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Abstract 

 
“Building Leaders at Every Level,” an initiative developed at the College 

Board, was one of several responses to increase racial and ethnic representation 

in the senior leadership pipeline. Building Leaders at Every Level is a nine-

month leadership pilot program that provides participants with an opportunity 

to develop a deeper understanding of themselves as a leader and learner. 

Through interactive sessions, applied learning, mentorship, and reflection, 

participants deeply explore their identity through core leadership skills.  

 
Many historically marginalized professionals dream of breaking the glass 

ceiling erected and sustained by centuries of systemic racism. Unfortunately, the 

ceiling remains a barrier, and over the past few decades, organizations of all sizes 

have made investments to become more inclusive. However, organizations 

struggle to address and overcome racial, institutional, and biased power 

structures that are deeply entrenched in organizational behavior-hiring practices, 

promotions — limiting the ability for Black and other professionals of color to 

advance into leadership and management roles.  

 
From design to implementation, "Building Leaders at Every Level" 

demonstrated the significant barriers and complexities in the quest to rid 

institutions of persistently harmful racist structures in order to increase access to 

positions of power. The journey of implementing this critical program within the 

College Board sought to support candidates of color to navigate internal politics 

while pushing the organization to make substantive commitments that serve to 

weave diversity and inclusion into the fabric of the College Board and sustain 
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equitable hiring and promotional practices beyond the historical moments in 

time.  
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Introduction 

 
“We need leaders not in love with money but in love with justice, 

not in love with publicity but in love with humanity”  
—Martin Luther King Jr. 

 
In May of 2020, at the peak of COVID-19, the United States became a 

model of division. Fortune 500 companies, large organizations, and local 

neighborhood businesses all shuttered amidst the dual pandemics — the first 

was the new and novel coronavirus, the second was the resurging and insidious 

impact of systemic racism. The world was in mourning as millions of people 

worldwide lost their lives to COVID-19. Simultaneously, Black Americans 

continued to grieve over the killings of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud 

Arbery, and Rayshard Brooks. 

The parallel nature of such significant amounts of suffering created the 

impetus for organizations to elevate diversity and inclusion up to the top of their 

priority lists. However, “Some companies we have spoken to are viewing D&I 

[diversity and inclusion] as a ’luxury we cannot afford’ during the crisis” 

(Diversity Wins: How Inclusion Matters, preface). As the “D&I” imperative 

became clearer to organizations, many organizations had to reprioritize and 

decide how they would approach the collision of the dual pandemics and pay 

attention to their business priorities and overall bottom lines. The College 

Board—a globally recognized, not-for-profit membership organization, which 

impacts nearly 7 million students per year through a suite of tools that include 

advanced coursework, assessments, and college planning—faced this challenge. 

The continuation of “D&I” efforts amidst multiple organizational crises was the 
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overall challenge facing the College Board, but there was a strong desire on the 

part of many to meet the challenge boldly and collegially. 

As schools continued to navigate virtual, hybrid, and in-person models to 

educate students, the College Board remained at the core of educational 

conversations to ensure rigorous coursework and meaningful examinations for 

high school students. College Board, formally known as the College Entrance 

Examination Board (CEEB), was founded in November of 1900 by 12 college 

presidents from mostly Northeastern elite universities (i.e., Columbia, Cornell, 

New York University) with a goal to bring order to the chaos of college entrance 

requirements (Schudson, 1972). Standardized exams were administered to 

measure college readiness through various subjects, such as Greek, Latin, and 

Physics, referred to as the “College Boards” (Schudson, 1972).  

In 1926, the “College Boards” evolved into the Scholastic Aptitude Test 

(SAT) after being influenced by intelligence exams created by Carl Brigham 

(Walker, 2021). The SAT shifted from the assessment of received knowledge as 

tested through “College Boards” to assessments that evaluated test-takers’ 

learning aptitude. The SAT, used to measure intellectual capacities, was often 

used as a tool to maintain exclusivity for affluent and privileged candidates; 

essentially justifying discriminatory, and often racially biased, admission 

practices. Such exclusionary practices solidified perceptions that the College 

Board’s core foundation was, and remains, based on the perpetuation of 

hegemonic power structures relating to race and class. For a significant portion 

of the College Board’s history, white, wealthy, suburban families and districts 

have been disproportionately advantaged in their uptake of advanced placement 

coursework, assessments, and programs, based on both cost and access.  
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Over the last two decades, the College Board continues to challenge its 

unfavorable perception by using SAT, Advanced Placement (AP), and other data, 

to move from its historical emphasis on elitism to a focus on lobbying for more 

equitable policies and funding (Lewin, 2012). The advocacy and implementation 

of new policies and funding streams have created low cost, inclusive practices 

that lower barriers to rigorous coursework for historically underserved students. 

College Board continues to evolve in its quest to shift negative narratives and 

create products and services that highlight and address gaps across race and 

class. Despite these efforts, the broad narrative remains that the foundation of the 

College Board, and its exams, are elitist and continue to fortify harmful barriers 

to rigorous instruction for historically underserved students and communities.  

David Coleman, hired as CEO in 2012, has led the effort to shift common 

perceptions of the College Board. He has leveraged College Board assets to 

expand services and resources to support underrepresented and low-income 

students in urban and rural communities. Coleman sums it up this way, 

“Assessment without opportunity is dead” (Lewin, 2012). Coleman’s leadership 

has catalyzed several equity-driven changes: the redesign of the SAT, a 

partnership with Khan Academy to increase access to test prep resources; and 

AP For All, to increase access to advanced coursework for students from low-

income backgrounds and other underrepresented groups. Despite the College 

Board’s significant effort to engage low-income communities and 

underrepresented students, the organization continues to face criticism for 

monopolizing and monetizing the college application process through testing 

fees, score reports, and other endeavors that generated over $1 billion in 2019 

(Adams, n.d.). As the College Board has continued to address inequities in 
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schools and districts, conversations and queries have heightened internally about 

diversity, equity, and inclusion. 

In an effort to ascertain the internal concerns and address the resulting 

tensions, in 2019, the College Board launched a formal effort to better understand 

how staff throughout the organization experienced diversity and inclusion. A 

team—sponsored by the offices of the president and human resources—

partnered with an external firm, The Raben Group, to review feedback collected 

through surveys and develop an approach to gather staff perspectives around 

specific diversity-and-inclusion-related topics. In the fall of 2019, the College 

Board and The Raben Group announced a series of staff focus groups that would 

be conducted to obtain additional feedback that would inform the organization’s 

broader strategy.  

The Raben Group collected data to: 

• understand how staff define diversity and inclusion 

(definitions).  

• aggregate staff dispositions about the current state diversity and 

inclusion at the College Board (satisfaction).  

• gain insight into staff personal experiences and feelings—

including what the College Board does well, and where it falls 

short with respect to diversity and inclusion (perspectives).  

• gather employees' suggestions on what can be done to improve 

diversity and inclusion (suggested solutions).  

• gain insight into what employees hope they will see and hear as 

a result of this effort (expectations). 
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Noteworthy, were survey results reporting that diversity and inclusion at 

the College Board lacked in multiple areas. According to the survey, leadership 

did not reflect the diversity of student populations served by the College Board 

and might negatively impact the students the College Board sought to serve—

particularly Black/African American, Latinx, and Indigenous students. Staff 

alluded to lack of representation, specifically in leadership, minimized diversity 

in perspective, lived experience, and connections to underrepresented 

communities—all of which contributed to significant leadership blind spots, 

missed opportunities in resource allocation, and steady maintenance of the status 

quo. As it related to inclusion, participants agreed that affinity groups would be 

a step in the right direction; however, significant work was needed. 

Among concerns cited by The Raben Group were: 

• a lack of Black, Latinx, or Indigenous diversity in senior-level 

positions (i.e., executives, directors and managers);  

• a lack or absence of diversity on teams; and, 

• a preference towards hiring, recruiting or promoting specific 

diverse staff (i.e., white women and LGBTQ)  

 
In response to the survey results, the College Board released a set of year-

long diversity and inclusion initiatives and policy changes to move toward a 

more diverse and inclusive organization. Figure 1 shows a timeline for 2020 that 

highlighted priority tasks to build and sustain diversity and inclusion efforts 

organization-wide, found on the internal College Board website (College Board, 

2019).  
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Figure 1:  Diversity and Inclusion 2020 Priorities 

 

Source: College Board, 2019 

COVID-19 challenged the implementation and completion of the 

priorities, as the fiscal, environmental, and organizational crises called on the 

College Board to pivot its focus toward remaining open and relevant, while 

delivering high-quality products and services. As national protests against 

systemic racism and police killings of unarmed Black Americans increased in 

intensity, internal calls for change were amplified. In summary, the survey 

results, in conjunction with ongoing national events that illustrated deep-seated 

inequities and racist ideologies, amplified the diversity and inclusion steering 

committee's commitment toward change and the continued efforts to implement 

the Diversity and Inclusion 2020 Priorities agenda authentically.   

 A critical step in this journey was College Board’s internal release of its 

first annual College Board Diversity and Inclusion report on September 14, 2020. 

The report provided organization-wide, demographic details disaggregated by 
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hierarchical levels. The College Board is a mature organization with a clear 

hierarchical structure across 14 divisions. Some divisions are as small as 25, while 

others push over 300 staff members. The CEO and president sit at the top of the 

College Board hierarchical structure, as the main public representatives and 

spokespersons. College Board is divided into junior and senior level staff. 

Figures 2, 3 and 4 are visual representations of College Boards’ demographics 

released September 2020. Figure 2 highlights the difference in positionality and 

roles of senior level and junior level staff in College Boards hierarchical structure 

divided by the red line that indicates the shift from junior level to senior level 

staff.  The data showed junior level staff made up the majority of employees, 

representing approximately 91% of all staff, or a little over 1,700 employees. 

Senior level staff make-up the remaining 9%, or 166 staff members.  

Figure 2: College Board Hierarchical Structure 

 

Source: College Board, 2020 
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Figure 3 provides the racial breakdown across the College Board. Building 

Leaders at Every Level is a program focused on developing high potential leaders 

of color specifically Black leaders the following data will focus on the Black and 

white representation across the organization. Black staff represent 193 out of 

1,874 (approximately 11%) versus 1,03,1 out of 1874 (approximately 55%) 

identified as white.  

Figure 3: College Board Demographics 

 

Source: College Board, 2020 

The Diversity and Inclusion Report showed that five out of 166 senior 

leaders (approximately 3%) identified as Black versus 122 out of 166 

(approximately 74%) identified as white. One out of 12 members of the Executive 

Leadership Team (ELT) identified as Black versus seven out of 12 that identified 

as white. This is a ratio of one Black senior leader for every 24 white senior 

leaders. 

Figure 4: Ratio of Black Senior Leaders to White Senior Leaders 
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Source: College Board, 2020 

The data highlights a gap in diverse representation among different levels 

of the organization and especially among leadership, relative to the organization 

as a whole. College Board's action to address this issue led to the development of 

the strategic project Building Leaders at Every Level, focused on advancing high 

potential leaders of color, specifically Black (African, African American, 

Caribbean, Black/Afro Latinx) leaders, to diversify the leadership pipeline.  

Unsurprisingly, the College Board is not alone in its diversity gaps. In fact, 

the data at the College Board is a core characteristic in many Fortune 500 

companies. In 2004, only 8.1% of Fortune 500 board seats were held by Black 

professionals, even if it meant that a “single individual was holding more than 

one seat in different companies” (Chin, 2010). Moreover, in 2018, Black 

professionals held a mere 3.3% of all executive or senior leadership roles—
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defined as within two reporting levels of the CEO—according to the US Equal 

Employment Opportunity Commission (Business, n.d.). 

When the College Board was founded in 1900, one could imagine that its 

founders were elite, white men, serving and creating opportunities for elite, 

white, affluent families. According to Schneider (1987), attraction, selection, and 

attrition (ASA) is a process that perpetuates an organization’s sameness, 

meaning that organizations tend to attract and select people who are most like 

staff members who are already there. The organizational culture functions like a 

sorting mechanism; messaging, both implicitly and explicitly, about what or who 

is “in” and “out” (Arredondo, 1996). College Board's elite, white founders and 

the organization’s tendencies toward attraction, selection, and attrition, pose 

significant barriers to becoming the 21st century organization that internal 

stakeholders called for. The College Board, and many similar organizations, were 

thrust into a critical challenge to create space and generate power for Black 

leadership; underscoring the significant tension between the symbolism of 

diversity and the substance of inclusion.  

Preview of Strategic Project 

As a College Board Policy Fellow, I was tasked to lead a team that would 

create an internal “emerging leaders” advancement program, called Building 

Leaders at Every Level. The Building Leaders at Every Level pilot program aimed to 

increase diverse representation in College Board’s leadership pipeline, to 

promote staff of color, specifically Black staff, who exhibited significant 

capability and capacity. The pilot program aimed to build upon leadership 

attributes and knowledge through skill development, targeted exposure to 
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address pressing College Board challenges, and mentorship with diverse 

leaders.   

The program served a small group of participants in its first year, but the 

goal was for the College Board to leverage essential learnings during the pilot, in 

order to secure a multi-year commitment and expand the number of participants 

in future iterations. The program is designed to recruit staff members who 

demonstrate leadership qualities in junior-level roles, such as associate director, 

director, or senior director, and have the potential to do more. The pilot program 

launched mid-April 2021 and is scheduled to end in December 2021. 

This Capstone seeks to capture the core aspects of the strategic project and 

its components. The Capstone is presented in four major sections. The first 

section is the Review of Knowledge for Action (RKA), which explores research 

aligned to answer four driving questions:  

1. What influence does foundational leadership theory have on 

developing 21st-century leaders?  

2. If everyone has potential, how do organizations define and 

identify high-potential candidates for leadership positions?  

3. What components of a leadership program are necessary to 

increase the chances of success? Are these components the same 

if the focus is on affinity-based development?   

4. What type of organizational shifts can be used to address 

potential barriers to meaningful and sustainable change aligned 

to values associated with diversity and inclusion? 
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The theory of action that undergirds my strategic project was derived 

from the analysis of critic al research and concludes the review of knowledge for 

action section. Following the theory of action, is a description of the strategic 

project, as well as noteworthy experiences and observations. The third section is 

an evaluation of the theory of action’s effectiveness, measured by an analysis of 

the results achieved and the environmental factors that contributed to how the 

strategic project unfolded, including an examination and evaluation of gaps 

between theory and action. Finally, in the analysis, I elevate significant themes 

and discuss the implications for site, self, and sector.  
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REVIEW OF KNOWLEDGE FOR ACTION 

“If you don’t get a seat at the table, bring a folding chair.” —Shirley Chisholm 

 

Foundational Leadership Theory 

What influence does foundational leadership theory have on developing 21st-century 
leaders? 

 
Leadership is one of the most complicated and elusive concepts to define. 

In an initial Google search for a definition of leadership, it took .58 seconds to 

show 2,260,000,000 results. The massive results demonstrate that the definition of 

leadership has various interpretations. “It is much like the words democracy, 

love and peace. Although each of us intuitively knows what we mean by such 

words, the words can have different meanings for different people” (Northouse, 

2018, pg. 4). Privilege, wars, education attainment, lived experience, and access 

are some of the drivers used to define leadership, its theory, and those capable of 

leading, dating back for centuries.  

 Many foundational and contemporary leadership theories have sought to 

name universal characteristics to describe the behaviors and attributes of a leader 

(Chin & Trimble, 2015). Most theories exclude women, Black, Brown, and 

Indigenous people. These groups are typically treated as exceptions, or as part of 

special populations, thus ensuring the homogenous, white male, European-

influenced leadership structures and definitions. For example, in 1840, historian 

Thomas Carlyle gave a series of lectures asserting that only men are gifts from 

God; born leaders placed on Earth to provide the lightning needed to uplift 

human existence (Spector, 2016). The Great Man Theory, developed in the 1840s, 
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supported the notion that humans cannot develop talents they do not have 

(Cawthon, 1996). The saying, "Leaders are born, not made," suggests that the 

capacity of leadership is innate. According to this theory, an individual was 

either a natural-born leader or not a leader at all, confirming the aforementioned 

assertion. The term “Great Man” was used as the descriptor for Carlyle’s theory, 

because at the time, leadership was thought of primarily as a male quality—

especially in terms of military and religious leadership—as leaders were 

typically considered prophets, poets, priests, and kings (Spector, 2016; 

Madanchian, 2016).  

The Trait Theory emerged as one of the earliest types of investigations 

into the nature of effective leadership and continued the narrative of “greatness” 

as a defining factor spurred by Carlyle (1840). Throughout the 20th century, the 

Trait Theory approach was one of the first systematic attempts to study 

leadership and determine what made certain people extraordinary leaders 

(Northouse, 2018). The Trait Theory also excluded women, Black, Brown, and 

Indigenous people in its study of leadership. Parallel to Carlyle, the Trait Theory 

also believed that only “great” people possessed these leadership traits, which 

differentiated leaders from followers. It also focused on analyzing mental, 

physical, and social characteristics to understand the combining factors common 

among leaders.  

The list of traits was exhaustive. In 1948, Ralph Stogdill challenged this list 

in his research across 27 identifiers, such as height, age, and physique. Stogdill 

found there was not much agreement on critical traits that identify leaders. He 

argued that “a successful leader’s characteristics must be relevant to the 

demands of the leadership situation—that is, the specific challenges faced and 
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the abilities, hopes, values, and concerns of the followers” (1948). However, 

future leadership theories frequently used a subset of the Trait Theory as the 

foundation for their theories, which continue to exclude women or racial/ethnic 

minorities, as they had and continue to be treated as exceptions or as part of 

special populations. 

In the 1800s and early 1900s, many leaders, typically white men from the 

upper economic and social level, were able to rise through the ranks, which 

continued to contribute to the notion that leadership was an inherent ability. This 

belief minimized opportunities for those of lesser social status to lead or be 

considered a leader. Even with the caveat, the power and privilege that gave 

European and white male leaders access to leadership positions, also set up a 

visual narrative that White males were inherently better or, to use Carlyle’s term, 

greater than the rest (1840). Future iterations on the “great man” and trait 

leadership theories have worked to maintain and concentrate power within 

small, predominantly white male circles.  

