
As Dr. Sunita “Sunny” Cooke prepares to retire at the end of the academic year after more than a

decade as superintendent/president of MiraCosta College, her legacy reaches far beyond one

campus, shaping progress across the region and state.

Dr. Cooke has been a steady advocate for collaboration, a champion for students, and a trusted voice

for the power of community colleges to transform lives, communities, and regional economies.

“We’re all part of something larger than ourselves,” Dr. Cooke said. “If we do our work with integrity,

compassion and care — decision by decision, day by day — we create systems that give people not

just the right to try, but the real opportunity to succeed.”

Since joining MiraCosta in 2015, Dr. Cooke has helped lead the college through a period of

extraordinary growth and innovation. 

Under her leadership, MiraCosta launched California’s first biomanufacturing bachelor’s degree

offered at a community college, creating an affordable pathway into one of the region’s high-demand

industries.

District voters also approved the $455 million Measure MM bond, which has supported major

investments in classrooms, facilities and learning environments designed to serve students for

generations to come.

MiraCosta has also expanded its reach through nearly $46 million in state and federal grants over the

past five years, strengthening programs and student supports across the district.

The college’s designation as an Achieving the Dream Leader College and its recognition as an Aspen

Prize for Excellence semi-finalist further reflect the culture of equity, innovation and student success

that has deepened during Dr. Cooke’s tenure.

But for regional partners, Dr. Cooke’s impact is also measured by the way she has helped build and

sustain a shared vision for career education across San Diego and Imperial Counties. 

She has been a strong advocate for the regional consortium model — one rooted in the belief that

colleges can accomplish more for students, employers and communities when they work together

around common goals.
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That commitment has helped strengthen regional career education efforts, support workforce
alignment, and advance collaborative approaches that respond to the needs of both students and the
broader regional economy.

Her leadership has been especially meaningful in a region that has worked intentionally to build
shared infrastructure, coordinated strategy and cross-college partnership. 

Through her steady support, Dr. Cooke has helped reinforce the idea that regional work is not separate
from student success — it is one of the ways colleges expand opportunity at scale.

At the statewide level, Dr. Cooke has continued to champion coordinated approaches that strengthen
outcomes for students and communities.

In 2015, Dr. Cooke chaired California’s Statewide Task Force on Workforce and a Strong Economy,
which led to an ongoing annual investment of more than $292 million to strengthen career education
across the state’s community colleges.

She is also a past chair of the Association of Community Colleges and serves on the board of California
Competes, as well as on the executive committee of the San Diego Regional Economic Development
Corporation, helping connect education priorities with workforce needs and regional economic
growth.

Dr. Cooke’s commitment to expanding opportunity is deeply personal. 

Her parents immigrated to the United States from India in 1968 with very little materially, but with a
profound belief in education and service.

Growing up in a caste-based society with an understanding of how systems can limit people, she came
to see education as one of the most powerful ways to expand dignity, agency and possibility.

“I’ve always known I wouldn’t be fulfilled unless I was helping people and making the world better in
some way,” Dr. Cooke shared.

Throughout her career, Dr. Cooke has approached leadership with that same humility, care and
systems mindset. 

It was as a faculty member at Lone Star College in Texas that she found purpose in the classroom and
in creating programs and support systems that helped students thrive. After several leadership roles,
including director, dean and associate vice chancellor, she moved to California in 2007 to serve as
president of Grossmont College before later joining MiraCosta in 2015.

A biologist by training, she has often described leadership as the work of helping people imagine what
is possible before they can see it clearly.

The Consortium Connection, May 2026



“Cell and molecular biology teaches you to think about what you can’t see,” Dr. Cooke reflected.

“Leadership often requires the same thing: helping people envision a future they can’t yet feel or

touch, and then making thoughtful decisions today that move us toward it.”

As Dr. Cooke prepares for retirement, she leaves behind strengthened institutions, deeper

partnerships, and a regional foundation built on trust, collaboration, and shared responsibility. 

Her legacy will continue through the students whose lives have been changed, the leaders she has

mentored and the regional work she helped make possible.

The MiraCosta community is inviting the region to join them in honoring Dr. Cooke’s decade of

leadership at a retirement celebration on Saturday, June 13, and to continue her lifelong commitment

to students through the Sunny Futures Fund, which will help carry forward her work for future

generations.

Learn more here.
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http://www.miracosta.edu/Sunny
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