders suggested that courage requires a 

willingness to act and that action comes with sacrifice. For all of the situations 

described, a decision by the leader occurred�whether that call for action came from 

mainly internal (within) (CL#2, #5, #6, #8, and #9) or external (CL#1, #3, #4, and #7) 

to the institution.  
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Facing Adversity  

Leaders moved forward and overcame incredible adversity in the courage-

demanding situation they encountered. Substantial adversities were placed in front of 

the leader on a regular basis in efforts to stop or alter the course chosen by the leader. 

This section lists the adversities encountered and describes the difficulty of 

courageous leaders experiencing that adversity in three primary forms: (a) dealing 

with personal attacks, (b) putting off dealing with a leader�s distress, and (c) suffering 

embarrassment or humiliation. An example revealing of this theme was in the 

experiences of CL#8. She knew she might lose her job or be terminated, not get the 

financial or staffing resources she needed, have work taken from her area and 

reassigned to someone else�s, or not be considered part of the administrative team and 

still she was determined to speak truthfully.  

Table 8 illustrates key adversities each courageous leader dealt with to varying 

degrees. Several specific transcript excerpts relating to the adversity outlined in the 

table were included in the profile of each leader. Thus, they will not be fully repeated 

in this segment. Additionally, examples of death threats or personal injury were 

discussed under the theme associated with risks above. Rather, an overall listing of the 

kind of adversities faced is included in Table 8. 
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Table 8 

Adversities Experienced by Courageous Leaders 

Adversities CL#1 CL#2 CL#3 CL#4 CL#5 CL#6 CL#7 CL#8 CL#9

Personal 

attacks 

X  X X  X X X X 

Bad press X X X X  X X  X 

Intimidation X X X X X X X X X 

Discrimination  X  X  X X X  

Emotional 

draining or 

distress 

X X X X X X X X X 

Negative 

physical 

reactions 

X  X    X X X 

Major 

institutional 

trauma 

X X X X X 

 

X X X X 

Public 

humiliation or 

embarrassment 

X  X X  X  X X 

Suffering loss  X X X X X X X X X 
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Adversities CL#1 CL#2 CL#3 CL#4 CL#5 CL#6 CL#7 CL#8 CL#9

 

Public scrutiny 

or criticism 

 

X 

 

X 

 

X 

 

X 

 

X 

 

X 

 

X 

 

X 

 

X 

Death threats 

or danger 

X X X    X   

 

The experiences for courageous leaders were difficult. Excerpts reveal that 

some leaders, as a result of their decision to act, dealt with personal attacks as another 

face of adversity: 

• �When the direct attack on the range didn�t work, they attacked me.� 
(CL#1) 

 
• �Some of the faculty went to the press and they made it look like the 

president was trying to take money out of the faculty pockets. It really 
upset him.� (Observer of CL#3) 

 
• �He had to stand up to this vociferous criticism both locally and 

nationally. He had to take it.� (Observer #2 of CL#4) 
  

• �Many were out for her demise. They were always trying to do 
something to her every week. � (Observer #1 of CL#8) 

 
In numerous instances, another element of the situations adding to adversity 

was that the courageous leaders had to put off dealing with their own emotional or 

physical distress in order to show concern or care for those involved. CL#2 had to set 

aside his own emotional turmoil initially to focus on interpersonal social issues on 

campus (i.e., sense of safety). CL#6 spent one full day personally meeting with each 

person whose position was effected by the budget layoffs. Also, she stood up in front 



  206 
 

 

of 300 hundred campus personnel and led a dialogue about racial incidents that had 

the potential to tear up the campus community. CL#6 stated, �It was a very emotional 

meeting. [There was] a lot of anger. People could hear directly the pain in the voices 

and the faces and the tears of the people of color who work here.� Further, the 

experience was draining on CL#3. He carried a heavy load as he worked through the 

multitude of college challenges (i.e., morale from embezzlement issue; college 

reorganization).  

As another source of adversity, some leader�s experienced public humiliation 

or embarrassment as it related to the incidents described in the profiles or from past 

experiences of courage. The observer of CL#9 proclaimed, �He was trying to 

humiliate her as much as he could. He was going to belittle her if at all possible in 

front of every president in the state.� CL#1, as she discussed the complaint filed 

against her to the local police department shared, �I�ll never forget looking at the 

paper and it said complainant and then it said suspect, [CL#1], and the police 

interviewed me and it went all the way to the district attorney�s office.� Another leader 

(CL#8) reiterated the personal ridicule experienced when she said, �These encounters 

are personally humiliating and painful.�  

Exhibiting courage knowing the risks involved and thinking through the 

consequences of that choice was difficult. Living through that experience as hurdles 

were faced was emotionally and physically draining. Community college leaders 

stayed firm in their conviction that what they were doing was the right thing for 

students and the institution. However, for some leaders, that determination to stay the 

course in spite of adversity meant being lonely or isolated from campus colleagues.  
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Loneliness and Isolation 

Loneliness and isolation was experienced by the community college leaders as 

they endured the courage-demanding situations. Two sub-themes were found 

associated with the experience of loneliness: (a) loneliness as a result of a lack of 

support from key college individuals and (b) loneliness because of not having support 

or understanding from external colleagues. There was also a self-reported isolation to 

an extent by the leaders as they witnessed the suffering of those who supported them 

and the impact of their courageous act on college personnel. 

First, loneliness was a result of not having supervisors or board members that 

supported the action taken or isolation from those within or external to the institution 

who did not support the decision. Courageous leaders described the strain of being in 

isolation: 

• �I am fully aware I may face isolation�.� �Not having respect of the 
President�s Cabinet (CL#8) 

 
• �I understood, but it�s still pretty out there alone; particularly when 

your board was not unanimous in their support as they should have 
been. (CL#1) 

 
• �That�s a lonely place to be; the one guy that can see where we need to 

go. Boy loneliness, I just hit on something there. It�s a lonely job.� 
(Observer #2 of CL#2) 

 
Similarly, there appeared to be the need for a courageous leader to defend themself. 

The remarks of the observer of CL#1 support this need, �There were times when she 

finally would defend herself because no one else did it for her.� She went on to say, 

�[CL#1] didn�t have bosses that supported her.�  

Second, loneliness was also reported by observers of leaders because of a lack 

of support from external contemporaries. CL#3 discussed his experience when 
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regional presidents came to see him and expected consultation on determining new 

programs offered at his college and the strained relationship that transpired when he 

told them he couldn�t go along with their request. CL#4�s shared his surprise over a 

response when seeking counsel from a long-time friend and artist about how to handle 

the issue of the art exhibit: 

I had one of my best friends [who is] a really good artist whom I 
respect. When you get into one of these things, you know what you are 
going to do but you call your buddies to affirm. Well, she�s a dear, 
dear friend, and she�s a person of faith like we are. She said [CL#4], 
�good grief, let me call you back.� I have never been more shocked 
when to her the right thing was to pull it. That never was a 
consideration, although it would have been the easy thing.  

 
Finally, CL#7 noted a similar experience with colleagues across the country 

who questioned why he would have taken a position in that part of the country. CL#7 

shared the story: 

I had my professional colleagues that had a sort of reaction to me. 
They said �You moved there?� You know, I worked with a very 
diverse leadership group in xxx. I might as well as work in Xanadu as 
far as they are concerned, and if you make the front page news, you 
have something to talk about the next time you see them, and their 
understanding [of the college and location is] Neo-Nazis and its 
unfortunate. 
 
Isolation was a part of the experience for the courageous leaders. Data revealed 

that leaders were careful to keep a distance on occasion from internal college 

personnel out of concern on the impact of retaliation to those who offered support. For 

three of the cases (CL#1, #8, and #9), followers were negatively impacted by the 

action of the leader to include demotion, reputations being destroyed, or other forms of 

retaliation as a consequence. All three of these cases were female leaders. Followers 

were categorized as those at the college who supported publicly or were known to be 
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supportive of the courageous leader. As a result, leaders attempted to keep their 

distance in order to protect others. �She kept herself apart that way. You become a bit 

of a lone wolf� (Observer of CL#9).  

Data suggested that leaders were isolated at times from campus colleagues, had 

varying degrees of support from their supervisors (i.e., president, chancellor or board 

members) or external contemporaries (i.e., CL#3 not having support from regional 

presidential colleagues), and were lonely at times as they struggled to hold true to their 

courageous decision to act.  

Staying Power 

In each of the cases profiled, the courageous leaders prevailed through pressure 

by a variety of sources. The pressure was applied in an attempt to force the courageous 

leader to modify their position or cease the action taken. Courageous community 

college leaders endured pressures that were constant and unrelenting. An observer of 

CL#4 described the pressures as �vociferous.�  

Pressures came internally from one�s supervisor, board members, faculty union 

leadership, disgruntled employees, and individuals who threatened to sue the leader or 

institution. External pressures came from board members, legislators, community 

organizations and community members who opposed a courageous leader�s decision 

or choice to act. For example, CL#1 talked about regular threats she received in the 

mail or by telephone. Table 9 shows where the pressures of each leader came from.  
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Table 9 

Sources of Pressure 

Courageous leader Internal to college External to college 

 

CL#1 

 

Faculty who didn�t support 

the chancellor and part-time 

faculty member in the 

effected instructional 

program 

 

Community members 

who didn�t support the 

move, National Rifle 

Association (NRA) 

leaders and members, 

and board of trustee 

members 

CL#2 Staff and students who felt 

unsafe and had security 

concerns and help campus 

to heal 

Constant media 

coverage, community 

members who wanted to 

use the incident to 

strengthen domestic 

violence programs on 

campus, and those 

critical of  excessive 

force  
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Courageous leader Internal to college External to college 

 

CL#3 

 

Faculty, staff, and 

administrators who had 

anxiety over decisions 

 

Local media and editor 

of newspaper, board 

members, and state 

board staff  

CL#4 Art faculty and other faculty 

who argued to run the 

exhibit as planned and  

personnel within the 

institution who disagreed 

with decision 

Constant negative press; 

legislators; board 

members; national 

religious organization 

leaders and members; 

local, regional, and 

national clergy; 

community members; 

individuals from across 

the state who protested 

the decision; and  

accreditation 

commission 

expectations relating to 

academic freedom 
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Courageous leader Internal to college External to college 

 

CL#5 

 

Faculty from affected 

department and faculty from 

other departments who 

supported the efforts of the 

union and faculty union 

leadership 

 

Colleagues from around 

the state who were 

concerned the internal 

college decision would 

have far-reaching staff 

and budget implications 

on their campuses, and 

state and national 

faculty union leaders 

(i.e., American 

Association of 

University Professors 

(AAUP)) 

CL#6 Budget issue: Faculty, staff, 

and administrators who had 

anxiety over decisions, and 

faculty union leadership 

Diversity issue: those 

impacted, and staff 

opposing decisions  

Budget issue: Board 

members 

Diversity issue: 

Supremacist group 

members and local 

media in the form of 

negative press 
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Courageous leader Internal to college External to college 

 

CL#7 

 

Impact on students of color, 

personal impact of 

colleagues questioning the 

president�s judgment to 

remain at the college, and 

faculty and staff who 

disagreed with the decisions 

on matters of diversity 

 

Constant negative press, 

white supremacist sect 

leaders and members, 

county human rights 

task force members, 

community members 

who didn�t support 

efforts of college on 

diversity matters, and 

legislators who didn�t 

agree with stance on 

sexual orientation issues 

CL#8 President, administrators, 

personnel who supported 

the senior-level 

administrators and president 

who were 

hostile/discriminatory 

towards her and those who 

didn�t support efforts to 

reorganize division  

Board members 
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Courageous leader Internal to college External to college 

 

CL#9 

 

Chancellor and personnel 

who didn�t support her 

decision 

 

Negative press and 

board members 

 

Leaders faced individuals with feelings of anger and dismay. Leaders also 

experienced personal angst and anxiety as they would navigate through the situation 

with the least amount of damage to themselves or the institution. Observer of CL#1 

told a story of how CL#1 would drive into work each day with the feeling of a pit in 

her stomach. Excerpts from interview text that further give meaning to leaders� 

endurance under pressure included:  

• �She kept plowing through.� (Observer of CL#5)  

• �I got up every day looked squarely at the emails, phone calls, constant 
contact with the Board.� (CL#4) 

 
• �I have a lot of admiration for her. I just don�t know that I could have 

stayed here that long and put up with this day in and day out.� 
(Observer #2 of CL#8) 

 
• �I think it was the courage to show up every day.� (Observer #3 of 

CL#8) 
 

• �I kept telling her, �I don�t see why you do it, keeping coming back 
every day.� (Observer of CL#1) 

 
The findings of this section were that leaders exhibited staying power for their 

positions and actions taken. Table 9 demonstrated the various pressures that 

participants experienced. Leaders showed fortitude to stick by decisions in spite of 
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strong internal and external persuasions to the contrary. Pressures seemed to come 

from different sources depending on the nature of the courageous context (i.e., internal 

demands may be more prevalent such as in the situations for CL#8 and #9 than more 

extraneous demands as in the situations for CL#4 or #7).  

An analysis of interview transcripts and relevant documents suggested that 

there were outcomes as a result of a leader�s ability to act courageously. These 

outcomes are identified in the two remaining themes in response to research question 

#1. 

Maintaining Personal Integrity 

Findings indicated that choices were made and options weighed with a larger 

ideal or stake in mind (i.e., a leader�s ability to maintain their own integrity). Three 

sub-themes were identified within the major theme of personal integrity. The sub-

themes were (a) self-affirmation, (b) personal satisfaction, and (c) a sense of release.  

Self affirmation that one is doing the right thing part of the experience was part 

of the experience for many of the leaders. The following remarks give meaning to self 

affirmation by the courageous leaders: 

• �I thought well I could do that but somehow it doesn�t feel like it�s the 
right thing to do or that it was enough.� (CL#6) 

 
• �When I finally made the decision and I did what I did, I felt really 

good because I had done what was right � and it was an integrity issue 
for me.� (CL#9) 

 
In other words, the community college leaders affirmed the value of their self by 

making the choice to act courageously. They also affirmed for themselves that they 

had the ability to carry out the responsibilities of their leadership positions. 
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Leaders or observers reported personal satisfaction with what one had 

accomplished, in spite of the lived pain. CL#8 explained, �In order to feel good about 

yourself, it takes courage to stand up for what is right. I did feel good about myself 

and my accomplishments�.� Observer #1 of CL#2, when speculating on the leader�s 

experience, reported, �I think that [courageous action] does give him personal 

satisfaction and value.� CL#3 was perceived by his observer as being internally driven 

to see what he was able to achieve. 

Finally, findings from the data suggest that the leaders experienced a sense of 

release or relief with their acts of courage. CL#9 illustrated this sub-theme, �It was 

also very good because I felt like a weight had been lifted and I felt very relieved.� 

CL#4 described finding �peace� with his decision, �I did my job and I have complete 

peace with what I was hired to do and that was done.�  

There are assertions in this study and other works of courage as outlined in the 

literature review that courageous leaders act for a noble cause, a critical principle, or 

on behalf of a conviction that one is doing the right thing for a higher calling. The 

finding in this section takes that assertion inward. A discovery of my study was that 

community college leaders realized an individual benefit to acting courageously 

beyond the global good. The three sub-themes extracted from the analysis of data 

surrounding the broader outcome of personal integrity were: (a) self-affirmation, (b) 

personal satisfaction, and (c) a sense of release. An additional outcome of the 

experiences of community college leaders in this study was the finding of a 

preservation quality�for the self and the leader�s institution. 
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Preservation  

Findings from the analysis of data indicated that courage had a preservative 

quality. A pattern of protection was revealed in each of the leaders� experiences of 

courage. Two sub-themes emerged from the general theme of preservation: (a) self-

preservation and (b) preservation of the institution. The notion of self-preservation 

was revealed after a review of the leaders� experiences. Personally or professionally, 

the decision to act courageously in part had to do with preserving one�s existence and 

to resolve to stay true to one�s moral compass or principle that drove the leader to act 

courageously. CL#2 described the preservative quality in this manner, �I don�t think 

courage is necessarily an act of courageous decision. I think it�s behaving consistently 

with your values�to do anything else is to not exist.� CL#1 expressed, �I couldn�t 

live with myself if I�ve just walked away from it.� 

Preservation of the institution was also determined from analysis to be an 

outcome of a leader behaving courageously. CL#2 declared, �Well in this case, this 

was my territory.� Institutional outcomes included sustaining institutions on matters of 

principle, protecting an institution from further deterioration or emotional upheaval, 

and preserving the institution from long-term negative financial circumstances. When 

talking about the institution and his responsibility towards it, CL#7 shared, �I know 

what they think is right. But, I know what�s right for the organization.�  

Transcript text and related documents support the perception that colleges were 

preserved and even transformed as a result of the courageous leader�s actions. Many 

observers or leaders suggested that the institutions were better, stronger, or more solid 

than before the courageous decision was made. In CL#9�s case, her observer reported 
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that the district was more inclusive in decision-making and in sharing critical 

information to the colleges. In another, CL#7 noted that the organization, �Gets over 

it, moves on and gets better.� Select excerpts from transcripts further substantiate the 

sub-theme on preservation of the college: 

• �The far greatest risk was the institution, losing the freedom of thought; 
academic freedom.� (CL#4) 

 
• �This institution is strong and I think it made the institution actually 

stronger by just holding the line.� (Observer of CL#4) 
 

Being courageous had an impact individually on the leader�s and the 

institutions they served. Findings indicated that these leaders� experiences included the 

idea to care for them and preserve their own moral compass in the process. 

Professionally, descriptions of the experiences suggested that their actions affected the 

institution�s operations, morale of personnel, and benefits to students.   

Summary  
 
In this section, findings were presented and discussed in response to research 

question #1. Findings across the cases were outlined in the form of eight themes that 

portray the essence of what the experience was like for courageous community college 

leaders. Overall themes that emerged characterizing the experience of courage were: 

(a) real risks, (b) reasoned choice, (c) call to act, (d) facing adversity, (e) loneliness 

and isolation, and (f) staying power. Outcomes of the experience for the courageous 

leader were found to be: (g) maintaining personal integrity; and (h) preservation�of 

self and institution.  
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There is some interrelationship among themes but each one was thought to be 

different from others that were related (e.g., facing adversity and staying power). A 

visual image of the interrelationship of the eight themes is displayed in Figure 1. 

Call to Act

Facing 
Adversity

Loneliness and
Isolation

Real Risks

Maintaining
Personal
Integrity

Preservation

Staying Power

Reasoned
Choice

 

Figure 1. The interrelationship of core themes.  