Although leadership theories have evolved and reflect changing social 

contexts, they remain silent on issues of equity, diversity and social change (Chin 

& Trimble, 2015). During the 20th century and prior, leadership was 

characterized by a conquer-colonial mentality, where the colonization of 

conquered countries created new power structures and elitist status. The 1960s 

gave rise to the Black Rights, Civil Rights and Women’s Movement increasing 

shared leadership models and increased empowerment. The 21st century marks 

the shift to an information society or Digital Age that is constantly changing, 

shifting from goods to services. These changing social contexts now challenge 
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past notion of American homogeneity and U.S. ethnocentrism (Chin & Trimble, 

2015).  

Leadership theory has an implicit and explicit impact on who will or can 

be considered a leader. Many have tried to address this narrative by stating 

“everyone” has the potential to be a leader, but if everyone has potential, how do 

we define and identify high-potential candidates for leadership positions? The 

next section of the review of knowledge for action explores the questions: a) 

What is “high potential”? and b) How are “high potential” employees identified? 

 

High Potential (HiPo) 

What is “high potential”? 

 
The ambiguous definition of “potential” often creates exclusionary 

practices that unknowingly interchange performance with potential. The 

ambiguity leads to exclusionary practices as 73% of organizations do not use a 

formalized process to determine high potential (HiPo) candidates (Center for 

Creative Leadership et al., 2014). The term potential is vast, and it is unclear 

“Who has potential?” “the potential for what?” and “by when?”   

Ready, Conger and Hill’s (2010) article, “Are You a High Potential?” 

defines high potential employees as those who          

 … consistently and significantly outperform their peer groups in a 

variety of settings and circumstances. While achieving these 

superior levels of performance, they exhibit behaviors that reflect 

their companies’ culture and values in an exemplary manner. 

Moreover, they show a strong capacity to grow and succeed 
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throughout their careers within an organization more quickly and 

effectively than their peer groups do. (p. 2) 

 
While performance is a critical aspect to consider, it should never be the 

primary or only method of identifying candidates for a high potential program 

(Vona, 2010; Zielinski, 2006). Often, organizations confuse high-potential 

employees with top performers, but they are not necessarily the same. 

Employees can perform their current jobs and duties at a high level, but still not 

be viable candidates for promotion to management’s upper tier. According to the 

Corporate Leadership Council, 70% of top performers lack critical attributes 

essential for success in future leadership roles (Church & Silzer, n.d.). 

It is critical to differentiate the difference between high potential and high 

performers. In a Harvard Business Review study, three general markers of high 

potential were identified: ability, social skills, and drive (Chamorro-Premuzic et 

al., 2017). 

• Drive: “this can be assessed by standardized tests that measure 

conscientiousness, achievement, motivation, and ambition but 

can also be identified behaviorally–how hard an individual 

works, willingness to take on extra duties and assignments, and 

eagerness for more responsibility” (p. 3)  

• Social skills: “employees likely to be high potential employees 

must first be able to manage themselves – to handle increased 

pressure, deal constructively with adversity, and act with 

dignity and integrity – but also manage others” (p. 3) 
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• Ability: “the potential for performing in a leadership role at an 

executive level requires strategic thinking and the ability to 

adapt an organization for the long-term future: this also 

involves vision and imagination, as well as an entrepreneurial 

mindset” (p. 2) 

Additionally, high potentials (HiPos) have strong relationships with other 

employees, who in turn also have strong relationships. For this reason, HiPos 

have a high network impact or influence compared to non-HiPos (Center for 

Creative Leadership et al., 2014).  

How are “high potential” employees identified? 

Understanding high potential and identifying the right high-potential 

employee can have a significant impact on an organization. Studies have found 

that HiPos are 50% more valuable to an organization than other employees and 

exhibit 21% higher productivity levels (Choudhury & Ltd, 2013). HiPos also 

contribute 91% more effort to achieve business goals (How to Identify, Develop 

& Retain Your High Potential Employees (HiPo)? - Empxtrack, n.d.).   

A crucial part of successfully identifying high-potential employees and 

minimizing bias involves knowing staff through unbiased multi-directional data 

streams, including; formal and informal conversations, observations, 

assessments, evaluations, and interviews. Organizations need to generate and 

use a set of clear promotion criteria that explicitly define what behaviors, 

achievements, and key performance indicators (KPIs) equate to high potential 

with objective and reliable methods to assess performance with transparency 

(Tapping the Potential of Your Company’s Hidden Superstars, n.d.). These 
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insights can be used for predictive purposes, allowing managers to understand 

and make decisions based on behavior and motivation, in addition to 

performance. These data streams help uncover visible and non-visible high-

potential employees, along with an intentional diversity recruitment strategy. 

The examination of HiPo research serves as a reminder that to create a 

more inclusive workplace and leadership structure, organizations need to take 

time to reflect, analyze their current identification practices, and not revert to 

outdated leadership models or assumptions. Instead, recognize that effective, 

high-potential leaders come from varying backgrounds and different genders. 

Leadership or potential is not one size fits all.  

The selection of high-potential candidates is one of the core elements of a 

leadership program. It is also essential to advance each participant’s skills 

through a series of meaningful learning and professional development 

experiences relevant to the organization and the current demands. The next 

section of the review of knowledge for action explores traditional components of 

a leadership program, while exploring nuances in approach or content for 

affinity-based programs. The following questions drive the research: a) What 

components of a leadership program are necessary to increase the chances of 

success? And b) How do affinity-based leadership programs differ?    

Components of a Leadership Development Program  

What components of a leadership program are necessary to increase the chances of 
success? Are these components the same if the focus is on affinity-based development? 

  
In the 1970s, Walter Mahler published a framework on his findings at 

General Electric. In his paper, “Critical Career Crossroads,” Mahler argued for a 
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shift in work values at different organization stages to ensure leadership success 

(Mahler, 1973). By focusing on the different stages, the management can ensure 

success as people move upwards within the organization's structure. After 

publication, Mahler’s model was implemented in over 80 companies across the 

United States. In 2000, Ram Charan, Stephen Drotter, and James Noel developed 

Mahler's ideas further in their book The Leadership Pipeline (Charon, Drotter & 

Noel, 2000). 

The objective was to present a strategy that would provide organizations 

with a model for nurturing leadership. It presented a six-step leadership pipeline 

model to reflect on the significant events every leader goes through. To be 

successful in a leadership role, the new leader requires new learning and new 

behavior to increase the probability of success. Conversely, incomplete 

development can hinder success, when the leader is promoted to their new role. 

As a leader moves throughout the organization, job requirements and 

responsibilities shift, requiring the new leader to acquire a new way of leading, 

often to leave old habits behind. The shift calls for the fundamental adjustment in 

skills, time application, and work values defined below (Charon, Drotter & Noel, 

2000).  

• Skills—Leaders need to learn new skills that are required to execute 

new responsibilities and roles. 

• Time Application—Leaders need to change the way they spend time. 

There are things the leader needs to stop doing, start doing and 

continue doing. This adjustment can be difficult, as most of the things 

the leader has done in the past have brought them success thus far. 
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• Work Value—Leaders need to change how they believe they add 

value to their role and define their success.  

 

Through these fundamental adjustments, the leadership pipeline 

development provides organizations with a model for nurturing internal 

leadership. It is presented as a six-step leadership passage model to reflect on the 

major events every leader goes through.  

Leadership Pipeline Model  

Passage 1: Managing Self to Managing Others 

Passage 2: Managing Others to Managing Leaders 

Passage 3: Managing Leaders to Functional Manager 

Passage 4: Functional Manager to Business Manager 

Passage 5: Business Manager to Group Manager 

Passage 6: Group Manager to Enterprise Manager 

  

How a leader sees themself and defines success will directly impact how 

the leader allocates their time and the skills they utilize frequently. A successful 

leader should profoundly impact their performance, their team’s performance, 

and the organization’s performance. The three passages (Charon, Drotter & Noel, 

2000) relevant to the strategic project are described below:     

Passage 1: From Managing Self to Managing Others 

An individual contributor delivers high-quality products and services that 

add value to the customers and the organizations at a high level. These results 

are typically achieved through personal proficiency as the individual contributor 
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proactively manages themselves and acts as a team player. If the individual 

contributor wants to deliver better results, they either have to get better at what 

they do, work more, or lead others. As a leader of others, the leader delivers 

results through their team. For example, in a team of five people, the leader is 

only one out of five. Hence 80% of the output of the team comes from the team 

members. Accordingly, the leader needs to enable the team to deliver. The leader 

enables delivery by ensuring role clarity, goal setting, feedback, coaching, 

development, and recruitment, building an efficient team of individual 

contributors. 

Passage 2: From Managing Others to Managing Leaders 

As a leader of leaders, the leader has to deliver results through leaders 

contrary to getting results through individual contributors. For example, if the 

leader had a division of 20 people, then the leader is only one out of 20. Hence, 

95% of the output from the division comes from the teams reporting to the 

leader. The leader delivers by building an efficient division that drives 

productivity, efficiency, and alignment across the value chain. The leader 

achieves results by recruiting and developing the right leaders to work for them. 

By holding them accountable for being good leaders, the leader creates space for 

teams to deliver by effectively managing value dependencies between their unit 

and the rest of the organization, breaking down silos, and facilitating a free flow 

of information and ideas across teams. 

Passage 3: From Managing Leaders to Functional Leader 

As a functional leader, the leader delivers by creating functional 

excellence and building competitive advantages throughout the organization. 

Besides simply leading the people in their division, the leader needs to develop 
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an innovative environment, which inspires new ways of competing and outlines 

a functional agenda that enables the organization to do something better than its 

competitors. Leaders need to fully integrate their function with the overall 

business strategy and consider cross-functional concerns in discussions and 

decision-making, rather than only considering their function. 

The passages presented are helpful but limiting as they continue to speak 

to the experiences of predominantly white men in leadership. Additionally, there 

is a limitation in experience and knowledge base that needs to be obtained in 

each level as different groups and genders experience the passages differently 

including the length of time to demonstrate competence. 

Drawing on over 30 years of data, the Center for Creative Leadership 

found an optimal learning ratio in order for leaders to learn, grow and change. 

They call this the 70-20-10 rule, where 70% is on the actual job experience; 20% 

from others, usually through coaching, mentoring, shadowing, role modeling; 

and 10% in a formal leadership development program (Building Leadership 

Pipelines with the 70:20:10 model, n.d.). 

The job learning experience must fall into one of three groups:  

1. Participant manages an existing project within their portfolio. 

2. If a participant's portfolio is not focused on high priority 

content, that participant will be moved to a high impact role. 

3. If the participant cannot be moved, they will take on a high 

impact project. 

  
 
The development of a leadership pipeline model can provide many 

benefits, including improvement in operational efficiency and employee skills 
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and capabilities. The leadership pipeline strategy and framework are a fit for 

most organizations that want to increase or build their leadership pipeline. These 

components must be considered interdependent parts of a more extensive 

development system that includes continuous cycles of formal and informal 

feedback and evaluation. 

 

How do affinity-based leadership development programs differ? 

As with the leadership traits, there is an abundance of leadership 

principles any leadership program can utilize as its core drivers. Additionally, 

leadership training programs are not new, but affinity-based training programs 

are. Targeted or affinity-based training models enable specific groups to address 

challenges that arise out of microaggressions, bias, ignorance, or lack of 

commitment to diversity. This leadership model visualizes diversity from a place 

of strength, to develop an awareness of stereotyped perceptions and expectations 

in a safe and trusted environment. Targeted training for diverse leaders and 

historical “out-groups” has an additional goal to address the challenges and 

incongruities between one’s lived experiences and that of their members’ 

identities or the incongruities between one’s social identities and the “typical” 

leader prototypes (Chin & Trimble, 2015). 

Chin and Trimble recommend that targeted training programs increase 

exploration in multiple factors, including self-awareness of identity and image 

management. A deeper understanding and awareness provide the upcoming 

leader with additional tools to navigate non-traditional spaces.  

• Self-awareness of identity—One’s self-identity can be 

challenging when leaders need to decide when and how to 
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conform to organizational behaviors and member perceptions 

and expectations. “Leaders need to decide in what situations 

and context must they adapt or conform to organizational and 

member values to be effective, and at what cost?” (Chin & 

Trimble, 2015, p. 228) 

• Image management—Leaders need to decide when to align the 

image one communicates with what members expect. This starts 

with increased awareness of how social identities can constrain 

leadership behavior or competence through superficial identity 

markers, like attire, tone of voice, or height. Image management 

intersects with social identities, which can be a distraction in 

communicating one’s leadership; therefore, “using one’s 

privilege or disadvantage to overcome stereotypic expectations 

can be useful” (p. 228). 

Additionally, the role of African American leadership in corporate 

America is relatively young. Theories and research on leadership have neglected 

the influence of diversity on access to leadership positions and the exercise of 

leadership (Chin & Trimble, 2015). A search on keywords in leadership literature 

relating to diversity and leadership (e.g., diversity and leadership, leadership 

and access, leadership and diversity, leadership and race, leadership and 

ethnicity, leadership and women) yielded a few 100 publications. Most of these 

were dissertation abstracts, rather than published studies.  

Research is limited in the exploration of targeted or affinity-based 

leadership development. The current research has begun to shift the content to 

be more specific for developing a subgroup, but this has yet to be considered the 
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norm. The current findings continue to lean heavily on traditional development 

models, with little nuance for its diverse participants. The following body of 

research provides some solutions to address the institutional barriers that 

prevent meaningful and sustainable change aligned to diversity and inclusion, 

moving from the symbolism of diversity to the substance of inclusion and 

belonging.     

Symbolism versus Substance 

What type of organizational shifts can be used to address potential barriers to create 
meaningful and sustainable change aligned to diversity and inclusion? 

 
All organizations and institutions have a culture. Like people, 

organizations have a starting point and a history defined by their founders’ 

philosophy and mission (Arredondo, 1996). Some organizational cultures resist 

diversity based on their foundational imprinting, but if organizations recognize 

and acknowledge the power of diversity, arguments about sharing or losing 

power, being “politically correct,” or quotas will not take center stage. In 

contrast, these arguments have often been the motivating factors behind 

organizational diversity initiatives; even more, they have been barriers to the 

initiative’s process (Arredondo, 1996).   

Organizations need a strategic approach to workforce diversity 

development, organizational cultural change, and disempowerment of 

exclusivity practices. (Arredondo, 1996). Choosing an approach to diversity and 

inclusion is mainly motivated by how one sees the targeted group on the 

gradient of belonging (Powell, 2012). The more distant from the center the 

targeted group is located (i.e., women, African American, Latinx, LGBTQ), the 
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more likely the non-targeted will attribute the cause of their condition to them. 

This assessment process is largely unconscious and relatively immune from facts. 

Diversity management is the deliberate effort made by an organization’s leaders 

to hire diverse talent and support an inclusive workplace that values and 

protects each of its employees equitably, by providing supportive resources and 

connecting/respecting individual differences (“What Is Diversity 

Management?”, n.d.).  

Diversity management is most successful when diversity initiatives are 

based on reliable, well-accepted organization and management practices. In both 

the research and practitioner literature, it has been recognized that demographic 

diversity, when managed effectively, can improve several aspects of 

organizational performance and is an essential source of competitive advantage 

(Cox & Blake, 1991). To take advantage of the clear intellectual and competitive 

benefits that a more diverse working environment fosters, leaders need to 

become more strategic and proactive in their approach to designing and 

implementing diversity policies and programs (Martins, 2020). It represents a 

shift from mandated activities and cultural assumptions, defined by affirmative 

action, to inclusive management practices.  

Diversity management assumes that diversity is central to the 

organization’s success, but for diversity to succeed, it necessitates “strategy”; it 

does not just organically happen (Martins, 2020). Often in organizations, there is 

a development of diversity language and goals with the hope that change will 

occur—rather than explicit, intentional strategies—to ensure sustainable change 

occurs. Most of the time, organizational leaders think about what to do, rather 

than how to do it.  
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Strategy and process are afterthoughts and too often ignored. When faced 

with the complexity of leading a diversity change process, even committed 

senior leaders often find themselves confused, frustrated, and looking for 

someone to simply “give me the best practices or tell me what to do” (Williams, 

2013). Issues related to diversity and race tend to be political; therefore, a strategy 

is required to move in and out of groups and conversations while balancing 

constituents’ and supervisors’ needs. Effectiveness and success align with 

working the agenda, building coalitions, pushing the message, and working the 

organization’s visible and invisible parts.  

At its core, the organization must actively work together toward one goal: 

to move beyond the cycle of diversity crisis, action, and relaxation (Williams, 

2013). "Many organizations maintain indifference to diversity issues until jolted 

into action by a crisis, internally or externally. Figure 5 is a representation of the 

crisis institutional response model where the crisis follows a similar pattern: an 

unpleasant event occurs, which leads to a mostly symbolic response, a half-

hearted institutional mobilization, and then a gradual weakening of institutional 

efforts over time" (p. 116). 
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Figure 5: The Diversity Crisis and Institutional Response Model 

 

Source: Williams, 2013, p. 117 

 The result is a missed opportunity for creating a meaningful diversity 

plan and a reduction in trust from those who are most underrepresented or 

impacted.  

Adopted from Dr. Williams’s work with colleges and universities, 

achieving this goal requires a focus on five principles: 

1. Redefine issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion as 

fundamental to the organizational bottom line of mission 

fulfillment and organizational excellence; 
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2. Focus on creating systems that enable all members to thrive and 

achieve their maximum potential; 

3. Achieve a more robust and integrated diversity approach that 

builds on prior diversity models and operates in a strategic, 

evidence-based, and data-driven manner where accountability 

is of paramount importance; 

4. Focus on diversity-related efforts that innovate and transform 

the institutional culture, not merely make tactical moves that 

lead to poorly integrated efforts and symbolic implementation; 

5. Lead with a high degree of cultural intelligence and awareness 

of different identities and their significance in higher education 

(Williams, 2013). 

 

How does an organization improve in its approach toward diversity and inclusion? 

