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By: Tim CurTis

Job No. 1 for Debra L. McCurdy will 
be restoring confidence in Baltimore City 
Community College.

McCurdy, who took over the presi-
dency of the college this month, sees her 
role as improving communications and 
instilling confidence both within the insti-
tution and externally.

“We can no longer be a sleepy two-
year institution where we expect that ev-
eryone will deliver for us and we have not 
put all of the effort and energy in the deliv-
ery back into the community,” she said. “I 
think people will see a new level of effort 
and engagement.”

McCurdy is the first president of the 
college appointed since the state legis-
lature overhauled its board. Legislation 
passed in 2017 tasked the new board, led 
by Kurt Schmoke, former mayor and Uni-
versity of Baltimore president, with fo-
cusing on making the community college 
more relevant to businesses and attractive 
to city students.

Baltimore’s community college is 
unique among the state’s community col-
leges in that it is a state entity, not under 
the control of its local jurisdiction like 
other two-year institutions.

The realignment plan under the new 
board has created a direction for Mc-
Curdy to take the institution. She called it 
a “clean slate” for the college.

“I think the big challenge is already 
looking at a number of areas that have to 
be strengthened, renewed, enhanced, re-
aligned and put in place,” she said. “I think 
the opportunities, though, are probably 
similar that when you come in and you 
have an opportunity to reinvent yourself.”

A 2016 study by the  University of Bal-
timore Schaefer Center for Public Policy 
found that the college struggles to meet 
the needs of city residents and businesses, 

is not financially sustainable, frustrates 
local businesses and drives city students 
to community colleges in Baltimore 
County even though courses are more ex-
pensive there.

The college under McCurdy hopes to 
change some of those perceptions. Al-
ready, a city initiative grants free tuition 
to city high school graduates.

McCurdy said the next step is making 
the college an attractive place for them. It 
is important for students, faculty and staff 
that the college become their first choice.

“I think we just stand ready to be a 
very different place wherever our stu-
dents are, wherever many have chosen to 
go. I think this is the opportunity for us 
to work together internally to strengthen 
all of our procedures, our practices, our 
outreach,” she said. “Wherever those stu-
dents are, it’s our responsibility to go get 
them.”

The college also has to improve its re-
lationship with the city’s businesses so it 
can become a place they turn to to grow 
their workforce.

McCurdy envisions the college step-
ping in to help fill needed positions in 
the STEM, health sciences and technical 
fields.

“I think the workforce side of what we 
provide in terms of the workforce oppor-
tunities for our students, I think we would 
provide a great deal to many of the busi-
ness and the corporate community where 
there are so many shortages,” she said.

McCurdy comes to the college with a 
reputation as someone with experience 
improving institutions. She previously 
served as president of Rhodes State Col-
lege in Lima, Ohio, where she was cred-
ited with growing its associate degree 
offerings.

She was also an architect of enroll-
ment growth at Georgia Perimeter Col-
lege, where she served as provost. While 

McCurdy was there, enrollment nearly 
quadrupled.

Dawn Kirstaetter, the college’s vice 
president of advancement and strategic 
partnerships, said McCurdy is not afraid 
of making the changes necessary to im-
prove the college.

“There’s been a lot of leadership 
changes over the years, a lack of stability 
and all of the legislative challenges we’ve 
had leading to reform with our board, not 
just once but twice,” Kirstaetter said. “We 
are coming in knowing there is a need for 
change.”

With all of that change, McCurdy wants 
to make it known that she is not hoping to 
make quick fixes that don’t achieve lasting 
improvements at the college.

“I’m here for the long haul,” she said. 
“I’m here for the heavy lifting. I intend to 
be front and central. I am not an absentee 
landlord. I will be both an internal and ex-
ternal president.”

McCurdy brings a new day at Baltimore City 
Community College
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