For some themes, sub-themes or categories emerged to give further definition 

to the overall theme. Under the theme of loneliness and isolation, analysis of 

experiences revealed that loneliness was a result of lack of: (a) support from key 

college individuals, and (b) understanding from external colleagues. Self-isolation 

came about from a realizing of the impact of their courageous act on other college 

personnel. Sub-themes associated with the outcome of personal integrity were: (a) 

self-affirmation, (b) personal satisfaction, and (c) a sense of release. Finally, 

preservation as a finding was associated with both self-preservation and preservation 

of the institution. 
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Research Question #2: What is the process of courage development? 

This section presents the findings related to the process of courage 

development across the nine cases explored in my dissertation. Conclusions from the 

literature were that courage as a virtue was acquired, habit-forming, and developed by 

putting oneself in positions that required courage. After an exhaustive analysis of 

interview transcripts, documents, and electronic materials, a conceptual framework for 

a process of becoming courageous for community college leaders was developed in 

response to research question #2. Courage showed itself early in the tenure of seven of 

the nine community college leaders� presidencies or administrative positions. Leaders 

had to be ready for the calling to act courageously in the various courage-demanding 

situations. CL#2 noted that, �Each person did what he or she was prepared to do.� The 

proposed conceptual framework for the process of becoming courageous, based on the 

results of this study, is displayed in Figure 2. 
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Phase One

Precipitation of Fear
Taking Responsibility
Identification of Risk
Reasoning of Choice

Phase Three

Fortitude Under Stress
Management of Controversy
Survival Amidst Challenges

Outcomes

Self Integrity
Institutional Sustainability

Sense of Release

Habit Forming
Reflection
Coping
Readiness

Phase Two

Taking of Action
Focusing of Attention
Bearing of Adversity

Suffering of Loss

Fundamentals

Past 
Practice

Prior Values

Consistency

Prior to 
Courage-
Demanding 
Situation

Encountering During 
Courage-Demanding 
Situation

Preparing for 
Future Courage-
Demanding 
Situation 

 

Figure 2. A conceptual framework for the process of becoming courageous.  

The analysis of data resulted in a series of themes and relationships among 

themes that formed the proposed process of courage development across all leaders 

studied. There were several components identified in the process of courage 

development as diagrammed in Figure 2. These components of courage are portrayed 

in prior, during, and future time horizons. This section is organized into the three 

subheadings as shown in Figure 2. Each subheading is broken down by the elements 

of the process of becoming courageous. The elements within each component are 

described in the subsequent paragraphs.  

Prior components were titled, fundamentals, and included: (a) past practice (b) 

prior values, and (c) consistency. Fundamentals were what the leader came with as a 

foundation leading up to the courage-demanding situation that was the focus of my 

study. Encountering during courage-demanding situation components were sequenced 
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in three phases. Outcomes to the leader and institution of the action taken were also 

placed in the encountering during courage-demanding situation time horizon. Future 

components relating to the development process of becoming courageous are under 

the heading titled habit forming, meaning that a leader was better prepared for the next 

courage-demanding situation as a result of prior and encountering during courage-

demanding situation experiences. Habit-forming included the elements of: (a) 

reflection, (b) coping, and (c) readiness. In the subsequent sections, each element is 

described along with corresponding text that illuminates the meaning of the element. 

Prior to Courage-Demanding Situation 

This section discusses the foundation that was built over a period of time prior 

to the courage-demanding situations that were outlined in the profile section of this 

chapter. There were fundamentals that were identified as being necessary to the 

process of courage development. The three elements included: (a) past practice with 

prior incidents that necessitated courage, (b) prior value formation by leaders, and (c) 

showing consistency in professional behaviors and actions.  

The category of fundamentals of the process of courage development came 

into being as a result of data that seemed to suggest that courage was built upon prior 

encounters with courage-demanding situations. Being courageous did not just happen 

as a result of the single courage-demanding situations that were the focus of this study. 

There were three elements that emerged from the data that describe what the leader 

came with to the courage-demanding situation described in this study: (a) past 

practice, (b) prior values, and (c) consistency. These elements are explained below.  
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In the course of the interviews, it was revealed by the courageous leaders that 

they had past practice moving through one or more courage-demanding situation. 

Each had experience with prior incidents, either personally or professionally, where 

courage was called upon. These incidents were disparate in circumstance. CL#1 and 

her observer both discussed conditions where she had survived a vote of no 

confidence, made a hiring decision in opposition to a community leader, and took on a 

far-reaching diversity initiative that had challenging consequences. CL#2 had saved a 

person who was drowning in a boat. CL#3 had chased a man wielding a knife at staff 

while working as an administrator on a previous campus. CL#4 had to shut down a 

college account that was set up for a powerful state legislator�ultimately costing 

CL#4 the presidency in that college district.  

CL#5 spoke up frequently in faculty senate meetings on matters of principle. 

Personally, CL#5 sued her sister for custody of her sister�s child as a result of the 

daughter being in harm�s way, damaging that relationship in the process. CL#6 dealt 

with a difficult hiring matter and was threatened by a board member to change 

position. As a result of that same situation, she also dealt with a faculty member 

running for a seat on the board with the sole purpose to fire her. CL#7 dealt with a 

challenging personnel situation that he described as an, �Ugly, nasty situation.� CL #8 

had to overcome adversity as a single parent tolerating matters of discrimination in 

order to keep her position and take care of her family. Finally, CL#9 dealt with a 

matter of freedom of speech and cut off access to a popular communication tool on 

campus in order to cease incidents of sexual harassment to college employees. Each 

one of these incidents required the leader to navigate difficult circumstances prior to 
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the courageous act that was the focus of this study. Interestingly, all four of the men 

had some kind of physical challenge they had to overcome. 

Leaders also had practice dealing with adversity in situations that required 

courage. Some examples of adversity overcome by the courageous leaders included: 

• CL#1 handled death threats, her car being sabotaged by faculty 

members, as well as faculty wearing black ribbons over a decision of a 

salary increase. CL#1 also survived a vote of no confidence.  

• CL#3�s ran after a man wielding a knife on campus, in spite of the 

obvious risks to him personally.  

• CL#7 underwent significant physical distress losing several pounds 

over the decision to fire as well as enduring emotional consternation. 

• CL#9 suffered public criticism over her decision to cut off a critical 

communication method for the college.  

Community college leaders� prior experiences of courage, either personally or 

professionally, allowed these leaders to build upon lessons learned when subsequent 

situations demanding courage had been experienced. As an observer said of CL#4, 

�He�s a very experienced executive.� Further, each leader had past practice of 

suffering loss, enduring pain, and moving through obstacles with reasoned choice. 

Often times, findings in my study revealed that a choice to act was based on internally 

formed values that leaders considered to be �the right thing.� CL#4 exemplified this 

point by sharing, �I had been there for ten years but that [the presidency] was never to 

be as I closed the Senator�s account, for the right thing, and that�s a price to pay.� 
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Value development in a leader is the next element in the category of fundamentals that 

is discussed.  

The second element was forming prior values. A review of interview 

transcripts of both observers and leaders showed a foundational element relating to 

value formation. For community college leaders in my study, each had previously 

chosen values to follow through their personal and professional lives. Regular 

comments were made about the importance, as leaders, for them to know what matters 

from a value perspective before challenging happenings arise that may require 

courageous action. Case leaders suggested on several occasions how their ingrained 

values served as a guide to take stands in spite of consequences risked. The following 

statements substantiate this claim:  

• �I learned that you have to do the right thing and know what your 
values are.� (CL#9)  

 
• The core values are important because you need to know what 

you are willing to be fired over; you need to know yourself 
pretty well and when someone is asking you to cross the line, a 
line you don�t want to cross. (CL#6) 

 
Further, CL#4 affirmed the notion of initial value development when discussing the 

difficulty determining to act, �and you simply have to be grounded in your core 

values.� CL#6 declared the internal necessity to reflect on what drives a leader to act, 

�I think I am well grounded with what those values are, and what�s important. You are 

doing things because of your moral values.� Finally, CL#1 acknowledged:  

In the long run it�s who you are as a person�your values and 
principles of things that you hold dear to you. What are the things for 
which you draw the line in your sand? I think it�s the moral stamina or 
fortitude or strength. Those are the things that keep me going. 
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Observers of leaders profiled also discussed the critical nature of having set 

their values beforehand. They suggested that leaders had reasons for acting in each 

case based on internal value schemes. Excerpts below are indicative of this assertion: 

• �He has a very strong moral compass; you need to have the courage of 
your convictions.� (Observer of CL#3) 

 
• �She is strong on convictions.� (Observer of CL#5) 

• �She was going to stick it out because she believed really strong in her 
beliefs and changes would be positive for [xxx college.]� (Observer of 
CL#8) 

 
Based on statements made as outlined above, value development is a 

fundamental element of the process of becoming courageous. Being consistent as a 

leader in behavior and actions was also a foundational element identified to the 

process of becoming courageous. 

It was discovered that the notion of consistency, the third element in the 

category of fundamentals, was also part of being courageous and was mentioned by 

leaders and observers alike. Leader�s showed that their decisions were reflective of or 

in alignment with their values. CL#2 remarked, �I don�t think courage is necessarily 

an act of courageous decision. I think it�s behaving consistently with your values�to 

do anything else is to not exist.� For example, if a leader indicated that equity and 

fairness were important to them, they showed stability towards those values in their 

daily practice as professionals. Observer #1 when discussing CL#4 noted, �If it�s fair 

and equitable, he�ll stand with it.� CL#1 during the interview talked about her value of 

being inclusive and won a �Woman of Courage� award from the NAACP for her 

willingness to stand firm on issues of diversity. The following excerpts from 
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interviews with the courageous leaders illuminate the element that being consistent 

was important to the process of becoming courageous: 

• �You just lock down to values and decisions you know you are 
supposed to make, not foolhardy, but some decisions you can�t 
compromise on.� (CL#4) 

 
• �There are defining moments I think for you personally; and once you 

capitulate, there is no way to go. Some things you just can�t 
compromise.� (CL#4) 

 
•  �So then it comes down to making a decision that could end your 

career� are you going to do something for somebody that you are not 
willing to do for everybody?� (CL#3) 

 
In many ways, the notion of consistency was suggested to be a critical element for 

community college leaders. The leader practiced a set of professional standards that 

assisted both leaders in terms of decision making and observers in regards to 

determine what to expect in likely behavior as the institution fell into difficult times. 

CL#7�s observer avowed that CL#7 spoke out immediately in an ongoing way 

regarding issues of diversity on campus and in the community. CL#7�s observer 

shared, �We never had to apply pressure. We talked to him about the needs and he 

acted on them. It�s who he is.� CL#9 talked about her determination not to discuss the 

situation with the chancellor and the board in a public or negative way. She conferred, 

�I did not want to be that kind of professional.� Finally, CL#2 when concluding the 

interview mused, �If you say �I�m gonna do something� and every chance I get I�m 

gonna be consistent, than you just do it.� 

In summary, the process of courage development involved building a 

foundation of fundamentals that guide a leader. The fundamentals identified were: (a) 

past practice experiencing prior incidents that demanded courage and surviving, (b) 
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prior formed values that guide a leader�s actions, and (c) demonstrated consistency 

towards leaders� values through behavior and speech. These fundamentals seemed to 

ground leaders in this study as they moved through the next three phases of becoming 

courageous as they encountered the courage-demanding situations that were included 

in this study.  

Encountering During Courage-Demanding Situation 

This section describes what leaders encountered during the courage-demanding 

situation of focus during this study. Three phases emerged from an analysis of data 

across the community college leaders� experiences of courage. Leaders followed these 

general phases of becoming more competent at courageous action in a non-linear way, 

meaning the phases were not necessarily exclusive in the sense that one phase had to 

be complete before another one began. Elements within each phase are discussed 

below. Relevant data is provided to support the meaning of each phase.  

Phase one. In Phase One a courageous leader commenced the process of 

becoming courageous as a result of a courage-demanding situation presenting itself. 

There were four elements identified in Phase One for the community college leaders 

studied. The elements were: (a) precipitation of fear, (b) taking of responsibility, (c) 

identification of risk, and (d) reasoning of choice. Initially, the leader was presented 

with a situation that required courage. There was a facet of fear in each experience, the 

first element of Phase One, meaning that a significant matter was at hand that had real 

consequences. Leaders and observers alike recognized the fear of either the leader or 

employees at the institution. CL#1 shared her feelings as the firing range matter 

became heated, �I mean it was scary.� CL#3 discussed the anxiety of employees at the 
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college and their �fear of change� as they experienced the college reorganization. 

Further, CL#9 reported the �angst� over the situation that presented itself. 

A clear pattern emerged to take responsibility among the community college 

leaders, the second element in Phase One. In fact, the word �responsibility� was used 

multiple times in interviews by leaders and observers. There was the willingness of 

leaders to take responsibility in the leader�s role in the courage-demanding situation, 

and to do what was necessary in order to preserve a principle, for the leader or the 

institution. Secondly, leaders� sense of responsibility was conveyed towards 

individuals or in keeping with the mission of community colleges as a whole.  

A review of the research data made clear the very real awareness of duty 

conveyed by the courageous leaders. Sample comments of participants from interview 

text described their sense of responsibility toward campus employees and affected 

people. CL#1 described her need to take care of persons who were impacted by her 

courageous decision. CL#2 stated, �I felt a responsibility towards her children.� In a 

basic way, CL#2, when talking about the need to act in the fatal campus shooting said, 

�Well in this case, this is my territory.�  

In the case of defining what is good for the institution, the following leaders� 

remarks exemplify the element of taking responsibility: 

• It�s not right and you�ve got a bigger responsibility and I�ve 
had some controversies here where we were dealing with 
issues in our athletics program and I had to go against the 
opinion on campus of what was the right thing to do. In the 
back of my mind I had to say, �Now I know what they think is 
right, but I know what�s right for the organization.� (CL#7)  

 
• �It was one of those things that I didn�t feel that you could impugn the 

reputation of the college because it was just wrong.� (CL#4) 
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• �I have a sense of responsibility to continue to work within the system 
to find ways to improve the climate.� (CL#8)  

 
These remarks by courageous leaders indicated a commitment to serving the 

community college in a manner that the leader believed was in the best interest for the 

long-term. Additional excerpts from interview text of observers demonstrated the 

notion of leaders having taken responsibility:  

• �I think she felt that she couldn�t be responsibly quiet any longer.� 
(Observer of CL#9) 

 
• �I think she felt such a responsibility to every employee to let them 

know that it was a hard decision. She obviously felt that responsibility 
very deeply.� (Observer #1 of CL#6) 

 
• �I think in her mind she did a lot of speaking for all of us.�  

(Observer #2 of CL#8) 
 

Community college leaders showed a unique sense of duty and a willingness to 

assume enormous responsibility in their roles as administrators. The excerpts also 

suggested that observer�s bore witnessed to the fact that these leaders accepted 

responsibility on behalf of the people they served. 

The next element of Phase One of becoming courageous was the identification 

of risk involved in the courage-demanding situation. Implicit in this study was the idea 

that courage is not considered foolhardy or rash. Thus, it was necessary for leaders to 

thoughtfully identify the risks associated with the incident. In order for an act to be 

considered courageous (as determined in my study), the risks required sacrifice. 

CL#4�s declared, �You�ve got to be willing to put it on the line.� 

Combing through the data revealed that sacrifices ranged from physical 

sickness (CL#1, #2, #3, #7, and #8) to negotiated departures (CL#8 and #9). Specific 

risks experienced by leaders and the institutions were outlined in Table 6 in the 
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findings section responding to research question #1. Information on specific risks 

associated with a leader�s courageous act(s) was further detailed in the profiles 

section. Thus, the findings will not be repeated here. The primary point is to recognize 

that as community college leaders developed courage, each assessed carefully the risks 

associated with the courageous act and experienced risks that required certain 

sacrifice. 

Once a leader identified the risks involved, the leaders based decisions with 

reasoned choice, the next element in the process. Each leader had a choice to act 

courageously. The courageous leaders� decisions to act were based on prudence and 

with thoughtful understanding of the consequences of each option. Easier or less 

difficult roads were available for leaders to take. The following participant comments 

indicate the meaning and presence of the element of reasoned choice: 

• �I went home that night and I thought well I could do that but somehow 
it doesn�t feel like it�s the right thing to do or that it was enough.� 
(CL#6)  

 
• �That never was a consideration, although it would have been the easy 

thing.� (CL#4 when discussing an option to take down the exhibit)  
 

• �I think the easier route would have been to snub the march.� (CL#7 
instead of going public with a proactive response of the campaign) 

 
Findings to research question #1 regarding the experiences of the community 

college leaders indicated an element across the experiences was one of reasoned 

choice. Excerpts associated with this element were provided in detail in that previous 

section and not repeated here. However, a remark by the observer of CL#3 sums up 

well the essence of this step in becoming courageous. The community college leaders 

made a reasoned (i.e., a solid grasp of the challenges ahead) choice to act. He stated, 
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�Courage is about knowing the consequences and then you go ahead and do the right 

thing, and I think that�s him.�  

In Phase One of the process of becoming courageous for the community 

college leaders, courage presented itself in various forms and action was precipitated 

by risk, an assessment of the risks were undertaken, analysis of options weighed, 

leaders accepted responsibility, and made a choice with reason and thought.  

Phase two. The courageous leader continued on the spectrum in the process to 

develop courage as shown in Figure 2. Four elements characterized the category of 

Phase Two: (a) taking of action (b) focusing of attention, (c) bearing of adversity, and 

(d) suffering of loss. The first element was taking of action. After recognizing that 

there was a choice to make in the courage-demanding situation, leaders took action. 

Each leader displayed a willingness to act as shown in the profiles of the cases, 

described in response to research question #1, or in previous incidents of courage that 

a leader faced, and as described by leaders or observers. Leaders stood firm on issues 

of importance to themselves or their college. Again, specific details on leaders� actions 

were made clear in the response to research question #1 section. The critical point here 

is to suggest that for courage to develop, it was necessary that action be taken by the 

courageous actors after a reasoned choice came about. 

