
Q&A with President Donald J. Laackman 
By Heidi Lebrun 

I sat down with President Don Laackman on a 
perfect fall day.  The sounds of progress in the form 
of construction noise filled the air – a fitting 
backdrop to talk with the man at the helm of 
Champlain College, an institution that is in a state of 
abundant and exciting change.  

Don answered some questions to help us get to 
know our leader on a more personal level. 

What about your personality makes the role of 
College President a good fit for you? I’d like to 

think that my personality is ideal for the role of Champlain’s President at this point in 
time.  I am driven by a set of core values that are in alignment with Champlain’s vision 
and strategic plan.  I have a belief in stewardship, which for me is leaving an institution 
better than when I began.  I believe that I bring together a business orientation with a 
set of core values and a passion for helping prepare our students for work and life that 
is going to serve Champlain well.     

What is the most surprising thing you have discovered about Champlain?  It’s 
surprising in a good way.  It’s how well the reality lives up to the marketing.  Champlain 
is so true to itself, and that was an incredible surprise to me.  The faculty, students, and 
staff display such a sense of excitement and commitment, which I find incredibly 
gratifying and a little surprising.  

What brings you the most satisfaction, either personally or professionally?  When 
I achieve a goal and when the achievement of that goal was a team effort.  For 
example, at my previous school, almost tripling the graduation rate was a team effort 
that pulled in people from almost every area of the College -- it was tremendously 
satisfying 

Is there something in your personal life that has given you that same kind of 
satisfaction?  Well, Allyson and I have two kids who are both college graduates. Emily 
is out in the world working, and my son Don is pursuing his Ph.D. in mathematics.  My 
wife and I take tremendous satisfaction and pride in their accomplishments.  

  



Who had the biggest impact and influence on you in your childhood?  My dad had 
a tremendous impact – he was the first in his family to go to college.  He had a 
professional career that had its ups and downs.  Watching him navigate that was very 
instructional and I admired the way he was committed to making sure his family was 
well taken care of.  He set a real positive example for all of us in the family. 

What keeps you up at night?  What keeps me up is that we are living a through an 
increasingly complex, demanding world. How can we be sure that we are preparing our 
students as best we can to be successful in that world?  It keeps me up at night 
because I read a lot about how we can do that.  I think about it a lot and I ask a lot of 
people about it – it is both a passion and a preoccupation that I do worry about.  I worry 
about the ability for the US to remain competitive and Champlain’s place in making sure 
that happens.  I have been impressed with our student’s professional orientation and 
their eagerness to engage with employers in the workforce to figure out what they want 
to do next and how their education here at Champlain can help them do that.  That’s 
why I am here.   I am energized by our students and I want to make sure we are serving 
them well.   I have really been impressed with how well our Marketing materials match 
our reality.  We talk about preparing our students for work and life and we really do that.  

In your time as a student at the University of Chicago was there a book that you 
think would be a must read for all students? Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition.  
It stuck with me all these years. She discusses the concepts of labor, work, and action.  
Labor is the physical stuff: lifting heavy loads, plowing the field.   Work is what has to 
get done, and action is being engaged civically and commercially in pursuits.   I have 
seen over time that in an increasingly technological world, jobs have become more 
action oriented and we have invented machines that take care of more and more labor.  
Work is getting squeezed out by technology and the highest value jobs are those that 
require the highest level thinking, cognitive ability and skills to be successful.  There are 
things that machines can’t do.  In my mind that is what Champlain is helping our 
students do.  We may employ technology to do so, but these skills can’t be replaced by 
robots. It is distinctive, to use one of my favorite words. 

Our readers want to get to know you a bit better - tell me about meeting your wife 
and a memorable date.  We were both working on a project out of town at a bank in 
Detroit - I was part of a consulting team and she was part of an audit team who came in 
to help the bank with a specific issue.  I had been on the project about a year when her 
team arrived.  For me, it was love at first sight.  I think for her it took a bit longer… 
That’s okay, we have been together almost 30 years.  As far as dates, I remember 
going out on our first date back in Chicago.  We went to Shaw’s Crab House and we 
saw a movie, I think it was the French Lieutenant’s Woman.  



What is one memory that you will cherish for the rest of your life? There are so 
many.  I recall a night in Barcelona, Spain on vacation at a restaurant with my family 
sitting around the table laughing and enjoying each other.  That was a great night.   

If they made a movie about your life would it sell and who would play you?  
[Laughs] It would sell because it would have George Clooney as the lead. 

If you could be the CEO of any company what would it be? I am the CEO of the 
company I want to be at, but if I have to pick another it would be Alibaba, the Chinese 
equivalent to Google. They are on the brink of going global.   Being part of a company 
on the cusp of greatness would be so exciting. 

If you were trapped on an island with only one food item and one drink, what 
would they be?  Good pizza with a nice Syrah. 

Is there something people might not know about you that you want to share?   I 
am a gadget freak! My favorite is the iPhone.  We are sitting here talking as Apple is 
rolling out the new iPhone.  I love technology. I have an iPad, a Mini Jambox, heart rate 
monitors, I love them all.  

You are hosting a dinner party. Who do you want at the table with you?  I’ve never 
been asked that before.  Harry Truman, Bruce Springsteen, Shakespeare and Winston 
Churchill. 

What was your favorite childhood show or shows? I loved MASH and the Bob 
Newhart Show, the classics. 

What is your favorite word or words?  I have lots of favorite words…I love the words 
distinctive and serendipitous. 

What is your least favorite word or words? I won’t  

Do you have a pet? Yes, Stella the dog - a golden doodle. 

Any final thoughts or words you would like to share?  I am incredibly excited and 
proud to be here, and I am committed to serving Champlain College to the best of my 
ability. 

 


