
Responding to Changing Needs 

 

Background 

Like most institutions of higher learning, Century College stands at a crossroads. Demographic 

shifts, rapidly changing student needs, realignment in the structure of higher education 

funding, and changing workforce demands continue to put pressure on Century to adapt 

meaningfully to its changing environment. In the past ten years, Century has undertaken many 

initiatives that were intended to react to these fundamental changes, but the effectiveness of 

those initiatives has been difficult to ascertain.  

Century has undergone a significant amount of administrative turnover in the past decade. As 

an example, the college has had five different presidents or acting presidents in the past ten 

years, and other administrative roles on the campus have experienced similar rates of turnover. 

In addition, as student enrollment has declined in the last eight years, workforce reductions and 

attrition has followed suite. This has resulted in a rapid proliferation of initiatives, but a lack of 

adequately measuring the initiative’s effectiveness or alignment of the budget with these 

initiatives.   

Responses to change have typically taken place as reactions to specific eminent concerns rather 

than carefully planned responses executed with intentional foresight. For example, Century’s 

current method of learning about and responding to employment trends is from industry 

professionals that serve on individual career/technical education advisory committees. The 

weakness of this system is that wholly new fields and programs can escape the notice of the 

College. In addition, while the use of advisory committees is a strength of many of Century’s 

career and technical education programs, their use in the liberal arts programs is uneven (non-

existent?). 

This history has produced a culture where a few faculty and staff actively engage with an 

initiative, but there is not full buy-in from the campus. Faculty, for instance, often question the 

motivation for particular initiatives and wonder how being part of executing an initiative should 

directly influence their work with students. Staff often feel the impact of the initiatives more 

strongly than others on campus since there isn’t an opportunity to ‘opt out’ of participation.An 

example of this is the development and implementation of the 2015-2020 Strategic Plan for the 

College. While the Plan contains laudable goals, it was produced through a process that lacked 

transparency. For this reason, many of those charged with executing the Plan felt little 

connection to it, resulting in serious questions about implementation and assessment of its 

success. 

In the past year, Century’s ability to respond intentionally to changing needs has grown. The 

College has a new President and a group of Vice Presidents that have  established 

administrative stability. Administration has embraced a shared governance model that has 



given the college community an opportunity to share in the planning and creation of initiatives. 

The President was also open to reforming the planning process as a whole. The work of the 

2020-2025 Planning Task Force is an example of these reforms in action. 

In light of all of these changes within the College environment and workforce, national trends 

and external forces (as illustrated in the next section on national trends/external picture), are 

pushing Century to be even more visionary, transformative and proactive in the next five years.  

National Trends/External Picture 

There are a number of national trends and features of Century’s environment that will 

profoundly affect the future of the College. 

The population for Washington and Ramsey county is projected to be stable or experience 

small growth over the next 15 years (MN Demographic Center). This seems to point to a stable 

or growing base of students. However, the percentage of high school graduates who are not 

attending college within one year of high school graduation has steadily grown from 24.2% to 

26.3% (SLEDS). This trend has disproportionately impacted Minnesota State enrollments over 

private not-for-profit, outside of MN, or UofMN enrollment (SLEDS). Additionally, when drilling 

down into Century’s top feeder high schools, it is clear that several of the schools where 

Century has the largest market share are also the ones that are contracting in size (North St. 

Paul, Mounds View, etc.) as opposed to growing (Irondale, Hudson, etc.).  

The nature of the student body is also changing as a result of these trends.  As students 

continue to delay going to college, there will likely be an increase in the proportion of adult 

learners. Adult learners have distinctly different needs compared to students that arrive at 

Century directly after graduation from high school. Also, data indicates that there will be a 

sizeable increase in people of color within Century’s community areas (+127% Washington and 

+33% Ramsey) (MN Demographic Center). This will challenge Century to develop culturally 

responsive classrooms,services and college environment to meet the needs of this changing 

population.  

Another national trend with local ramifications is a swiftly changing job market. There are 

currently ten ‘projected growth’ occupations, with a living wage, and where the terminal 

required degree is an associate’s degree, but where there is no Century academic program that 

trains students to fill those jobs. The ability to get in and out of programs with market moves is 

essential to meeting market needs instead of lagging behind. There are also a large number 

‘projected growth’ occupations that do have an aligned academic program, which presents a 

great opportunity for growth if the college can react swiftly to these changes.  