Data suggested that in the midst of dealing with the courageous situation, 

courageous leaders maintained a focus of attention on the critical issues of the college 

regardless of the obstacles, which was the second element of Phase Two. Observer 

statements exemplifying the element included: 

• �She knew what her focus was and she moved forward with that.� 
(Observer #2 of CL#8) 
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• �She kept her focus on the goals and mission [of the college.] She 
participated and did her thing.� (Observer #1 of CL#8) 

 
• �[She] didn�t let her objectives get clouded by something trivial.� 

(Observer of CL#5) 
 

• �[CL#6] is very inclusive, very results oriented. [CL#6] doesn�t let the 
process paralyze our ability to get the results we are looking for.� 

 
It appeared in the data analysis that the foundation laid earlier in a leader�s career or in 

value formation laid the groundwork for a leader�s ability to center on their 

commitment to the mission and goals of the college. Courageous leaders did not 

appear, as the analysis bears out, to get completely sidetracked with the controversy 

that swirled around the courageous decision. However, there was a suggestion that in 

the process of becoming courageous there was adversity to bear. 

There is great detail on the obstacles that leaders faced in their lived 

experiences as described in the individual profiles and in the findings section of 

research question #1. Information in Table 8 outlined the type of adversity leaders 

overcame. What appears to be significant to research question #2 relating to the 

process of courage development was that leaders dealt with struggles that were real 

and consequential.  

Finally, data analysis exposed that becoming courageous for leaders entails the 

element of suffering a loss as a result of exhibiting courage. For the leaders in this 

study, loss manifested in various forms that included: 

• Position at the institution where the courage-demanding incident 

occurred (CL#8 and #9) 
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• Severed relationships whether it was with internal employees, peers at 

regional community colleges, faculty in an instructional unit, staffers in 

the governor�s office or with local clergy and community  

(CL#3, #4, and #5) 

• Violation of one�s own religious principles (CL#4) 

• Sense of personal or familial safety (CL#1 and #7) 

• Board relations (CL#1 and #6) 

• Institutional impact of funds being pulled back or redirected  

(CL#4 and #7) 

• The most extreme loss being a student fatality (CL#2).  

Loss also happened financially for institutions relating to staff resources being 

redirected and lawsuits (CL#1 and #9), and individuals relating to attorney fees (CL#8 

and #9). Intangible ways of loss were the leader and staff time not allotted towards 

perhaps more critical matters.   

The primary elements emerging in Phase Two of the process of becoming 

courageous were: (a) taking of action, (b) focusing of attention, (c) bearing of 

adversity, and (d) suffering of loss. The thread to all of these elements is the action 

orientation required of the leaders, meaning that each element in this phase was not a 

passive one. It appears that in order for one to develop courage there needs to be 

movement with regard to being willing to make decisions. The affects of that 

movement are elaborated on in Phase Three. 

Phase three. There were three process elements identified during Phase Three 

of becoming courageous for the community college leaders profiled in my study. The 
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three elements were: (a) fortitude under stress, (b) management of controversy, and (c) 

survival amidst challenges. With regard to the first element of Phase Two, it was 

evident that for all cases studied, a level of stress was undertaken as leaders worked 

through the critical challenge of courage. Specific pressures of the experiences and 

excerpts from data were summarized in the individual profiles and discussed under the 

umbrella theme of staying power in the response to research question #1.  

However, many leaders across the board discussed the emotional or physical 

distress that inflicted them. Samplings of remarks were chosen here to support the 

assertion that becoming courageous required one to carry on regardless of the stress. 

An observer of CL#2 discussed how he �would still get emotional about it� when he 

walked by the spot of the fatal campus shooting. CL#1�s observer shared that the 

chancellor would get a pit in her stomach driving to work each day. Being �shell 

shocked� and feeling like he �swallowed a block and was literally ill� was how CL#3 

described his stress over the institutional problems. Further, CL#7 talked about how 

unnerved he was by events and commented, �I had a visceral reaction to it.� Yet, he 

came to campus each day and spoke out willingly regarding diversity matters. Finally, 

an observer of CL#4 spoke of the strength it took for the president to stand up to daily 

�assault and vociferous criticism.�  

As pressure mounted, courageous leaders were astute as they recognized the 

need to manage controversy, the second element of Phase Two that was created as a 

result of the courage-demanding situation and actions taken by the community college 

leaders. CL#2 commented how quickly the need for a response and plan to handle 

challenges ensued, ��and then the news media showed within 5 minutes. The police 
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were here and news media everywhere.� He also stated, �But [the shooting] was all 

over for us in minutes, and then the whole community healing comes in to play.� For 

many, the focus of leaders� attention was diverted from advancing the institution�s 

daily mission to also one of managing controversy. As an observer of CL#4 declared: 

You know it just became a very provocative issue. He was very new so 
it�s a terrible thing when you are trying to get to know the community 
and you are trying to move one path that is academically oriented and 
all of your attention has to focus on this issue. (Observer #2 of CL#4) 
 
In those cases that received external notice, many presidents and the chancellor 

were out in front as the public spokesperson to the community, media, or college 

personnel. An excerpt from a participant clarified what many courageous leaders were 

embroiled with, �It was a huge public relations issue.� Courageous leaders  

(CL#1, #2, #3, #4, #6, and #7) often served as the spokesperson for the college or were 

held up to public scrutiny, in some cases, leaders enlisted the assistance of public 

information officers to develop the college response or frame the message. As 

Observer #1 of CL#4 shared: 

I don�t think it serves a chief executive any good, the college any good, and the 
communities we are trying to serve by having the chief executive subjected to 
the kind of questioning and criticism. 
  
Leaders also had to manage the personal impact on them personally and 

professionally that they knew would ensue after action was taken. Again, excerpts 

below illuminated the element of managing controversy: 

• �The gray area was what was going to happen and how I could frame 
that.� (CL#9)  

 
• �It was just the fact that I had to try to figure out how to give the 

message to the board without shooting myself in the process.� (CL#9) 
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• �So what I did is [that] I made a decision as to how I was going to 
approach it.� (CL#8)  

 
Further, for leaders who reported to a board (all but CL#5 and #8), managing 

the controversy seemingly required constant communication with board members. 

CL#4 talked about how he stayed in �constant contact with the board.� An observer 

for CL#6 believed, �The board is very supportive of her. I think that�s largely due to 

the fact that she is talking to them constantly, keep [sic] them appraised of issues.� 

CL#3 discussed how he had given the board an advance copy of the reorganization 

team�s report of summary and recommendations. CL#6 observed, �I was a new 

president. There was some risk on am I doing the right thing, how I should approach it 

and how I should manage the board.� Finally, CL#7 shared a conversation with his 

board, �I told the board this, �I�m about to make an unpopular decision, but I will go 

home and sleep at night knowing that we�ll get passed this.� Becoming courageous 

meant that courageous actors navigated through the storm with reason and humanity, 

displaying sensitivity to the nuances they faced. Leaders must have developed a plan 

to plow through while protecting themselves and institution in the process.  

Findings revealed that all nine of the community college leaders displayed 

ability to survive amidst the challenges, the third element of Phase Three. Each 

showed resilience as they came out of the shadows of the controversy. Some examples 

that illustrate the element of survival amidst challenges were: 

• CL#1 survived threats and negative correspondence by mail and 

telephone and handled, over a period of three years, a regular onslaught 

of attacks at board meetings and continued to push her college 

initiatives as documented by her and her observer.  
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• CL#2 led a campus to heal over a period of several years and showed 

resolve during the aftermath of the campus shooting and public 

criticism. On a personal level, he showed resilience to overcome 

several severe health challenges from a stroke to brain surgery.  

• CL#6 survived enormous staff layoffs and a difficult and 

painful campus dialogue on race.  

I think there is at least a tangential relation to courage to this. 
She�s had to take very, very difficult stands and she�s had to do 
this often with the leadership with both unions for example and 
she can just really do the right thing in the face of enormous 
opposition and push back. (Observer #3 of CL#6) 

 
So it is remarkable that she is able to do that. (Observer #3 of CL#6) 

 
• CL#7 survived battling a white supremacist sect known to be 

dangerous and to have bombed a local religious leader�s home. He also 

lived through the experience of what he set apart as an �ugly, nasty 

situation.� 

• CL#9 concluding the interviews exclaimed, �I landed in a good spot.� 

She exhibited professionalism throughout the difficult and public 

circumstances and assumed another presidency in spite of being 

encouraged to resign or face termination. 

• CL#8 demonstrated a skill to survive as shared by her observers who 

portrayed her as resilient for working in a hostile and discriminatory 

environment.  

• CL#4 survived �vociferous attacks� towards himself and the institution 

by protestors locally and nationally.  



  239 
 

 

Interestingly, an ability to survive might be linked with a willingness to work hard. 

CL#3�s observer avowed, �He�s the hardest working guy at this college. Even today, 

trying to keep up with him is not easy.� Similar statements were made by Observer #2 

of CL#2 as he described the president as arriving early in the mornings, on campus on 

Saturdays and having a vision 100 years out. 

 Clearly, as evidenced in the data analysis, courageous leaders� levels of 

survival amidst challenges were substantial. In the process of courage development, 

leaders showed behavior that was steadfast and exhibited a determination to maintain 

the course of action chosen.  

 The primary elements of Phase Three of the process of becoming courageous 

were identified. There was a pattern across the cases in my study of leaders 

demonstrating these abilities: (a) fortitude under stress, (b) management within 

controversy, and (c) survival amidst challenges. Leaders moved through the elements 

of the phase with careful consideration of the situation and the impact on them and 

their institutions. Outcomes of becoming courageous are discussed in the next section. 

 Outcomes. To make a reasoned choice to act courageously had benefits. 

Outcomes to responding in a courageous manner when a courage-demanding situation 

presented itself took the forms of these elements: (a) self integrity, (b) institutional 

sustainability, and (c) sense of release. Specific excerpts of the experiences of the 

leaders in this study relating to these three elements were illustrated and described in 

the response to research question #1. Sample text that illuminates the findings as they 

related to the leaders� experiences will not be repeated here. However, a brief 
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description to give meaning to each element in terms of the process of courage 

development is outlined below. 

Leaders acted to maintain or uphold their self integrity, the first element of 

outcomes, and as CL#9 said, �To feel good about myself.� Further, courageous actors 

developed a personal satisfaction in knowing that one acted out of a sense of 

responsibility for a higher calling (i.e., principles of equity, fairness, academic 

freedom) as they and their observers perceived it.  

The second element of outcomes was institutional sustainability. Sustainability 

meant that courageous leaders actions helped move the college forward, staying with 

the institution�s mission and values (i.e., in the cases of CL#1, #2, #5, #6, #7, and #8) 

or it became a stronger institution in the process (i.e., in the case of CL#3, #4, #6, and 

#9). What is critical to the findings as they relate to becoming courageous was the 

positive impact that the act had on the leader and the institution. This finding was 

realized in spite of loss suffered and adversity experienced by leaders, followers, and 

the institutions. In the case of CL#4, standing firm for the principle of academic 

freedom was characterized by an observer as �the defining moment��for himself and 

the institution.  

Finally, aligning oneself with identified values and doing �the right thing�� a 

phrase used by nearly every leader and most observers when speculating a motive to 

act, was deemed to be critical to leader�s experience and becoming courageous (as 

discussed in response to research question #1 and noted in this section) and provided 

leaders with a sense of release, the third element of outcomes, as the controversy or 

courage-demanding situation waned. As an observer of CL#8 avowed, �I know she 
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had a weight off her shoulders�.� CL#9 declared, �When I walked out of there I was 

relieved.� 

There were upshots for leaders who moved through the three phases of the 

phases of becoming courageous as evidenced in the outcomes of maintaining one�s 

self-integrity and affecting self esteem and sustaining the institution in which they 

served as suggested in earlier findings. Leaders reported feeling a sense of release 

from acting out of reason and based on values and a foundation built upon prior to 

courage showing itself. The next section asserts that courage is habit-forming and a 

part of becoming courageous for leaders in this study. 

Preparing for Future Courage-Demanding Situation 

This section describes the category associated with leaders� preparation for 

courage-demanding situations in the process of becoming courageous. The category 

described was called habit-forming and had three elements that emerged from an 

analysis of data across the community college leaders� experiences of courage. The 

three elements were: (a) reflection, (b) coping, and a (c) readiness. Relevant data is 

provided to support the interpretations of this section.  

�Reflecting on that is a resource for me,� shared CL#6 in response to a 

question on sources of support for courage taking. There was an element of reflection 

in leaders� experiences and in the process of courage development. Two sub-elements 

of reflection were: (a) after the fact and (b) during the experience itself. Upon 

dissipation of the courageous issue, leaders talked about the ability to explore lessons 

learned after a period of time or distance from the courage-demanding situation. Many 

leaders contemplated what had happened and what they might do differently. All said 
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they would make the same decision. This quote from CL#4 exemplified the stance of 

the courageous leaders and why they acted, �I would do exactly, as painful as it was, I 

would do it exactly the same way because it was the right thing to do.�  

In the experience itself, leaders� recognized the importance of dedicating time 

and thought to a difficult situation prior to acting. CL#8 held, �Over the years, I�ve 

learned that it is better to give yourself some time to think about it and try to do it in 

the most professional way that you can.� An analysis of interview text also suggested 

that ability to self-reflect was developed having gone through experiences in the past 

that helped a leader to deal with difficult situations when they arose. An excerpt from 

text of CL#9�s interview poignantly gave meaning to the after the fact sub-element of 

reflection: 

You are more in tune with what the ramifications may be and you�re 
more insightful in terms of asking the questions that you need to ask to 
come to the decision. I think there is a self reflection in terms of asking 
yourself how else you can deal with the situation to get the outcome 
that you are looking for.  
 
The second element of this section on habit forming was called coping. 

Leaders behaved courageously as part of their daily leadership practice in community 

college roles. Actions that were deemed courageous or out of the ordinary for most 

individuals became routine for these leaders. Remarks in interview transcripts bore 

this finding out. CL#7 affirmed, �I think I�m fairly grounded on what�s right and 

wrong and I don�t think twice about making those kinds of decisions any more.� 

Another leader (CL#9) shared, �When it comes to something that is so core to who I 

am as a person, it almost made it a lot easier to make the decision of something I 

thought was right or wrong.� Comments from observers arose in a similar vein. An 
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observer of CL#5 declared, �It�s instinctive for her. There is a mundane piece of 

courage that is part of her makeup.� Finally, an excerpt from transcripts of an observer 

of CL#6 highlights the point, �Perhaps it doesn�t take a lot of courage for her anymore 

because it is so a part of whom she is.� 

Finally, community college leaders as a result of grounding in foundational 

fundamentals as shown in Figure 2 and earlier experiences of courage had a readiness 

for the call to act courageously, the third element of habit formation. A readiness for 

the call to act courageously means that leaders analyzed in this study were more likely 

to act with reasoned choice when the next courage-demanding situation presented 

itself. As a result of practice in prior incidents where they have endured pain and 

survived, leaders honed their ability to perceive consequences to decisions and 

understand the real risks involved. CL#9 discussed having learned from past 

experiences stating, �You have the ability after going through some other instances of 

having more of a 360 degree perspective and be more critical of how you can get to 

the outcome that you are hoping to have occur.� Further, leaders have developed 

knowledge, skills, and abilities that allow them to have unique perspectives on 

situations that demand courage when it presents itself. CL #9 suggested, �I now have 

as I�ve been out and done other things professionally, perhaps I have tools in my tool 

belt now that I could have used to at least put that off for a little while.�  

Three elements emerged in this section on courage as habit-forming: (a) 

reflection, (b) coping, and a (c) readiness. Data from the research were provided to 

illustrate the meaning of each element. Courage in the context of this study was 

deemed to be habit-forming. Leaders delved into being courageous through a 
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reflection component upon distance from the situation. Courage as coping was also an 

element of habit-forming. Many of the courageous leaders were described as making 

decisions or speaking up almost as a second nature or exhibiting elements of the first 

three phases of courage development as a part of their daily practice. Conclusions 

from the analysis of data were that as a result of their experiences, the leaders in this 

study had developed a readiness when a courage-demanding presents itself.  

Summary 
 

In summary, the process of courage development for community college 

leaders as shown in Figure 1 was determined to be universal across the cases of 

courageous actors. Data analyzed included interview text, documents, and electronic 

materials. The process of development had past, present, and future components. 

Three sections comprised the conceptual framework: (a) prior to courage-demanding 

situation, (b) encountering next courage-demanding situation, and (c) future preparing 

courage-demanding situations. First, in the section prior to the courage-demanding 

situation, there were six primary categories identified that a leader moved through as 

they heightened their ability to be ready when courage presented itself. Even prior to a 

courage-demanding situation, findings were that fundamentals were formed prior to 

the courage-demanding situation presenting itself. These fundamentals included past 

practice with prior incidents of courage, prior value development, and a consistency of 

leaders in their professional lives and personal beliefs.  

Three phases comprised the section titled encountering next elements of the 

courage-demanding situation. Leaders moved through three primary phases of 

development. Within each phase, elements emerged that characterized what happens 
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to a leader during that phase. Elements associated with Phase One included: a 

precipitation of fear, the leader takes responsibility, there is an identification of risk 

that included sacrifice, and a reasoning of choice in that leaders go in with prudence 

and recognize that a choice to not act also exists. In Phase Two leaders take 

courageous action and strive to keep their focus of attention towards the college�s 

mission and goals and the purpose in which they acted in spite of bearing enormous 

adversity. Becoming courageous for leaders suggested that they suffered a loss. As 

leaders moved towards Phase Three, they showed a fortitude under stress that 

manifested itself in different ways � some physical and most emotional. An 

unexpected phenomenon of the process of courage development is how leaders had to 

adeptly manage the controversy on multiple levels (i.e., board, press, campus 

personnel, community, and legislators) and through the midst of the challenges find a 

way to survive. Findings of leaders in the study demonstrated resilience.  

There were positive outcomes to acting and developing courage in this study. 

Leaders across the cases shared effects that included enhanced self esteem or 

maintaining self-integrity, sustaining a leader�s institution whether at the department 

or college-wide level, and providing a sense of release for having done the right thing.  

The last section discussed the future component of the process of courage 

development. There was an assertion based on analysis that courage as a process of 

developing was habit-forming for the leaders in this study. Leaders exhibited a 

reflection element to their leadership as well as an ability to reflect on what was 

learned as distance from the act helped make things more clear. It appeared from the 

findings that becoming courageous became almost second nature for leaders as 
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conveyed in relevant excerpts of interview text as they moved through their daily 

decision making and coped with challenges before them. Leaders� experiences, prior 

and during, shaped their apparent readiness when courage is called upon.  

Research Question #3: What are the internal and external conditions which are most 
likely to lead community college leaders to act courageously? 

