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The Opportunity 
 

Common App, a non-profit membership organization representing nearly 900 diverse institutions of 

higher education across all 50 states and 20 countries, seeks a seasoned, creative and dynamic 

leader to serve as its new Vice President, Communications & Public Relations. Acting as a strategic 

thought partner and member of the leadership team, this new vice president will be ready to tackle 

an ambitious set of agendas at one of the nation's most impactful mission-centric education access 

organizations.  

 

Reporting directly to President & CEO Jenny Rickard, the vice president must demonstrate deep 

experience in external communication strategies, public affairs, community engagement and media 

relations in order to conceptualize and implement Common App’s global strategic communications 

plan, with attention to its core mission of access, equity and integrity in the college admission 

process.   

 

More than 40 years ago, a small group of 15 forward-thinking colleges and universities came 

together to reimagine the college application process. What began as an experiment to simplify the 

admission process evolved into a college access movement. Common App's steadfast commitment 

to the pursuit of access, equity and integrity in the college admission process has not wavered, but 

as the path to higher education and technology landscapes have evolved over time, the organization 

has been proactive and intentional in its response. It continues to serve member schools, the 

students who apply to them and the counselors and teachers who support them, and each year 

more than one million students—a third of whom are first generation—apply to college through 

Common App. 

 

Common App's proud history of leadership means it also has taken steps to address societal shifts 

and needs. Recent efforts to close the equity gap are effecting real change, specifically by educating 

all students—regardless of circumstance—about the value, attainability and affordability of 

postsecondary education. In 2019, Common App joined forces with Reach Higher, a college access 

initiative started by former First Lady Michelle Obama during her time at the White House. Common 

App is proud to continue that work with Reach Higher as part of the access and equity team, and 

events like College Signing Day celebrate and shine a spotlight on high school seniors and transfer 

students. To say it is an exciting time for Common App may be an understatement; the organization 

is embracing and extending its foundational commitment to access while enacting large-scale 

transformation. 

 

To ensure that Common App is meeting the needs of this evolving community, the vice president 

will set the external brand and communication strategy and develop and support a unifying and 

consistent narrative within and across the organization. The Vice President, Communications & 

Public Relations will oversee the teams responsible for marketing and communications; conferences 

and events; and media and public relations. These teams will work in collaboration with others 

across the organization to focus on Common App’s overall global strategic communications plan, 

brand identity and organizational narrative as well as opportunities for public engagement and 

thought leadership throughout the field of K-12 and higher education. The vice president will 

demonstrate cross-organizational leadership and transparent decision-making as well as mission-

centric, servant leadership on behalf of the organization and its values.  

 

For information on how to apply or to submit nominations, please refer to “Procedure for Candidacy” 

on page 9. Recruitment will continue until the position is filled. 
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Position Summary 
 

Reporting to the President & CEO, the Vice President, Communications & Public Relations provides 

the dynamic and creative leadership necessary to conceptualize and implement Common App’s 

global strategic communications plan, with attention to its core mission around access, equity and 

integrity in the college going process. This role will require deep experience around external 

communication strategies, public affairs, community engagement and media relations. In 

collaboration with colleagues on the leadership team, the vice president is responsible for setting 

Common App’s external brand and communication strategy, and developing and supporting a 

unifying and consistent narrative within and across the organization. The vice president oversees 

the organization's communications and marketing efforts, which are designed to address a variety 

of audience perspectives including higher education leaders, students, secondary school counselors, 

other thought leaders and stakeholders in the equity and access arenas, and the general public.   

 

The vice president will be a key leader in developing and implementing Common App’s thought 

leadership strategy in service to its core mission. This will include being a liaison for high-level 

media contacts requesting data and insights, as well as managing the development, implementation 

and coordination of internal and external public relations strategies with the goal of gaining 

recognition in the market, promoting its services and establishing Common App’s thought leadership 

throughout the field of K-12 and higher education. 

 

The vice president leads a fast-paced and ambitious team of communicators responsible for 

Common App’s brand, digital and content marketing efforts; internal and external communications; 

national meeting and event planning and implementation; and media and public relations. In 

addition, the vice president will work closely with Common App’s Access & Equity team. 