Dr. Williams leans on the work of Chris Argyris and Donald Schon (1974) 

and Peter Senge (2006) to offer a starting point for developing an organizational 

learning model for strategic diversity initiatives. In this model, organizations 

learn in three phases implementing single-loop, double-loop, and triple-loop 

learning, as the organization moves toward its desired outcomes. The single-loop 

learning analyzes the logic for diversity and what practices the organization 

wants to implement that are highly tactical and mainly situated on making minor 

fixes and adjustments. Change at this level is typically superficial and does not 

dive into deep-rooted systemic issues.   
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Double-loop learning analyzes strategies and tactics that challenge the 

values, assumptions, and policies that have produced the current undesirable 

results. Double-loop learning increases opportunity for the organization to find 

answers to address the difference between meaningful efforts and those that are 

not. Once the data is clear, the organization must commit to being innovative in 

finding solutions.  

Figure 6 is the triple loop model which analyzes diversity outcomes that 

not only involve thinking tactically (single-loop) and in the context of guiding 

the organizational logic (double loop), but also in terms of the big-picture 

strategic context. Typically done after shifts in policy, triple-loop learning shifts 

focus from awareness into new understandings of what should be done to 

achieve the diversity goals. The looping process occurs in several successive 

overlapping learning processes to achieve institutional change.   

Figure 6: Triple Loop Model of Organizational Learning 

 
Source: Williams, 2013 
  

Diversity management can hide or create new problems. Several 

researchers have criticized the diversity management approach as a smokescreen 
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or rhetoric that allows subtle discrimination to continue (Litvin, 2000; Lorbiecki 

and Jack, 2000). It presents a universalistic approach that is more acceptable to 

males but may not deliver change, as the social structures that initiated these 

long-standing inequities are left intact. Efforts to promote diversity and inclusion 

typically occur within white spaces: places where white people are 

overrepresented and where Black, Brown, and Indigenous people are typically 

absent, not expected, or marginalized when present. Additionally, professional 

organizations represent white spaces, but operate under the guise of a normative, 

meritocratic, and race-neutral society. The inability to recognize the pervasive 

whiteness of corporations inhibits seeing how common diversity initiatives and 

management practices fail to benefit or can even harm Black, Brown, and 

Indigenous people in organizations (Point & Singh, 2003). 

Implications from the Research 

The shift towards diversity is not a quick endeavor. It must be collective 

effort. In an ideal approach to a change process focused on diversity, participants 

anticipate and plan for change, do not fear human differences or perceive them 

as a threat, and view the workplace as a forum for individuals’ growth and 

change in skills and performance, with direct benefits to the organization 

(Arredondo, 1996). The ability to frame diversity challenges and evaluate 

progress through rigorous evaluation systems is core. The absence of 

accountability and performance measures can mask stagnation as progress.  

The review of knowledge for action provides the necessary research to 

guide the College Board’s diversity and inclusion through four stages of effort: 

• Compliance: doing something because one has to  
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• Normalization: accepting diversity as normal 

• Utilization: using diversity positively in the workplace 

• Maximization: harnessing the value diversity brings 

Success hinges upon a complex set of interlocking dynamics, including 

environmental realities, fiscal constraints, the formal diversity infrastructure, 

institutional politics, and other internal and external variables. The strategic 

movement towards diversifying leadership will increase awareness of bias that 

shapes the attitudes and barriers to doing business, minimizing in-group/out-

group dynamics based on diversity and historical dimensions. In its ideal 

approach, the College Board will view the success of Building Leaders at Every 

Level as celebration of difference and prioritize the leadership development and 

advancement of high-potential staff of color as a forum for growth with direct 

benefits to the organization and its overall success.  
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Theory of Action 

The guiding strategy for my work was to gain a deeper understanding of the 

leadership theory and frameworks that would create a more diverse and 

inclusive leadership pipeline at the College Board. From July 2020 through April 

2021, I led the development of Building Leaders at Every Level, a leadership talent 

incubator that acknowledged the growing need for a more diverse and inclusive 

environment for leaders of color in College Board’s leadership pipeline. In order 

to help the College Board fulfill their desire to increase diverse racial 

representation at the leadership level of the organization, I proposed the 

following Theory of Action:  

If I… (input) 
 

• Review foundational leadership theories and understand how 

leadership theories influence the identification of high potential 

future leaders;  

• Research, craft and implement an affinity-based leadership 

development model grounded in best practices with diversity 

and inclusion as its core and obtain input and feedback on 

process, structure and strategy from multiple stakeholders; 

• Support the College Board to equitably recruit “high potential” 

staff of color that are motivated, skilled, and have evidence of 

impact; and 

• Examine the College Board’s processes, policies and systems 

and identify structures and behaviors that run counter to 

increasing diversity within leadership. 
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Then participants will... (output) 
 

• Engage in a transformational leadership learning experience;  

• Lead teams through high-priority projects that challenge and 

strengthen leadership capacity and proficiency through 

strategic mentoring, coaching, and professional development; 

• Increase social, professional, and political network of peers 

through increased exposure, visibility, and engagement; and   

• Obtain executive or senior leadership positions where 

participants feel welcomed and have a deep, influential, and 

sustainable impact. 

So that the College Board will... (outcome) 

• Increase diversity of thought that will influence internal and 

external facing products and services;  

• Improve diversity metrics by increasing the number of senior 

leaders of color, especially Black staff, who have been 

historically underrepresented;  

• Broaden diverse representation by making an organization 

commitment to use Building Leaders at Every Level as an 

advancement program for 3 years; and. 

• Create opportunities for underrepresented staff and staff of 

color, with a specific focus on Black staff until the goals of 

diverse leadership have been met across the organization. 
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Description of Strategic Project 

“Great leaders don’t set out to be a leader… they set out to make a difference.  
It’s never about the roles—always about the goal.” 

 —Lisa Haisha   
 

Residency at the College Board began and continued under unusual 

circumstances. On March 7, 2020, I received the update that my in-person 

interview scheduled for March 11, 2020, would be virtual, as the College Board 

closed their offices nationwide as a precaution to limit the spread of the COVID-

19 virus. In the initial agreements, my residency would take place in the Global 

Policy and External Relations (GPER) department under the supervision of Dr. 

Jeff Carlson, senior director for strategy and rural engagement, and the 

mentorship of Dr. Stefanie Sanford, chief of global policy and external relations. 

The pandemic created an opportunity to onboard and learn about the College 

Board differently from previous residents. 

My strategic project was to develop and lead the implementation of an 

emerging leaders program, called Building Leaders at Every Level. The program 

targeted the development of high-potential staff of color, with a narrower focus 

on high-potential Black staff. The Building Leaders at Every Level pilot program 

aimed to develop and increase selected participants’ leadership capacity, through 

mentorship with senior leaders, skill development and targeted exposure to real 

College Board challenges. Building Leaders at Every Level initially launched as an 

informal pilot program, to gain insights for expansion into a more robust 

program in the future.  

The program was to be tethered to the College Board’s reorganization in 

February of 2021 to fit organizational conditions that could serve as potential 
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barriers. The reorganization provided the opportunity to assign potential 

participants into roles with more opportunities to demonstrate leadership. Due 

to delays in implementation, the pilot program launched mid-April, after 

reviewing candidate nominations of high-potential Black staff from the leaders of 

each of the 14 divisions. Selected participants received notification of their 

selection on March 30, 2021. A mentor onboarding workshop and training for 

participants began in early April 2021. Over the course of my 10-month 

residency, Building Leaders at Every Level developed in five phases:   

1. Onboarding in Unusual Times 

2. Gathering Feedback and Unpacking the Need  

3. Building Leaders at Every Level Pilot Program Development  

4. Diversity and Inclusion Steering Committee Feedback  

5. Recruitment and Launch  

Phase I – Onboarding in Unusual Times 

On June 30, 2020, my residency began at the College Board when the 

atmosphere was rife with disquiet incertitude. The uncertainty of school 

openings across the country, public pleas to abandon assessments, changes in 

workstreams, and the new work-from-home mandates heightened tension 

amongst staff, within the organization, and for myself, to unforeseen highs. 

There was limited latitude to lead different projects as all hands were on deck to 

meet the organization’s priorities, released in July of 2020 as a guide and focus in 

for the second half of the year.  

Amidst a strained and uncertain atmosphere, my direct supervisor, Dr. 

Jeff Carlson, scheduled opportunities for me to engage with College Board staff 
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members immediately. I was invited to join several teams in the process: Keeping 

America’s Students on Track (KASOT), Advanced Placement Mentorship, and 

LinkedIn Learning. Through these workstreams, I gained insight into the College 

Board’s culture, the hierarchical leadership structure, and organizational politics 

and behaviors virtually.  

There were four organizational priorities released in July of 2020. The first 

three priorities focused on AP and SAT delivery, as well as strengthening college 

connections. Priority four focused on supporting staff and reducing expenses. 

Within priority four, there were three sub-goals: 

1. Achieve the target score on Gallup employee engagement 

survey questions by successfully supporting our staff and their 

daily work during the pandemic. 

2. Cultivate a performance culture and effectively staff all top 

priorities while maintaining an organization-wide hiring freeze 

with limited exceptions for key needs. 

3. Continue zero-based budgeting practice, limit spending to top 

priorities, and reduce non-essential third-party costs (e.g., 

travel, consultants, etc.). 

Elissa Kim, the senior vice president of global strategy and talent and 

project supervisor, played a significant role in leading priority four. Recently 

hired, Elissa had one of the smaller teams at the time of our first interaction in 

August 2020. In early conversations, I learned that Elissa was the strategy lead 

for the diversity and inclusion priorities and learning agenda. Although not one 

of the organization’s top priorities, Elissa wanted to institute a mentorship 
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program within the College Board, based on her previous experience leading an 

impactful mentorship program for junior-level staff at another organization.  

Shawn Jenkins, director of strategic partnerships in global policy and 

external relations (GPER) division, also had a separate conversation with Elissa 

about mentorship, and a potential project to examine ways to increase LinkedIn 

Learning usage for diversity and inclusion professional development. Shawn is 

one of 193 Black staff out of the 1,800-total staff at the College Board and is well 

known amongst junior and senior leaders. Shawn and I worked on the KASOT 

project together under Dr. Jeff Carlson and grew to know each other well. We 

often had separate check-ins to process the happenings of the world, our roles in 

the change process as Black professionals in predominantly white organizations, 

and to brainstorm about how to address the lack of diverse representation in our 

projects and virtual team meetings.  

The lack of diverse representation in leadership, specifically in senior-level 

positions, was an evergreen topic. We would often brainstorm strategies to 

approach senior leadership regarding this issue. Simultaneously, I became more 

aware of The Raben Group’s survey data through the LinkedIn Learning 

workstream, which highlighted the lack of diverse representation in leadership 

as a concern for staff. We believed this would be an excellent opportunity to 

capitalize on the appetite for mentorship expressed by Elissa, address The Raben 

Group data regarding lack of representation in leadership, minimize costs by 

growing internal talent as requested by priority four, and give me an 

opportunity to change and impact the organization in a meaningful way.  

Shawn and I brought the idea to Elissa and were asked to create a 

proposal. Shawn and I drafted the Building Leaders at Every Level program 
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proposal (see Appendix A) to address two critical and relevant issues at the 

College Board: 

1. Develop internal staff to reduce costs for future leadership 

positions; and, 

2. Capitalize on the emerging leaders program to increase Black, 

Brown, and Indigenous staff in leadership positions.  

 
Elissa approved the proposal, and we were given the green light to 

continue development.  

Phase II – Gathering Feedback and Unpacking the Need 

The initial proposal aimed to increase the representation of staff of color in 

leadership positions while cutting costs aligned to recruiting, hiring, and external 

talent training.  On July 29, 2020, we gathered a group of 15 junior staff of color 

(six African American, four Latinx, four Asian American, one Native American) 

for a feedback session of the program proposal. We used the following questions 

to drive the conversation: 

• What is your general feedback? 

• What would make you want to apply? What are the barriers to 

your participation? 

• What specific skills would you recommend for the workshop 

content?  

• Who on the ED/VP level would you like to learn from? 

• What type of mentoring is needed to make you most prepared 

for a leadership role?  
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• Are you aware of any other organizations that have a similar 

development program for staff?    

 
Our key takeaways from the feedback was the program should:  

1. Challenge historical spoken and unspoken policies, procedures 

and practices;  

2. Develop personal and professional skills that will improve and 

empower mentors and mentees for success at the College Board 

or any other organization;  

3. Ensure this program is not a token program similar to 

previously implemented programs; and  

4. Create policies that minimize the “This too shall pass” narrative. 

 
Feedback from other leaders 

In order to further understand how staff of color, specifically Black staff, 

entered leadership positions, we needed more conversations. I engaged in 17 

one-on-one conversations with senior leaders throughout August to gain insight 

into their leadership path, current struggles, and gather feedback on the Building 

Leaders at Every Level program proposal. These leaders were transparent about 

their journeys, struggles, constraints within the organization and possibilities of 

the strategic project.  

Through these conversations, I gained insight into the exclusivity of 

entering a leadership role at the College Board. Regardless of role or position, 

there was an overarching belief that positions were reserved for “the very few.” 

Every conversation with Black leaders in the organization exposed the depths of 

diversity gaps among leadership and was an anchoring topic in all conversations 
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with varying perspectives based on access, seniority, and role. One Black leader 

stated, "I can provide perspectives that some may not have. I am in the club but 

not in the club." The leader meant that although they were considered one of the 

College Board's top leaders and part of the "in-group," they were also members 

of the out-group based on race and lack of representation in that group. The tone 

of the conversation was heavy. It was clear that they carried a level of burden for 

those not represented, and their voice or advocacy was not always appreciated.  

Another Black leader said, "I am one of three black people in upper 

leadership out of 75." They continued to speak about the isolation and the 

loneliness they felt in conversations regarding race and identity at the senior 

leadership level and hoped for increased diversity in the future. Other leaders 

highlighted the lack of clarity regarding promotion criteria, and the bottleneck 

that came with obtaining a senior director position or above. Many questioned 

how the strategic project would be impactful without a commitment to 

increasing the availability of opportunities.   

One senior leader suggested that I find staff who participated in a 

rotational iteration of an emerging leaders program in 2012. The leader believed 

this would allow for an examination of programmatic details, materials, and 

outcomes to support Building Leaders at Every Level's development. Additionally, 

this leader said, "If you can get a commitment from the organization to make 

space to promote staff of color, then you have accomplished a tremendous feat. 

Just remember, many of those who are promoted learn on the job after they have 

been promoted. There are many talented people here who do not get a chance to 

be promoted and [they] look for opportunities elsewhere." The gist was that 

opportunities were limited, and in some cases, those selected for promotions 
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may not have the expertise for the role. This could be based on inconsistencies in 

recruitment, development, or evaluations of internal talent to meet promotional 

criteria, or the competition for limited positions with external talent. Regardless, 

leaders, specifically leaders of color, were seeking opportunities outside of the 

College Board.   

  Over time, I learned the organization's hierarchical structure each time I 

searched for staff using the internal database. Organizational charts were 

accessible that showed the chain of command and direct reports up to the CEO 

or president. There was a frequent use of the terminology “junior-level” and 

“senior-level positions,” which did not appear to reflect the importance of many 

of the staff's job functionality or expertise. In several meetings, those considered 

“junior” were expending significant effort to move toward ambitious objectives 

in unclear and uncertain times. As a resident, I realized I was also at the “junior 

level” of the organization, where most staff of color resided.  

 I used the information I gathered in this phase to critically characterize 

leadership at the College Board. Two critical questions appeared consistently: a) 

Who seems to be considered a leader? and b) Why are the pathways to becoming 

a senior leader so narrow and inconsistent? A more in-depth analysis of these 

questions highlighted that a significant percentage of Black and Brown staff 

work in operations, human resources, or information technology. Based on 

research, these departments lack direct pipelines to promotions associated with 

vice president, senior vice president, or the executive suite (C-Suite). The 

feedback was separated into five areas: 

1. Program clarity - Refine the objective of the program as needed 

to be inclusive and transparent. The affinity-based approach 
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may not be received well by all staff; therefore, the more explicit 

the program's purpose, the more well-received it will be.  

2. Messaging – Perception of the program can be hindered or 

supported depending on the message, who delivers the 

message, and when the message is delivered. 

3. Recruitment of mentors and mentees - The recruitment 

strategy is essential, as diversity in the recruitment and selection 

of program participants will have short and long-term impacts 

on the College Board's progression and efforts to become more 

inclusive. 

4. Content - Traditional leadership content is excellent, but there 

needs to be a nuance to the development of staff of color in 

preparation for leadership in predominantly white 

organizations. 

5. Future of the program - College Board has a well-understood 

history of piloting programs, and unfortunately, many of the 

programs do not develop beyond the pilot stage. It is imperative 

to get a long-term commitment from the College Board.   

These areas became the roadmap and key areas of focus for the 

development of the Building Leaders at Every Level initiative.  

Approval from the CEO 

As the world recovered from the killing of George Floyd on May 25, 2020, 

it faced yet another significant event on August 25, 2020. when an unarmed Jacob 

Blake was shot by the police in Kenosha, Wisconsin. Police killing of Black men 

was, again, at the top of headlines in America and top of mind in the 
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organization. About one week after this event, Shawn, Elissa, and I met with the 

Chief Executive Officer (CEO) to present the project. In an hour-long 

conversation, we described the program, outlined the feedback and hoped to 

gather input and an approval to move forward. The CEO provided feedback in 

two critical areas. First, the CEO explicitly requested that the program start as an 

informal structure, because a more formal approach could be harmful, given the 

national reckoning with systemic racism and internal fiscal and organizational 

struggles. Upon reflecting, it was unclear who would be harmed and how. As a 

group, we discussed the pros and cons of this approach, but the CEO was 

steadfast on an informal pilot program to gain more insight.  

Second, the CEO also asked that the program be more specific in targeting 

Black/African American staff. This request for a shift in participants was 

influenced by the acknowledgment of police violence on Black bodies, the 

disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on Black and Brown communities, and the 

upcoming release of leadership demographic data, revealing that only 3% of the 

166 College Board staff in leadership identified as Black.  

Based on these two non-negotiable criteria, the CEO permitted us to move 

the program forward. Shawn, Elissa, and I moved ahead with respect to the 

parameters, although I was uncomfortable with the program being informal. We 

brought this feedback to other trusted team members, who were not surprised. 