 
Courage was found to not be bountiful. While all nine leaders in this study 

exhibited courage, text also revealed that courage as a virtue is not present in all 

leaders. CL#3 remarked, �If there�s a big challenge to be had, lots of people will shy 

away from those.� An observer of CL#5 mused, �She is willing to take on things that 

I�ve seen others would not.� When sharing the experience of the fatal shooting on 

campus, CL#1 described watching college personnel run away instead of assisting to 

capture the gunman. CL#9 leader reflected, �I don�t know that we ever really know 

how we are going to react until we are put into a position where we could go one way 

or the other.� Finally, an observer of CL#6 suggested when characterizing the former 

college president, �I think that courage is one thing he didn�t have that CL#6 has an 

abundance [of] that serves her well in that situation.� The findings in response to 

research question #3 brought to light prevalent conditions of courage.  

This section describes the conditions which were most likely to lead 

community college leaders to act courageously and provides support in the form of 

corresponding text. The conditions present for the leaders in this study and as 

presented in Figure 3 are defined and developed in two sub-sections�internal and 

external. Internal conditions were conditions residing inside the mind and spirit of the 

individual. External conditions were distinguished as circumstances coming from 

outside the leader as person and having an impact on the internal conditions of 
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courageous leaders. For many of these conditions, multiple sub-themes were recorded 

and make up the overall condition.  

Caring

Core Values

Faith

Hope

Humility

Perceived Insight

Self-Confidence

Speaking Up

Principles

Role Models Supports

 

Figure 3. Conditions that lead to courageous behavior.  

Internal Conditions 

The data analysis led to the discovery of eight internal conditions arising 

within each leader, which appeared to be most likely to lead a community college 

leader to act courageously in my study. These conditions sustained the courageous 

leaders and enabled them to act and endure significant pressures as described in the 

findings for research question #1. These eight conditions were: (a) caring, (b) core 

values, (c) faith, (d) hope, (e) humility, (f) perceived insight, (g) self-confidence, and 

(h) speaking up. Each of these conditions is described below including supporting data 

to give meaning to the condition. 
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 Caring. Several comments during the interviews with participants lead to the 

discovery of a primary condition of altruism or a simple concern for others. The 

observer of CL#5 stated what was made clear after an analysis of text, �Courage has 

some caring to it.� Leaders demonstrated a care for people that extended beyond 

rhetoric and was often cited as a reason to respond with courage. CL#5�s observer 

continued, �She cares about people.� That feeling of responsibility towards those 

leaders served sustained them and motivated leaders to continue on in spite of 

struggles. CL#2 illustrated the point upon reflecting on his experiences with courage, 

�I think there is awareness among a lot of us for caring for each other.� 

There was a concern about equity and access for people who were less 

advantaged or for people of color in their institutions (CL# 1, #2, #3, #6, #7, and #8). 

Many observers described how the leaders made decisions based on a regard for 

students regardless of the popularity of that choice. �[CL#5] doesn�t have to win the 

popularity contest. She understands going in, she�s not going to be liked.� An observer 

of CL#8 noted, �[CL#8] would always say, �You always do what�s best for students.� 

A show of concern was also demonstrated towards the followers who were negatively 

impacted by the leader�s courageous actions (CL#1, #8, and #9).  

Leaders in this study were set apart for their self-sacrificing nature. The 

observer of CL#1 shared, �She sacrificed so much personally and gave so much of 

herself to the institution.� The nine community college leaders had a deep sense of 

humanity. CL#5 cautioned fellow leaders about making difficult decisions that may 

require courage saying, �You approach it understanding the humanity dimension of 
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the entire situation.� That concern for people beyond themselves was a pattern that 

permeated the incidents of courage.  

Core values. There is some overlap on the condition of values with earlier 

sections (see response to research question #2 relating to value formation). It is still of 

significance to mention as an internal condition because community college leaders 

were consistently noted for having solidified values by observers. These values guided 

the direction each leader took during difficult decision-making situations. Having 

grounded values was critical to a leader�s willingness to speak truthfully and take 

courageous action if necessary.  

Core values (i.e., education, equity, honesty, treating others with respect) were 

often developed during a leader�s upbringing. Many values were attributed to 

immediate or extended family members or from religious teachings. When asked 

about the source of CL#4�s ability �to do the right thing� he declared, �It comes from 

grandparents, parents, and teachers.� CL#2 discussed the role his grandmother played. 

An example of a remark on the value of responsibility that intertwines family with 

religion is in the words of CL#1. With tears in her eyes CL#1 stated, �Back to my 

mother�she was deeply religious she would say God has given you this gift, it�s up to 

you to do with it.� 

It�s been suggested in my study that leaders developed values early in their 

higher education experience. Values were solidified as leaders� moved through their 

professional careers. Sample passages included: 

• �So he very much believes in equity in the proactive sense but it�s also 
based on an innate sense of fairness that he has within him.� (Observer 
of CL#4) 
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• I think that slides off of him (criticism) because part of his belief 
system is that you�ve got to build a place that creates an environment 
that people feel valued and respected. (Observer #2 of CL#2) 

 
A citation from CL#9�s interview summed up the importance of having values 

when courage is called upon. �The core values are important because you need to 

know what you are willing to be fired over. You need to know yourself pretty well.� 

Leaders drew on internal values they followed in the course of their daily activities�

personally or professionally. Core values guided them to behave with courage and 

were the final internal condition described in this sub-section. 

Faith. Faith was a source of courage for nearly all of the leaders in my 

study. Two sub-themes emerged under the condition of faith: (a) religious 

faith and (b) spirituality. Most of the leaders or observers affirmed religious 

faith or commitment to religious principles as a driving force. Of the nine 

leaders, eight indicated having a religious connection. Affiliations were varied 

and included one Mormon, three Baptists, three Catholics, and one Protestant. 

However, for the one who did not (CL#1), she still referred to her religious 

upbringing as grounding her reasons to act or standards developed. CL#8 cited 

as her primary source of courage, �I think it�s mainly my religious faith.� 

CL#1 shared, �I have to credit some to the religious principle that I was 

taught.� CL#2 spoke of his religious training early on. CL#7 on the source of 

his courage discussed, �I was raised in the Catholic Church and there�s a value 

system there, and I remember from a very young age feeling this way.� An 

observer of CL#6 when asked what drives her responded, �Her religion.� 



  251 
 

 

CL#6 shared, �I pray a lot.� Finally, CL#4 acknowledged as did his observers, 

�Faith has a lot to do with it [his courage] I think.�  

Spirituality as a sub-theme of faith was also used to describe what grounded 

some of the courageous leaders in this study. Spirituality in this context meant that 

there was a connection to a higher good or something greater than oneself. An 

observer of CL#6 on the notion of spirituality shared, �She has a spiritual dimension 

about her that goes beyond ethics. She doesn�t wear religion on her sleeve�.yet 

there�s a grounding that she has.� CL#6 acknowledged:  

Faith is a part of my life but spirituality is a better thing. We are at the 
right place at the right time; but there is a higher thing that�s going on; 
that it�s not about you, it�s about who you are in the context that you 
are in; and there�s a reason for you being there.  
(CL#6) 

 
 A �strong moral compass� (Observer of CL#3) seemed to guide the 

leaders in their leadership positions. Faith was a source of inner support for 

these leaders as they moved through their experience of courage. 

 Hope. �You had to look at what was good for the institution and hope that it 

worked and I fully believed in my heart that it would work� (CL#3) . His expression 

of hope as CL#3 described the vision of overcoming the challenges the college faced, 

was emergent throughout the leaders profiled and served as an internal motivator. 

There was a high level of hope for the outcome of the situation as a result and as 

Dunavold (1997, ¶ 9) explained, �Was contingent in one�s skills and abilities.� 

Excerpts that reveal the role of hope in the leaders� experiences were portrayed as 

follows: 

• �I tend to hope I�d do the right thing when faced with dilemma�.� 
(CL#9)  
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• �You make decisions and you hope it works out for the best and 
hopefully it will.� (CL#9) 

 
• �I hoped that what they learned �[was] the changes that I was talking 
about. I think they doubted that I would seriously embark on making 
changes on the scale and with the speed that I had said I would.� (CL#3) 

 
• �� than my most optimistic hope.� (CL#2) 

 
Leaders signified that they anticipated a positive resolution to the courage-demanding 

situation. Because leaders were thoughtful in their approach to the situation, were 

willing to listen (as affirmed by observers), and had confidence that the decision was 

the right thing to do out of a care for others, they exhibited hopefulness that in the end 

it would all work out. 

Incredibly, analysis of data also suggested that leaders generally showed 

optimism and cheerfulness, which is an important part of hope, during their experience 

of courage. Optimism was characterized by Seligman (n.d.) as having a level of 

uncertainty coupled with a high level of anticipation of good things. It is an outlook or 

general disposition of a leader. Many observers characterized the leaders in a similar 

manner as the observer of CL#1, �She tried so hard to be positive and had a positive 

outlook.� The glass half full metaphor was used as well. Excerpts from participants 

depict this assertion: 

• �She is always positive and sees the cup full all the time.� (Observer of 
CL#5) 

 
• �I�m just a real positive person and I�ve always had a positive outlook. 

For me the glass is half full.� (CL#9) 
 

• �You find a way to turn this unfortunate event into some type of 
opportunity.� (CL#7) 
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In addition to the finding of general dispositions of cheerfulness, the leaders in 

my study also showed an optimistic outlook toward people. CL#3 accepted the 

position of president recognizing the challenges ahead. Whereas many leaders would 

have assessed the situation at CL#3�s college as grim, he revealed an encouraging 

perspective: 

[I ] thought of it as an opportunity to make a difference. I�ve learned 
that certainly in this situation that people aspire to have jobs that they 
can be proud of. Even in the worse of situations, the majority of people 
only want to subscribe to what�s happening positive in the institution.  
 

Further, CL#6 when speaking of the risks she took to have an open public dialogue on 

race stated, �I had faith in our staff.� Finally, the positive outlook carried on in spite of 

the challenges faced. An observer of CL#8 remarked, �Even with all the negative, she 

still tried to make us look for the betterment of the student body.� 

Courageous leaders saw challenges as opportunities. There was an internal 

condition of hope (with optimism) which seemed likely to lead to action and in both a 

degree of uncertainty. Data from text reveal that the decision to act was based on the 

idea that in the end, regardless of the consequences, as CL#9 stated, they�ll �land in a 

good spot.� Forms of optimism, as a basis for hope, were related to a cheerful 

disposition, being upbeat among negative circumstances, and having a belief in people 

and the good of people in general.  

Humility. Courageous leaders displayed humility as they experienced courage 

as described by their observers and themselves. One of the interview questions asked 

leaders if they saw themselves as courageous. Observers were also asked a similar 

question on the leader�s view as it related to courage. While many leaders did not 

initially perceive themselves as courageous, some upon reflection acknowledged a 
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level of courage in their actions. Initially, four of the five women did not see 

themselves as courageous; three of the four men did to some degree. CL#5 spoke 

about her view of courage in her context, �Do I consider myself to be in the category 

for you to interview me? No. I hope that in 15 years I could grow into the person you 

would want to interview� (CL#5). Her observer validated that claim when he 

responded to the question of whether CL#5 saw herself as courageous, �She�d 

probably be hesitant to say that.� Another leader (CL#7) struggled to identify past acts 

of courage until prompted on more than one occasion.  

Findings also substantiated the idea that leaders in the study did not act simply 

to be recognized or held up in front of others. Excerpts that were revealing of this idea 

included:  

• �I mean people would say well that was really courageous. I just 
thought about them in terms of the right thing to do.� (CL#6) 

 
• �I don�t know [if she�d describe herself as courageous]. She would just 

say she was doing her job and doing the right thing and what needed to 
be done.� (Observer of CL#1) 

 
• �I don�t think of myself as a courageous person. I just think of myself 

as someone who tries to do what I think was right and do what I think 
was fair.� (CL#9) 

 
The nine community college leaders were humble about their impact on the institution. 

CL#3 ruminated, �Sometimes I worry that others within the institution focus too much 

credit on me for the turnaround of the institution.�  

Finally, many leaders preferred to stay out of the spotlight or receive 

recognition. Two leaders, who had been nominated for community or state awards, 

indicated they had called the sponsors and declined. CL#4 shared, �I called the 

publisher of the paper and I said, �Good grief. That�s not the reason you do that. 
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Please take my name off.� CL#2 was described by both of his observers as a leader 

who moved on and didn�t focus on his role in the incident. Observer #1 of CL#2 said, 

�He didn�t as far as I know call any attention to himself.� The other observer 

witnessed, �He doesn�t play it up. He puts it away.� These leaders showed humility by 

making efforts to not draw a spotlight towards them in the process of being 

courageous. 

Perceptive insight. Leaders were described as having an internal guide to 

making decisions. The notion of intuition came up in the analysis by leaders and 

observers alike. At one point during the interview, CL#2 reflected �Sometimes I 

would be asking why it was happening, but I never doubted the wisdom of responding 

to my own intuition.� The internal condition seemed to be equally attributed to male 

and female leaders. CL#6 when asked to describe her sources of support mentioned 

family, �but also listening to my own inner voice and looking internally and reflecting 

on that is a resource for me.� Similar excerpts from observers support the finding that 

an internal drive seemed to enable leaders to act courageously when courage presented 

itself:  

• �Deep within her there is some kind of reserve of inner strength that 
she draws from when she really needs it.� (Observer of CL#1) 

 
• �I think he�s internally driven. He gets his support internally and is 

motivated by seeing what he can do.� (Observer of CL#3) 
 

• ��an inner peace.� (Observer of #5 on the question of what drives her) 
 

• ��it�s also based on an innate sense of fairness that he has within 
him.� (Observer of CL#4)  

 
The passages are reflective of a notion that leaders find strength from inside to act 

courageously. They believed in themselves and listened to an internal voice when 
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determining what was right in courage-demanding situations. Listening to that inner 

voice helped leaders gain assurance that they were on the right path as shown in the 

next section on self-confidence. 

Self-confidence. �He believes he knows what is best for the institution� 

confirmed an observer of CL#2. An internal condition of courage for the leaders 

across the cases was self-confidence. Data analysis suggested that there was a level of 

comfort with themselves as individuals. CL#6 was characterized by an observer as 

�knowing who she is.� CL#9 similarly said acting courageously was about, �I think 

being secure with who you are.� Further, an observer when speaking of CL#1�s 

courage as a leader implied, �She had a high degree of self-confidence.�  

Self-confidence also resulted from a leader�s cumulative professional and 

personal experiences�whether from the way one was raised or knowing that one 

made the right decision. Passages from text reveal the self-confidence that leaders 

developed over time: 

•  �I think I developed a sense of confidence on my part that I could take 
on and manage a lot.� (CL#3 when discussing his growing up on a 
tobacco farm and taking on responsibility at a young age) 

 
• �Their actions and treatment of their children fostered strong attitudes 

of � self-confidence which I still value greatly.� (CL#2 regarding his 
parents) 

 
• �He walked into it and knew he could make a difference.� (Observer of 

CL#3) 
 

Also, leaders generally had assurance that they had made the right decision or 

were �doing the right thing.� This was a theme echoed on several occasions and 

discussed in findings to earlier research questions and expanded on in the segment on 

principle under the external conditions section below. CL#9 stated, �I also knew I was 
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on pretty firm ground� (CL#9). Leaders recognized that they are not going to be 

popular and moved forward regardless. The observer of CL#5 stated, �[CL#5] 

understands � [she is] not going to be liked.�  

Self-confidence in one�s abilities, in their actions, and choice were findings 

from the data analysis of this study. Self-confidence was developed from the way one 

was raised or cumulative professional or personal experiences. Finally, there was a 

self-confidence in one�s abilities to locate another position if the consequence was to 

lose one�s job as illustrated in CL#8�s comments: 

To know that I had a good reputation in the system that if I was terminated in 
the position because of my stance of what is right and what is ethical that I 
would find another position at another college.  

 
That risk materialized for this leader as she negotiated her retirement as vice president. 

Speaking up. There was an authenticity to leaders in their words and 

genuineness in their actions. Leaders spoke out in honest and forthright ways on issues 

affecting the college. In all of the cases, leaders demonstrated a willingness to speak 

out in various forums: 

• As spokesperson for the institution fielding criticism for action taken 

(CL# 1, #2, #3, #4, #6, and #7) 

• On behalf of people at their colleges or in the community who might 

not  have had a similar opportunity or were unwilling to speak up 

themselves (CL# 7, #8, and #9) 

• Simply because it was necessary for an important point to be made 

(CL#3 and #5).  
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The courageous leaders were willing to put �their neck out� (Observer of CL#6) and 

speak their minds in the guise of what was right for students or on behalf of a 

cherished principle (described below as an external condition). �He became outspoken 

immediately� stated the observer of CL#7 as he discussed the president�s actions after 

assessing the behaviors of the white supremacist section. The observer also 

commented that CL#7 continued to speak out on equity matters even when ridiculed 

by a supremacist member while giving a speech at a nearby university. 

Additional excerpts illustrate the frequency with which the leaders� ability to 

speak out surfaced as a finding: 

• I have a responsibility to speak up and bring the issue to the 
attention of appropriate personnel. I have no reason to conjure 
up such incidents when I am fully aware there might be 
personal consequences such as being labeled a �troublemaker,� 
the perception that I am not a team player, or the risk of 
isolation because I chose to be more vocal about an issue that 
needs addressing. (CL#8 in a letter to the college�s vice 
president of human resources) 

 
• �[CL#5] is consistently willing to speak up.� (Observer of 

CL#5) 
 
• �Everyone knows [CL#6] will tell it like it us.� (Observer #2 of 

CL#6) 
 
Being a model for staff was an unexpected and positive effect as illustrated by 

an observer of CL#8: 

I think her time at xxx, even though it was difficult for her; I think she left a 
lasting impression with most of the staff. While we�re still kind of hesitant and 
not as bold as she is, I think a lot of us will speak up more than we did before. 
Before she came, no would speak up for fear of losing their job. 
  

Speaking up was an internal condition found to be a condition for a leader to act 

courageously. Each leader exhibited a willingness to speak up often and candidly, 
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realizing their words would be held up to public scrutiny. In many cases, leaders spoke 

out as a result of internal values as explained in the next description. 

Summary. In the foregoing section, findings related to internal conditions were 

described that were most likely to lead a community college leader to act 

courageously. The eight conditions were: (a) caring, (b) core values, (c) faith, (d) 

hope, (e) humility, (f) perceptive insight, (g) self-confidence and (h) speaking up. 

These are defined briefly here: 

(a) Caring: expressing a concern or care for others. 

(b) Core values: having a core set of values that guide a leader�s actions. 

(c) Faith: having a belief in a higher being or that there is something 

greater than oneself. 