 

Responsibilities  
 

The successful Vice President, Communications & Public Relations candidate will: 

 

Strategy 

▪ Partner with the President & CEO on all operational and strategic issues as they arise; provide 

strategic recommendations to create brand synergy across the organization and ensure brand 

efforts are strategically and operationally aligned with Common App’s mission and program 

solutions; 

▪ Develop and implement communication strategies that support membership and revenue growth 

and reinforce the delivery of enhanced user and student experiences; 

▪ Position Common App as a nationally recognized thought leader in the access and equity arena; 

▪ Participate in ongoing strategic planning as an integral member of the executive leadership 

team; and  

▪ Engage the leadership team around issues, trends and changes in the higher education, 

technology and student success landscape affecting Common App’s position within the field.  

 

Communications and Marketing 

▪ Ensure proactive, positive messaging and discussion exists regarding Common App;  
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▪ Develop and execute a comprehensive communications plan – including web, media 

publications, public relations, advertising and events – that leverages opportunities for all areas 

of the organization;  

▪ Provide advice and counsel to colleagues across the organization on matters relating to external 

and internal communication priorities and related projects;  

▪ Serve as point person for rapid response communication matters when the need arises;  

▪ In collaboration with colleagues in member solutions, and access and equity, support marketing, 

branding and public relations (PR) efforts to ensure effective messaging to members and key 

constituents to move key outcomes around student success, especially for first-generation and 

low-income students; and 

▪ Build a market-driven approach while devising metrics to determine the effectiveness of 

marketing and communications strategies.  

 

Conferences and Events 

▪ Oversee external events designed to convene national education and policy leaders from a 

variety of experiences and perspectives to present and discuss the ideas and issues that impact 

the college going behavior of students; and 

▪ Work closely with colleagues to develop creative and integrated programs to support member 

service offerings, new technology and product enhancements for members/constituents and 

thought leadership.  

 

Media and Public Relations 

▪ Develop relationships with various community organizations and associations;  

▪ Create a leadership presence for Common App by establishing strong relationships with various 

industry leaders and leading industry publications across the post-secondary education 

landscape;  

▪ Provide talking points and training to ensure that when the CEO, board of directors, organization 

leadership or others answer questions from the press with consistency of vision and approach 

and that Common App and its initiatives are presented in the best possible light;  

▪ Leverage social media to get Common App’s voice out, engage key audiences, educate industry 

analysts on its value proposition and lead grassroots PR;  

▪ Support the CEO and organization leadership in content generation as well as work with 

marketing writers to develop, solicit, and place contributed articles, bylines, editorials and other 

key mentions; and 

▪ Create and facilitate strong relationships with media contacts within the education sector and 

direct the marketing and communications team around a robust press strategy to effectuate 

Common App goals.  

 

Management 

▪ Develop initial staffing plan and manage direct staff of six persons toward organizational 

priorities;  

▪ Engage with other members of the executive leadership team to facilitate a shared services 

approach designed to shift the culture towards improving market responsiveness, accelerating 

program development cycles, strengthening enterprise wide business practices, standardizing 
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processes, leveraging human capital through use of cross-discipline teams and increasing 

efficiency; and    

▪ Perform all managerial functions for the communications and public relations team including 

budgeting, annual goal setting, performance reviews, etc. 

 

Goals and Objectives 
 

Common App celebrated the launch of its new brand, logo and website in summer 2019. This 

refreshed look and feel aims to connect with a broader range of students, counselors, and 

institutions and allow Common App to grow—beyond technology—in support of its mission.   

 

The vice president will join a dedicated team in envisioning and supporting a path for all students 

who strive to participate in the college admission process. The organization's new website has 

expanded search tools and experiences that are more engaging for students, including customized 

member pages and virtual tours. The webpage also has increased technology and functionality with 

mobile devices catering to its large Generation Z (Gen Z) audience. 

 

With much to celebrate, there are still a number of goals and objectives that have been identified as 

priorities for this position: 
 
Thought Leadership and Data Hub: In 2017, the organization launched Common App Insights, a 
repository of information aimed at capturing data and research to assist member organizations in 
refining enrollment strategies through visual analytics and reporting tools. This instrument 
represented another step forward in shifting from a historic identify of service-orientation to 
mission-driven impact and a leading voice in education thought leadership.   
 
