From Community College
To C o n g r e s s
M

iddlesex Community College was elevated to the national
political stage this fall when the Commonwealth of
Massachusetts elected its first woman to the United States
Congress in more than 25 years, MCC’s Dean of External Affairs
Niki Tsongas.
U.S. Congresswoman
Niki Tsongas, formerly MCC’s
Dean of External Affairs

“I’m very proud of the
time I was able to serve
at Middlesex. My
experience there helped to
reinforce the value of a
quality education and
how large a role that
plays in the development
of our nation’s workforce
and its knowledge base.”
- Niki Tsongas
U.S. Congresswoman

A member of the Middlesex team since 1997, Tsongas fended off
a strong challenge from her Republican challenger, as well as three
other challengers in an Oct. 16 general election that saw her
capture the support of 51 percent of the voters in the
Massachusetts 5th Congressional District. Throughout the
campaign, which featured more than 25 debates, Tsongas
continuously referred to her experience as a dean at Middlesex.
She said it helped to keep her focused on issues in Greater Lowell,
particularly in the area of higher education. Her victory captured
headlines all across the United States, propelling her role at MCC
into the national limelight.
“I’m very proud of the time I was able to serve at Middlesex,”
Tsongas said. “My experience there helped to reinforce the value
of a quality education and how large a role that plays in the
development of our nation’s workforce and its knowledge base.”
Tsongas joined MCC President Carole Cowan’s staff a few months
after her husband, Paul Tsongas, former U.S. Senator and one-time
Presidential candidate, passed away. Since then, she has overseen
most of the college’s fund-raising efforts, including the MCC
Foundation and the college’s hugely popular Celebrity Forum
speaker series. The Forum has featured such distinguished guests as
former President George Bush and his wife, Barbara, Colin Powell,
Walter Cronkite and Tim Russert.
“Niki did a lot at Middlesex to make us begin thinking about
different ways to find more financial support for our students and
programs,” said President Cowan. “Under her leadership, we began
many of our development strategies, with an eye on growth for our
institution and support for our students.”
Tsongas’ role at MCC recently helped garner praise from former
U.S. President Bill Clinton when he came to Lowell to support her
candidacy. He spoke to a packed house of supporters at the Lowell
Memorial Auditorium and went on at great length to heap kudos

on, not just Middlesex, but the community college mission, as a
whole.
“I like to think of community colleges as a metaphor for how
America ought to work,” Clinton said, explaining that community
colleges admit everyone regardless of status, are “infinitely flexible,
always growing and changing,” and are “relentlessly in the
solutions business.”
“Instead of trying to find a way to divide people, it’s learning for
learning’s sake, and yes, learning to help the economy,” Clinton
told the crowd. Afterwards, in a brief meeting with President
Cowan, Clinton reiterated his support of community colleges and
praised her for the work she’s done leading MCC.
Just a little more than 36 hours after winning the election, Tsongas
was already in Washington being sworn in by Speaker of the House
Nancy Pelosi, and casting her first votes as a member of Congress.
Tsongas’ three daughters, Katina, Ashley and Molly, accompanied
her on her first whirlwind days in D.C.
But before she headed to the halls of Congress, Tsongas needed to
take care of one more administrative task at Middlesex: She
stopped by President Cowan’s monthly staff meeting the morning
after her victory to resign from the college and embark on her new
Congressional career.
“This place has helped shape so much of my life,” she told the
gathered staff. “I made wonderful friends here and I learned so
much that helped me prepare for the next phase of my career.”
Tsongas hugged many members of Cowan’s staff and promised to
return whenever possible and to keep Middlesex on her radar
screen when she hits the ground running in Washington. As she
walked from MCC’s Federal Building, Tsongas told President
Cowan she would do whatever she could to help with future
Celebrity Forums, as well.
“You gave me such a wonderful opportunity here,” she told Cowan.
“My career is moving me on a different road, but my heart will
always stay here with Middlesex.”
– Patrick Cook

Middlesex Launches
Paul H. Sullivan Leadership Institute
Paul H. Sullivan, on the air,
with his wife, Mary Jo Griffin.

“I fear the potential for a
lack of volunteerism
among the upcoming
generation. It’s up to us
to not only help identify
leaders of tomorrow, but
to teach them what it
means to lead.”
- Paul H. Sullivan
(1957-2007)
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aul H. Sullivan had a vision. The popular radio talk-show
host, political editor of the Lowell Sun and long-time
adjunct professor at Middlesex, met with MCC President Carole
Cowan to discuss a program he envisioned that would cultivate
new community leaders from the college’s student population.
These students would interact with local government and
businesses to learn the skills needed to become the leaders of
tomorrow.
Tragically, Sullivan was unable to get the Middlesex Community
College Leadership Institute off the ground, waylaid as he was by
terminal cancer. However, before he died in September, President
Cowan had already developed a plan to reignite his Institute idea,
drawing in advisors from inside and outside the college
community to see it through and name it in his honor.
In his last days, Sullivan and his wife, Mary Jo Griffin, shared a
conversation about his hopes for the Institute. He made it clear
he wanted the program made available to any student who
wanted to seek out leadership opportunities. He did not want it
available only to an elite group, but instead to a diverse,
widespread population of students willing to be challenged if they
were presented with the opportunity.
Now, the Paul H. Sullivan Leadership Institute at MCC has been
launched to help identify and develop community leaders. The
Institute is still early in its creation, but already a number of
Sullivan’s former colleagues have stepped forward and asked to
participate. An advisory board has been formed, and a core cluster
of workshops is being crafted, with an eye on a springtime launch.
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Griffin has already met multiple times with college leaders, and
expressed her full support for the project. She is involved in a
number of other initiatives in her husband’s name, but said she
knows how important the MCC community was to him, and how
much he relished the plan to help develop young leaders.
“Character serves as the platform for the Paul H. Sullivan
Leadership Institute,” said President Cowan. Participants in the
program will learn to apply sound leadership principles, display
appropriate leadership traits, demonstrate strong leadership skills
and commit to the responsibility of community service.
“Paul was passionate about helping to teach and mold the next
generation of our leaders,” said Cowan. “He saw that as his
mission in his classes, and ultimately, he saw that as the goal of
this Leadership Institute – to teach students that there are
limitless possibilities available to them, as long as they are willing
to engage.”
Although the curriculum of the Institute is still in development,
some areas of instruction will include critical thinking, problemsolving, project planning, conflict resolution, time management
and ethical decision-making.
For more information about the program,
contact Lura Smith at 978-656-3110. To make
a donation to the Institute make checks
payable to the Paul H. Sullivan Leadership
Institute, P.O. Box 716, Bedford, MA 01730.
– Patrick Cook