(d) Hope: in the face of uncertainty, having an expectation of the 

likelihood of good things in the situation and displaying optimism or a 

general positive outlook. 

(e) Humility: not drawing attention to one�s acts as a way of show; most 

leaders did not see themselves as courageous until prompted or quietly 

acknowledged they acquired the virtue of courage. 

(f) Perceptive insight: listening to an inner voice and drawing on one�s 

intuition when making decisions. 

(g) Self-confidence: a leader believing in self, abilities, and knowing that a 

leader is on the right path. 

(h) Speaking up: a willingness to speak up truthfully and with thought. 
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In the subsequent section, external conditions are described and meaning illuminated 

by relevant text.  

External Conditions 

Analysis of the experiences of courageous actors revealed three external 

conditions which seemed most likely to cause a leader to act courageously. External 

conditions are different from internal conditions in that they were outer circumstances 

or came from outside the leader and had bearing on the internal conditions. External 

conditions exist independent of the essence of the leaders. The three external 

conditions were: (a) acting for a matter of principle(s), (b) having role models, and (c) 

drawing strength from support offered by family, friends, and colleagues. Detailed 

descriptions for each are provided below including relevant passages that illustrate the 

meaning of each condition.  

Principles. A pattern across the cases as described by leaders and observers 

numerous times was �doing the right thing� for a greater good external to themselves 

in spite of known consequences. Literature suggested that the motive to act 

courageously must be for a purpose outside or external to the individual. CL#1 

repeated, �I really felt I was doing something that you were supposed to do.� CL#6 

shared, �I�m doing the right thing and doing what needed to be done.� The bigger 

picture or �right thing� as suggested drove the leaders� courageous decisions. Leaders 

acted with courage, not out of a need to take risk, create a boost for their career or ego 

or, in some cases, simply because they had the authority to do so. Leaders acted out of 

a sense of responsibility towards or for something outside of themselves (i.e. for 

people, the institution, and a principle) when there was a choice.  
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The primary purpose to act was for a matter of an external principle. Excerpts 

from text demonstrate a commitment towards ideas of fairness and equity: 

• [I�m] motivated by a real sense of what�s right and wrong and I 
grew up in the South [and] was racially segregated most of 
[my] life while in high school. I�ve known all of my life at 
some level that this is wrong and [that] you don�t treat people 
this way. (CL#7) 

 
• �I continue to address the importance of diversity because our 

students should be prepared to work in a diverse workforce.� (CL#8) 
 
• �If I had even a tiny bit of power to do something about it, I�m gonna 

raise it.� (CL#1 when discussing handling personal attacks for her 
decision to take a major diversity initiative) 

 
Some leaders acted for reasons of intellectual principle. Passages that reveal 

these principles included:  

• �It became the foundation of this presidency. I wouldn�t have 
equivocated on this and would stand for principles we should stand for. 
Some accepted that, some didn�t, but it didn�t matter. My job was to 
protect academic freedom.� (CL#4)  

 
• �Yes, we�re going to defend your rights and by association affirm our 

own rights.� (CL#7 speaking about freedom of speech) 
 

• It�s very easy to back down with some of the things that have 
come up with him but he won�t do it because I think he has a 
very strong sense of what�s right and wrong; very strong 
personal ethic; and a very strong sense that we have to do 
things for the community and he has the courage to make them 
happen. (Observer of CL#3 about institutional purpose and 
connection of college to community) 

 
• �He�s driven by equity and fairness.� (Observer #1 of CL#4) 
 

Acting on behalf of students and the institution was a recurring reality among 

the cases in this study. Leaders were committed towards the community college 

mission and goals. A sample quote from an observer of CL#6 was indicative of 

leaders� convictions, �I would say a passion for providing for access to higher 
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education, particularly for those students who wouldn�t as easily have the 

opportunity.� Several other citations are noted below that support this passion for 

taking principled actions: 

• We�ve heard this [from CL#2] again and again: whenever you 
are making decisions, think about what�s right for students and 
the institution. I think he takes a lot of heat for that because 
that�s a principle that he stands on and draws the line on and 
[that] he�s stubborn about. (Observer #2 of CL#2) 

 
• �I never saw her advance something to self-advance her. It was to 

advance the goals of the college in the way it relates to students.� 
(Observer #3 of CL#8) 

 
• I think the position that we as presidents have, it�s not always 

about how it�s going to affect you personally, but how it is 
going to effect the college. How is it going to effect the health 
of the college or for the health of the individuals there? I felt 
the pressure to do what�s best for the college and ultimately 
what�s best for the district. (CL#9) 

 
• �I can�t be threatened into making a decision that I don�t think is in the 

best interest of the college.� (CL#6) 
 

• �You�ve got to do what�s right for the body politic, the corpus of the 
organization is infected, and you�ve got to deal with it for all of us to 
benefit.� (CL#7) 

 
A sub-theme revealed during analysis was a leader�s passion. There was a 

passion exhibited across the cases, whether it was for the mission of community 

colleges, a principle, or for a social interest. As the observer of CL#7 witnessed, 

�There�s passion about these issues�it�s not for public relations, that�s who he is.� 

The observer of CL#1 remarked, �When she believed in something, she had such 

passion, regardless of the personal sacrifice.� CL#1 clarified, �It (the purpose for 

acting with courage) was about everything I stood for.� The observer of CL#5 noted, 

�She loves her job, the community college system, [and] people.�  
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While the decision to act and live through the courageous experience was 

difficult, the easy route as some leaders described was not an option they chose. CL#8 

wrote in a letter to a member of the President�s Cabinet, �The easy solution for some 

would be to remove myself if I am not satisfied with the environment.� CL#4 

displayed steadfastness to his decision by affirming: �But it was a defining moment 

professionally and I would do exactly, as painful as it was, I would it, exactly the same 

way because it was the right thing to do.� He continued the interview by sharing his 

willingness to resign as an outcome of staying firm on the principle of academic 

freedom.  

A quote that brings light to this external condition (principle) that leads a 

community college leader was said aptly by CL#2, �Remembering, however, that no 

good deed goes unpunished, even the best decisions will have their critics. Still, we 

should do the right thing and sleep well knowing that we did our best for those who 

matter most�the students.� There were a number of points that address the leaders� 

motive to act.  

Leaders acted for an external reason and a sense of duty towards those they 

serve. A motive was precluded by a leader having a vision of what is best for the 

institution and community. Matters of principle included academic freedom, freedom 

of speech, and equity and fairness. Leaders demonstrated a sincere commitment 

towards the mission of community colleges. They exhibited passion as they carried out 

their responsibilities. Finally, leaders solidified the idea that a reasoned choice occurs 

in the process of courage development as it was conveyed that each did not take the 

easy route or path of least resistance. 
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Role models. The concept of external role models was found to be 

important to the leaders profiled. Role models took disparate forms and were 

identified as a role model for a variety of reasons. Role models were both 

national or world leaders, individuals they knew professionally, and 

immediate family members. Interestingly, as leaders described reasons for 

choosing role models, many of the role models exemplified characteristics of 

the community college leader themselves.  

Selections of national and global role model comments chosen here are 

by CL#5 and CL#7. CL#5 discussed Gandhi as a model. Comparably, her and 

the observer discussed CL#5�s focus on humanity. CL#7 discussed role 

models relating to civil rights whether it was Martin Luther King, Jr., voices 

of the abolition movement, or the solidarity movement in Poland. The 

principles these role model examples fought for are similar to those of CL#7 

as he took on the white supremacist sect in his own community. 

Many leaders talked about observing family members growing up that 

exhibited courageous behavior or lived their lives courageously. CL#6 responding to 

the question of a role model, answered: 

My mother�s worked hard all her life. She�s in pain almost all the time. 
But she just got a great sense of humor, she�s upbeat, she�s positive, 
[and] she�s supportive. It doesn�t stop her even a little. She can hardly 
walk and she just gets out and does things. She wouldn�t describe 
herself as courageous but she is. 

 
CL#6 displayed a willingness to take on difficult challenges, meet them head 

on, remain positive through the ordeal and also wouldn�t characterize herself 

as courageous. CL#8 discussed her parents� struggles as sharecroppers in the 
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South and said, �They always had courage.� CL#8�s overcame discrimination 

and hostile work environments similar to her parents.  

A father�s way of living was described by both CL#5 and CL#9. CL#5 

avowed, �I think my dad is just comfortable with whom he is and that 

liberated him to take risks and do things that other people may not do.� CL#5 

was noted to follow his example in her professional style of leadership. CL#9 

shared that her father �was above board with everything.� CL#9 emulated that 

example as evidenced by her unwillingness to go to the trustee meeting and 

provide inaccurate information. 

Variant cases in terms of role models are noted here. CL#2 was a variant in 

that he didn�t really have role models as much as respected performance of others. He 

discussed his perception of the question on roles models, �I think I�m more enamored 

by performance. My heroes are not a person as much as it�s behaviors.� Likewise, 

CL#2 was described by him and observers as being a risk-taker, adventurous, and not 

afraid to jump right in and solve. CL#1 didn�t really have any one role model, in fact 

indicating, �I didn�t have a lot of role models in terms of professional women.� When 

pressed she noted names of women (i.e., Margaret Meade, Betty Friedan) who 

nationally exhibited strength and determination to stay a course in spite of enormous 

obstacles. That is also a shared experience of courage in CL#1 as she endured years of 

personal attacks and daily pressure relating to matters of diversity and the firing range 

relocation. Finally, CL#3 talked about his heroes in the context of other community 

college presidents for their passion, holding to principle, boldness, willingness to 

speak truthfully, and sticking up for what is right, �When there are people in place 
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who don�t want you to say those things.� Each of these attributes was shown by CL#3 

as he acted courageously in the case of the college reorganization and past incidents of 

courage. 

In summary, leaders shared who their role models were or mentioned observed 

abilities (i.e., personal integrity, willingness to act, speak truthfully) in family 

members or leaders (i.e., local, national, or world) that they admired. Having role 

models who were seen as having semblances of courage or exhibited real courage was 

an external condition that contributed towards the leader�s ability to act. One particular 

finding is especially worthy of note. Of the role models indicated, each had attributes 

that were characterized by the courageous leaders. In other words, reasons given for 

choosing the role models named were similar to the leadership styles or ways of being 

as expressed or experienced by the courageous leaders. 

Supports. A cross-case analysis uncovered that support was important for a 

community college leader to act courageously and endure the pressures faced during 

the courage-demanding situation. Leaders took strength from a variety of sources�

inside and outside of the institution in which they worked. A sub-theme of support 

was the importance of relationship building that was determined to be important to the 

process of becoming courageous and drawing on the support of others when needed.  

Gestures of support internally came from staff, faculty, and fellow 

administrators. Excerpts from interviews that reveal this finding were: 

• �It was the respect and the allechy she was getting from her staff and 
the rest of us that believed in her.� (Observer of CL#8).  

 
•  �Professionally, she has a lot of people here in all ranks on campus�.�  

(Observer of CL#6) 
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• �I had incredible support from faculty and staff.� (CL#9) 

Aid to leaders also came unexpectedly in the example of CL#8. She described the 

prop-up received from the executive vice presidents that were demoted for expressing 

support on her behalf to the president. 

Outside strength came from family members and friends, board members, 

community leaders, and colleagues from within and external to the state. Family 

members were held up as important for most of the leaders in this study. CL#5, when 

asked for sources of support, said unequivocally �my family.� CL#1 shared, �My 

mom would give me a lot of support, my husband did as well.� The observer of CL#3 

noted, �I think that you do need a sounding board and in my opinion that comes from 

his wife.� CL#4�s resilience was sustained by both his wife and his minister. Given the 

nature of the personal religious conflict, CL#4 observed: 

My minister was absolutely the best. He was getting a lot of heat. He 
never on a Sunday morning, when I was there � castigated the college 
or castigated me. He never used it for grandstanding or for political 
reasons and I�ll never forget him for that.  
 
CL#7 enjoyed sponsorship from the board as members fully supported his 

active role in matters of race. Mentors provided support for CL#6. CL#4 and CL#9 

were able to rely heavily on external encouragement from state system staff and 

leaders. Passages that expound this finding were: 

• �The Governor stood with me by not getting involved and our 
chancellor stood with me and the commissioner of education. 
There were some real giants in this. What they would do is that 
when they would get the calls, they would refer them to me.� 
(CL#4) 

 
• �So I knew I had a lot of support from the state system staff, then when 

I was put on administrative leave, support from a lot of people in the 
community.� (CL#9) 
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CL#4 and CL#7 also shared that they benefited from colleagues across the country 

that stayed in contact as the incidents received national press.  

An interesting sub-theme in relation to the external condition of support and a 

finding in the data across all courageous leaders was the basic idea that relationships 

mattered. CL#1 talked about relationships formed early on with community and 

organization leaders in the district the college served. These connections made the 

difference during the whistle blower complaint as well as challenges with the board. 

Key leaders in the African American community had contacted board members on her 

behalf. CL#8 noted her confidence to obtain another position as she had built solid 

relationships with leaders across the state system.  

Additional data support the assertion of the importance of relationships to 

becoming courage: 

• �[CL#6] can take a very difficult stand and draw these lines 
that need to be drawn. She maintains some very good personal 
relationships, especially with the people who push back at her 
the most and can be the most angry at her.� �She is not 
tempered but actually bolstered by this ability she has of 
sustaining � relationships.� (Observer #3 of CL#6) 

 
• If I had to do what I did if I had been new, I could have done it 

but I don�t think I could have stayed. I wouldn�t have had the 
good will that was still there even after this process. I think the 
reason that there was still good will � was certainly the 
connections I had with people. (CL#6) 

 
• �I learned that so much of what we do is based on 

relationships.� (CL#9) 
 

• �It just reinforced for me that you have to take time to build 
those relationships and you have to take time build the trust 
with people. (CL#9) 
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In fact, for both CL#8 and CL#9, each received interim positions following 

their departures from the institutions involved in the courage-demanding 

situations as a direct result of their efforts to build significant relationships 

with those at the state board office and in the state community college system.  

Finally, all faculty observers talked about the support shown to the 

presidents (CL#6, #7, and #9) and vice presidents (CL#5 and #8) as a result of 

the aid the leaders had given to faculty on faculty issues and instructional 

matters prior to courage presenting itself in the specific incidents outlined in 

the profiles. Indicative of all the statements is a citation by the observer of 

CL#5, �Faculty are strongly in support of her and how she takes those issues 

on.� Also, in CL#9�s case, faculty went to the chancellor when she was 

demoted demanding a response to the inquiries of reason for his perceived 

capricious action and offered her their backing as she waited to see how the 

situation would be resolved. 

In summary, supports conveyed on the nine courageous leaders played a major 

role in the leader�s ability to withstand enormous pressure and persevere. Leaders 

talked about how these champions�inside and outside of the institution helped them 

refresh from daily struggles and gain perspective on the situation. Cheers from within 

the institution (i.e., staff, faculty, fellow administrators) helped maintain a focus on the 

important work of the college and for the people for which the leaders had 

responsibility. Signs of support external to the institution came in the form of board 

members, colleagues from other colleges, community members, and state staff. To a 

real extent, state support made the difference in CL#8 and CL#9 locating positions 
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after being placed on administrative leave and eventually negotiating permanent 

departure from the institutions. Leaders also received strength from having the support 

of family and friends.  

Summary. Findings signify that external conditions exist that are most likely to 

lead a community college leader to act courageously. Three primary conditions (i.e., 

principles, role models, and supports) were explained with corresponding text as 

reinforcement of the declaration. Within the conditions, sub-themes were developed 

and portrayed through excerpts from participant interviews. The first condition was 

related to courageous leaders acting on behalf of a greater good outside of themselves 

when there was a choice in the matter. Leaders cited �doing the right thing� for an 

external principle(s). External motives to act varied and included principles of 

academic freedom, equity and fairness, and freedom of speech. Leaders acted with a 

passion for these issues and with a commitment to the mission and goals of 

community colleges and what is best for students and the institution.  

Role models or behaviors were described by leaders as also to be an external 

condition to their courage. Role models mentioned were family members or local, 

national (e.g., Martin Luther King, Jr., Margaret Mead), or international leaders (e.g., 

Gandhi, leaders of the Solidarity movement in Poland). Some didn�t necessarily have 

role models but had attributes they admired in leaders (i.e., someone achieving 

something out of the ordinary). An interesting find was that for the role models named 

or attributes given, invariably the leader providing that information was perceived to 

be like or similar to that model or have that characteristic.  
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Finally, supports were also determined to be an important external condition 

for a leader to act courageously. Gestures of support came from inside and outside of 

the institution. Internal support was primarily staff, faculty, or fellow administrative 

colleagues. Outside support was garnered from a variety of sources that included 

family, friends, clergy, board members, community leaders, and colleagues from 

across the respective state or around the country in similar positions (i.e., other 

community college presidents). Relationship building before, during and after the 

courage-demanding situation was determined to matter. 

Summary 
 

In this section, findings were presented and discussed in response to Research 

Question #3. Findings across the cases for research question #3 were outlined in the 

form of eight internal themes and three external themes that depict conditions which 

are most likely to lead a community college leader to act courageously. Courage was 

not limitless�meaning as CL#5 suggested that there is a possibility that like an 

aptitude that some have towards science or mathematics, perhaps there is one towards 

the notion of courage.  

Conditions as extrapolated from a careful review of the data are shown in 

Figure 3. Internal conditions were conditions residing inside the body or dependent on 

the nature of the individual. External conditions were distinguished as circumstances 

coming from the outside and having an impact on the internal conditions of 

courageous leaders. Internal conditions were: (a) caring, (b) core values, (c) faith, (d) 

hope, (e) humility, (f) perceptive insight, (g) self-confidence and (h) speaking up. 

External conditions were (a) acting for a principle(s), (b) having role models or 
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behavior a leader admired, and (c) drawing strength from support of family, friends, 

and colleagues. Support came in disparate forms and from inside and outside of the 

institution. Relationships built in past experience or professionally played a significant 

role in having that coveted support.  

When considering gender differences along any of the conditions, the primary 

one that seemed to be the most distinguishable was on the matter of humility. All 

leaders had a level of being humble. However, among those answering the question of 

�Do you consider yourself courageous?� all of the men answered in the affirmative 

whereas only one of the five females did so and even in that one female response, it 

was not resounding but rather, �yeah, I suppose so.� In the next section, a final 

synopsis of the findings across the three research questions will be condensed for the 

reader.  

