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OVERVIEW

North Carolina’s 58 community colleges demonstrate remarkable alignment in purpose. A meta-analysis of all 

58 institutional strategic plans reveals strong commitments to student success and community impact – each 

of which were arrived at independently and shaped by each college’s regional context and community needs. 

This brief presents what those plans have in common, specifically in how they define their mission, what 
themes emerge across priority areas and goals, and how progress is described and measured. It offers both a 

statewide snapshot and practical tool for leaders who are engaged in or preparing for strategic planning.

Introduction

Across North Carolina, community colleges are shaping the state’s future by expanding opportunities for 

students and strengthening the communities they serve. Strategic plans play a central role in this work.  

Strategic planning is far more than an administrative exercise – it produces a living document that reveals how 

each college defines its purpose, sets institutional goals and responds to regional needs.¹ These plans offer a 
glimpse into how North Carolina’s 58 community colleges articulate their role in and aspirations for advancing 

educational attainment and economic mobility in their unique contexts. Taken as a whole, they paint a picture 

of shared vision for student success.

This research brief presents findings from a comprehensive document analysis of all 58 North Carolina  
community colleges’ strategic plans, guided by three questions: (1) how colleges define mission and vision, (2) 
what themes emerge across priority areas and goals, and (3) how progress toward those goals is described 

and measured. 

The purpose of this brief is to illuminate the shared commitments of all community colleges across the state. 

A forthcoming brief will extend this work by examining where colleges diverge – specifically, moving from 
aspirational and broad priorities into measurable, data-informed objectives or success measures and what 

infrastructure is needed to support consistent tracking of progress. 

This brief can be used in various ways: Policymakers can leverage the brief to validate alignment of mission 

and priorities across one of the largest community college systems in the country. State Board and System  

Office leaders can leverage the brief to identify common themes that inform mutual alignment of strategic 

plans and priorities. Community college leaders who are new to strategic planning can leverage the brief as a 

primer on typical content, and established leaders can benchmark content for their strategic plans.
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KEY POINTS

• North Carolina’s 58 community colleges have independently arrived at a common vision: student success and  

community impact are inseparable, and both depend on institutions that are accessible, responsive and deeply  

rooted in the regions they serve.

• Across all strategic plans, student success is the most frequently emphasized priority area – encompassing access, 

persistence and credential completion – reflecting a systemwide commitment to removing barriers and supporting 
learners from enrollment to completion.

• Community engagement and partnerships are central to how colleges define their identity and extend their reach, 
through sustained relationships with K-12 systems, employers and community organizations that expand their  
impact and align programs with workforce needs.

• Workforce and economic development emerge as equally prominent themes, with colleges consistently articulating 

goals around career pathways, industry-aligned credentials and family-sustaining wages that connect individual 

opportunity to regional economic growth.

• Strategic plans vary considerably in how they measure their goals. While qualitative objectives or success measures 

signal institutional values and direction, colleges with clearer, data-informed targets are better positioned to track 

progress, demonstrating impact.

• For policymakers: These strategic plans validate broad mission alignment across one of the largest community  

college systems in the country – a foundation for coherent statewide policy that still honors local adaptation.

• For State Board and System Office leaders: Common themes across strategic plans point to natural opportunities 

for mutual alignment of systemwide priorities without overriding institutional autonomy.

• For college leaders: This brief serves as both a primer on the typical content and structure of strategic plans and a 

benchmarking tool for institutions reviewing or refreshing their own plans.
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The Project and Data Sources 

For this research brief, all strategic plans were collected from the official websites of each North Carolina  
community college through manual site searches. These plans were compiled into a single dataset to allow for 

a cross-college review of shared commitments and values. The review focused on the following key elements 

of a strategic plan:

• Mission statements: The college’s purpose for being.

• Vision statements: The college’s aspirational self.

• Priority areas: Categories of strategic focus for goal setting.

• Goals: What the college wants to achieve in the duration of their strategic plan.

• Objectives/Success Measures: How colleges measure progress towards their goals.