Funding continues to be a challenge as state funding for higher education has fallen short of the 

increasing costs of educating students at the College for a number of years. “Higher education 

has taken up less of the state’s spending pie since the Great Recession in the late 2000s. Facing 



competing priorities and declining student enrollment, Minnesota’s Legislature spends less of its 

General Fund on higher education than most other Midwestern state governments.” (Duggan 2019)  

There is an emerging trend that questions the value of higher education. Scandals erode public 

trust. Net price volatility and soaring graduate debt undercut the trade-off of a degree. As 

businesses begin offering paid on-site training that leads to a guaranteed full-time job, it is 

difficult to make the case to attend college for a credential and delay years of income. “[A]s 

questions arise about value in higher education, the market is really going to demand more creative 

solutions. The status quo isn’t going to work, so higher ed leaders are really going to need to put on 

their entrepreneurial hats to figure out what comes next.” (Green 2015) 

Strategic Themes 

Decision-making at Century requires awareness of several important themes. First the 

governance structure of the College requires that many recommendations go through multiple 

layers before approval. This can lead to increased transparency and make the decision well-

informed, but it can also hinder the ability of the college to react to information in a timely way. 

Also, the existing planning documents at the college, to some degree, live in isolation from each 

other. It is not often the case that the annual work plans and annual assessment plans are 

aligned to an institutional planning document such as the Academic Master Plan or the 

Strategic Plan.  Even when they are, there is not an institutional-level view to see how that work 

is being distributed to ensure adequate roll-out with all members invested.  

There is not a requirement for programs, departments, areas, etc. to gather key data such as 

satisfaction or effectiveness measures. These could include benchmarked information to 

contextualize performance and identify areas for development. 

The lack of metrics tied to initiatives (both new and long standing) and/or yearly priorities has 

created a knowledge vacuum. It is difficult to make decisions about what to fund, where to 

grow or maintain, when to shift direction, etc without there being clear, directly tied in metrics. 

This breeds a lack of accountability for success and can stymie an entrepreneurial spirit at the 

college. 

Another factor influencing Century’s decision-making is that it is a combined institution, 

offering degrees in career and technical education as well as the liberal arts. Students in the 

career and technical education programs typically complete a degree at the college in order to 

proceed directly to the workforce, while students in the liberal arts seek to transfer to a 

baccalaureate institution for further study after graduation from Century. While this 

comprehensive community and technical college is what makes Century an asset to our 

students and community, this arrangement also presents Century with unique challenges, 

where various programs require different demands, resources, and support.  

In addition, as the student population continues to shift and the workforce has changing 

demands, Century needs an infrastructure that has the ability and agility to be responsive, both 



in its academic programs and the services and support it provides to students. Century College 

needs processes that allows it to evaluate changes and demands and to be responsive, while 

still maintaining transparency in communication and process. This will not only help to attract 

new students but also to retain current students.  

A final theme is the need for cultural change. Century did not develop this culture overnight 

and it will not be fixed overnight either. However, it must start somewhere. “When the college 

began this process… the overall mood was one of compliance. Various stakeholders just wanted 

to be told what to do so they could check a box and get back to their “real” job. A gradual 

culture shift has occurred…, and employees now are becoming more engaged in and committed 

to planning, resource allocation, and assessment and see the value they bring to the 

institution.” (Singh 2015)  

 

Options 

There are a few options to consider when deciding how the College might transform itself into a 

responsive, forward-thinking institution. First of all, the College will need to decide how it 

intends to gather information and feedback regarding trends, concerns, and environmental 

changes that affects its operation and success. This is a crucial piece of the puzzle that will allow 

Century to move from reacting to immediate concerns toward responding with foresight and 

thoughtfulness. 

Next, the College will need to decide how it evaluates these environmental factors and passes 

them along for action. There will, naturally, be many issues that can affect the College, so this 

evaluation stage would be necessary to determine which issues might have the greatest impact. 

Finally, the Century will need to decide how it will enact change through initiatives while at the 

same time building in assessment of those initiatives. Closing the loop is critical to continuous 

improvement. 

Projected Costs 

The costs of being a responsive institution is two-fold. It is certainly likely that in an inclusive 

process that meaningfully engages faculty and staff at the College that there will be costs 

associated with faculty release time to assist in leading initiatives. There might by the possibility 

of creating a cost center to support the processes needed to quickly adapt to future changes. 

In addition to direct costs, the implementation of initiatives requires buy-in from faculty and 

staff. These faculty and staff have other duties on campus, and adopting initiatives has a cost in 

energy and good will. As was alluded to in the Background section, the proliferation of 

initiatives in the past has cost energy and good will of some members of the campus 

community. It is imperative that these costs also be carefully considered when determining the 

viability of important initiatives. “Institutions should be empowered to act on what they know works 



for their student population in their specific context and setting, as opposed to focusing on individual 

efforts in short-term projects or initiatives.” (Borden at al, 2018) 

Short- and Long-term Plans 

Short and long term plans could include: 

-  building accountability metrics into existing initiatives, 

- aligning existing planning documents; 

-  adjusting the existing evaluation structure to include forward looking planning, 

assessment of existing efforts, benchmarked data, etc; 

- evaluate/adjust the way in which recommendations move to decisions through the 

governance process (Kaizen); 

- build data fluency (both internal and external data); 

- increase transparency of decision-making processes; 

-  
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