Summary of Presentation of Findings 

This chapter presented an overview of the findings as they related to the three 

research questions: (a) What is the courageous experience like for a community 

college leader?, (b) What is the process of courage development?, and (c) What are the 

internal and external conditions which are most likely to lead community college 

leaders to act courageously? In keeping with case study methods, data analyzed 

included interview transcripts, documents, and electronic materials. Twenty-four 

interviews were conducted. Nine of those interviews were with the courageous leaders 

profiled in this study. Fifteen interviews were with observers, identified by leaders, 

who gave perspective of the leader and the courageous act. Documents examined 
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included a variety of materials such as newspaper articles, board minutes, written 

documents of the leaders, and a multitude of electronic information gathered. 

The profiles of courageous leaders in the first section of this chapter described 

the nature and context of the courage-demanding situation for each of the leaders 

experienced. Section two presented the findings associated with the three research 

questions. The findings associated with research question #1 revealed eight general 

themes associated with the experience of the leaders with courageous acts in the 

community college context. Six primary themes emerged as leaders went through the 

experience of courage: real risks that are dangerous and require sacrifice, reasoned 

choice, call to act, facing adversity, loneliness and isolation, and staying power. Two 

themes surfaced as outcomes of the experience: maintaining personal integrity and 

preservation of self and institution. There was an interrelationship among the themes 

as shown in Figure 1, meaning there were some similarities as well as distinguishing 

characteristics that made each theme unique. 

Research Question #2 focused on courage development. Figure 2 depicted a 

conceptual framework for the process of becoming courageous for the community 

college leaders examined in this study. A leader�s action was grounded from a 

foundation of specific fundamentals. These fundamentals included past practice with 

prior incidents of courage, either personally or professionally; internal value formation 

that guided a leader�s actions; and exhibiting consistency in behavior and values 

before, during, and after courageous situations. Built from a solid foundation, the 

process of courage development was continued and portrayed in three primary phases. 

Each phase was comprised of basic elements that leaders in this study experienced.  
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Phase One elements included a precipitation of fear, a leader�s willingness to 

take responsibility, an assessment of risks that required sacrifice. The final element of 

Phase One was a reasoned choice prior to the determination to act. A reasoned choice 

meant that the leader had a choice in the matter and acted with forethought. Phase 

Two elements included the leader taking action, focusing of attention on the matter at 

hand, bearing tremendous adversity, and suffering a loss as a result of the choice to 

act.  

The elements encompassed in Phase Three were fortitude under stress, 

management of controversy associated with the courage-demanding situation, and a 

leader�s survival amidst challenges. An analysis of data revealed that common 

outcomes across the courageous experiences of leaders were: (a) maintaining self 

integrity, (b) institutional sustainability�meaning that the institution was believed to 

be stronger as a result of the action taken, and (c) sense of release once the situation 

had passed. Finally, findings of the research on the process of becoming courageous 

suggested that courage is habit-forming. The essence of this last section was 

comprised of three primary notions: (a) reflection, (b) coping, meaning that behaving 

in ways that others consider courageous had become part of a leader�s ingrained 

nature, and (c) a readiness for calling. It is asserted from the data analysis, that a 

leader, having past practice with courage, was better equipped to be ready when 

courage next presents itself. 

The findings relative to Research Question #3 identified internal and external 

conditions which are most likely to lead a community college leader to act 

courageously. These conditions were displayed in Figure 3. The eight internal 
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conditions which were most likely to have an affect on a leader�s willingness to act 

included: (a) caring, (b) core values, (c) faith, (d) hope, (e) humility, (f) perceived 

insight, (g) self-confidence, and (h) speaking up. External conditions, meaning 

conditions that were environmental in nature and which had an impact on a leader�s 

likelihood to act with courage, were: (a) acting for a principle(s), (b) having role 

models or admiring particular behaviors, and (c) finding strength in support from 

colleagues, family, and friends. Relationships as a sub-theme of support were noted as 

mattering and the building of those relationships occurred before, during, and after the 

courage-demanding situation. 

In the foregoing, I�ve revealed the findings from my research on the lived 

experience of courage among community college leaders. In the subsequent section, 

I�ll describe the findings in relation to the existing literature, discuss implications of 

the findings to practice, and suggest recommendations for future research on the topic 

of courage in the higher education context. 
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Chapter V � Discussion and Implications 
 

The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experience of courage 

among community college leaders in the United States. This chapter discusses the 

findings of my study in relation to the literature review and how findings are in 

agreement or in contrast with previously published works, discusses implications for 

practice, makes recommendations for future research, and concludes with final 

thoughts related to the significance of my study of courage. I also briefly discuss the 

relationship between courage and women leaders in the context of the community 

college leaders profiled in my study. A recap of the primary themes only will be 

included here as the descriptions and supporting data for each are described in Chapter 

4. 

Courage was the focus of my study and how courage is essential for 

community college leaders committed to making community colleges thrive. Leaders 

of community colleges face ever increasing challenges on a multitude of issues 

including diversity, dwindling resources, globalization, enrollment decline, access, and 

accountability demands. Courage was found to be an essential leadership characteristic 

in higher education and specifically community colleges (Hockaday & Puyear, 2000; 

Summers, 2001). The complexity of the community colleges is requiring difficult 

decisions in trying circumstances to be made by the college leaders. 

Courage was suggested as being a universal lived experience for all individuals 

(Bournes, 2000; Rachman, 1990; Kennedy, 1956). As a virtue, it is deemed as relevant 

today as it was in ancient times (Beschloss, 2007; Lee, 2006; McCain, 2004). 

However, as a phenomenon, the concept of courage has been largely unexplored in the 
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literature in general and in higher education specifically. In fact, no original research 

was found in the context of community colleges, despite the assertions that courage is 

critical to leadership in community colleges. This study contributes to the body of 

knowledge of courage and helps us understand the lived experience of courage among 

community college leaders.  

Summary and Discussion 

The summary section discusses the findings to the three research questions in 

relation to the related literature reviewed in Chapter 2. The three research questions of 

my study were:  

1) What is the courageous experience like for a community college leader?  

2) What is the process of courage development?  

3) What are the internal and external conditions which are most likely to 

lead community college leaders to act courageously?  

Findings are shown to have both agreed and contrasted with previously published 

works as described in the review of literature. The methodology was a qualitative, 

multiple instrumental case study with nine community college leaders as the cases and 

their courageous experiences. The data collected and analyzed included interviews 

with 24 participants, documents, and relevant written and electronic materials.  

Research Question #1: What is the courageous experience like for a community 
college leader?  

 
The leaders in my study encountered courage-demanding situations that were 

different from each other in circumstances and individuals involved. However, an 

analysis across all cases discovered similarities in what that experience was like for a 

community college leader. Eight general themes emerged that described the 
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experience of courage. The six themes relating to the experience of the courageous 

leaders were: real risks, reasoned choice, call to act, facing adversity, loneliness and 

isolation, and staying power. Many definitions of courage noted that courage wasn�t 

courage unless there was a risk involved that had negative consequences (Asarian; 

1981; Finfgeld, 1998; O�Brien, 1950; & McCain, 2004). Courageous leaders faced 

real risks associated with the courage-demanding situations that required sacrifice to 

the leader or the institution. Aristotle and Aquinas had talked about semblances of 

courage such as jumping in without understanding the risks or a spirited passion 

without thought. In each of these cases included in this study, courage was required 

and there was awareness by the leader of the risks involved and the leader acted with 

reason and in spite of those risks. The decisions made by all of the nine leaders met 

the criteria across the literature for true acts of courage.  

As mentioned, leaders were aware of the negative consequences of a decision 

to act. There was thought placed in weighing reasonable options and determining the 

best course of action, and taking into consideration the humanity, meaning impact to 

others, of that choice. Some leaders were characterized as cautious or careful when 

making difficult choices. In each case, the leaders had a choice, a critical element of 

determining true courage (McCain, 2004; Wallace, 1978). An easier route as indicated 

by many leaders was available to them as well. Nevertheless, leaders made the choice 

to act with prudence and an understanding of what could transpire. The notion of 

acting with �eyes as well as fists� was prominent as an experience of courage 

throughout past literature on courage (Asarian, 1981; Bournes, 2000; Finfgeld, 1998; 

Haase, 1985; McCain; 2004; O�Brien, 1950; Rachman, 1990). Philosophers such as 
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Mencius and Zeno of Citium also discussed that prudence in matters of courage was 

essential.  

Courage is in the doing. It is not enough to think about courage in the 

experience of leaders in this study. Courageous leaders exhibited a willingness to act 

and thus distinguished themselves from others who might run away or be passive 

when movement was called upon. There was a strongly held belief among the leaders 

that they were doing the right thing. Acting out a sense of duty was essential to 

determining what was courageous as proposed by past authors (Bournes, 2000; Evans 

and White, 1981; McCain, 2004; Miller, 2000; Servan-Schreiber, 1987; Schimel, 

1989). The leaders chose to act in difficult circumstances and under enormous 

challenges. 

All of the leaders as described in the profiles and shown in response to 

research question #1 faced tremendous adversity. This adversity was disparate in 

nature and was often emotionally distressing. Leaders experienced hostility, 

embarrassment, and public humiliation. Mackenzie (1962) had a similar finding as he 

indicated that courage often involved embarrassment and the importance of being 

comfortable with unpopularity. Curiously, the experiences were slightly different for 

male and females and similar to the research of Evans and White (1981). The female 

leaders in this study seemed to have more negative experiences personally than did 

males whereas the male leaders had more positive affirmation and challenges centered 

more on institutional issues. An example is in the experiences of female leaders CL#1, 

#8, and #9 where their personal reputations and credibility were vilified. Attacks 
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occurred for male leaders CL#4, #7, and #3 but were resulting from their positions or 

formal roles.   

Aristotle said that facing something that was painful resulted in being 

courageous. Overall, the experiences were difficult for the leaders and in many cases 

painful. Each leader suffered loss. Desmond (1927) and Frankl (1962) made assertions 

in their writings that courage involves suffering a loss and an ability to overcome that 

loss. Research of the experience of courage had similar findings in that courageous 

people faced tremendous adversity they had to overcome (Asarian, 1981; Cuff, 1993; 

Finfgeld, 1999). However, suffering alone did not make the act courageous as McCain 

(2004) asserted; rather, it was a precipitation of fear as shown in Figure 2 that 

solidified the notion of courageousness in the leaders involved. 

A comparison of the experience of the leaders in this study and related 

literature on courage found a similarity in the finding that there was a sense of 

loneliness and isolation for the leaders as a result of their courageous action. 

Loneliness to some extent came from being right and making a choice that was not 

considered popular. Scorza (1997) spoke of Emerson�s observation of loneliness in 

relation to courage. Kennedy (1956) also mentioned the loneliness that courageous 

actors can feel. Further, isolation was a similar finding in Finfgeld�s (1999) work. In 

this study, isolation happened as a result of being shunned by those who disagreed or 

were angered by the leader�s decision or from being self-isolated in order to protect 

the followers who were negatively impacted from the leader�s action. Worthy of note, 

direct mention of the terms loneliness or isolation came from female leaders. Male 

leaders were also described in these terms, but by their observers instead.  
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For some leaders, battling through adversity occurred over a period of years. It 

was heartening to discover the tremendous staying power that the leaders showed. 

There was a determination to stay firm (Seneca, n.d.) despite the obstacles thrown 

their way. The related literature on courage is almost unanimous in this finding. Works 

from Miller (2000) and O�Brien (1950), to Socrates and Aquinas, each mentioned 

endurance as a critical aspect of courage. In fact, all original research listed in the 

review of literature indicated endurance as a mainstay of behaving courageous (e.g., 

Asarian, 1981; Bournes, 2000; Cuff, 1993; Finfgeld, 1998, 1999; Schimel, 1989). The 

leaders endured unrelenting pressure to conform or change course. Leaders showed 

their ability to persevere in spite of the source of those pressures. 

Two additional themes that were discovered to be outcomes of the experiences 

of the courageous leaders were: maintaining personal integrity and preservation. 

Leaders were able to hold on to their dignity or maintain their own personal integrity 

when choosing to act. Leaders reported being self affirmed as a result of their 

achievements. To do otherwise, for some, would have been to sacrifice self respect as 

suggested by Mackenzie (1962). The theme of personal integrity as an outcome of 

courage was a prominent finding across the present literature in the works of Asarian 

(1981), Cuff (1993), Finfgeld (1998), and Servan-Schreiber (1987). Leaders reported 

self-satisfaction in their actions as well as sense of release, which was comparable to 

the ideas posited in the works of Asarian (1981) and Cuff (1993).  

In addition to the findings of my study that were in alignment in the literature, 

there was a discrepancy in the theory posited by Rorty (1988). Rorty had suspected 

that courage as a virtue could be taken to an extreme by courageous people who seek 
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out situations that demanded courage or put themselves in front of incidents without 

thought. That was not the case for any of the nine courageous leaders. In contrast, 

leaders� actions were precipitated with fear and knowledge that there were dangers 

inherent in the courage-demanding situation. Each acted in spite of those risks for a 

greater good. 

This section described the findings of my study of experiences in relation to 

the present literature on courage and the community college context. The next section 

focuses on the relationship to the literature on courage in response to research question 

#2.  

Research Question #2: What is the process of courage development? 

Socrates: Then, Laches, suppose we set about determining the nature of 
courage and in the second place, proceed to enquire how the young men may attain 
this quality by the help of study and pursuits?  

 
Socrates set out to explore how courage can be developed. Rachman (1990) 

answered the question of Socrates by stating: �Yes, it is possible to attain the noble 

quality of courage by study and training� (p. 311). He also stated, �As with panic, so 

with courage�.both are contagious� (p. 298). I wanted to describe the process of 

courage development for leaders in the community college context. Through a 

comprehensive analysis of data, a conceptual framework as shown in Figure 2 was 

developed that depicts the process of becoming courageous based on the data I had 

available. The process in this context had past, present, and future sections. This is 

similar to Socrates notions of courage as he suggested virtues contain these three time 

horizons. Emergent in the analysis was the notion that courage can be developed. In 

addition to Socrates, the finding of courage as habit-forming was substantiated in the 
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literature by many authors or notables (Frankl, 1962; McCain, 2004; Miller, 2000; 

O�Brien, 1950; Roosevelt in Scorza, 1997; Tillich, 1952).  

Leaders developed a foundation that included elements of past practice, 

solidifying values, and behaving consistent to those values in their professional lives 

while on campus. Consistency as a finding was similar to assertions of Cuff (1993) 

and Rachman (1990). During the experience of the courage-demanding situation, it 

surfaced that leaders moved through three primary phases of courage development. 

Related research had comparable findings with participants in studies by Cuff (1993), 

Asarian (1981) and Finfgeld (1998, 1999) as they outlined a process of becoming 

courageous for their study participants.  

Phase One included a precipitation of fear coupled with a leader�s willingness 

to take responsibility, an identification of risks that required sacrifice, and then a 

reasoning of choice. Leaders knew that they had a choice to act and considered the 

situation with prudence and thought and acted for a noble cause. These elements were 

also found in the philosophical literature in both Aristotle and Aquinas�s notions on 

courage and the elements of taking risk and reasoned choice as mentioned in the 

literature cited above. The idea of taking responsibility was highlighted by Plato all 

the way to more current literature on courage by Kennedy (1956) and McCain (2004). 

Phase Two included taking of action, focusing of attention, bearing of adversity, and 

suffering of loss. Phase Three involved fortitude under stress, management of 

controversy, and survival amidst challenges. The one finding in Phase Three that was 

found to be relatively silent in the related literature was the idea that courageous 

leaders had to manage the controversy surrounding the courage-demanding situation. 
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The elements noted in Phase Two and Three were discovered in the related literature 

as well as cited in the discussion of related literature to research question #1 above. 

There was a contrast in the literature on the element of focusing of attention which 

was not mentioned in any other literature, except perhaps in the idea that participants 

in other studies (Cuff, 1993; Finfgeld, 1998; Schimel, 1989) had to continue working 

and doing their daily activities in spite of health conditions or other ailments that they 

endured. Further, only Asarian (1981) and Finfgeld (1998, 1999) mentioned the notion 

that the challenges the participants faced in their studies were �manageable.� This was 

not the same connotation however of my study that indicated that leaders had to 

strategically assess the situation during the process and identify how best to deal with 

the consequences of the choice or impact to the institution that was negative. 

Outcomes of acting courageously were identified to be self-integrity, 

institutional sustainability, and a sense of release. In simple ways, leaders realized an 

elevated sense of self esteem or affirmation of self from their experiences that was 

perhaps unexpected. Similar findings were discussed in works by Asarian (1981) as he 

indicated a joy of accomplishment and Cuff (1993) when he spoke of the peace that 

his participants enjoyed. The research set out to explore the experience of courage 

with the idea that courage was important to sustain community colleges. Finfgeld 

(1998, 1999) talked about thriving amidst adversity in her studies. This was a similar 

finding in my study and characterized the institutions themselves. Observers and 

leaders alike indicated the call to act courageously was a necessity as many of their 

colleges were at a cross roads and were dependent on the action to maintain or make 

them stronger as a result.  
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Finally, the analysis of data suggested that a future component to becoming 

courageous existed. Leaders were found to be preparing for the next courage-

demanding situation as a result of the development in the prior situation and past 

practice. A theme of habit-forming was identified, meaning that as leaders developed 

courage and acting courageously, became ingrained in their nature of being. Each 

reflected on lessons learned and the tools developed to use in future courage-

demanding situations. The leaders had developed the habit of coping (with courage-

demanding situations), meaning that being courageous became second nature and 

affected their personal lifestyle and leadership styles. Leaders and observers alike 

discussed how it was easier for them to speak their minds or make difficult decisions. 

This notion of coping was also found in studies by Schimel (1989) and Finfgeld (1995 

1998). Schimel (1989) likened the idea of courage as coping to an ascending staircase 

that became tighter as it went up equating exercising courage for leaders as easier as or 

more efficient than before the courage-demanding situations.  

The cumulative experiences of each leader appeared to be responsible for a 

leader being ready when courage is called upon. Desmond (1927) agreed with the idea 

of readiness for calling and suggested that people qualify for the call by exercising 

courage. O�Brien (1950) noted that courage is formed by performing it regularly. 

Emerson also postulated the idea of becoming courageous is having done it before. 

The framework of the process of becoming courageous as depicted in Figure 2 

suggests that courage as a virtue can be developed. This was also asserted in the 

literature as noted above. One idea that was not mentioned by researchers on courage 
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but was highlighted in this study is the importance of managing the controversy as a 

leader moves through the experience.  

Research Question #3: What are the internal and external conditions which are most 
likely to lead community college leaders to act courageously? 