Each document was analyzed verbatim to identify themes in how colleges describe their purpose and  

priorities, and how they track progress over time.²



Common Vision with Local Distinctions

Across all strategic plans, a clear vision emerges, one that affirms the essential purpose of community  
colleges in advancing student success and sustaining community impact. Colleges consistently define  
themselves as student-centered institutions committed to transforming the lives of students through  

accessible, affordable education that fosters personal and professional success. They also position  

themselves as community-driven institutions, integral to regional development that advances workforce  

readiness and supports economic growth. This common vision reflects a shared belief that accessible  
education drives opportunity, strong partnerships strengthen institutional impact and workforce development 

advances economic mobility across North Carolina.

While these commitments are broadly consistent across the state, each college adapts them to its regional 

economy, demographics and community needs. For example, while larger urban colleges put a special  

emphasis on transfer pathways to four-year universities, rural colleges often emphasize community  

partnerships to address holistic student support. While nearly every college has programs focused on  

healthcare, advanced manufacturing and skilled trades, there are some regional nuances based on  

employer needs, such as focus tourism-related programs at colleges located on the Eastern coastline or 

Western mountains, and agriculture programs at colleges located in the Eastern-Central area.³ 4 This balance 

of shared purpose and local adaptation is what enables colleges within the North Carolina Community College 

System to deliver meaningful impact in every region of the state.
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Defining the Identity of North Carolina Community Colleges
Mission and vision statements are foundational tools for community colleges because they clarify institutional 

purpose and direction that guides decision-making and communicates public value to the communities they 

serve.5 Together, they help community colleges stay focused amid shifting student needs, labor-market  

demands and resource constraints.



Rockingham Community  

College Mission Statement:

The mission of Rockingham 

Community College is to enhance 

individual and community  

success by fostering lifelong 

learning and economic  

development through high- 

quality, accessible education and 

innovative partnerships.

Vision Statement:

The vision of Rockingham  

Community College is to be the 

catalyst for educational  

innovation, economic growth and 

enhanced quality of life in our 

community.
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Figure 1

A key emphasis across the colleges’ strategic plans is access, affordability and the open-door philosophy 

that has long defined the community college mission.6 Many colleges highlight that continuing education and 

workforce training should be in reach for everyone, describing themselves not only as easily accessible, but as 

places intentionally designed to help students thrive. Leaders frame education as a mechanism that moves 

students into meaningful careers through strong support services, high-quality learning opportunities and clear 

pathways to earning credentials and degrees.

Additionally, colleges articulate their role as community 

anchors, emphasizing strong, effective partnerships with 

employers, K-12 systems and community organizations.7 
As shown in Figure 1, one community college’s mission 

and vision statements highlight the central role of  

partnerships in their institutional mission.

Partnerships with K-12 systems strengthen early  
exposure to college and career options, expand dual- 

enrollment opportunities and create seamless transitions 

to college. Collaboration with community organizations 

deepens wraparound support, connecting students to 

resources that address barriers such as transportation, 

childcare, food security and financial stability. Together, 
these relationships ensure that programs remain aligned 

with evolving workforce needs, giving students access to 

relevant skills, work-based learning and clear pathways 

into high-demand careers.



North Carolina community college strategic plans note that they are intentionally designing environments 

where every student has the support, resources and opportunities needed to reach their goals. Across  

strategic plans, student success emerges as the most common priority area, and it amounts to the largest 

share of institutional goals. Colleges consistently emphasize expanding access to enrollment, strengthening 

student support services, improving persistence, and increasing degree and credential completion. These  

priorities reflect a consistent commitment to removing barriers to education and aligning practices to help 
students succeed. 