Shawn and I were encouraged to make sure that the pilot was high quality, so it 

would be nearly impossible to ignore the call for formal programming.  

Phase III – Building Leaders at Every Level Program Development 
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Some leadership skills are timeless, while others change with the push 

and pull of internal and external demands. We reviewed both foundational and 

contemporary research alongside the College Board's cultural and organizational 

beliefs to provide practical tools for development, and alongside opportunities to 

demonstrate leadership capacity and growth with opportunities for reflection, 

assessment, and more practice.  

The program needed to be grounded in research, on-the-job experience, 

mentorship, high-level projects, high visibility, and growth assessment. With the 

looming budget cuts and the CEO’s insistence that the program remain informal, 

we needed to think creatively about recruitment, implementation, timing, and 

promotion. In October, November, and December, we built upon multiple 

iterations and reviewed each iteration with Elissa. Additionally, we reviewed 

literature and engaged leadership organizations and programs to understand 

their successes and challenges.  

Building Leaders at Every Level asks participants to explore leadership 

through identity exploration, using historical and political lenses. Figure 7 is a 

breakdown of the Building Leaders at Every Level program created by the team and 

driven by research which consists of nine workshop sessions divided equally 

into three leadership passages.  

 

Figure 7: Building Leaders at Every Level Workshops 
Leadership Passage Workshop Session Topics 

Phase 1 - Leader of Self 1) Self-Awareness 
2) Communication 
3) Accountability 
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Phase 2 - Leader of 
Others 

1) Building an Effective Team  
2) Influence and Negotiation 
3)  Strategic Planning 

Phase 3 - Leader of 
Leaders 

1) Change Management 
2) Time Management 
3) Creating and Implementing a Vision 

 

These nine areas represent transferrable leadership characteristics and 

provide an opportunity to challenge the organization’s status quo. We also 

embedded the College Board competencies, created by several members of 

senior leadership, into the workshop sessions. Each competency was aligned to a 

professional development session topic to fortify alignment with the 

organization’s evaluation tool. The competencies have four pillars:  

• Generosity in service of students, colleagues, and partners 

• Command of evidence and technology 

• Getting things done, with a premium on quality and efficiency 

• Be a great boss.  

As we explored what leadership meant for the College Board, leadership 

was different based on your role and influence. In most instances, leadership 

leaned more toward management of processes and products, versus influence 

and inspiration. Additionally, there were inconsistencies in the process of how 

the competencies were used to evaluate and promote. As the competencies were 

developed and implemented by several current senior leaders at the College 

Board, it was important that the competencies were the drivers for the workshop 

content to be engaged by the program participants. A group of Harvard doctoral 

students helped reimagine the competencies to be more equitable in practice, 
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through deepened awareness and consistent implementation across the 

organization, given the competencies’ narrow focus on leadership, followership 

and inclusion.  

In their recommendations, the Harvard doctoral students—who are 

experienced leaders themselves—broke each competency into observable 

behaviors as a team member, and team leader with linked resources to support 

development. The Harvard students addressed two needs in the College Board.  

1. Provided a deeper dive into the competencies providing 

observable actions and uniformity across the organization for 

extended use. 

2. Formulized a method to examine leadership qualities of all staff 

regardless of role challenging the competency "Be a Great Boss" 

to leadership qualities for the 21st century. 

The revised competencies played a significant role to understand leadership 

through a set of developed standards. As the framework for the program 

continued in its development, a project plan was created by Shawn and I, to 

ensure the strategic project would meet the recommended deadlines to launch on 

time. 

Phase IV – Diversity and Inclusion Steering Committee Feedback 

On the morning of January 20, Inauguration Day for President Joe Biden 

and Madam Vice President Kamala Harris, Building Leaders at Every Level was 

presented to the Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) steering committee. The D&I 

steering committee, led by Elissa, consisted of a diverse group of 12 College 

Board staff (four Black, four White, two Asian, one Latinx, and one Native 
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American) from the roles of senior leadership (senior vice president, vice 

president, and executive director) or human resources. Overall the committee 

was excited about the program, its mission, and its possibilities.  

A significant part of the conversation explored messaging, as the program 

initially focused on Black staff in its initial launch. One senior leader of color 

stated, "We need to be clear on why we are doing this, in some form of a 

grounding statement." Another member added, "What gets measured gets done. 

We need to have outcomes for this program." Elissa responded that the 

organization's internal demographics have not caught up with the demographics 

of the customers currently served by the College Board. I added that the data 

highlights a need for change right now amongst underrepresented groups, 

specifically Black staff in leadership. It was discussed that it might be appealing 

to those initially excluded to know that the program commits to multiple years to 

become more inclusive; meaning that after the first year of the program, the 

program can be modified to increase the applicant pool on its mission to become 

more diverse, specifically for underrepresented groups.   

We reviewed the process for selecting participants and agreed that leaving 

it to the Executive Leadership Team (ELT) would reduce some additional vetting 

time, due to the tight timeline and pending reorganization scheduled for the first 

week of February. The ELT would engage their direct reports closer to the 

ground to discuss nominations. The Latinx senior leader stated, "There should be 

an expectation that there are opportunities for upward mobility. If there are no 

openings, create openings." Many on the call agreed and wanted to take on the 

challenge to make space. Lastly, there was a push to select the right mentors; 



 
 

57 

therefore, there was also a push to create criteria for selecting a mentor that 

would be accessible and the best support for the program participants.  

Phase V – Recruitment and Launch 

At the end of the meeting, there was enthusiasm for what this program 

could bring in a time of external crisis and internal fiscal tightening, alongside 

the hope that the incoming president and vice president could bring to the 

country. For the D&I steering committee, Building Leaders at Every Level needed to 

be more than a symbolic message that the College Board was developing leaders 

of color; it had to have the substance of inclusivity and belonging, by putting this 

leader into positions of power in the short and long-term.   

Post the discussion, Shawn and I debriefed key takeaways and drafted the 

"High Potential" selection criteria and guidance document (see Appendix D). The 

document outlined the program's purpose, the qualifications required to 

participate, the requirements needed from ELT, and the nominee selection 

guidance grounded in Korn Ferry's Six Markers for High Potential Leaders (KFI 

Identifying High Potential, 2020) a core element Elissa wanted present, based on 

previous work in the organization. Additionally, we crafted the criteria for 

selecting mentors to ensure expectations were clear regarding the commitment to 

supporting affinity-based groups (see Appendix B). 

After engaging with the D&I steering committee, Elissa sent the program 

to legal, followed up by a conversation. Upon review, the legal department 

advised that Building Leaders at Every Level remain informal indefinitely, 

including the selection process. Their advice was to launch the program without 

an organization-wide announcement, to mitigate against undesirable feedback or 

staff feeling excluded, similar to the feedback received from the CEO. This 
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feedback was upsetting, as I wanted and hoped that the program would be 

formalized with a transparent recruitment and selection process. The feedback is 

in stark contrast to vocal approaches toward increasing representation of Black 

students in Computer Science or launching an Advanced Placement program on 

the African diaspora. This made me question the validity, depth, and long-term 

impact of the program on the future leadership make-up of the College Board.  

Elissa worked behind the scenes engaging all ELT members to submit 

names of high potential Black staff and staff of color. Over two weeks, ELT 

members submitted three to four names of employees that met the high potential 

and program criteria. The overwhelming response forced the team to reevaluate 

the maximum number of candidates for participation. We remained steadfast on 

15 participants in the first year of the pilot, to fully understand the program's 

strengths and areas of improvement. To reduce the number of nominations, each 

of the 14 divisions were only allowed to select one individual that met the 

criteria. We considered the staff members who were not selected, as nominees for 

the 2022 cohort.  

Participants were notified mid-March regarding the program and their 

selection with a two-week window for questions or concerns. Mentor training 

took place the first week of March. Based on the information gathered and 

needed updates, the program launched the third week with an inaugural 

onboarding session led by Elissa.  
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Evidence to Date 

“A leader’s job is not to do the work of others, it’s to help others figure out how to do it 
themselves, to get things done, and succeed beyond what they thought possible.” 

—Simon Sinek 
 

Throughout the strategic project, I collected evidence to monitor the extent 

to which Building Leaders at Every Level was initiated, developed, and 

implemented. Overall, the theory of action was partially achieved based on the 

evidence to date. While there is strong evidence that the "if statements" were met 

to some extent, I am less able to confidently state that the "then statements" were 

met at this time. 

 
Theory of Action Part I 

 
If I research, craft, and implement an affinity-based leadership development model 

grounded in best practices with diversity and inclusion and obtain input and feedback on 
process, structure, and strategy from multiple stakeholders 

 
Building Leaders at Every Level was initially slated as a pilot program. with 

aspirations to become embedded in the development and advancement of high 

potential College Board staff. The program is slated to engage participants for 9 

months, through strategic projects, mentorship, and coursework. We utilized 

various resources to formulate a targeted approach toward developing diverse 

leaders. The program’s framework was developed through the use of research 

and feedback with different stakeholders across the College Board, from multiple 

backgrounds and positions within the organization. For example, we approached 

over 60 College Board staff collectively for feedback which highlighted some 

blind spots or areas of caution that would need to be clearly articulated to ensure 

success. The most resonant areas were:   

• Clarify the program's purpose and potential outcomes: 



 
 

60 

o Critical that the program is not framed as staff of color 

"needing extra help"; if this is about diversifying the upper-

level roles, it should recognize the College Board's 

shortcomings in representation.  

o Since promotions and upper-level vacancies are infrequent, 

there is skepticism about how this opportunity will feed the 

College Board pipeline.  

• Ensure that managers, particularly white managers, remain 

engaged in staff development. 

• Make it clear to the senior level that the process should not 

change every few months, as many internal initiatives have not 

lasted beyond the pilot phase. 

• Ensure broad inclusion. 

 
The framework and workshop sessions were driven by research and 

iterative feedback that emphasized essential leadership skills aligned to leading 

at the College Board with resources and tools for development. The program 

structure focuses on leadership passages—leader of self, leader of others, and 

leader of leaders—with three workshops for each passage. We curated a list of 

diverse workshop presenters from the College Board to diversify perspectives 

focusing on the impact of identity on leadership.  

Each session is driven by pre-reading materials aligned to a workshop 

topic led by a College Board leadership panel. Due to funding constraints, we 

focused on leaders who had expertise in one of the workshop session topics. 

There are some tradeoffs with this approach, as it placed the College Board 
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leader as the expert or could maintain attraction selection attrition for promoting 

like-minded staff. Utilizing internal leaders also provided additional exposure 

for the participants to the organization's leadership, which was a successful 

component of the 2012 program. 

The workshops driven by research and team experience were three-hour 

sessions that focused on program participant reflection on strengths, learning 

edges and goals, review of pre-work, a panel discussion aligned to session title, 

and team development. Sessions would take place every month and were 

facilitated by a program participant. For example, Figure 8 shows a sample plan 

for workshop topic “Building Effective Teams.”  

 
Figure 8: Sample Workshop Plan 
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An additional element to support innovation at the College Board is the 

innovation challenge. Within each three-month sequence, in teams of five, 

participants will engage in an innovation challenge, to provide solutions to a 

relevant College Board problem presented by an Executive Leadership Team 

(ELT) member. The collaboration of participants representing all fourteen 

divisions will bring varied perspectives to provide solutions while engaging in a 

safe to engage in leadership and followership. Figure 6 highlights a sample 

innovation challenge that participants would take on. 

Figure 9: Innovation challenge 

 

 
 
 

Theory of Action Part II 
If I support the College Board to equitably recruit “high potential” staff of color that are 

motivated, skilled, and have evidence of impact 
 

Selecting high-potential employees can seem like a relatively easy task. 

Unfortunately, those typically seen to have high potential, may not have the 
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skills or drive to lead a department or organization. Based on this knowledge, we 

curated a guide to support senior leaders in identifying high potential leaders 

while challenging potential selection bias.  

As leaders considered high potential leaders, we also wanted senior 

leaders to be forward-thinking and consider where important roles might open 

up in the future, to increase the chances of qualified Black/African American 

high-potential candidates ready to fill them.  

We provided criteria to support the nomination process with some 

additional instructions and rationale (see Appendix D), Elissa shared the guiding 

document with the senior leaders, followed by individual conversations. It is still 

unclear if the criteria were used as a reference to nominate participants, or if 

nominations occurred based on personal preference. 

Theory of Action Part III 
If I examine College Board’s processes, policies and systems and identify structures and 

behaviors that run counter to increasing diversity within leadership 
 

This is the most challenging area to demonstrate evidence for, but through 

the strategic project and other diversity inclusion efforts, I identified some 

potential barriers. Upon identifying these barriers, I attempted to bring attention 

to these issues by speaking with Elissa and other ELT members. For example, use 

of the competencies to evaluate staff across divisions is inconsistent, making it 

difficult to identify high-potential talent. This became a project for a group of 

doctoral Harvard students of the education leadership program, where I 

facilitated conversations between the group and Elissa. The doctoral students 

examined and reimagined College Board competencies to be more inclusive, 

with observable actions regardless of role in the organization, which was an 

issue. 
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The over-reliance on the competencies to drive goals and evaluations 

brought up an unspoken rule regarding rating—only 10% of staff in a division 

should be considered role models, the highest-ranking for any competency. For 

example, if I manage a staff of 10, only 10 %, or one person, should meet the role 

model's criteria, even if there are additional people who deserve a role model 

rating in their evaluation. There is a fair assumption, based on interviews and 

data collection that evaluations disproportionately impact junior-level staff, 

limiting opportunities across the organization.  

 As promotions are infrequent, it was unclear how staff were promoted, as 

it was perceived that white staff, or those less threatening, were more favorable 

for promotions. Through conversations, I gained insight into the exclusive nature 

of entering a leadership position at the College Board. Regardless of role or 

position, there was a sentiment that positions were only available for the very 

few. Black/African American staff can be overlooked, especially during 

reorganization efforts. We engaged senior-level leadership in the development of 

the Building Leaders at Every Level early and often to be proactive to ensure 

participants in the program would be in positions of power and influence.  

 Through these conversations, I built trust and demonstrated expertise as a 

method of influence regarding the issues described above. Elissa and I discussed 

these issues, and she would often say it was on her radar. On February 15th, 

Elissa and the ELT released a revised process to individual goal development 

and evaluation to streamline the methodology across the organization and 

revamp the way staff sets goals. Additionally, more equitable and inclusive 

promotion criteria and processes are set to be released over the summer.  
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 Resources and time commitments in times of uncertainty are complex. 

However, Building Leaders at Every Level received some level of commitment from 

the diversity and inclusion steering committee and College Board President to 

maintain the program for 1-2 years to learn and make modifications, increase 

professional development for rising talent and increase diversity in the 

leadership pipeline.  

 

Then Participants will... (Output) 
 
 

• Engage in a transformational leadership learning experience  

• Lead teams through high priority projects that challenge and 

strengthen leadership capacity and proficiency through 

strategic mentoring, coaching and professional development 

• Increase social, professional and political network of peers 

through increased exposure, visibility and engagement   

• Obtain executive or senior leadership positions where 

participants feel welcomed and have deep, influential and 

sustainable impact. 

This output has the least amount of evidence as the program has yet to 

start but is moving forward. The curriculum outlines opportunities for 

participants to exercise leadership in different ways. As of January 2021, there 

was one individual who was selected to participate in the program. This 

individual was moved into a more visible role and would play a significant role 

in a project slated to have a direct impact on increasing representation of Black 
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students in Advanced Placement Computer Science Principles coursework, a 

priority for the College Board.  

As of March 1, there were over thirty-five submissions across all divisions. 

The list was shortened to fifteen participants to launch the program in April 

2021. Those not selected would be considered for the second year of the 

program. Although recommended, there is no evidence to demonstrate that 

leaders were moved to high priority projects or roles. The design of the program 

if implemented in its current format will provide opportunities to increase 

exposure and social networks for each participant without a promise to move to 

a senior level role at the completion of the program in the College Board. It is the 

expectation that skills learned throughout the program will prepare participants 

for leadership roles beyond the College Board.  

So that the College Board will... (outcome) 

• Increase diversity of thought that will influence internal and external 

facing products and services;  

• Improve diversity metrics by increasing the number of senior leaders 

of color, especially Black staff, who historically have been 

underrepresented;  

• Broaden diverse representation by making an organization 

commitment to use Building Leaders at Every Level as an 

advancement program for 3 years; and 

• Create opportunities for underrepresented staff and staff of color, with 

a specific focus on Black staff until the goals of diverse leadership have 

been met across the organization. 
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Each outcome leads to the increase in diversity in senior leadership at the 

College Board over a period of time. As Building Leaders at Every Level is very 

early in its process, it is difficult to measure the long-term impact of the program 

but there have been indications internally that the project is of importance to 

address this critical deficit specifically as it pertains to increased diversity of 

thought towards products and service. 
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Analysis 

“If you are going to be a leader, you are not going to please everybody.  
You have to hold people accountable. Even if you have  

that moment of being uncomfortable”  
—Kobe Bryant 

 

Analysis from a single viewpoint, rarely offers the nuanced and intricate 

realities that exist within a complex picture. Organizations and people are 

complex entities, requiring thoughtful analysis when evaluating, motivating, or 

initiating change—implementing the Building Leaders at Every Level program 

illuminated the layered complexity in a large mature hierarchical organization. 

In 1984, Lee Bolman and Terrence Deal published their theory to describe 

methods for influencing and invoking change within an organization. Bolman 

and Deal stated that leaders should examine and approach organizational issues 

or the mechanism of change from four perspectives called "Frames" (Bolman & 

Deal, 2008). The four frames are structural, human resource, political, and 

symbolic. Applying Bolman and Deal's framework provides insight to analyze 

root causes, paths to progress, and depth of understanding, connected to 

achieving desired goals. This section unpacks the implemented strategies and 

organizational motives that supported or stalled the success of Building Leaders at 

Every Level. 