 
As stated in the findings chapter, courage was found not to be limitless. 

However, in the case of CL#2 as analogous across the leaders in this study, courage 

was not to be in the wanting as McCain (2004) described. The findings in response to 

research question #3 were the identification of conditions that emerged as most likely 

to lead community college leaders to act courageously. These conditions, as realized 

through a comprehensive data analysis, were presented in a framework of eight 

internal and three external conditions as depicted in Figure 3. Similar findings of the 

bearing of internal conditions on external conditions were found in studies by Cuff 

(1993) and Finfgeld (1998).  

Eight internal conditions surfaced: caring, core values, faith, hope (with 

optimism), humility, perceived insight, self-confidence, and speaking up. With the 

exception of one, all conditions were linked to findings by leading theorists on 

courage as well as original research. Perceived insight was a condition that emerged in 

my study and had not been fully discussed in the research on courage reviewed in the 

literature. Caring was a condition that emerged across all of the leaders in this study. 

Leaders repeatedly demonstrated they cared about people and the institutions they 

serve. Cuff (1993) discovered the theme of concern or altruism in his study of 

courage. Bournes (2000) and Finfgeld (1999) also highlighted the idea of caring as a 

quality of courage. Nietzche (n.d.) aptly stated that if there is a �why,� one can survive 

almost any �how.� One of the most important finding that had a bearing on a leader 
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prior to the courage-demanding situation was on the notion of having solidified values 

that guided the leader. That was certainly the circumstances of the courageous leaders 

in this study and in the findings in nearly all of the original research discussed in the 

literature review (Asarian, 1981; Bournes, 2000; Cuff, 1993; Finfgeld, 1998).  

Faith was determined an internal condition, with a sub-theme of spirituality. 

Spirituality was also a condition noted in the work by Cuff (1993). Perhaps more 

surprising was the specific finding of religious faith as a critical condition towards 

acting courageously. Nearly all leaders had indicated that religion was or is important 

to their life. It was evident from data that a deep religious belief was the root of 

leaders recognizing that there was a higher being or something greater than themselves 

or outside of them that contributed towards becoming courageous. Religious faith was 

the subject of the writings on courage by Tillich (1952) and Desmond (1927). In 

original research it was highlighted by Finfgeld (1998). In fact, in a recent book on 

Presidential Courage, Beschloss (2007) cited religious faith as a factor of courage in 

those presidents he selected for analysis from 1789-1989.  

Hope and optimism are similar in nature and interconnected as a condition of 

courage. Leaders expected good will to come out of the situation they were in and 

maintained a positive outlook in spite of incredible odds and for some, vicious and 

unrelenting attacks. They were characterized as �glass-half full� believers and 

modeled that behavior. Cuff (1993) gave a hope scale to his participants and found a 

significant link between hope and courage. Additional research on courage had similar 

findings (Asarian, 1981; Finfgeld, 1998). Existential and humanistic works spoke also 

about the notion of hope as important to becoming courageous (Desmond, 1927; 
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Frankl, 1962; & Mackenzie, 1962). As a sub-theme, much has been written on the 

link, as found in my study, between optimism or cheerfulness and courage (Cuff, 

1993; O�Brien, 1950; Rachman, 1990). Seligman (in Rachman, 1990) suggested that 

optimism was a pre-condition for courage. He asserted that with optimism there is a 

level of uncertainty. This is significant because leaders were described as being 

cautious, careful, and prudent in their choices, and yet they are also able to live with a 

degree of ambiguity and be flexible to the idea to change course if necessary.  

A level of humility as an internal condition was noticed in the leaders profiled 

in my study. Remarkably, the majority of the females did not see themselves as 

courageous when asked as all of the men did. However, observers or leaders described 

the male leaders as humble and not wanting to draw attention to themselves. Humility 

was prominent as a condition in original research by Asarian (1981), Cuff (1993), and 

Finfgeld (1998).  

Leaders conveyed a perceived insight into the circumstances they were in and 

the dynamic of the situation at a deep level. This was a rather important finding that 

was revealed in my study and not touched on in any significant way in the review of 

literature. Leaders relied on an inner strength that emulated their ability to move 

through a situation with dignity and resolve. Going inward and listening to an inner 

voice to both help weigh options and gain perspective but also find an inner peace in 

their decision once made.  

Another condition perhaps at the crux of a leader�s willingness to act was self-

confidence. This condition was cited consistently by scholars of courage, including 

Socrates and more contemporary writers (Bournes, 2000; Finfgeld, 1998, 1999; 
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Mackenzie, 1962; O�Brien, 1950; Rachman, 1990; Scorza, 1997). Leaders repeatedly 

said they knew they were �doing what�s right� in spite of the risks. Scorza (1997) had 

talked about trusting oneself to do when one knows is right. Mackenzie (1962) shared 

the idea, as said often by observers of leaders, that courageous actors are not afraid to 

make the unpopular choice. Finally, leaders spoke their minds and with honesty and 

frankness on behalf the values they held and the cause or interest that called them to 

act. Speaking up and often in relation to courage was elevated in the writings of 

Mackenzie (1962) and O�Brien (1952). Further, Rogers (1993) affirmed the finding of 

speaking up by determining that self and speaking truthfully was in separable from 

courage.  

In my study findings, external conditions, distinguished as conditions that were 

environmental in nature and which had an impact on a leader�s likelihood to act with 

courage, were: principles, role models, and supports. Each of the conditions 

discovered in my study to be applicable to community college leaders were cited to 

varying degrees by authors across the literature on courage. For many definitions of 

courage, the defining element is the willingness to act for a greater good or something 

higher than oneself. Courageous leaders in my study accepted the call to act when the 

courage-demanding situation presented itself for a principle outside of themselves. 

When it came to courage, McCain (2004) suggested that the motive to act was almost 

as important as the act itself. O�Brien (1962) referred to the intent as for causes that 

transcend. The courageous leaders� reasons for acting were not about an internal need 

for attention or to show their humanitarian good. In fact, reasons to act were for 

principles beyond them that had an impact on the preservation of self or institution 
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whether for matters of human rights, academic freedom, or free speech. The 

community college leaders, as alluded to in Beshloss (2007), were self-sacrificing for 

a higher calling. Again, �doing the right thing� as Wallace (1976) and Beschloss 

(2007) noted was the rationale given by leaders when asked if they would repeat the 

action or why they chose to suffer such loss. Mackenzie (1962) and Bournes (2000) 

agreed with my findings that leaders acted regardless of the popularity of that 

decision. In fact, Cuff (1993) showed that there was significance between social 

interest and courage for participants in his study.  

The notion of role models was a finding in my study that was substantiated by 

several works by Asarian (1981), Cuff (1993), Finfgeld (1995, 1998), and Rachman 

(1990). Role models were mentioned by leaders as a source of their own courage. 

These role models inspired leaders in ways of behaving, ways to suffer with dignity, 

and by performance or behaviors that they would want to emulate in their own lives or 

daily practice. Rachman (1990) had mentioned that the subjects in his studies were 

�spirited� by the courage of others. Leaders often watched family members as a source 

of learning courage growing up.  

Finally, there is no doubt that the support leaders enjoyed had an impact on a 

leader�s ability to thrive amidst significant adversity and pressure. Support most 

named came from family and friends. For some of the leaders, support also came from 

internal to the institution and external colleagues. Literature on courage named 

gestures of support received as a way for study participants to affirm they made the 

right choice and gain perspective on the situation from sources external to themselves 

(Cuff, 1993; Finfgeld, 1998). Most recently, Beschloss (2007) underscored the 
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strength that presidential leaders drew from the support of friends and family to 

survive very difficult courage-demanding situations.  

In contrast to my own study, the idea of non-conformity was cited in the 

literature as a condition of courage. While many of the leaders were described as non-

conformists in terms of their willingness to speak their minds and not shy away from 

difficult situations, they also were careful to work within a system or establishment to 

discern problems and take action. Cuff (1993) had mentioned non-conformity; as had 

Kennedy (1956) to some degree. Also in contrast, findings in studies by Finfgeld 

(1998) and Cuff (1993) both identified a sense of humor as an internal condition. The 

idea of humor did not emerge as a finding in any of the cases profiled in my study. 

As a final point, this study originally set out to identify if there were gender 

differences in the nominations received and in how men and women experienced 

courage or in the conditions which were most likely to lead a community college 

leader to act courageously. Fascinatingly, it appeared that courage had an element of 

androgyny in the context of my study. This finding was born out in the study 

referenced in Cuff (1993) stating that courageous actors were more likely to be 

androgynous. Efforts by Becker and Eagley (2004) affirm the notion when they stated 

their hope that their research would help shift notions of heroism and have it seen as 

more androgynous. There was no significant difference in gender found in the number 

of nominations received in my study. The courageous experiences of female and male 

were also relatively similar and fit the framework as shown in Figure 2. Leaders 

exhibited a willingness to speak their mind and make unpopular choices to similar 

levels. The primary differences lay with notions of loneliness, humility, prior incidents 
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of courage (i.e., men had more physical acts of courage in past practice), and the level 

of personal humiliation and embarrassment they suffered. Generally, studies have 

been about men by men. My study is set apart in the sense that a majority of the 

leaders were women with the contribution being that women�s stories of courage were 

also identified and shared.  

Summary 

This section described the findings of my study in relation to the present 

literature. I discussed the relationships to past work by summarizing the findings to 

each research question. The findings across the research questions were similar to 

findings of general writings and original research alike. While there were many of my 

research findings that were in agreement across the literature, there were also some 

differences as discussed above. One contrast in my study and the literature on courage 

was perceived insight as an internal condition to lead someone to act courageously. 

Leaders or observers repeatedly expressed listening to an inner voice, drawing 

strength from within, or having an inner drive. Another finding of my study that was 

not mentioned in the literature was the idea of managing the controversy. Reversely, 

an assertion from the literature that was not mentioned in any of the cases of my study 

was a sense of humor as an internal condition of courage. On the issue of gender, my 

study findings suggest that leaders appeared to be androgynous relating to their 

experiences of courage. This was similar to another original research study. The 

notion of androgynous courageous leaders was also posited in an article on women as 

heroes.  
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I will next address and summarize what was unique about the findings of my 

study to the community college context. Generally speaking first, in the related 

research on courage, many studies were done with individuals who struggled through 

life challenges (e.g., sexual assault) or had major health challenges and the outcomes 

or findings were more associated with how to live courageously through health 

challenges. Unique to the community college context and courage is how the leader 

was intertwined with a courage-demanding situation and an institution. The following 

outlines how the experience, development, and conditions of courage are somewhat 

unique to leaders in the context of a community college.  

Experience. Leaders acted out of a sense of duty for an external cause or 

principle, often a principle on behalf of students or the institution. Community 

colleges are multifaceted and leaders exhibited prudence when making decisions that 

would have long-term and ripple effects on the various areas of the colleges. Staying 

power was identified as unique to the context because community college issues often 

are not ones that can be handled with or worked through with few individuals over a 

short period of time. The nature of a collegial system is that there are many 

constituency groups who demand a voice and working through those challenges and 

with disparate groups requires staying power in the courageous leaders.  

Development. Two elements of the process of becoming courageous for the 

community college leaders also seemed particularly related to the context of the 

community college. These were the elements of: (a) management of controversy and 

(b) institutional sustainability. As noted in the experience section directly above, 

community colleges are complex structures that have many constituency groups and 
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are part of a larger community beyond the institutional walls, meaning the surrounding 

community. To handle external people (i.e., board members, media, and members of 

the community) as well as internal groups (i.e., faculty, staff, students) took 

considerable time and energy. Institutional sustainability was also a finding that was 

unique. Courageous leaders found themselves in positions that required action, 

perhaps not for their own self integrity or preservation, but for the institutions in which 

they served to survive and thrive.  

Conditions of courage. Three conditions particularly seemed to be central to 

courageous leadership in the community college context. These were: hope, principles, 

and support. Hope seemed to resonate as leaders in this study were hopeful and the 

mission of community colleges has a hopeful and optimistic element to their missions 

(e.g., helping people to have better lives, life-long learning dialogues). Principles 

surfaced for two reasons: (a) principles of academic freedom, access, equity and 

freedom of speech seemed to be of great consequence and distinctive to these 

institutions as evidenced by actions of leaders in my study; and (b) passion was a sub-

theme of principles and courageous leaders were described by themselves and 

observers alike as having a deep passion for community colleges, their mission, and 

the students they serve. Support was also singled out as sources of support for these 

leaders were internal and external to these institutions as opposed to participants in 

other studies that were more individualisticly based, meaning friends, family, and 

health care providers. In the next section, I discuss the implications for practice in the 

community college context.  
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Implications for Practice 

 �Courage isn�t courage unless there�s something at stake.� 
(Leonard Pitts Jr., 2005) 

 
The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experience of courage of 

community college leaders. The motivation for this study arose out of my hope for 

community college leaders who have more capacity to act and develop institutions 

into ones that will positively impact these communities and nation for years to come. 

What is at stake for community college leaders? What is at stake for their institutions? 

The sustainability of community colleges is based on the ability of their leaders to be 

consistently courageous. At stake for leaders, is holding true to developed values and 

maintaining personal integrity along the way. The stories provided through the profiles 

of courageous leaders experiences and the findings provide a reflective pathway for 

leaders to consider who want to act with courage when a courage-demanding situation 

is presented. The community college leaders� stories of courage provide insights to an 

understanding of the real struggles that those who act courageously face in their roles 

as leaders.  

There were several implications for practice from the analysis of the 

experiences profiled in the study that can assist in the thinking and considerations of 

leaders who want to act courageously. The implications of findings in my study may 

be useful for leaders (i.e., those considering leadership roles and those already in 

leadership roles [formal and informal]), those who have responsibility to select and 

support leaders (i.e., board members, presidents, mentors of leaders), and those who 

train leaders (i.e., state, regional, or national organizations that sponsor leadership 

through informal and formal educational programs). This section is organized by the 
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implications for practice for these three groups. These implications synthesize the 

results across the three research questions and were chosen because they are thought to 

be useful to a wide group of individuals among the groups noted above. Kennedy�s 

(1956) words about understanding the experiences of courageous leaders as noted in 

the first chapter are also used as a guide for the structure of this section; he noted that 

stories of courageous leaders can be helpful to inspire, give hope, and teach. By the 

nature of a qualitative study, it is recognized that readers may glean implications and 

meaning of the study differently. Each will read the stories and findings to the research 

questions in chapter four and may draw implications and insights in addition to and 

even unlike those listed here. 

Leaders 

Reading the stories and experience of community college leaders may inspire 

those considering leadership roles or those already in leadership roles in community 

colleges to become courageous. It was comforting to recognize that while leaders 

suffered loss, each survived the difficult circumstances to varying degrees and is 

continuing to work on behalf of students and community colleges. Each sustained 

themselves in the process (although not necessarily by being able to maintain their 

positions) by holding true to what they knew was right. Several implications emerged 

for this group and from the findings across the research questions that guided this 

study. These implications centered on concepts of: (a) core values, (b) reasoned 

choice, (c) taking action, and (d) personal integrity. 

Core values. Unanimously, the courageous leaders in this study advised that 

community college leaders spend time and evaluate what is important to them in the 
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context of their professional practice. Developing core values that guide practice was 

considered essential to them in becoming courageous. CL#7 shared, �I really took 

inventory of what hills are worth dying on and I think if you are going to do this line 

of work it is something that you need to do too.� Once those values are solidified, the 

implications from this study are that it is important to model those in behavior and be 

consistent in decisions and action. The stories of the courageous leaders imply that 

people within higher education institutions and the future strength of those institutions 

depend on leaders who are willing to act and show staying power while moving 

through courage-demanding situations.  

Reasoned choice. Another insight from this study is that considerable time and 

thought needs to be put into the decision to act upfront. Leaders showed a level of 

caution going in and sought counsel from trusted sources before action was taken. The 

notion of reasoned choice is emphasized again here because the implications of action 

without a form of prudence could have long-term devastating effects on the leader and 

the leader�s institution of employment.  

Taking action. As shared across the stories and in the various definitions of 

courage in the literature, courage is precipitated by fear, a reasoned choice, and in the 

�doing.� In short, the implication is that leaders be willing to take reasoned action 

when a courage-demanding situation presents itself and move beyond believing in a 

principle or what is best for the greater good in spite of the consequences to self or 

institution. 

Personal integrity. An outcome of the courageous experience across the cases 

was a sense of self-integrity through and as a result of a decision to act. Maintaining 
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professional and ethical standards was a way to affirm oneself and affirm that a leader 

is doing the right thing. Dignity was also a notion of importance, meaning for leaders 

to pay attention to how they carry themselves through courage-demanding situations 

and knowing when to leave. CL#9 articulated: 

When something like this happens you really have to take time to be 
thoughtful about how you are going to deal with it and you are going 
to react to because everybody watches everything and listens to 
everything and no matter what you have to maintain your 
professionalism. 
 

The stories of courageous leaders suggested that leaders have to know when it is time 

to move on. CL#9 advised: 

The other thing is that I learned is that when you are a president 
anything can happen and you may have the best intentions and do the 
right thing and you still may end up with consequences that are out of 
your control and you have to deal with them and you have to be ready 
to pick up at a moment�s notice and be ready to move on if that�s what 
occurs. 
 

Selectors and Supporters of Leaders 

The findings may be useful to those with responsibility to select and support 

leaders. Kennedy�s second word was �hope.� Board members, presidents, and others 

in positions to choose hope that the leaders will exhibit great leadership for their 

institutions and the students they serve. Offering support to these leaders to be and 

become more courageous is also an important role of the group who has the 

responsibility to select leaders. While there are several implications in the findings of 

my study that may be useful to this group across the three research questions, I chose 

three (one from each question) that I deemed critical when selecting or supporting 

leaders: (a) loneliness and isolation, (b) management of controversy, and (c) 

relationships matter. 
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Loneliness and isolation. Leaders talked about being out there alone or 

in isolation as a result of not having the support from board members or 

presidents as a result of their willingness to act. It seemed essential for 

supporters to recognize the personal angst experienced by leaders in the midst 

of a courage-demanding situation and provide recognition of their actions and 

encouragement to face the adversity and endure. Also, being available and 

present for the leader during the height of the situation for console and 

perspective can be helpful.  

Manage controversy. Implications also were aligned around 

management of the controversy. While it was critical to seek solid counsel 

before actions were taken, paying meticulous attention to the effects of the 

courage-demanding situation on staff and faculty or community during the 

situation was equally important for leaders. Supporters can help provide 

counsel relating to the various aspects involved in the courage-demanding 

situation that would require management and be responsive to communication 

efforts by leaders.  