Community engagement, partnership-building and collaboration stand at the heart of North Carolina  

community colleges. Strategic plans describe a strong commitment to expanding lifelong learning through 

relationships with K-12 schools, four-year universities, and community organizations that promote social and 
economic enrichment. They emphasize close collaboration with businesses and school systems to strengthen 

visibility, deepen trust within their communities and ensure programs align with local needs. 
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Strategic Alignment between Priority Areas and Institutional Goals

Strategic plans feature priority areas that help institutions clarify their efforts on core functions of the  

institution. These areas act as broad categories that organize institutional goals. Typically, colleges identify 

their goals using a SWOT analysis, which examines internal strengths and weaknesses alongside external 

opportunities and threats, using both qualitative and quantitative feedback from stakeholders like faculty, staff, 

students and community partners.8 This process helps leaders identify where improvement is needed and 

determine strategies to best support institutional and community needs.

* The word cloud visualizes the priority areas across the 58 community colleges.

Figure 2
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Note on Terminology

Colleges use a variety terms like objectives, success measures, key performance indicators 

(KPIs), strategies, initiatives, etc. within strategic plans. They all serve a similar purpose: 

to make high-level goals more actionable, measurable and trackable to assess progress.

Linking Goals to Impact: The Role of Objectives in Strategic Planning
Translating institutional goals into meaningful action depends on how clearly those goals are expressed 

through objectives or success measures within strategic plans. They function as the bridge between vision and  

implementation, and are specific, directional statements that clarify the steps an institution will take to achieve 
its goals. Objectives define both the intended change and the conditions for success.9 Across North Carolina’s  

community colleges, there are more than 1,000 objectives, revealing a wide range of approaches. While some  

objectives are highly measurable, others are more aspirational, but together they reflect a shared commitment 
to student success.

Workforce and economic development are equally central, 

reflected in goals that communicate a strong, shared  
commitment to preparing learners for in-demand careers 

and supporting regional economic growth. Figure 3 shows 

how one college’s priority area and goal signal this  

institutional focus.

Strategic plans consistently emphasize the importance 

of aligning programs with labor-market needs, expanding 

high-quality training, and creating clear career pathways 

that lead to meaningful careers and family-sustaining  

wages. Colleges describe goals such as strengthening  

employability training, supporting incumbent workers 

through customized and on-the-job learning, expanding  

apprenticeship opportunities and increasing access to 

industry-recognized credentials.

Durham Technical Community 

College Priority Area:

Pathways to Living Wages and 

Economic Mobility

Goal:

Provide pathways to living wages 

and economic mobility by  

leading the development of  

integrated delivery systems with 

community, industry, public 

school and university partners 

that provide access to high- 

value, short- and long-term  

training and programs aligned 

with labor market demand.

Figure 3
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Alamance Community College 

Priority Area:

Learn

Goal:

Alamance Community College 

(ACC) will involve all students in 

innovative and inclusive formal 

and informal learning  

experiences that improve student 

success, prepare students for jobs 

and provide a strong foundation 

for continued learning.

Objectives:

1. Redesign the student  

experience to include a first-
year experience program, a 

new advising model with an 

emphasis on career  

exploration, an eight-week 

curriculum course schedule, 

and enhanced academic and 

non-academic student support, 

among other changes.

2. Enhance resources and  

programming to help students 

transition successfully from 

ACC to the workplace and to 

four-year institutions.

3. Create a more welcoming  

campus through inclusive  

instructional practices and  

updated learning and  

gathering spaces that  

encourage a sense of  

belonging.

Figure 4A striking pattern across the colleges is the prevalence of 

qualitative objectives that articulate direction and intent 

without numerical targets. These statements, although not 

measurable in a strict sense, signal institutional values and 

a broader shift in practices, relationships and student  

experiences. Many focus on improvements that guide  

day-to-day operations to improve student experiences, 

including one community college in Figure 4. However, a 

large share of these objectives emphasize engagement, 

retention and academic momentum.

Other qualitative objectives center partnerships and  

community building. Colleges emphasize strengthening  

relationships with employers, expanding dual-enrollment 

opportunities and building smoother transfer pathways. 

These objectives highlight the role of community colleges 

as connectors that help align education, workforce needs 

and regional development. They also reinforce the identity 

of community colleges as anchor institutions whose  

influence extends beyond campus, shaping local  
economies and educational ecosystems.
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Carteret Community College 

Priority Area:

Learners

Goal:

An excellent place of learning 

for all.