  

The Structural Frame - The structural frame focuses on the "how" of the change 

or how the formal organizational structure was leveraged to drive resources and 

policies to advance the strategic project. 
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College Board's founding hierarchical organizational structure was 

designed to fit the time period influenced by dominance and submission 

determined by race and class. As the College Board established itself as a critical 

component to streamline the college process, American society worked to ensure 

Black and Brown and some immigrant populations had little to no access. During 

its formative years, the College Board was a part of and influenced structural and 

institutional racist practices. Affirmative Action and civil rights policies have 

challenged predominantly white organizations to increase access for 

underrepresented groups. As modern-day society continues to dismantle 

systemic racism and exclusionary practices, the College Board must address the 

imbalance of senior leadership's racial demographics. 

As discussed in the description, the College Board is a large, primarily 

segregated organization, with a hierarchical, bureaucratic structure. Leaders at 

the apex make the most critical decisions, while managers and standardized 

procedures govern day-to-day operations. The top executives are aided by more 

extensive data sets and abstract information, influencing company-wide 

concerns and next steps. I entered the College Board as a policy fellow in the 

global policy and external relations division but transitioned to the global 

strategy and talent division as the strategic project developed. As a policy fellow, 

it was unclear where I stood in the hierarchical structure, but I believe the role 

was between associate director and director, placing me in the organization's 

junior level. It was unclear, given all that was going on with COVID-19, the role 

that a policy fellow could play within the College Board's hierarchical structure, 

as the organization was forced to pivot multiple times.  
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This ambiguity created an environment and space to define my role, 

purpose, and learning trajectory, to navigate the organization's multiple layers. 

The strategic project housed in a smaller division with Elissa as manager offered 

variability in access to influence College Board's senior leaders regarding this 

pilot's importance, typically with Elissa as the intermediary.  

The global strategy and talent division fostered ways to impact the 

College Board and not get lost in the organization, while Elissa provided a direct 

communication line to discuss progress, blind spots, and next steps related to the 

strategic project and other initiatives. Elissa was a critical part of the executive 

leadership team, as well as the strategic project. It rarely felt like I was reporting 

to Elissa, but rather, we were working together as colleagues on the project. 

There was a level of accessibility and autonomy that fostered a relationship of 

trust and created an environment that valued my input, experience, and 

expertise to drive decisions. Sally Helgeson (Bolman & Deal, 2008) calls this the 

web of inclusion, typically found in women-led organizations, which depicts the 

social architectural form as more circular and communicative, versus hierarchical 

and directive.  

Elissa was relatively new to the organization, entering into the role a few 

months before COVID-19, and wanted quick wins. I, too, wanted to make an 

impact in my limited time, but it seemed that all the impactful work that directly 

affected students was unavailable, as most of the organization continued to pivot 

through the rapid changes and challenges. Building Leaders at Every Level was not 

necessarily a top priority for the College Board, but was a priority for Elissa, 

creating the authorizing environment to make progress and gather buy-in. 

Building Leaders at Every Level was a potential "quick win" with a long-term 
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impact but lacked clarity in its connection to the overall diversity and inclusion 

initiative and top priorities of the College Board.  

Elissa would often refer to the strategic project as a "flexible and low-risk 

approach" in supporting the College Board to become a "more agile 

organization." I could not see the agility Elissa desperately desired, given all the 

levels of timely input needed for both small and large initiatives. Additionally, 

given the potential bias towards the participants and the pilot program 

developers, I believed the risk was high.  

Partnering with Shawn on the strategic project was critical for addressing 

potential structural roadblocks and mitigating a few risks. Shawn has a 

relationship with the CEO based on leading organization-wide projects that have 

made positive impacts internally and externally. He is a respected member of the 

College Board community, and staff across the organization know him personally 

or through word of mouth. Therefore, as Elissa socialized the strategic project 

amongst other leadership team members, there was a sense that it would be a 

quality program due to those involved. My association with Shawn and Elissa 

engaged an automatic level of respect from the College Board staff and made the 

introductions to the work a bit less challenging. This allowed me to navigate the 

hierarchy structure, creating gaps in the barrier between junior and senior-level 

staff. Figure 10 is a visual representation indicating the barrier's permeability 

when junior-level and senior-level staff regularly engage to accomplish tasks and 

goals. Through the breaks in the barrier and consistent communication between 

Elissa, Shawn, and I, it felt as if there was not a significant difference between 

junior and senior-level staff.  

Figure 10: Breaking the divide 
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In addition to leading the Building Leaders at Every Level, I also piloted a 

diversity and inclusion series of discussions to increase exposure across the 

organization to the critical topics of race, privilege, and access. Siloed diversity 

and inclusion projects did not have an owner. Capitalizing on the opportunity to 

develop and lead diversity and inclusion provided additional exposure to 

College Board staff and leadership, while also increasing Elissa's division 

capacity. Leading a few of the diversity and inclusion initiatives as a newcomer 

with a finite time at the organization, made me less of a threat to create a space of 

psychological safety but also put a face to desperately needed work across the 

organization. Unfortunately, as diversity and inclusion work is a journey and 

time-consuming, it is difficult to see how the personal work of diversity and 

inclusion will penetrate the many layers of the College Board, specifically the 

senior leadership apex of the organization.  
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Examining the strategic project through the structural frame highlights 

that diversity and inclusion issues must be fundamental to the organizations' 

bottom line to navigate multiple reporting lines. The frame also revealed that 

Elissa's belief in the program, the need for diversity, and a strategic approach to 

socialize the project were parts of Building Leaders at Every Level's success. Elissa's 

role as a senior vice president, coupled with her social capital, belief in the 

program, and mentorship, provided a pathway and formal voice to push the 

program forward. If one of these elements had been missing, it is challenging to 

envision that Building Leader at Every Level would have moved beyond a paper 

proposal.  

 
The Human Resource Frame - The human resource frame focuses on 
individuals, their needs, and their value within the organization.  

 

Bolman and Deal (2008) highlight the relationship between the workers 

and the organization in two pieces.  

1. "People and organizations need each other. Organizations need 

ideas, energy, and talent; people need career salaries and 

opportunities." 

2. "When the fit between individual and system is poor, one or 

both suffer. Individuals are exploited or exploit the 

organization—or both become victims" (p. 118). 

COVID-19 created a fiscal crisis at the College Board, leading to staff cuts 

and a reorganization of roles, responsibilities and divisions. Staff across the 

organization were curious about the procedure and prioritization of who would 
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be released. One hundred and ninety-three staff identify as Black/African 

American out of approximately 1,800 staff at the College Board. Five are in roles 

with positional authority. The lack of representation and leadership mobility in 

the College Board raised significant concerns and alignment to the mission 

"Access to Opportunity."  

The data showed that a significant percentage of staff of color, especially 

Black staff, sat on the margins in roles such as event planning, front desk 

operations, or entry-level positions disconnected from pathways to executive 

leadership. Black staff on the margins, working jobs like the ones mentioned, is a 

phenomenon that runs far and deep and upholds some of the core ideas around 

systemic racism. With looming unknowns and lack of communication, especially 

amongst those on the margins, anxiety levels among the staff increased. 

Although I knew I would remain at the College Board through April, the end of 

my residency commitment, I also felt a level of uncertainty and anxiety. 

Announcements or progress regarding the reorganization remained unclear for 

months, forcing some staff to reevaluate their role, while others left altogether.  

College Board placed a moratorium on hiring and promotions, another 

short-term limiting factor toward growth opportunities for all staff. The 

moratorium was used as an opportunity to strategize creatively about promoting 

or relocating high-potential staff during the reorganization. Based on this 

information, a proposal was submitted requesting that high-potential Black 

staff—who were identified to meet the program criteria—move into new 

positions that increase leadership influence and exposure during the 

reorganization. This recommendation would shift focus from maintaining Black 

staff to finding positions where high-potential Black staff could grow and 
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continue their leadership trajectory development and address several issues 

raised throughout the program’s development.   

1. Provide critical thought to the retention of Black talent in terms 

of need and opportunities to inspire new knowledge in specific 

divisions. 

2. Purposefully examine demographics with relation to race, 

leadership, and the reorganization.  

3. Redefine leadership at the College Board to become a more agile 

organization. 

4. Become transparent in the support among leaders across the 

College Board in examining their high potential Black staff to 

widen their scope of leadership. 

This proposal was verbally accepted by the members of senior leadership 

and aligned with the overall strategy connected to saving funds and developing 

internal talent, but did not take critical thought related to opportunity, 

transparency in communication, and redefining leadership. It was unclear who 

would create these positions, or how the selected participants would be moved 

or be notified, due to the program's informal nature as requested by the CEO and 

legal. These factors made it seem that the program was accepted as procedural 

and not embodied as essential and complex.  

Affirmative Action efforts of the past continue to raise caution or taint 

initiatives that encourage diversity within organizations, as evident from the 

legal department's feedback to keep the program informal. This feedback was 

surprising. Too often, programs created to increase access and opportunity for 

Black people are tokenized, a caution and worry articulated from the focus group 
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feedback session in August. I wanted the participants to feel unique and publicly 

recognized for their talents to demonstrate a genuine commitment to addressing 

the College Board's diversity leadership challenge. My goal was to maximize the 

program's substance and depth to impact the College Board beyond the visual 

symbolic representation of "doing something" like the strategic project to show 

care for the Black community.  

As the project's development continued, I regularly engaged with a few 

members in human resources to develop a diversity and inclusion plan that 

aligned with the Diversity and Inclusion 2020 Priorities roadmap. Members of 

this team, who also reported to Elissa, reviewed each proposal and provided 

feedback. The exchange of ideas, laws, and formalities made the program and its 

components stronger. Human resources was a partner in vetting and crafting the 

criteria to increase inclusivity. Based on their feedback, we amended the 

program qualifications to increase the talent pool for selection. For example, we 

made changes to the number of years a staff member needed to be in the 

organization to participate and the evaluation metrics from semi-annual goals.  

Between the first reorganization announcement in October and when staff 

received their notice of termination in February, I listened to staff concerns. 

During this time, Elissa socialized the project with key stakeholders to increase 

buy-in. In October, the Women's Impact Network (WIN) affinity group reached 

out to learn about the program and how it could be replicated to increase 

representation and mentorship of women within the College Board. The 

conversation with the four representatives solidified that underrepresented 

groups wanted to see themselves in leadership and wanted to see change. 
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There is a saying, “What gets measured, get done.” As human resources 

continued to play a role in developing some elements of Building Leaders at Every 

Level, they had limited input in the selection of participants, although they may 

have insight to future senior level leadership vacancies of the organization. 

Analysis through the human resource frame highlights that organizations exist to 

serve human needs, rather than the reverse. If the fit between the individual and 

the system is poor, one or both suffer. In order to improve fit, additional voices 

need to be at the table. Building Leaders at Every Level provides that opportunity, 

using human resources to challenge or maintain current in and out-group 

structures. As the program continues to challenge leadership recruitment and 

retainment, it will be unclear how underrepresented staff will fit into this 

equation without clear goals and metrics for change, explored in the political and 

symbolic frame. 

 

The Political Frame - The political frame emphasizes the importance of 

analyzing conflicts between individuals or differing interest groups attending to 

scarcity, power, and allyship.  

 

Generally, when I think of politics, many of my thoughts are negative. It's 

probably because I have been on both sides of politics and policies as a leader 

and citizen. Politics revolve around the loss and gain of power. Either you are 

playing politics, or politics are playing you. It is crucial to determine who is 

willing to give up power for the sake of others.  

The College Board is a global organization. Universities all over the world 

use SAT and Advanced Placement scores to inform their admissions decisions. 
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More than 4,000 colleges and universities in the U.S. and 85 other countries 

consider SAT scores to help them make informed admissions decisions (Taking 

the SAT Around the World - International | College Board, n.d.). Over 6,000 

membership organizations pay a service fee to the College Board to participate in 

the membership community. Millions of students engage with College Board 

services and products each year. The College Board plays a significant bipartisan 

role in the education sector as an advocate for policy, funding, and access 

domestically and internationally. College Board is a powerful organization in the 

education sector. If all these external factors and influence drive the powers at 

the top, would internal diversity and inclusion be a priority worth pursuing? 

If it's the narrative of the country and the constituents, absolutely; 

unfortunately, the exclusive nature of the College Board is built into its DNA. 

The goal to become more diverse and inclusive recreated connections to feelings 

and policies associated with Affirmative Action and reaffirmed diversity as a 

compliance-driven initiative. The Raben Group survey offered a window into the 

College Board. Staff spoke about these issues in small pockets amongst peers, but 

the survey results begged the question, "Now what?" The results were released 

in 2019, and progress toward a truly diverse and inclusive organization felt slow. 

The Diversity and Inclusion 2020 priorities were considered by many as a check 

in the box without much communication regarding progress, implementation, or 

next steps.  

The decision to move forward with the strategic project began on August 

6, 2020. The participants received invites to engage in the program on March 31, 

2021, and the official onboarding started in April 2021. From August to April, the 

program went through multiple rounds of feedback with various stakeholders. 
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Shawn and I met regularly, while we updated or met with Elissa every two 

weeks. It would seem that with this level of consistent communication, things 

would move faster.  

Unfortunately, the College Board's bureaucratic nature stifles innovation 

that competes against priorities aligned to margins (revenue). There are multiple 

layers of red tape, approval, and conversations needed for the pilot to be 

approved. Over time, I recognized that decisions were based on a particular set 

of rules and regulations. The rigidity often led to opting for programmed or 

traditional decisions, while limiting the exploration of other areas. 

Building Leaders at Every Level was a pilot approved in early September 

with specific parameters.  

1. It needed to be informal  

2. It needed to focus on staff of color, specifically Black staff.  

 
I always believed the program needed to be formal, due to how it could be 

perceived and received across the organization. The need for a formal program 

was even more necessary as some senior leaders approached the program from a 

deficit perspective, meaning the selected high-potential Black leaders needed 

support in an area, and predominantly white College Board leaders were the best 

fit to provide the training. This approach was ill-suited, as some College Board 

leaders were part of the problem, promoting similar leaders. The message also 

implied a savior mentality versus participants selected based on their ability to 

lead.  

In conversations between Elissa, Shawn and me, we discussed this point 

for several minutes. reviewing the pros and cons of informal versus formal. The 
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informal process became the method. I believed the program's informal and 

indiscreet nature could create a negative perception around the legitimacy and 

validity of the program and its participants, who spur from underrepresented 

groups. One primary concern from the group feedback session was the necessity 

to ensure the program was not a token program or just a program to check a 

box—the informal nature requested by senior leaders and the legal department 

could be easily perceived as dismissing the former and amplifying the latter.  

Elissa agreed with the informal nature of the program as well. She felt it 

would be an excellent opportunity to learn and make needed adjustments for a 

more positive experience for future participants. As I continued to disagree with 

the program's informal nature, I was not in a position to continuously challenge, 

and it was not worth losing the political capital gained with Elissa, as she worked 

different angles to get the pilot in motion. As the project moved forward, Elissa 

capitalized on the informal approach as a sell to other leaders across the 

organization to receive nominations for the program. Their only commitment at 

that moment would be to nominate three high-potential Black junior-level staff 

from their division. The selected staff would not be away from the division for a 

significant amount of time but get the needed leadership exposure to diversify 

the pipeline.  

Building Leaders at Every Level is grounded in relevant research and 

planned learning opportunities. Unlike the previously implemented program in 

2012, professional development was incorporated with minimal financial 

commitment while capitalizing on the limited diversity of senior leadership 

within the College Board to support workshop sessions. By emphasizing human 

capital, the program navigated the organization's political landscape bringing in 
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diverse leaders with a focus on how identity influences leadership development 

and access in each session. The sessions' design forced panelists to engage in 

leadership discussions through a lens of identity, which will support current 

leaders in the self-identification of blind spots and biases. This approach leans on 

panelist formal authority but places the program participants in the informal role 

of leader and learner to challenge power dynamics. As senior leaders nominate 

participants from all divisions across the College Board, the diversity in division 

experience will add value to the program, increasing collective power and 

influence. With the inaugural group of Black and Brown high-potential leaders, 

research shows there will be a closer examination of their participation and 

progress.  

Traditional approaches to diversity and inclusion initiatives typically 

involve financial and time resources, creating a narrative that diversity and 

inclusion is either too much work or a luxury, compared to priorities aligned to 

revenue. Frequently organizations fail to recognize the overall benefits when 

diversity and Inclusion is embedded into its core. On the journey, there will be 

those who get on board and those who want things to remain "normal." Building 

Leaders at Every Level was not a priority, given all the competing priorities to 

maintain margins through products and services. Still, it was difficult to reject 

the program given the leadership demographic data, low-cost implementation, 

and call to action to promote staff of color into leadership opportunities. 

Throughout the development and implementation, there were implicit and 

explicit symbols that played a role in the program's success. These symbols are 

explored in the symbolic frame.  
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The Symbolic Frame - The symbolic frame seeks to interpret and illuminate the 

fundamental issues of meaning and faith that make symbols so powerful in the 

human experience and organizations.  

Culture is both a product and process, continually renewed and re-created 

on the concepts of meaning, belief, and time. The meaning and relevance of the 

College Board was tested before, during, and will continue to be post-residency. 

As the College Board continues to reinvent themselves, parts of the organization 

continue to cling on to the past, based on fear for a different future. The shift to 

increase space and opportunity was catapulted based on The Raben Group 

results, the civil unrest, and COVID-19. The Raben Group provided a mirror into 

how underrepresented groups experienced diversity and inclusion, and the 

affinity groups provided faces to the voices. The report and the demographic 

data's internal release were my first symbols indicative of a needed change. The 

strategic project was an opportunity to be part of a narrative dedicated to create 

and celebrate a potential new future, a future that values diversity, inclusion, and 

belonging.  

The national protests against systemic racism and police violence that 

swept the country further amplified internal calls for change. The road to 

leadership is not only an issue for capable Black staff; Latinx, Asian Americans, 

and Pacific Islanders also suffer similar fates at different rates. So why the focus 

on Black staff? It is the movement of the time. The symbolism of George Floyd's 

death, the recognition of Juneteenth, the collective activism and allyship to fight 

racism, the first Black and Asian-American Vice President. Residency occurred 

during a historical period of activism affirming that Black lives matter. College 
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Board examined their diversity and inclusion strategies, with the pledge to 

improve—or in some cases establish—policies on anti-Black racism.  