Insights can be gleaned from examining the stories in terms of 

working with the media, and the role the board has in the situation�s outcome. 

Leaders consistently indicated that it was important for positive board 

relations to nurture the relationships that top leaders have with individual 

board members and the board chair. For leaders not in that top position, it was 

equally vital to stay in close communication with supervisors and those with 
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whom they worked. Being willing to explain decisions and be patient with 

repeated questions regardless of the source was an important consideration.  

Relationships matter. Building relationships within the institution and 

external, depending on the nature of a leader�s position before, during, and after the 

courage-demanding was a significant implication for practice from this research. 

Across the board the leaders discussed their relationships with colleagues inside and 

outside of the institutions, family, friends and community members as being 

fundamental to the ability to survive. Leaders suggested that it was important to take 

the time and give real attention to developing these crucial allies. The implications for 

practice is that supporters remind leaders to give consideration to showing care or 

concern for those they work with and for principles for which they are willing to draw 

a �line in the sand� (e.g., human rights, access, and academic freedom).  

Another important point for supporters is to help leaders identify key people or 

networking that are appropriate and crucial to their success and help them network and 

work across the institution and beyond in those efforts. While simultaneously relying 

on the strength drawn from sources of support, it became equally clear from the 

experiences of the nine community college leaders that is was essential to listen to 

one�s inner voice for perspective and insight. Affirming the leaders� abilities and 

choices is a role of this group.  

Trainers of Leaders 

 The final word in Kennedy�s passage is �teach.� Courage was found to not be 

bountiful. While all nine leaders in this study exhibited courage, text also revealed that 

courage as a virtue is not present in all leaders. Many programs currently exist at the 
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state and nationally to train leaders in community colleges. Examples of training 

programs include AACC�s Future Leaders Institute and President�s Academy 

programs as well as Washington State�s Washington Executive Leadership Academy.  

Also, there are the several doctoral programs that focus on training leaders for 

community colleges, like the Community College Leadership Program at Oregon State 

University where I am doing my study.  

It is not possible or appropriate for me to list all of the possible implications for 

practice of this group of trainers from my study�in keeping with the assumptions and 

world view of my methodology, qualitative/interpretive social science, the drawing of 

insights and implications are largely in the hands of the readers of my study. However, 

from my perspective and background of experiences and values, the most basic insight 

from my study is the reaffirmation that courage can be developed and there is a 

development process to becoming courageous. In my view, it is important for those 

who train leaders to pay particular attention to development of characteristics and 

competencies such as: 

• Being consistent in behaviors and words. 

• Solidifying core values that guide practice. 

• Being willing to act�institutions and people within institutions depend 

on action. 

• Learning to manage controversy�whether with media, board, 

community members and/or personnel. 

• Building relationships before, during and after courage-demanding 

situation. 
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• Listening to their inner voice. 

• Being authentic and showing care and concern for those involved.  

• Recognizing when it is time to move on. 

• Identifying leaders past experiences with courage-demanding situations 

to see if they have the fundamentals and beginnings of habits. 

In the next section, the interrelationship between women leaders and courage is 

discussed in the context of community college leaders in my study. It was important to 

develop further the implication of studying women�s stories of courage and 

understanding what their experiences were like in comparison of men in this study.  

Courageous Women Leaders 

Implications also included that courageous acts are not limited to one gender. 

There were several places that I mention a difference between male and female 

experiences or conditions most likely to lead a leader to act courageously. I want to 

give this finding more specific and cohesive attention here. This study had 

implications for women leaders specifically. Not much had been known about 

women�s courageous experiences as the majority of studies about courage have been 

about men�s courage and done by men. Research reviewed in the literature also had 

dominant numbers of males to females in study participants, even when conducted by 

women. As a woman, I designed a study that provided for inclusion of both men and 

women and my final participants were made of a majority of cases that were women. I 

did not set out to have the number of cases reflected by a dominance of either male or 

female leaders.  
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The findings in my study give rise to the role that women play in courage-

demanding situations in community colleges and this is an important contribution to 

the literature on courage. It was speculated by Oppenheim (1996) that acts of courage 

exhibited by women may not be seen in the same light as traditional male dominated 

forms of courage (i.e., physical.) Across the board, women leaders in my study didn�t 

see themselves as courageous. This finding was consistent with courageous actors in 

other studies (Finfgeld, 1998; Bournes, 2000). However, observers and nominators 

appeared to view leaders in an androgynous manner. It is hoped that women 

practitioners will read the stories and experiences of the leaders in this study and 

recognize those courageous behaviors and ways of being within themselves. It is 

important for community colleges to recognize and support women in acting 

courageously because the majority of students in the community college system are 

women and because women are increasingly moving into top level positions of 

leadership in these institutions. Reading women�s stories of courageous actions may 

also encourage men and women alike to behave in similar fashion or learn from each 

other as courage presents itself on their own campuses. 

In summary, this section spoke of the implications for practice across three 

groups of practitioners: leaders (i.e., those considering leadership roles and those 

already in leadership roles [formal and informal]), those who have responsibility to 

select and support leaders (i.e., board members, presidents), and those who train 

leaders (i.e., state, regional, or national organizations that sponsor leadership 

academies). Specific mention was given to women leaders and courage. The 
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subsequent section will discuss implications for further research on the topic of 

courage. 

Implications for Further Research 

Throughout work on this study, the topic continued to fascinate me in terms of 

what I learned and what I still did not know about the concept of courage and higher 

education�specifically in the context of community college leadership. From the 

findings of my study and their discussion in terms of related literature, I settled on four 

implications for further research regarding courage in community college leadership. 

The rationale for selection of these four areas for further research is presented in 

relation to each area below. The areas are: 

1. Experience of courage for community college leaders who had served 

in their current leadership role for longer period of time. As it came to 

be, seven of the nine leaders in my study had been in their current 

administrative role one year or less when the courage-demanding 

situation occurred. One of the leaders (CL#6), while in her top 

administrative role during her first year, had been at the institution for 

approximately six years. CL#6 indicated that if it had not been for the 

�good will� she developed during that longer tenure at the institution, 

she could not have stayed on after the dealing with the difficult 

courage-demanding situations she encountered. I began to wonder 

about the experience of leaders in courage demanding situations that 

had been in their role for longer periods of time prior to courage being 

called upon. How would the risks be influenced? Would the process of 
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courage development be different? Would internal and external 

conditions remain the same? Future research might consider having 

primary selection criteria include a length of time of five years or more 

in a leadership role prior to the courage demanding situation for those 

selected to participate in the study. I selected this implication for 

further research because the literature on community college leadership 

revealed that there will be a high degree of turnover of chief executive 

officers in the near future. To capture the essence of their courageous 

experiences would be useful to the understanding of courage to the 

context of community college leadership overall. 

2. Experience of courage for leaders where acting courageously resulted 

in negative impact on their career. I revealed in the discussion that it 

was heartening to know that the findings showed a survival amidst the 

challenges of the courageous leaders�for self or institution. The risks 

were real and the actions required sacrifice. Two courageous leaders� 

positions were negatively impacted, meaning each was asked to leave 

their role as a senior-level administrator at the time as a result of their 

willingness to take a stand that was deemed unpopular. However, each 

showed a level of resilience and continued serving in different 

institutions of higher education in executive level roles. Another 

implication for further research is to explore the experiences where the 

outcomes had long-term harmful consequences for a leader�s career. 

Whereas courage was found to be habit forming for the leaders in my 
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study and they developed a readiness for calling to act courageously 

that may not be the case if outcomes of previous experience with 

courage demanding situations do not include survival in their 

leadership role or at the institution where they were employed. Under 

what circumstances would a leader turn the other way and be �gun shy� 

when courage presents itself again?  

3. Experience of courage for those not in administrative leadership roles 

in community colleges. In the criteria for selection of study participants, 

I had intended to have a cross section of leaders that represented 

informal and formal positions on community college campuses. The 

rationale for this intention was that the review of literature suggested 

that stories of courage can help inspire those in similar positions to be 

ready when courage is called upon. Also, what was learned in the 

contextualization section of the review of literature on the nature of 

collegial environments and the complexity of these institutions 

suggested that to sustain these colleges, there was a need for leaders 

across the campus, and not just in formal administrative positions. Case 

participants were to have represented all segments that make up a 

community college population�faculty, staff, administrators, and 

students. However, of the nine leaders selected for study from those 

nominated, all held formal administrative leadership positions. Very 

few non-administrators were recommended for this study during the 

nomination phase. To some extent, it was surprising that no students or 
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staff were suggested. In the wake of the fatal Virginia Tech shooting 

massacre, it is clear that some faculty and students in higher education 

are willing to take courageous action. Further research could focus on 

stories of faculty members who have taken stands on multiple issues 

facing college campuses, at significant risk to themselves or their 

institutions. Another focus could be on student stories that illustrate 

acts of courage. Little is known on the experiences of courage in these 

two groups as found in the literature and in the findings of my study. 

4. Experience of courage for women and people of color. The rationale for 

this implication was as a result of findings that women�s experiences in 

this study varied from men on matters of public humiliation and 

embarrassment. Nearly consistently, women courageous leaders or 

observers (CL#1, #8, and #9) used those terms when discussing their 

situations. Some definitions of courage or thinking of courage 

gravitated towards connotations as described in the Greek meaning of 

andreia or manliness. In addition, as noted in prior research on 

courage, many study participants have been primarily white males. 

Two of the nine courageous leaders in this study were people of color. 

My findings of differences in experiences, the reflections and 

suggestions of research in previous studies on courage, and the specific 

link to this study and the context of community college support the 

rationale for this implication. The fact remains that community colleges 

are diverse in student populations as well as more administrators of 
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color and women have moved up in the administrative ranks. Also, the 

expected turnover as pointed out in an earlier section means that these 

groups will increasingly have opportunities to serve in the top level 

positions. Finally, role models were identified as an external condition 

which was most likely to lead a community college leader to act 

courageously. All courageous women and those of color in my study 

indicated they didn�t have professional role models [i.e., women or 

people of color] who represented them that they could observe early in 

their career. Sharing the experiences of courage for these two groups 

may inspire emerging leaders in the process of becoming courageous as 

they encounter courage-demanding situations. 

The implications for further research focused primarily on four areas of 

experience to explore based on findings in my study and previous research on courage. 

These four areas are depicted in Figure 4 as puzzle pieces left to understand. It is 

recommended to continue to map out the experiences of courage in community 

colleges as this study began to contribute to what is known about courage in this 

important context.  
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Community 
college 
leaders who 
had served in 
their current 
leadership role 
for longer 
period of time

Experiences of:

Courage for 
those not in 
administrative 
leadership 
roles in 
community 
colleges

Courage for 
leaders where 
acting 
courageously 
resulted in 
negative 
impact on 
their career 

Courage for 
women and 
people of color

 

Figure 4. Puzzle pieces of the experience of courage for further exploration. 

Final Thoughts 

�Recalling how some of our Presidents past struggled to make vital 
decisions that ultimately proved to be both wise and courageous should 

inspire us always to expect more�(Beschloss, 2007, p. ix). 
 

This study was in part inspired by a reading of Kennedy�s (1956) book Profiles 

in Courage four years prior to determining my final research topic. Thus it is fitting 

that I leave with a passage from his work that was used in the introduction chapter of 

my study: 

The stories of past courage � can teach, they can offer hope, and they can 
provide inspiration. But they cannot supply courage itself. For this each man 
must look into his own soul. (p. 246) 
 

It is hoped that this study reminds readers of the value of courage in everyday lives of 

community college leaders and that to live without courage is to not exist. Leaders, 

current and future, by reading the stories of the courageous leaders profiled in my 
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original study may experience vicariously the process of being and becoming 

courageous. According to the AACC website, �the role of community colleges is even 

more demanding than ever.� Leaders are encouraged to look into their �own soul� as 

described by Kennedy and develop courage in themselves. Courageous community 

college leaders are needed to be ready for the call when courage presents itself. 
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EPILOGUE 

The journey of labor on the dissertation has been a discovery of leadership and 

human nature. A seed was planted after I read of John F. Kennedy book, �Profiles in 

Courage.� I reflected on what I thought to be troubling signs in our community 

college leadership and a loss of leaders who exhibited courage in their practice. My 

dissertation arose out of hope for community college leaders who have the capacity to 

act and develop our institutions into ones that will positively impact our communities 

and nation for years to come.  

Along the path, it has also been a discovery of courage in me. On a spring day, 

I sat on a plane 30,000 feet up with my infant daughter, Jessica, on our way to conduct 

interviews for my study. As I leaned back and closed my eyes, I thought, �What am I 

getting myself into?� In some ways, events in my life as I toiled on my project, 

worked together to form a perfect storm. My mother had passed away, my proposal 

was due, my oral exams were scheduled to be taken, my biological mother came into 

my life for the first time since I had been adopted, and my husband and I found out I 

was pregnant�three days before Christmas. These events took place in the span of a 

fall quarter that was the busiest I had been in my professional life. My mentor said to 

me as I was going through it, �You don�t see it yet, but this is all wrapped up with 

your topic of courage.�  

The leaders� experiences each contributed to my fuller understanding of the 

concept of courage. I went away from each set of interviews excited for what I had 

heard and inspired by their courageousness relating to a host of critical issues facing 

community and technical colleges. I reflected on what it means to act as a leader with 
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courage and consequences of that reasoned choice. The inner strength of the 

courageous leaders I met inspired me to identify the principles that I stand for and 

solidify values for which I�m willing to draw a line in the sand. I�ve indicated my 

dissertation arose out of a sense of hope for higher education leaders who are willing 

to do the right thing, in spite of consequences, for the greater good of our institutions. 

My hope for higher education leaders to act with courage has been renewed.  

I began my dissertation with a notation of Dr. Maya Angelou�s remarks on 

courage at a lecture I attended in February, 2007. Along line with Churchill and other 

notable authors, Dr. Angelou thinks that courage is the most important of all virtues. 

Maya Angelou has written that �one isn't necessarily born with courage, but one is 

born with potential. Without courage, we cannot practice any other virtue with 

consistency. We can't be kind, true, merciful, generous, or honest.� Dr. Angelou�s 

words resonate with all who care passionately about community colleges and the work 

of these institutions. As community college leaders, we owe it to ourselves, our 

institutions, and the people that we serve to rise to our potential and practice courage 

daily. 
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Appendix A 
Interview Protocol 

 
LEADER INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
 Presentation of Courage and Experience Questions [meant to get detailed information on 
the experience before, during, and after the courageous incident and to identify the 
consequences of such experience] 
Describe the context of the courageous act. 

What was it about? 

Who was involved?  

Describe the courageous action. 

What do you think led up to the critical incident? 

What emotions did you feel during the courageous act? 

Why did you act as you did?  Would you do it again � why/why not? 

What options were considered? 

What do you think were the inherent risks involved?  

What would you say you were hoping for? What happened as a result? 

What were the major challenges you faced? 

What, if anything, was learned from the experience? 

How would others describe the action taken? 

Courage Development Process Questions [meant to glean past practices or habits relating 

to courageous activity] 

Please tell me about your past experiences with courage.  

What are some critical incidents that occurred in your life?  

Did any of these require courage?  

Some have suggested that past practice of courage helps one to be courageous when 

the time is called upon. How would you respond to that assertion?  
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Mari Kruger 
IRB Interview Protocol 

Page 2 
 

Internal and External Conditions of Courageous Action [per the literature, meant to 

identify the internal and external sources of courage] 

What are some of the sources of your courage? 

Please describe support that you have from others. 

Who would you say are your role models or heroes? 

Grounding of Topic of Courage Questions 

Why do you think you were nominated for this study? 

How do you define and describe courage?  

Where have you seen examples of courageous action?  

Who is courageous to you?  

What makes them courageous?  

Do you see yourself as a courageous person? How would others describe you? 

Based on your experience, what advice would you give to community college leaders 

who face difficult choices? 

Suggestions for Interviews and Further Data Gathering 

Could you identify others who have been involved or have knowledge of the 

courageous act? 

Are there additional sources of materials that I may review that link to the courageous 

act we discussed today? 

Is there anything you would like to add or discuss that we didn�t so far to help me 

understand courage? 

 

OBSERVER INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Please describe your observations, perceptions and perspective of [Case Name] 

regarding the courageous act and [Case Name�s] courage and leadership in general. 
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APPENDIX B 
Demographic Category Descriptions of Nominations 

 
Demographic Descriptor Number (N=90) Percentage 

Unduplicated nominations 79 88 
Number of nominators 64 71 
Technical colleges 12 13 
Gender of leaders nominated 

• Female 
• Male 

 
44 
56 

 
49 
51 

Gender of nominators (n=64) 
• Female 
• Male 

 
32 
32 

 
50 
50 

Breakdown of nominations 
by gender 

• Male to male 
nominations 

• Male to female 
nominations 

• Female to female 
nominations 

• Female to male 
nominations 

 
 

29 
 

16 
 

29 
 

16 

 
 

32 
 

18 
 

32 
 

18 
 

 
Position held or area 
represented  

• Campus executive 
dean 

• Faculty 
• Vice president of 

administrative 
services or same area 

• Vice president of 
instruction or same 
area 

• Vice president of 
student affairs or same 
area 

• Presidents/Chancellors 
• Board of trustee 

member 
• Head of state system 
• Head of educational 

organization 

 
 

1 
 

7 
 

7 
 
 

7 
 
 

8 
 

57 
 

1 
 

1 
1 
 

 
 

1 
 

8 
 

8 
 
 

8 
 
 

9 
 

63 
 

1 
 

1 
1 

States represented 33 66 
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APPENDIX C 

Nomination Solicitation List 
  
 

Listing of Sources 
Nomination and Support Letters 

(Appendices A and B) 
Emailed  

Listing of Sources 
Nomination and Support Letters 

(Appendices A and B) 
Mailed 

State directors of community college 
systems 

State directors of community college 
systems  

Chief instructional administrators in 
Washington, Oregon, Idaho, California, 
Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, Alaska, 
Colorado 

All state community college presidents, 
over 1100 (as listed in the 2005 AACC 
membership directory)  

Washington community colleges 
presidents list serve 

Head of AACC 

Washington community colleges chief 
student services administrators list serve 

Washington community colleges board of 
trustee members 

Washington community colleges trustees 
list serve 

 

Head of AACC  
Head of ACCT  
Washington State Board for Community 
college Staff 

 

Oregon State University�s community 
college leadership doctoral program 
faculty and student cohorts (1998-2005)  

 

 
 