Objectives:

1.1.1:  Increase curriculum  

          completion rates from 60%  

          to 70% by 2030.

1.1.2:  Increase credentials and  

          degrees earned among  

          learners 25-44 years old to  

          11,750 by 2030.

1.1.3:  Increase Career and College  

           Readiness measurable skills  

           gain rate from 45% to 48%  

           by 2030.

Quantitative objectives, though fewer in number, provide 

clear, measurable targets that support shared  

institutional accountability. Colleges set goals such as 

increasing retention rates over a defined period, raising 
graduation rates to a specific threshold or training a set 
number of faculty in new instructional practices. Figure 5 

highlights one college’s use of quantitative measures to 

increase student success outcomes.

Some quantitative objectives focus on outcomes, such  

as improving employment rates for graduates, while  

others focus on outputs or processes, such as  

implementing new systems by a certain date. These  

measurable objectives demonstrate a strong emphasis  

on tracking progress and using data to guide  

institutional improvement, which are commonly found in 

the most recently updated strategic plans.

Figure 5
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For Decision Makers: Impact on Practice and Policy

• Align institutional strategies with the statewide vision while tailoring them to local needs. 

Across strategic plans, colleges consistently reflect commitments to student success,  
community engagement and workforce development, while adapting them to local economies, 

demographics and employer landscapes. Leaders can use this strategic coherence to shape 

their college’s approach. This alignment strengthens institutional identity and supports  

clearer advocacy for resources. 

• Deepen cross-sector partnerships that expand opportunity and reduce barriers for students. 

Across the strategic plans, colleges identify partnerships with K-12 districts, employers and 
community-based organizations as essential mechanisms for expanding opportunity for their 

communities, reducing barriers and aligning programs with workforce needs. Leaders can 

build new partnerships and strengthen existing ones to bolster dual enrollment, work-based 

learning and wraparound support services. These relationships can improve student  

momentum and reinforce the college’s role in driving economic mobility and community  

wellbeing.

• Strengthen measurable goals and objectives within strategic plans. With more than 1,000  

objectives identified amongst strategic plans that show wide variation in measurability,  
community college leaders should audit their current strategic plans to identify where  

qualitative statements can be paired with measurable indicators to track progress. Clear,  

measurable objectives help colleges demonstrate impact over time.

• Invest in student success infrastructure that supports persistence and completion. Strategic 

plans consistently highlight investments in advising redesign, early alert systems, co- 

curricular engagement and mental health support which can improve student experiences and 

outcomes. Leaders should prioritize those investments to ensure every student can navigate 

college successfully, all of which can directly improve enrollment stability, completion rates 

and long-term institutional health.

Conclusion

The strategic plans of North Carolina’s 58 community colleges reveal shared commitments to advancing  

student success and strengthening community impact across the state. This research highlights the  

significance of strategic planning as both a reflection of institutional purpose and a roadmap for action,  
anchored in clear goals, strong partnerships and alignment with regional contexts. While this brief focuses on 

the commitments that unite colleges across the state, the forthcoming brief will examine where institutions 

diverge in operationalizing their goals, building data-informed infrastructure and establishing consistent  

approaches to tracking progress. Together, these analyses offer a fuller picture of how North Carolina’s  

community colleges define their roles and articulate their aspirations.



ABOUT THE BELK CENTER

As a trusted resource for North Carolina’s community college leaders, the Belk Center delivers actionable research and 

tailored leadership programming to advance college and student success. We support leaders at every stage of their 

careers, equipping them with timely insights and practical tools focused on improving the experiences and outcomes of 

their students. Our efforts are North Carolina-focused and nationally informed. 

The Belk Center was launched in 2019 as a research center within the College of Education at NC State, a land-grant 

university that shares our commitment to community colleges and the critical role these institutions play in creating and 

expanding opportunities for all North Carolinians.
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