The vice president will continue to expand Common App's thought leadership and data platforms 
and support the CEO, member organizations, research partners and others in content generation. 
Creative and enticing stories and publications for Common App's blog and social media accounts will 
also be key as it tackles some of today's most challenging, and often controversial, admission 
topics. This new vice president will have the unique opportunity to support and extend a dynamic 
thought leadership infrastructure that will help to shape the post-secondary and higher education 
discourse for decades to come.  
 

Evolving Audiences: During Common App's history, the profile of the students they serve and the 

technology required to serve them has changed dramatically. Gen Z requires a hyper-mobile, 

personalized and user-friendly experience. In addition, Common App is shifting its attention to 

better serve transfer and adult learner populations as well as those with significant socio-economic 

barriers to education.   

 

These complex audiences require different methods to capture and retain interest. Common App's 

commitment to access and equity means finding students where they are and engaging in ways that 

are meaningful. The vice president must utilize best practices and current trends in reaching a 

national—and potentially international—audience from various demographics and means. The vice 

president must develop relationships with a broad range of community and industry leaders to gain 

access to new channels and audiences as it expands its reach and mission.  

 

Elevated and Integrated Communications and Public Relations: Through big ideas and 

inspired leadership, Common App has evolved into a mission-driven not-for-profit enabled by 

http://www.commonapp.org/
https://www.commonapp.org/members/common-app-insight
https://www.commonapp.org/blog
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technology. As Common App shifts its strategic direction, so must the teams that implement its 

vision and strategies. Common App's talented and team-focused communications and public 

relations organization will continue to pivot from a service-oriented approach to one of inspired, 

forward-thinking content and strategy.  

 

This shift from product orientation to market orientation will help to keep Common App current in its 

pursuit of new audiences, thought partners, and member organizations. A strong, integrated 

communications unit will raise its profile with internal customers and external stakeholders.  

 

The new vice president will embrace the challenge and opportunity with a spirit of open 

communication and instinct for collaboration. The vice president will motivate the team of six and 

shift its culture towards improving market responsiveness, accelerating program development 

cycles, standardizing processes, leveraging cross-discipline teams, and more. There are many 

opportunities that will characterize and define this department as it continues to evolve. 

 

Candidate Qualifications 
 

The vice president will be a seasoned, proven, and adept leader with demonstrated ability to 

develop and implement innovative communications and marketing technologies and approaches to 

advance Common App brand through integrated efforts. The successful candidate will bring 

experience developing cohesive plans and programs for complex organizations with multiple 

audiences.  

 

The vice president will possess expert oral and written communication skills; a detailed 

understanding of public media and the context within which Common App operates; and be capable 

of developing a strategy and plan for increasing appropriate media coverage for the CEO and 

Common App at-large. This requires proven experience in working with and advising people in high-

level positions of public visibility. The vice president must have demonstrated success managing 

teams, budgets, performance reviews and human capital planning. The vice president must be a 

leader of impeccable character, ego-less and recognize the value of teamwork.  

 

Knowledge and Work Experience 

 

As a leader of Common App, the vice president is expected to exhibit a deep engagement in the 

issues and priorities facing the educational community with a clear commitment to service 

excellence. In addition, the vice president must be an effective team player with the ability to work 

collaboratively, meet challenges and advance the mission of the organization. Specifically, the vice 

president must possess:  

 

▪ Experience in business strategy development, strategic planning and successful execution; 

▪ Excellent collaboration skills with the ability to work effectively with individuals and groups at all 

organization levels and the ability to work independently and as part of a team; 

▪ The highest level of critical thinking and analysis in bringing successful resolution to high impact, 

complex, and/or cross departmental problems; and 

▪ The ability to engage/direct others in developing innovative solutions, applying sound decision 

making skills to highly complex strategic and operating problems.  
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Leadership Skills and Competencies 

 

The new vice president will lead Common App into its future; deliver on its promise; and 

demonstrate impact. In order to successfully meet these expectations, the organization requires an 

executive team who individually and collectively possess the leadership experience, qualities and 

characteristics noted below:   

 

Vision, leadership and mission fit:  

▪ Strong commitment to Common App’s mission and the ability to generate excitement in others 

who are learning about the organization;  

▪ An entrepreneurial outlook with an eye to new possibilities and emerging opportunities;  

▪ Ability to build and motivate a team and to inspire them to derive joy from their work and from 

their time with one another;  

▪ A commitment to professional development of oneself and one’s team; and  

▪ The urge to innovate and to maximize organizational impact so as to best serve students, 

counselors and members.   