However, with centuries of structural and social prejudices as a 

foundation and decades of skepticism around Affirmative Action, that is easier 

said than done. No other group in the United States has suffered a systemic 

removal like Black people. Black people are not immigrants, like some other 

groups, but were brought to this country, dispossessed of everything we knew 

and to be enslaved and imprisoned for hundreds of years. Black people are still 

being murdered in the streets in incomparable numbers, imprisoned in 

incomparable numbers, and stolen from in incomparable numbers.  

College Board has been in existence for over 120 years. In comparison, 

organizations like K-Mart, Ford Motor Company, Shell, Neiman Marcus, and J. 

C. Penney were founded around the same time. College Board has witnessed and 

been a part of America's transformation through World Wars I and II, civil rights, 

voting rights, gender equality, and desegregation of schools, to name a few. The 

United States' economy was built on the exploitation and occupational 

segregation of people of color, specifically Black people. I am confident that 

College Board has felt the external and internal pressures to change throughout 

its history. The questions for exploration are, who had the loudest voice or most 

significant influence as the catalyst for change? 

The glass ceiling, glass cliff, concrete wall, or sticky floors are just some of 

the terms used to describe this phenomenon in day-to-day conversations 

regarding promotion and advancement. As a society, there is a comfort level to 

describe injustice in these non-threatening visuals, which are easier to digest than 

terms like Affirmative Action, racism, elitism, or white privilege. Interviews and 
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diversity and inclusion discussions with staff across the organization indicated 

that there was a glass ceiling, revealing artificial barriers to the advancement of 

minorities and women. The release of the demographic data by talent 

management at the height of racial tensions was a symbolic way to demonstrate 

to staff that there is an issue. Still, equitable promotion and standards have been 

limited in communication, minimizing substance beyond the demographic data's 

release.  

This is the challenge with diversity and inclusion work, as it is messy, and 

feelings may be hurt, especially of those who perceive themselves as losing 

power and those vying for power positions. The pipeline to become a senior 

leader is not broad and movement between these positions is rare. There was an 

explicit and implicit narrative that senior leaders' development is a long, 

complicated process. There was a sense that those in senior leadership were 

typically white or palatable to "whiteness," older, in the same social circles, or 

have spent a significant amount of years "in the pipeline" and worked their way 

up. Each designation has its own in- and out-group that increases or decreases 

the likelihood of promotion.  

For these reasons, the designation of pilot and informal was safe. It would 

not ruffle feathers or raise questions and could easily be forgotten. There was not 

a need to make a commitment or articulate why this program was created. By 

addressing the barriers experienced by Black and Brown staff, College Board 

could identify solutions and remove barriers for other disadvantaged groups. 

The College Board leaders must continually find ways to reframe their 

institution—its history, its circumstances, and its possibilities. Leaders are always 

on stage, closely observed by their audience as a symbol of hope, direction, 
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protection, and order. Success depends on how well their performance conveys 

the messages—and evokes the responses—they intend, especially in an uncertain 

and complex world. COVID-19 challenged its leaders to confront fundamental 

questions: a) Who are we? b) What are we here to do? c) How should we go 

about doing it?  

Building Leaders at Every Level raises the questions: a) How can an 

organization with so little Black and Brown representation serve Black and 

Brown schools, districts, and higher education institutions fairly? b) What 

external commitment will be made that demonstrates the deep commitment to 

diversity and inclusion? c) What metrics need to be obtained to demonstrate 

progress? d) What resources will be necessary to fulfill this commitment?  

The difficulty with the symbolic frame is that it forces a continuous level 

of interpretations to make a systematic understanding for differentiating views 

of organizational reality. Staff at the College Board and me, as a resident, operate 

with a particular perspective of how behaviors should occur in the organization 

based on experience, expectations, and access to information. For example, 

although the informal nature of the program allowed the project to navigate 

hierarchical and political structures, it is unclear if those in the highest positions 

of authority were as willing to commit to increase representation and not see 

those in the program as leaders with deficits, but rather leaders looking for an 

opportunity to advance. It reminded me of research regarding resentment by 

white male-dominated environments regarding their feelings of exclusion and 

preferential treatment being afforded to "targeted groups," where initiatives 

focused primarily on treating historically-underrepresented groups and women 

fairly and equitably on avoidance of lawsuits. If I was closer to all of the decision-
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makers, I might have a greater sense, but I must go on what I have noticed and 

gathered, regarding the implicit and explicit symbols of the College Board. 
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IMPLICATIONS 

“Every great dream begins with a dreamer. Always remember, you have within you the 
strength, the patience and the passion  

to reach for the stars to change the world.”    
—Harriett Tubman 

 
As I entered residency at the College Board, I had to address some of my 

own personal beliefs and biases. I planned to understand the organization and 

use residency to speak to the students' varied experiences, whose futures were 

decided upon by College Board assessments. I wanted to speak to the complexity 

of the Advanced Placement and how my students who received a score of two 

were deflated and wished they took a dual enrollment course at the local college 

as a means to earn college credit and reduce costs. I wanted to challenge the 

exam cost for low-income students and schools as a barrier to access rigorous 

content. I wanted to speak to the years of preparation many incoming students 

needed to increase chances of success on the AP and SAT assessments. As a 

resident, I had limited opportunities to do the things listed above. 

Upon reflection, Building Leaders at Every Level provided an opportunity to 

examine College Board and the education system through the lens of 

organizational learning, leadership, strategic planning, diversity, inclusion and 

belonging, in a time of crisis, racial reckoning, and challenges to traditional 

schooling. My learnings drive implications for self, site, and the sector.    

Implications for Self 

The "only" tax 

As a child, I watched my mother and father get up each day before the 

sun rose, to go to work for the same organization and return home as the sun 
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was setting. When they walked in, the conversations typically centered around 

the battles they encountered at work due to their "blackness." My mom was in a 

junior-level position and spoke about senior-level managers and how they 

treated the employees. In a senior-level position, my father talked about the 

loneliness of being the first and only African American at that level of 

leadership—navigating white politics while trying to be a voice for junior-level 

staff like my mother. They spoke about the extra burden of proving themselves 

when others did not have to—especially when it came to being considered for a 

promotion. I watched my parents push through daily, and by watching them, I 

learned to push through myself, not because I wanted to; but because society 

would not give me a choice.  

My residency at the College Board was one of the few times that I felt 

isolated in a work environment. My isolation was not due to the lack of resources 

or support from my supervisor or mentor, it was due to the simple fact that I did 

not see myself regularly. As a principal, I watched younger versions of myself 

walk through the door each day and was met by a staff simultaneously full with 

diversity across race, gender and age. The lack of regular engagement with other 

Black professionals at the College Board was uncomfortably palpable. Often, I 

was the only Black face on video calls, and this feeling of isolation was 

heightened due to the seclusion and anxiety of a dual pandemic. I was extremely 

overwhelmed. Yet, the message from across the organization was to push 

through. I often wondered, “What is the lesson to learn from this experience?” It 

was one of the first times I said to myself, It is okay to not be okay and reminded 

myself that it is also okay to take a mental break—a notion in direct competition 
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with the values I learned as a child; the values that taught me to push through, 

regardless.  

I have been conditioned or trained by my parents and society to work harder 

than everyone else to beat the odds, and if I beat the odds, I may be the only one 

who did. Being the only Black person in multiple situations increased my 

awareness in three areas.  

1. Engage with other "onlys."  

2. Regularly connect and reconnect with my support system outside the 

walls of my workplace.  

3. Be clear about the work environment that I want to be a part of—an 

environment where there is a direct focus on diverse representation.  

 

As the only, I will continue to lay the groundwork for those who come after 

me the same way my parents did for me and so many others. 

 

The complications of leadership 

Selecting the right residency site was important. I yearned for an 

experience opposite of that of the New York City Department of Education. I 

wanted to be in an organization that had a large footprint, was nationally 

recognized, and influenced local and national policy to gain a different 

perspective of the education sector. Within the organization, I also wanted to 

compare skills learned by leading schools against skills needed to develop the 

strategic project. Additionally, I wanted to learn new methods or approaches that 

would enhance my leadership post-residency. 
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At the beginning of my residency, I was frustrated daily about my 

position in the organization and its pace. I was accustomed to being at the apex, 

with positional authority to drive goals, priorities, and outcomes. I was rewarded 

for thinking and reacting quickly to solve problems. As the pandemic increased 

uncertainty across the College Board, I wanted to do more and do it quickly. This 

did not happen. I felt underutilized, invisible, and unproductive. I learned 

through my frustrations that my expectations did not match the circumstances, 

and I needed to look at the purpose of residency differently. I was 

subconsciously replicating the narrative that leadership only occurs at the apex 

of the organization. My weekly check-in conversations with direct supervisor Dr. 

Jeff Carlson forced me to slow down and get on the balcony. This heightened 

view allowed me to unpack all that was happening in the organization, as 

priorities shifted daily and new information was abound.  

There were symbols and reminders that I did not have to be in an 

executive leadership role or have positional authority to create change. 

Leadership was happening from multiple directions, and it mainly occurred in 

staff who did not have senior-level positional authority. My lens for what I 

considered leadership changed over my residency through research, experience, 

and continued visits to the balcony. My most impactful learning on leadership 

was not observing the Executive Leadership Team (ELT) members discuss issues 

and next steps but watching how other non-ELT members utilized their informal 

leadership skills to navigate internal tensions and influence decisions politically 

through "managing up." I was reminded that there is power and authority in 

experience, information, and proximity to the issues, and it is also there that 

leaders and leadership can thrive.  
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In reflecting on my leadership journey and my exposure to leaders, I 

realized I had defined leaders and leadership by a set of intricate traits similar to 

those Stogdill found flawed (Stogdill, 1948). It became apparent that my 

leadership definition was narrowly focused and subjective. Despite the 

multitude of ways that I have conceptualized leadership, I learned the following 

components can be central to the phenomenon of leadership: 

1. Leadership is a process. 

2. Leadership involves influence. 

3. Leadership occurs within a group context. 

4. Leadership involves goal attainment. 

In my current reality, it is undeniable that leaders come in all races, 

ethnicities, and genders, and the style of leadership varies from individual to 

individual, chipping away at many historical notions of what or who a leader 

should be. I have learned that leadership is multifaceted, multicultural, and 

continuously evolves. 

 

Finding my voice in conversations about diversity, equity and inclusion 

Leading initiatives aligned to diversity, equity, and inclusion are never 

easy, as people and organizations are on journeys of awareness, education, self-

interrogation, or community action. As diversity and inclusion was the fourth 

priority for the College Board, there was not a lead to drive a few key initiatives. 

I found this to be an opportunity to engage in personal work aligned with my 

personal growth, to engage in conversations about race and privilege.  

Before entering EDLD, I was timid and insecure discussing issues about 

race, privilege, and equity. Past situations haunted me, as there were times as a 
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school leader when I did not voice my opinion, experience, or expertise around 

race issues when necessary for my school's progression. I vowed to utilize 

residency as a training ground to engage in conversations about race, inequities, 

and access through my narrative and experience. I gained confidence in how I 

engaged without shielding my language to challenge a system never set up to 

benefit Black, Brown, and Indigenous people. I have found greater comfort in 

challenging behaviors and policies that perpetuate this system. My stances have 

been reaffirmed over the course of residency as I have been told my voice and 

perspective were valued and appreciated in different circles.  

Implications for Site 

Diversity and inclusion work is complicated. D&I initiatives require an 

investment in fiscal, personnel, and time resources. The work of diversity and 

inclusion is that of everyone at the College Board, not just a select few. 

Additionally, diversity, inclusion  and belonging is what modern 21st-century 

organizations should strive for; therefore, the College Board must move beyond 

the symbolism of diversity initiatives ignited by racial tensions, margin, and 

crises to a substantive comprehensive organizational-wide strategy that 

challenges both internal and external diversity, equity, and inclusion narratives.  

Diversity and inclusion are situated down a list of competing priorities 

and often inserted as a thing to do rather than a core of what the College Board 

does. Critical to developing a diversity change agenda is an understanding 

between strategy and tactic. Strategy focuses on knowing where the College 

Board wants to go, honing organizational energy to accomplish those goals, and 

advance the diversity agenda. Often tactics are considered strategies. Although 
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critical on their own, these tactics, if not integrated as an overarching strategy, 

will continue to exist in disconnected silos. The following implications work to 

connect the program to an overall strategy for the College Board as Building 

Leaders at Every Level was a tactic that lacked clarity or connection to the overall 

strategy across the organization. 

 

The continuation of Building Leaders at Every Level 

As residency has come to an end, it is important to consider this pivotal 

work's transition. There is significant documentation and a roadmap for Building 

Leaders at Every Level to continue through the first year. The success and 

continuation of the pilot program depend on the outcomes of the participants 

and receptivity of the program across the College Board. Currently, the work is 

led by a senior vice president who has competing priorities, and a project 

manager who is also a participant. Over the next six months to a year, the 

development team and the College Board will need to consider whether the pilot 

is worth continuing, becoming core to how the College Board works with high 

potential leaders, or whether it will be discontinued. Therefore, the College 

Board should consider the following: 

1. Continuation and Expansion: As program data is gathered, 

consider when the program should move from a pilot to a 

program that is embedded in the workplace development 

culture of the College Board. It will be essential to evaluate the 

right metrics to gain insight and make informed decisions 

across all program activities. Good metrics are always trackable 

and explainable. Additionally, data and goals should align to 
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short and long-term organization leadership demographic 

goals, vacancies, and market demands as the program continues 

to operate, socialize and display outcomes. 

2. Evaluation: As Building Leaders at Every Level is an informal 

program, success metrics are needed to determine the pilot's 

future. Be clear on what is being tested and not tested in the 

pilot. Engage the appropriate parties throughout the process to 

discuss a set of successful outcomes and metrics that align with 

evaluations and data.  

3. Owner of the pilot: Search for a College Board staff member to 

be the direct contact to continue the work. This individual 

should have influence and authority alongside Elissa. This 

individual should be the main point of contact and developer of 

the program. In addition, analyze data gathered from sessions 

to make adjustments to the program and ensure a meaningful 

experience for participants and the College Board.  

4. Participants: As the first year of the pilot will focus on 15 

participants, there are additional junior level leader 

nominations who were not selected to be part of this pilot. As 

high-potential junior-level staff's talent continues to increase 

and they seek more opportunities for promotion and exposure, 

it will only be a matter of time that Building Leaders at Every 

Level will need to be expanded to increase the number of 

participants.  
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College Board pilots take a significant amount of time to launch due to the 

layers of approval, organization alignment, and optics. It is my hope that there 

will be enough positive outcomes from Building Leaders at Every Level to address 

the need to create space and opportunity to promote program participants when 

vacancies arise.  

Increase the connection between Junior Level and Senior Level staff 

           College Board indicates a clear delineation between junior and senior-level 

staff across the organization. Organizational culture suggests that one must 

surpass the barrier between the role of Senior Director and Executive Director to 

be considered a senior-level employee. My experience at the College Board 

indicated an opportunity to make this barrier permeable, creating opportunities 

to flow in and out the superficial walls between junior and senior roles.  

           Leadership occurs throughout the College Board from those in all roles 

and positions; therefore, it is strongly encouraged that College Board senior 

leaders explore opportunities to increase capacity and leadership opportunities 

for all staff. The most resonate complaints amongst staff of color was that they 

were not seen or visible. As millennials continue to enter the workforce, 

specifically those of color, they want to have greater diversity in their roles 

throughout their career. The lack of opportunities may continue to increase the 

speed of the revolving door as staff seeks opportunities elsewhere.  

           There are numerous ways to increase visibility: 

• Invite junior-level staff to senior-level meetings. 

• Expand the work and responsibilities of junior staff that mitigates the 

hierarchical structure and provides direct contact points to senior 

leaders. 
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• Increase touchpoints between senior and junior level staff. 

 

Creating opportunities for engagement will increase access to in-groups 

typically designed to maintain the status quo. Additionally, increasing contact 

through levels of the structure will Improve senior leader optics and pulse within 

the organization. 

 

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion as the top priority 

Top priorities are typically those that receive the most support and 

resources. "Maintain focus on employee engagement, diversity and inclusion" 

was a sub-bullet under the fourth priority, "Organizational Thriving: Keep 

organization engaged and strong as COVID and our work continues to evolve" 

(College Board, 2020). The top three priorities are resource heavy, making it 

unclear how diversity and inclusion will impact products and services. The 

College Board needs to take a definitive goal-oriented stance and make a 

commitment on diversity and inclusion internally and publicly, connected to the 

demographics of the organization. The work of diversity and inclusion felt like a 

side job versus embedded in all that the College Board has to offer. I would 

recommend the following:  

Phase I 

1. Unpack the "why" behind the importance of diversity and inclusion 

at the College Board with a diverse staff representation. 

2. Hire a Chief of Diversity and Inclusion to lead the examination of 

internal and external policies, products, and services that maintain 

systemic and institutional barriers.    
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3. Create a team that examines how diversity and inclusion impact 

the College Board internally and externally.  

Phase II 

1. Develop a data-informed, systematic approach with a clear 

strategy to address the structures and barriers that permit 

systemic racism and exclusionary practices. 

2. Communicate a formal overall strategy to all stakeholders and 

across the enterprise with clear and measurable outcomes 

through frequent communications outlets. (i.e., weekly emails, 

town halls, The Elective) 

3. Implement and monitor diversity and inclusion organizational 

and department goals.  

4. Make adjustments to increase chances of success and capitalize 

on methods and adjustments with positive results.  

Phase III 

1. Communicate, communicate, communicate. 

2. Be unapologetic about the path to break down barriers. 

3. Compare the College Board to the College Board as there is a 

tendency to measure progress and growth to other companies. 

This journey is that of the College Board.  

 

The exploration, and a true investment in each of these steps in totality and 

partnership with the overall organization goals, will move diversity and 

inclusion beyond compliance or normalization, to maximizing the value 

diversity can bring to the College Board.  
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Implications for Sector 

Fortune 500 organizations, including the College Board, are finding 

themselves challenged internally and externally to make space for Black and 

Brown leaders, drawing a tension between the symbolism of diversity and the 

substance of inclusion. Diversification is a technique that reduces risk by 

allocating investments across various financial instruments, industries, and other 

categories. It aims to maximize returns by investing in different areas that would 

react differently to the same event. This philosophy carries over to an 

organization's leadership when a majority of the leaders are white and trying to 

address concerns aligned to diversity and inclusion. Why can't we look at 

leadership and leaders through a diversity, equity and inclusion lens? The lack of 

leadership diversity in race, ethnicity, thought, age, and gender to react and 

understand issues from multiple angles to maximize returns increases blind 

spots, leading to ill-suited and surface-level strategies that fail to address root 

causes of deeply rooted problems, often doing more harm than good.  

