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ABSTRACT

There are numerous opportunities for aspiring college presidents to participate in 
formal leadership development programs created by professional organizations 
dedicated to leadership in higher education. These formal leadership programs 
serve a variety of leaders in the presidential pipeline, including aspiring presidents 
in senior leadership positions and mid- level academic leaders. Participation in 
these programs is well- documented; however, participation in these programs can 
be stifled without a targeted professional development plan.
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INTRODUCTION

There is no singular way to prepare for the college presidency, as the demands 
are multi- faceted and complex. College presidents may start their day by speaking 
with members of the state legislature about the budget, then meeting college alums 
to secure a donation for an endowed scholarship over lunch, followed by coordinating 
a response to student protests engulfing the campus in the afternoon. Related to the 
preparation practices for the unique demands of the position, Dr. Dwuan J Warmack, 
President of Claflin University, stated that “individuals are focused on getting to 
the seat (presidency) but not focused on developing the core competencies needed 
to remain in the seat.” (Martin & Cooney, 2020, p. 18).

Luckily, multiple organizations are dedicated to professional learning to teach 
aspiring college presidents about the core competencies of the college presidency. 
Participation in these professional development programs is essential for aspiring 
college and university presidents, and career sponsorship by senior leaders can open 
the doors to these activities. The present chapter explores how career sponsorship 
led to participation in national leadership development programs for three higher 
education leaders at various stages in their careers and the importance of career 
sponsorship in making participation possible.

CAREER SPONSORSHIP

In the realm of higher education, both mentorship and career sponsorship play 
crucial roles in shaping aspiring college presidents’ professional trajectories. While 
these concepts are often used interchangeably, they represent distinct approaches to 
supporting aspiring presidents' career development. Mentorship typically involves 
guidance, advice, and support from a more experienced individual (Hewlett, 2013). 
The importance of mentorship in preparing college and university presidents is 
well documented (Briscoe & Freeman, 2019; Commodore et al., 2016; Freeman 
& Gasman, 2014). Briscoe and Freeman (2019) detailed how current college and 
university presidents benefited from mentorship, including preparation for the 
presidency by serving as role models and providing guidance and feedback during 
difficult situations.

In contrast, sponsorship goes beyond guidance to actively promote and champion 
the sponsored individual's career advancement. Sponsorship entails active advocacy 
and leveraging connections to create opportunities for the protégé (Hewlett, 2013). 
Sponsors use their influence and networks to create opportunities, recommend 
their protégés for positions or projects, and advocate for their advancement (Ibarra 
et al., 2010).
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