 

Organizational perspective and functional area leadership:  

▪ The ability to keep both the big and operational details at the forefront;  

▪ Ability to manage and motivate an enthusiastic and dynamic professional staff, set clear 

direction and articulate goals and expectations for excellence and success; and 

▪ Comfort delegating the day-to-day management and decision-making with the understanding 

that at times this role requires demonstrated functional level competence and supervision at the 

tactical level. 

 

Change management:  

▪ Openness to change and the capacity to affect change;  

▪ Genuine enjoyment in leading innovation;  

▪ A leadership style that is dynamic, energetic and adaptive;  

▪ Results-driven and adept at using data to inform decision-making, continuous improvement and 

customer service; and 

▪ An understanding of the tools and technologies that can be used to advance the efficiency of the 

organization. 

 

Strategic planning and assessment:  

▪ The ability to understand different perspectives, opinions and priorities and to see the bigger 

picture;  

▪ A strong partner to the CEO and executive team colleagues in strategic thinking;  

▪ The inclination to seek out and integrate the input and reactions of others; and  

▪ The ability to question and seek to evolve matters of policy, practice and possibilities. 

 

Effective communication:  

▪ Active listening skills and the ability to collaborate with colleagues across the organization;  
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▪ Ability to articulate Common App’s mission and value proposition to one’s team, across the 

organization and to external constituents; and 

▪ Thoughtful, with excellent judgment, open to new ideas and to sharing them with others. 

 

Inclusiveness:  

▪ Shows respect for differences in backgrounds, lifestyles, viewpoints, cultures, gender and 

ethnicity; 

▪ Treats people of all backgrounds fairly; 

▪ Comfortable working with a diverse group of people; 

▪ Establishes trust among others; and  

▪ Works to understand perspectives of other people. 

 

Education/Certification 

▪ A bachelor's degree is required; advanced degree desired.  
 

Organization Overview 
 

Common App is a non-profit membership organization representing nearly 900 diverse institutions 

of higher education. It connects applicants and those who support them to a wide array of public 

and private colleges and universities across all 50 U.S. states and 20 countries. The board of 

directors is comprised of leaders from the college admission and counseling professions and at-large 

experts from outside the field united by a passion for advancing college access on a global scale. In 

2018-2019 alone:  

 

▪ More than five million applications have been submitted through Common App. 

▪ More than 25 million recommendations submitted on behalf of students. 

▪ More than $65 million in fee waivers provided by Common App members to students in need. 

▪ Nearly 3,000 local college signing day events and millions of social media impressions. 

▪ More than one million unique applicants—one-third of whom are first-generation—from more 

than 200 countries. 

 

Common App has made great strides to create an ecosystem of partners that supports both higher 

education and K-12 institutions. In 2019, Common App joined forces with Reach Higher, a college 

access initiative started by former First Lady Michelle Obama during her time at the White House. 

This campaign focuses on helping all students, but especially first-generation and low-income 

students, pursue and complete a postsecondary education. The organization is proud to continue 

that work with Reach Higher as part of the access and equity team at Common App. Every year, 

Common App and Reach Higher help answer students’ most pressing college application questions 

through services like the free UpNext texting platform.  

 

Through combined efforts and strategic partnerships with Reach Higher, the Jack Kent Cooke 

Foundation, the Michael and Susan Dell Foundation and more, Common App is building an 

infrastructure that supports all aspects of the college application process, including:  

 

https://www.commonapp.org/about/board-of-directors
https://www.commonapp.org/about/board-of-directors
https://www.reachhigher.org/
https://www.bettermakeroom.org/up-next/
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▪ Data integrations with industry-leading CRM and SIS providers including SLATE, Ellucian, 

TargetX and more. 