 

Research and explore leadership theories from the African Diaspora 

As I explored research to better understand the influence of foundational 

leadership theory, there was little that focused on the leadership expertise of 

leaders of African descent, as they are typically studied as a special population or 

an anomaly. As I closed in on completing the Capstone, I met Dr. Phillip Smith, a 

professor at Columbia University's Teacher College, whose research focused on 

Black male principal leadership. Dr. Smith provided a critical analysis of 

leadership paradigms challenging the over documentation of White leaders and 

educators. "There is little documentation or celebration of the historical 
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contributions, lived experiences, and successes of Black educators and school 

leaders, who for the most part have led successfully, in extremely challenging, 

race-discriminatory environments" (Smith, 2021).    

As stated in the review of knowledge for action, research and studies of 

Black leaders is relatively new in comparison to White leaders, but the theories 

have been around for centuries. Ubuntu was one of those leadership theories 

implemented for centuries throughout tribes and families across Africa. The 

notion of "ubuntu," a central component of indigenous Afrocentric leadership, is 

largely ignored and under-represented in the English-speaking literature on 

leadership (Pérezts, Russon & Painter, 2019). 

Rooted deep in ancient African wisdom, Ubuntu is an African term is 

most often translated as, "I am because we are" (Osa Oviawe, 2016). Ubuntu is 

the idea that community and spirit overcome obstacles and create an 

environment where all people can grow and learn from and with each other. 

Ubuntu fosters the deep belief in the idea of creating open conversation, trust, 

and love with all working for the common good. They believe that their 

happiness is bound in the happiness of those around them (Osa Oviawe, 2016). 

Leadership conveying messages of hate and divisiveness infiltrated the 

lives of many during my residency through multiple mediums. The time is now 

for an evolutionary leadership model. Society needs to take a giant leap forward, 

and we need a guiding paradigm to enable that leap. What better time than now 

to lean on the teachings and learnings of Ubuntu or other African leadership 

models (Sankofa, Anastasi Leadership, Intergenerational Brotherhoods) during a 

time when our nation is divided, and community seems like a foreign idea. 

Despite having been a largely oral tradition until recently, African philosophy 
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and related ideas have been in existence for centuries, and their implications for 

leadership merit global consideration. Ubuntu leadership combines many of the 

most researched theories and philosophies of leadership and employs practical, 

tangible learnings that apply to educators and education leaders (Brock-Utne, 

2016). 

Beyond leadership, how can classrooms foster a culture that facilitates 

learning to make each student belong and still feel recognized, validated, and 

affirmed in their individuality? Alternative paradigms like Ubuntu shift the 

dominant Western-Eurocentric gaze from an over-reliance on Eurocentrism, 

classism, and individualism to a more human-centered and holistic approach. An 

educator's lack of investment in knowing more about their students' identities, 

history, or families to affirm backgrounds significantly impacts teaching and 

learning. Ubuntu's notion that "I am because we are" can be developed into an 

ideal way of identity and belonging in a classroom. The wisdom of Ubuntu lies 

in the recognition that it is not possible to build healthy learning environments 

unless the human dignity of all members of that learning community is 

safeguarded.  

 

As diversity grows, so should diversity of the sector 

Several studies have shown that while education organizations believe 

that diversity is important, this commitment does not always translate into 

action. As the United States moves towards its 244th year of existence, the under-

representation of Black, Brown, and Indigenous people in positions of power 

throughout the education sector remains an issue. Organizations have to go 
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beyond the "add one and stir" approach to bringing in more staff and leaders of 

color.  

Research shows that when Black, Brown, or Indigenous people are more 

highly represented on education or corporate boards and in the C-suite, 

conditions improve for other underrepresented groups in the organization. A 

2018 report from LeanIn.org and the McKinsey and Co. revealed that "only"—the 

lone representatives of an identity group—have higher rates of mistrust, 

skepticism, and doubt about the organizations' goals, motivations, and ability to 

support people like them (Weber, 2018). 

Education organizations need to reconsider how to best draw from 

diverse staff who bring different experiences, backgrounds, and strengths. Given 

the importance and visibility of leaders, consider the racial and ethnic diversity 

of leaders of any organization. Leaders of color bring several unique strengths: 

more exposure to people of color in authoritative positions can replace 

stereotyping and unconscious biases with acceptance and trust; leaders of color 

have a distinct advantage when interacting with community members that share 

their racial or ethnic background; and finally, leaders of color can contribute 

nuance and perspective for programs targeting students of color. It's not enough 

to tiptoe around the fact that racial disparities persist. Head-on efforts to resolve 

these issues are necessary. There's still work to do in this arena, but research 

shows us that it is possible. 
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Conclusion 

“When I dare to be powerful, to use my strength in service of my vision, 
 then it becomes less and less important whether I am afraid.” 

Audre Lorde 
 

Organizations must address the need for inclusivity in the workplace 

culture and nurture leaders of color, specifically its Black leaders. Without the 

ability to judge potential leaders fairly, organizations will miss the opportunity 

to leverage their best talent. Research confirms that organizations engaging in the 

same practices that reinforce systemic oppression of people of color suffer 

financially, are less competitive, and are at a high risk of becoming irrelevant. 

Bolstering diverse voices to executive positions improves organizational 

performance and reinforces an inclusive narrative that normalizes perceptions of 

high competency and efficacy of groups currently devalued in American society. 

This balance is achieved when an inclusive organizational culture is strategically 

curated by blending talent development, organizational systems, and 

organizational culture interventions.  

The shift toward diversity is not a quick endeavor. The work must 

continue as a collective effort within the organization. In its ideal approach, 

participants anticipate and plan for change, do not fear human differences or 

perceive them as a threat and view the workplace as a forum for individuals' 

growth and change in skills and performance with direct benefits to the 

organization (Arredondo, 1996). The ability to frame diversity challenges and 

evaluate progress through rigorous evaluation systems is core. The absence of 

accountability and performance measures can mask stagnation as progress.  
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In summary, The Raben Group survey results, in conjunction with 

ongoing national events elevated deep-seated inequities and racist ideologies 

that may have continued to go under the radar, amplified the College Board’s 

commitment towards the change and the continued efforts to implement the 

diversity and inclusion priorities authentically. Building Leaders at Every Level is 

just one component. The College Board must continue to address their root 

causes internally and externally on their journey to becoming a model for 

diversity and inclusion.  I also offer this call to action: College Board will 

undertake the difficult work to eliminate barriers that decelerate the careers of 

the people of color, for you are the organization uniquely positioned to 

dismantle the sticky floors, glass ceilings, glass cliffs, and other holders of bias 

that prevent Black, Brown and Indigenous people from realizing their true 

potential for success, personally and professionally.   

This Capstone serves as a reminder to look back to move forward. Thus, I 

revisited my application to the Ed.L.D. program and the response to the final 

question "How do you envision your role affecting significant change in the 

American PreK-12 education sector?" I responded with the following: 

As a future superintendent in the New York City Department of 

Education, I envision working with various stakeholders to make 

decisions that will positively impact student achievement and 

outcomes in alignment with the Chancellor's initiatives. Along with 

that required work, I will engage principals in professional 

development grounded in individual growth, emphasizing 

personal and school strengths. In collaboration with other 

superintendents, I will create a leadership pipeline of assistant 
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principals who have a passion for working in underserved 

communities to break the cycle of poverty. I want to connect with 

wavemakers unafraid to challenge the status quo and this country 

in regard to the lack of resources for Black and Brown 

communities, recruiting teachers for hard-to-staff schools, social 

and emotional support for all students, and creating a safe space for 

immigrants. 

The role may change, but the mission remains the same. Residency has 

made me stronger and more prepared to reconnect with those wavemakers. It’s 

time to make history! 
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Appendix A: Building Leaders at Every Level Proposal 
Program Overview 

Recent demographic data has highlighted a lack of representation for of staff 
of color across the organization, especially in critical positions of leadership. The 
Emerging Leaders pilot aims to develop staff through mentorship, skill 
development, targeted exposure to real CB challenges, and engagement with 
senior leaders. While this pilot will serve a small group of participants in the first 
year, our goal is to develop a more robust version of the program in future 
iterations.   

The time devoted to learning about leadership is critical. A recent study by 
The Conference Board and DDI found that the optimal learning ratio is 55% on 
the actual job experience; 25% from others, usually through coaching, mentoring, 
shadowing, role modeling; and 20% in a formal leadership development 
program. Here are the building blocks for the Building Leaders at Every Level 
model:  
 
• LEADERS: Participants will include 5-15 high potential staff of color at the SD 

level and below. The program will commence as early as March and last 
through the duration of 2021.  
 

• THE WORK: Under the guidance of their mentor or a senior leader, each 
participant will take on CB work of strategic relevance. The mentee and 
project supervisor will craft and agree upon clear deliverables, timeline, and 
areas of focus. The workstreams will fall into one of following groups:  
o participant manages an existing project(s) within their portfolio. 
o if a participant’s portfolio is not focused on high priority content, that 

participant will be moved to a high impact role. 
 

• MENTORSHIP: Participants will be assigned a mentor from the SD/ED/VP 
level for coaching and guidance. Mentors will host regular check-ins with 
their mentee and lead a professional development session. Ideal mentors: 
o demonstrate a commitment to staff development and growth 
o provide and receive critical feedback through formal processes 
o commit approximately 9 months for formal mentoring 
o have some experience with or a commitment to understanding issues that 

impact diverse groups of staff 
o demonstrated experience with the Focus Area 
o commitment to helping mentee realize their growth through the Focus 

Area 
o expose their mentee to meaningful interactions with additional senior 

leadership 
 
• PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT WORKSHOPS: To bolster the 

development outlined in the components above, participants will engage in 8 
workshops led by CB colleagues and outside guests. The content will include 
pre-work, personal reflection, and exploration of the Focus Areas from the 
presenter’s perspective. Throughout the program, each emerging leader will 
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seek to develop 2-4 concrete skills within the Focus Area as agreed upon by 
the mentor and mentee. 
 

• MEASUREMENTS OF SUCCESS AND EVALUATION: We will evaluate 
three program aspects: participant growth, program experience, and 
organizational outcomes. Outlined below are initial ideas about what we 
might evaluate in each section. 
o Participant Growth  

§ Pre and post Leadership Circle Profile (~$135 per person) 
§ College Board metrics (CB Competencies) 
§ Formal feedback/reflection with mentor 
§ Workday/ performance management 

o Program Experience 
§ Participant monthly check-in  
§ Kilpatrick Model: Four Level Training Evaluation Model 

o Organizational Outcomes 
§ The number of participants that complete the program successfully 
§ The number of participants that seek or are promoted to senior-level 

positions internally or externally 
§ Made significant progress on moving high impact projects 

 
• IMPLEMENTATION  

o While the workshops and mentoring can commence in March, we should 
select participants and mentors and identify new role placements for 
participants before February 2021. Tethering the program launch to the 
February reorganization will prevent us from making a separate 
announcement about the program or seeking participants from an open 
application. 

o The program will require minimal staffing (coordinating logistics, 
facilitating workshops and collecting feedback), which can be built into 
the roles of 1-2 participants.  

o ELT members will help to generate a list of potential staff participants and 
the finalist will be determined using the participant selection criteria as a 
guide.  As part of the pre-selection process, Elissa will connect with each 
staffer to gauge their interest and commitment to the program. 

 
• QUESTIONS 

o What is your general feedback or reflection?  Blind spots?  
o What recommendations do you have regarding overall messaging? 

§ Should we consider a multi-year commitment to the 
program? 

§ Who’s should be the target audience (staff of color, Black 
staff, or staff of all backgrounds)? 

o Is there any missing content or content that we should emphasize? 
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Appendix B: Building Leaders at Every Level Mentorship Guide 

 
Program Overview  
The release of the organization’s first Diversity Report in September of 2020 
reveals a challenge and opportunity at the most senior levels of the organization: 
the diversity of our ED and VP teams is simply not as strong as at other levels. 
This won’t change overnight; ED and VP roles are few, and people tend to stay in 
them. Over time we must actively build a pipeline of diverse leaders who are 
ready to compete for senior roles. The Building Leaders at Every Level pilot aims 
to enhance and introduce alternatives to developing and recruiting high 
potential staff of color for management and leadership positions within the 
organization. The program aims to develop staff members through mentorship, 
skill development, targeted exposure to real College Board challenges, and 
engagement with senior leaders.  
 
While this pilot will serve a small group of participants in its first year, the 
program is a multi-year commitment and will expand in future iterations. We 
intend to recruit up to 15 high performing, high potential staff of color at the 
associate director, director, and senior director level, and the pilot will run March 
through December 2021. 
 
Purpose of Mentoring Program   
The mentorship program is a component of the overall program that fosters 
meaningful relationships between high impact senior leaders and high potential 
mentees. Mentees and mentors will cultivate a developmental partnership to 
share knowledge, skills, information, and perspective to foster personal and 
professional growth. 
Expectations 

• Meet with mentee twice monthly to process experience in role and 
workshop content 

• Each mentor will support 1-2 mentees 
• Participate in a workshop discussion on a leadership topic with the full 

cohort 
• Provide feedback to program management about program experience and 

mentee growth 
 
Best Practices: 

• Observe confidentiality and do not disclose to others what you discuss 
with each other unless you have mutual agreement  

• Work with mentee to discuss expectations, set ground rules and develop 
objectives 

• Respect your mentee’s experience and views even if you don’t agree 
• Understand the Mentee/Mentor relationship is different from the 

manager/staff relationship; mentors provide guidance development but 
do not participate in any formal evaluation of the Mentee  
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• Discussion should center on professional development, career guidance 
and personal development 

• Describe experiences, mistakes, and successes you or others have 
encountered on the road to achieving your goals 

• Help link mentee to colleagues who might help him/her with 
developmental progression 

• Assist mentee with finding resources such as books, articles, tools and 
web-based information to help develop his/her learning capacity  

• Help identify obstacles to career progression and appropriate actions  
• Provide candid feedback about perceived strengths and developmental 

needs  
• Encourage self-directed reflection, analysis, and problem-solving through 

thought-provoking that create a process of learning, change, and 
accountability 

• Recommend various approaches and strategies to encourage success  
• Serve as advocate for Mentee whenever opportunity presents itself 
• Request feedback from Mentee to assess whether you are delivering 

effective mentoring  
• Lead by example and serve as a role model 
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Appendix C: Building Leaders at Every Level Professional Development 
Workshops 

Session #1 – Onboarding  
 

Workshop Focus: Leading at the College Board (Onboarding) 
Pre-Read Materials  

• The unmistakable markers that identify future ready leaders (Korn 
Ferry)  

 
Guest Speaker/ Panelist:   
  
Welcome 
Introductions: 

• Name  
• Division 
• How long have you been at the College Board? 
• One hope and one fear as a participant of Building Leaders at Every Level.  

 
Introduction Text for Elissa (5 mins)  

Today we will hear from Elissa Kim, senior vice president of global strategy 
and business development at the College Board. After graduating from 
Northwestern University on a tennis scholarship with a B.A in history and 
religion, Elissa joined Teach For America and taught English for three years at the 
largest public high school in the city of New Orleans where she taught English 
and reading to 9th- and 10th-grade students. She went on to serve 17 years with 
Teach for America and as the executive vice president of recruitment and 
admissions leading the organization’s recruitment and selection efforts. In 
2012 she was elected to a four-year term on the Metro Nashville Public Schools' 
Board of Education, representing its fifth district, and currently she serves on the 
board of Nashville Public Radio. Elissa currently advises education and non-profit 
organizations as an independent consultant.  
 
As senior vice president of global strategy, Elissa oversees the international 
work of College Board, as well as our Puerto Rico and Latin America Office. 
Across the globe, Elissa works diligently to make the College Board a 
fantastic place to work and grow through fair and equitable practices. Lisa 
was the catalyst for this program which will be the focus of today's meeting.  

Speaker Intro (5 mins)  
• Discuss your personal background and what is not mentioned in your bio 

but remains core to who you are?  
• What do you hope that the program will accomplish? 

High Level Introduction of Korn Ferry’s High Potential Identity Markers (20 
mins) 

• Why did we select this group? 
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• What role should these markers play in the personal and professional 
development of participants? 

• How can these markers be used to drive dialog with mentors?  
 
Open Discussion - Clarifying Q&A regarding program (30 mins)  
 
Facilitator Leads Q&A (15 mins)  

Leadership of Self   Leadership of Team   Leadership 
of Organization  

What role does your identity 
play in how you see yourself 
in any organization? What 
part of your identity was 
challenged the most?   

How do you 
identify expertise gaps on 
your team? In what ways  
do you address these gaps? 

How do you create a vision 
for the future? In what 
ways does this vision of the 
future include the voices of 
underrepresented groups?   

   
Closing Thoughts (5 mins)  

• What publications do you read daily that inform your work?  
• What leaders do you look to for guidance?  
• What words of advice would you leave for the aspiring leaders?  

 
Session #2 – Self – Awareness 

Self-Awareness involves reflecting the degree to which we are in touch with our 
physiology, feelings and intuitions. It is also about recognizing how these 
feelings affect our performance, the extent to which we recognize our own 
strengths and weaknesses and how aware we are of our impact on other people. 
As leaders become more attuned to these areas, they are more able to change 
their behavior in the moment and optimize their effectiveness. 
 
Pre-Read Materials  

• What is self-awareness and how to cultivate it? (Harvard Business 
Review) 
• The Trick to Being Organizationally Aware (Korn Ferry)   

 
Guest Speaker/ Panelist:   
  
Welcome 
Introductions: 

• Name  
• Division 
• How long have you been at the College Board? 
• One interesting fact about you  

 
Introduction Text for Guest Speaker(s) (5 mins)  
 
Speaker(s) Intro (5 mins)  

• Discuss your personal background and what is not mentioned in your bio 
but remains core to who you are?  
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Facilitator Leads Discussion (30 mins)  

Leadership of Self   Leadership of Team   Leadership 
of Organization  

How do you see yourself as a 
leader? When are you at your 
best and why? When are you 
at your worst and why?    

Does emotional intelligence 
or self-awareness matter on 
a team? Why or why not?  

What core values align  
with the College Board? 
What core values do not 
align with the College 
Board? How do you 
navigate the two?   

How much honest, unfiltered 
feedback do you really get? Is 
any of the feedback 
surprising? Where does the 
most impactful feedback  
come from?   

What role does a leader 
play in developing self-
awareness in a team? How 
does a leader support a 
reluctant team member?  

What motivates you and 
your leadership to make 
decisions around culture? 
 

  
Facilitator Leads Q&A (15 mins)  
  
Closing Thoughts (5 mins)  

• What publications do you read daily that inform your work?  
• What leaders do you look to for guidance?  
• What words of advice would you leave for the aspiring leaders?  

 
Session #3 – Communication 

Communication is not a skill that leaders can learn by just reading, watching 
a video or listening to a presentation about it. In a leadership role, 
communication happens at all hours of the day through large presentations, one-
on-one conversations, phone calls, text messages, videoconferencing, and 
emails.   
 
Pre-Read Materials  

• Think Fast, Talk Smart: Communication Techniques (YouTube: Stanford 
Graduate School of Business)   

• Effective Leadership is All About Communicating Effectively (Dept. of 
Management Studies, SRM University, Haryana, India)  

 
Guest Speaker/ Panelist:   
  
Welcome 
Introductions: 

• Name  
• Division 
• How long have you been at the College Board? 
• Are you a technical, inspirational, or emotional communicator? Why? 

 
Introduction Text for Guest Speaker(s) (5 mins)  
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Speaker(s) Intro (5 mins)  

• Discuss your personal background and what is not mentioned in your bio 
but remains core to who you are?  

  
Facilitator Leads Discussion (30 mins)  

Leadership of Self   Leadership of Team   Leadership 
of Organization  

How do you see yourself as a 
leader? What impact does  
how you see yourself impact 
the way you communicate?  

How do you and your team 
communicate during a 
crisis?   

How do you determine 
what should be 
communicated across the 
organization and by 
whom? 

What is the greatest 
communication challenge for 
leaders?  

How can leaders inspire 
their employees when they 
do not have good news to 
share?  

How do you measure the 
effectiveness of 
communication of the 
organization internally and 
externally?  
 

  
Facilitator Leads Q&A (15 mins)  
 
Closing Thoughts (5 mins)  

• What publications do you read daily that inform your work?  
• What leaders do you look to for guidance?  
• What words of advice would you leave for the aspiring leaders?  

 
Session #4 - Accountability 

Successful leaders know that their success hinges more on their team's 
performance than their own. Leaders are no longer individual contributors and 
will be not be assessed that way. They are held accountable for others' actions 
and results, as well as their own, and must take accountability for team 
outcomes, whether good or bad. 
 
Pre-Read Materials  

• Does your team have an accountability problem? (Harvard Business 
Review)  

• Do you understand what accountability really means? (Harvard Business 
Review)  

 
Guest Speaker/ Panelist:  
  
Welcome 
Introductions: 

• Name  
• Division 
• How long have you been at the College Board? 
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• Are you a technical, inspirational, or emotional communicator? Why? 
 
Introduction Text for Guest Speaker(s) (5 mins)  
Speaker(s) Intro (5 mins)  

• Discuss your personal background and what is not mentioned in your bio 
but remains core to who you are?  

  
Facilitator Leads Discussion (30 mins)  

Leadership of Self   Leadership of Team   Leadership 
of Organization  

What does accountability 
mean to you?  How do you 
hold yourself accountable?   
  

How do you hold your  
team accountable? How 
does your team hold you 
accountable?  

Have you allowed others 
not to be accountable 
because you wanted to 
avoid a conflict, or you 
were benefiting in some 
way from the continued 
existence of this situation? 

How do leaders demonstrate 
accountability?  

How does a leader 
balance leadership 
accountability and personal 
accountability when 
building a team? 

How should an 
organization hold itself 
accountable?   

  
Facilitator Leads Q&A (15 mins)  
  
Closing Thoughts (5 mins)  

• What publications do you read daily that inform your work?  
• What leaders do you look to for guidance?  
• What words of advice would you leave for the aspiring leaders?  

 
Session #5 – Building Effective Teams 

One of the most important jobs as a leader is to develop and foster a team 
culture. This culture, or identity, is really the foundation of all effective teams. As 
a leader this culture is your vision or philosophy put into action. As you think 
back to teams in which you led or were a part, the team culture probably was a 
main ingredient in your success or failure. 
 
Pre-Read Materials  

• The Five Dysfunctions of a Team (Washington National Guard)  
• The Five Dysfunctions of a Team – Full Text (Patrick Lencioni) 
• How Google Builds the Perfect Team (YouTube - Tech Insider) 
• How do you create psychological safety at work? (Amy Edmondson – 

Harvard Business School) 
   

 
Guest Speaker/ Panelist:   
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Welcome 
Introductions: 

• Name  
• Division 
• What do you like most about your division? 
• When did you feel like you were part of a team? 

 
Introduction Text for Guest Speaker(s) (5 mins)  
Speaker(s) Intro (5 mins)  

• Discuss your personal background and what is not mentioned in your bio 
but remains core to who you are?  

Facilitator Leads Discussion (30 mins)  
Leadership of Self   Leadership of Team   Leadership 

of Organization  

What role does identity and 
experience play in developing 
a team? 
  

What does psychological 
safety mean to you? How 
do you create a 
psychologically safe 
environment for your 
team(s)?  

What are some things a 
new leader should look for 
to know whether the teams 
in the organization are 
functioning effectively?  

What does your ideal team 
look like? Describe roles, 
collaboration tools and 
communication practices used 

Can you describe one of 
your favorite team that 
you’ve been a part of? What 
made this team your 
favorite? How would you 
replicate or improve this 
type of team at our 
company? 

What impact do ineffective 
teams have on a small or 
large organization? 

  
Facilitator Leads Q&A (15 mins)  
  
Closing Thoughts (5 mins)  

• What publications do you read daily that inform your work?  
• What leaders do you look to for guidance?  
• What words of advice would you leave for the aspiring leaders?  

 
Session #6 – Influence and Negotiation 

Effective leaders do not command with authority; they inspire, persuade, and 
encourage others to make their vision a reality. By learning how to be strong 
influencers and fair negotiators, emerging leaders will learn that it is not about 
who has the most power but about who has the best influence on employees to 
achieve results.   
 
Pre-Read Materials  

• How to Influence People: Negotiation vs Persuasion (YouTube: Columbia 
Business School)  

• Getting to Yes (Text) 
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• 8 Internal and External Negotiating Factors  
   

Guest Speaker/ Panelist:  
  
Welcome 
Introductions: 

• Name  
• Division 
• When were you influenced to do something that you did not want to? 

Why did it happen? 
 
Introduction Text for Guest Speaker(s) (5 mins)  
 
Speaker(s) Intro (5 mins)  

• Discuss your personal background and what is not mentioned in your bio 
but remains core to who you are?  

  
Facilitator Leads Discussion (30 mins)  

Leadership of Self   Leadership of Team   Leadership 
of Organization  

Do you think there are parts of 
your identity that impact your 
ability to influence and 
negotiate? 
  

What role has negotiation 
played in navigating a 
conflict on a team you 
managed?  

What influence does your 
department/ division have 
on the direction of the 
College Board? Do you 
think your department 
needs more or less 
responsibility?  

Who have you observed is 
relatively successful in 
influence and negotiation? 
What did they do that made 
them successful? 

Are there times when 
informal power outweighs 
formal power? If so, when 
are those times?  

How does or should an 
organization recognize and 
respond to cultural, 
political, or monetary 
differences in negotiation 
and bargaining strategies? 

  
Facilitator Leads Q&A (15 mins)  
  
Closing Thoughts (5 mins)  

• What publications do you read daily that inform your work?  
• What leaders do you look to for guidance?  
• What words of advice would you leave for the aspiring leaders?  

 
Session #7 – Strategic Thinking 

Leaders must set the tone for learning and development among all constituents 
and embed strategic competence into the organizational infrastructure or risk 
falling behind its competitors. Strategic leaders act in ways that bridge the gaps 
in maintaining a seamless balance between triumph in daily tasks as well as long 
term mandates. 
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Pre-Read Materials  

• What is Strategic Thinking? (Strategic Thinking Institute – YouTube) 
• Thinking Strategically (McKinsey & Company)  
• Strategic Thinking Vs Strategic Planning   

 
Guest Speaker/ Panelist:  
  
Welcome 
Introductions: 

• Name  
• Division 
• What does strategy mean to you? 

Introduction Text for Guest Speaker(s) (5 mins)  
Speaker(s) Intro (5 mins)  

• Discuss your personal background and what is not mentioned in your bio 
but remains core to who you are?  

Facilitator Leads Discussion (30 mins)  
Leadership of Self   Leadership of Team   Leadership 

of Organization  
Do you consider yourself a 
strategic thinker? 
  

When your team discusses 
strategy, who get listened 
to? How does the group 
decide on direction?  

If you were in charge of 
strategic planning at the 
College Board, what 
changes would you make? 

How do you balance the 
tension between urgency of 
now and long-term success? 

How do you balance the 
tension between urgency of 
now and long-term success? 

How should an 
organization utilize its 
people as an asset to help it 
improve, stay competitive, 
and strategically meet 
goals? What adjustments 
should be made if there is a 
feeling that talent is wasted 
due to lack of effective 
strategy? 

  
Facilitator Leads Q&A (15 mins)  
  
Closing Thoughts (5 mins)  

• What publications do you read daily that inform your work?  
• What leaders do you look to for guidance?  
• What words of advice would you leave for the aspiring leaders?  

 
Session #8 – Change Management 

Change Management is the discipline that guides how we prepare, equip and 
support individuals to successfully adopt change to drive organizational success 
and outcomes. Leaders must be prepared to persevere through changes, which 
requires training leaders to manage change before it happens.  
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Pre-Read Materials  
• An Agile Approach to Change Management (Harvard Business Review)  
• Change Management Needs to Change (Harvard Business Review) 
• Who Moved My Cheese (Dr. Spencer Johnson)    

 
Guest Speaker/ Panelist:   
  
Welcome 
Introductions: 

• Name  
• Division 
• What has the pandemic taught you about change? 

Introduction Text for Guest Speaker(s) (5 mins)  
Speaker(s) Intro (5 mins)  

• Discuss your personal background and what is not mentioned in your bio 
but remains core to who you are?  

Facilitator Leads Discussion (30 mins)  
Leadership of Self   Leadership of Team   Leadership 

of Organization  
What about your leadership 
style inhibits or increases 
chances of success when 
creating organizational 
change?  

How do you react to the 
typical “this is how we do 
things here” response to a 
request for change? 

Who do you seek feedback 
from when creating change 
in an organization?  

In your experience, what are 
the main challenges change 
leaders face while trying to 
proceed with a radical 
innovation/change?  

How do you lead a change 
when the impact of the 
change is unclear? 

When should an 
organization wide change 
take place?   

  
Facilitator Leads Q&A (15 mins)  
  
Closing Thoughts (5 mins)  

• What publications do you read daily that inform your work?  
• What leaders do you look to for guidance?  
• What words of advice would you leave for the aspiring leaders?  

 
 

Session #9 – Time Management 
Effective leaders must master time management so they can focus on what 
leaders are supposed to focus on — developing strategic goals and managing 
operations. The ability of leaders to manage workload and burnout more 
effectively through delegation, protocols and an efficient work schedule is 
essential to preserve mental and physical well-being as a critical factor ensure a 
strong organization.  
Pre-Read Materials    
Guest Speaker/ Panelist:  
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Welcome 
Introductions: 

• Name  
• Division 
• How do you currently balance work and home life?  

 
Introduction Text for Guest Speaker(s) (5 mins)  
Speaker(s) Intro (5 mins)  

• Discuss your personal background and what is not mentioned in your bio 
but remains core to who you are?  

Facilitator Leads Discussion (30 mins)  
Leadership of Self   Leadership of Team   Leadership 

of Organization  

How are your personal and 
professional time management 
styles similar and different? 
  

Can you give me an 
example of a time you 
cleared roadblocks for your 
team? What about your 
leadership style allowed 
that to happen?  

How do you manage 
unreasonable stakeholder 
demands? 

How do you balance work and 
personal time?  

How do you ensure that 
everyone on your team has 
enough work? 

How do you manage 
underperforming project 
team members? 

  
Facilitator Leads Q&A (15 mins)  
  
Closing Thoughts (5 mins)  

• What publications do you read daily that inform your work?  
• What leaders do you look to for guidance?  
• What words of advice would you leave for the aspiring leaders?  

 
Session #10 – Crafting and Implementing a Vision 

A vision is your big picture of the way things ought to be. It is your billboard 
image of what you are working towards. Sharing a vision is a central role of a 
leader--a vision gives people a bigger picture of what things can be like. It helps 
people raise their hopes and expectations; it inspires them. When people are 
inspired, they are more likely to work on something. 
 
Pre-Read Materials  

   
 
Guest Speaker/ Panelist:  
  
Welcome 
Introductions: 

• Name  
• Division 
• What gets in the way of a vision becoming reality? 
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Introduction Text for Guest Speaker(s) (5 mins)  
 
Speaker(s) Intro (5 mins)  

• Discuss your personal background and what is not mentioned in your bio 
but remains core to who you are?  

• What do you hope that the program will accomplish? 
  
Facilitator Leads Discussion (30 mins)  

Leadership of Self   Leadership of Team   Leadership 
of Organization  

In recently leading a 
reorganization, what role did 
you emotions play in this 
process? How did you 
manage these emotions during 
and after the reorganization?  

There were probably 
several members of the 
cabinet with differing 
opinions on approach and 
strategy to the 
reorganization, how did 
you handle these 
differences and what was 
the outcome?  

What are some things a 
new leader should look for 
to know whether the teams 
in the organization are 
functioning effectively?  

What role does your identity 
play in leading change? What 
part of your identity was 
challenged the most?   

How do you 
identify expertise gaps on 
your team? In what ways 
do you address these gaps?  

How do you create a vision 
for the future? In what 
ways does this vision of the 
future include the voices of 
underrepresented groups?   

  
Facilitator Leads Q&A (15 mins)  
  
Closing Thoughts (5 mins)  

• What publications do you read daily that inform your work?  
• What leaders do you look to for guidance?  
• What words of advice would you leave for the aspiring leaders?  
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Appendix D: Building Leaders at Every Level “High Potential” Selection 
Criteria and Guidance  

College Board must become more effective and intentional at selecting, 
developing, and retaining future leaders, given the speed of organizational 
change, shifts in consumer diversity and demands, and lack of internal 
leadership representation in the staff of color. Building Leaders at Every Level 
aims to enhance and introduce alternatives to developing and recruiting talent 
for management and leadership positions within the organization. Building 
Leaders at Every Level seeks to develop high potential leaders through 
mentorship, skill development, targeted exposure to real College Board 
challenges through the engagement with senior leaders that will new and 
challenging career opportunities. While this program will serve a small group of 
participants in the first year, our goal is to develop a more robust version of the 
program in future iterations.    
  
QUALIFICATIONS  
  

• In current role for at least 18 months (or at least 12 months with manager 
approval)  
• 4+ years working experience, with at least 2 years at the College Board  
• P2 level (Associate Director) or above   
• WHAT RATING SHOULD GO HERE rating for each of the last 2 years  

  
RELATED SKILLS & OTHER REQUIREMENTS  

  
• Potential to rise to leadership position  
• Strong leadership, analytical and business acumen skills   
• Effectively interact with executives and senior leaders  
• Excellent communication, relationship development and influence 
management skills   
• Passion for exceeding expectations  
• Desire to learn, explore and be challenged outside of comfort zone   

  
SELECTION GUIDANCE FOR SELECTING “HIGH POTENTIAL” LEADERS  
High Potentials must have:  

1. Ability: the potential for performing in a leadership role at an executive 
level requires strategic thinking and the ability to adapt an organization for 
the long-term future: this also involves vision and imagination, as well as 
an entrepreneurial mindset  
2. Social skills: employees likely to be high potential employees must first be 
able to manage themselves – to handle increased pressure, deal constructively 
with adversity, and act with dignity and integrity – but also manage others  
3. Drive: this can be assessed by standardized tests or evaluations that 
measure conscientiousness, achievement motivation, and ambition but can 
also be identified behaviorally – how hard an individual works, willingness 
to take on extra duties and assignments, and eagerness for more 
responsibility  
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Korn Ferry provide six key areas as strong indicators of leadership potential that 
College Board can use as measures.   

• Leadership Traits: The building blocks of who we are    
• Learning Agility: The willingness and ability to learn from experience   
• Drivers of Leadership: Key motivators that propel us   
• Key Experiences: A track record of developmental roles, assignments, and 
challenges   
• Capacity for Problem Solving: The aptitude for logic and reasoning   
• Managed Derailment Risks: The awareness and mitigation of potential 
risk factors  

 
SELECTION PROCESS AND CONSIDERATIONS  
Performance level - WHAT the employee does and HOW they do it  
We are looking for solid and strong performers (Preferred) with high potential. 
This can be assessed through College Board evaluations, 360 feedback, and self-
evaluations.  
Ultimate potential level - The job level the individual is capable of attaining, 
provided continued performance and development (under best possible 
conditions)  
Consider raw ability, motivation to succeed, and commitment to the College 
Board.  

1. Current role only or possible bad fit  
2. Good fit at current level, lateral move, or upward 1 level  
3. Upward mobility more than 1 level (Preferred)  

Readiness - Consider the individual's learning needs and potential when making 
this judgment.  

1. Needs greater than 12 months to develop to next move  
2. Should develop in current role for more than 12 months before next move  
3. Can take next development step within next 12 months (Preferred)  

 
IDENTIFYING A HIGH POTENTIAL    
Is your selection a true “High Potential”? Where does the “High Potential” 
fall? Use the chart below assess the high potential.  



 
 

129 

 
 
 
 
 
  
  
  
 