▪ Support for K-12 institutions and the school counseling community through partnerships with 

leading college and career readiness solutions, including Naviance, Parchment, Cialfo, BridgeU, 

Maia Learning, FolderWave and more. 

▪ Strengthened technology infrastructure through platforms including Amazon Web Services 

(AWS), CashNet, Liaison International and more. 

▪ Strategic partnerships with The Jack Kent Cooke Foundation, The Michael and Susan Dell 

Foundation, Liaison International and more. 

▪ Value-added services to members, such as Liaison International's GradCAS for graduate 

admissions. 

▪ Embedded integrations including ScholarSnapp, SlideRoom, Strive4College and more to help 

students put together their most compelling applications. 

 

Common App has become a global leader in understanding the needs of today’s students and those 

who support them, while actively striving to provide students with the belief system they need to 

find the best educational path. For more about Common App, visit: www.commonapp.org/about.  

 

Dr. Jenny Rickard, President & CEO  

 

Jenny Rickard is President & Chief Executive Officer of Common App. Jenny has 

shown a strong commitment to college access as evidenced by her 

accomplishments as the chief enrollment officer at both the University of Puget 

Sound and Bryn Mawr and in admission roles at Swarthmore and New York 

University School of Law. Her extensive service within the national higher 

education community includes a wide range of roles with the College Board, 

Association of College Counselors in Independent Schools (ACCIS), US 

Department of Education and The Common Application Board of Directors—

serving as board president from 2007 to 2008. Within the corporate field, 

Jenny was a vice president responsible for higher education product strategy at 

PeopleSoft. She was also a consultant for the higher education software 

company Datatel and started her career on Wall Street at J.P. Morgan & Co. 

 

Since Jenny joined Common App in August of 2016, the organization has developed a long-term 

strategic plan and roadmap and has expanded its access initiatives, including the acquisition of 

Reach Higher, the college access and success campaign founded by former First Lady Michelle 

Obama during her time in the White House, and the development of a new application system for 

transfer and adult students. 

 

She currently sits on the American Council on Education’s Washington Higher Education Secretariat, 

and is an advisory board member for Liaison GradCAS, a centralized application system for graduate 

admissions. 

 

Jenny received a doctorate in higher education management from the University of Pennsylvania; a 

Master of Business Administration degree from New York University, Stern School of Business; and 

a Bachelor of Arts degree in political science from Swarthmore College. 

 

 

http://gradcas.liaisoncas.org/
https://www.commonapp.org/about
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Procedure for Candidacy 
 

Inquiries, nominations and applications are invited. Common App's consultants, Melissa Fincher, 

Lisa Meyer and Amy Crutchfield, can be reached at CommonAppVPCommPR@wittkieffer.com or via 

the desk of Christine Macias at cmacias@wittkieffer.com. 

 

Candidates should provide a resume and a letter of application that addresses the responsibilities 

and requirements described in this leadership profile. Review of applications will begin immediately 

and continue until the position is filled.  

 

Information that cannot be sent electronically may be forwarded to:  

 

WittKieffer 

c/o Christine Macias 

2015 Spring Road, Suite 510 

Oak Brook, Illinois 60523 

 

 

The Common Application values diversity and is committed to equal opportunity for 

all persons regardless of age, color, disability, ethnicity, marital status, national 

origin, race, religion, sex, sexual orientation, veteran status or any other status 

protected by law. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The material presented in this leadership profile should be relied on for informational purposes only. This material has been 
copied, compiled, or quoted in part from Common Application documents and personal interviews and is believed to be 
reliable. While every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of this information, the original source documents and 
factual situations govern. 
 
All images and logos used in this leadership profile were attained from Common Application and/or are owned by Witt/Kieffer 
Inc. via Getty Images.

mailto:CommonAppVPCommPR@wittkieffer.com
mailto:cmacias@wittkieffer.com
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Communications & Public Relations Organization Chart 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

WittKieffer is a global executive search firm of 

strategic experts who understand leadership, 

people who lead and the impact they have on 

organizations and society.  

 

Visit wittkieffer.com to learn about how we are 

leading the way forward. 

 

 

http://www.wittkieffer.com/

