
Chapter 4
The American Community College

Carsten Schmidtke

4.1 Introduction

From a German standpoint, the American community college may appear as a some-
what peculiar, idiosyncratic institution. Students study for only two years to earn an
associate degree and for even shorter time periods if they are interested in an occu-
pational certificate. With the exception of certain occupational programs, almost
anyone with a high school diploma or a General Education Development (GED)
credential can be admitted to a public community college. Community colleges
tend to be popular among students who have not yet decided on a major pro-
gram of study, who can attend college only part time, who have had poor grades
in high school, or who are looking for an occupational qualification rather than
an academic one (Chen, 2008). The level of instruction is often below that of a
German Gymnasium, and many students who attend would not consider or be con-
sidered for university study were they in Germany. How can this be considered true
higher education? Would these students not be better served in vocational and other
training programs? Possibly so, but during the technology boom of the 1990s, com-
munity colleges were able to prepare a large number of students quickly for the
workforce while the German system struggled to do the same. Furthermore, com-
munity colleges remain an important access point to higher education and must be
understood in the context of egalitarian social policies that produced the unified
high school diploma for everyone instead of the three-tiered system in existence in
Germany.

This chapter helps readers understand the community college through its histor-
ical roots and the services it can provide effectively and successfully for today’s
rapidly changing educational and economic demands. An examination of social
roles, students, student services, programs, leadership, finances, and faculty mem-
bers will explain why the community college developed, how it is different from
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four-year institutions, and why it is an important institution whose purpose is to
support economic development in particular as well as advance American society in
general.

4.2 History and Background

American community colleges go back to the late nineteenth century. The reason
for their existence and their enduring popularity according to Ratcliff (1994) is
twofold. First, communities wanted them. Larger universities had turned more and
more toward research whereas communities needed colleges that were responsive
to local needs and helped train workers who could advance the industrialization of
the local economy. In addition, it was a point of pride to be able to advertise one’s
town as having a college. Second, progressivist ideas of social equality through
education had begun to take hold. This equality was to be achieved by promoting
public rather than private education, making vocational education equal to academic
education (to the point of suggesting that all students be given basic vocational train-
ing), and requiring teachers to have postsecondary training (teacher training colleges
were called normal schools). These seemingly conflicting missions of supporting
both industry and social change derive from the American thinking that educational
institutions are best suited to respond to societal needs and should be charged with
being the driving force behind preparing citizens and workers for change (Scott &
Sarkees-Wircenski, 2004).

Cohen and Brawer (2008) defined the community college as “any institution
regionally accredited to award the associate in arts or the associate in science as its
highest degree” (p. 5). This definition is important in that it distinguishes community
colleges from other institutions of higher learning by their focus on the associate
degree awarded in four semesters after approximately 60 credit hours. Beginning
with Joliet Junior College in Illinois in 1901, the number of junior and community
colleges rose rapidly from inception. Table 4.1 shows their growth over the past
100 years.

Many two-year colleges were originally known as junior colleges as a result of
the tradition to refer to the first two years of university study as the lower or junior

Table 4.1 Number of junior
and community colleges
including branch campuses

Year Number of colleges

1901 1
1920 200
1940 580
1960 600
1980 1220
2000 1600

Source: American Association of Community Colleges
(2009)
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division. Junior colleges at first tended to focus almost exclusively on academics
instead of vocational training as had been hoped for (Ratcliff, 1994).

The community college as a specific type of two-year college emerged after
World War II as an institution that was always public, offered a variety of pro-
grams, and was to be part of the community if not the center of many communities
(hence community college) (Bogart, 1994). Colleges changed and increased in num-
ber because of shifts in demographics and attitudes toward postsecondary education.
First, the postwar years saw a change in the diversity of students. Military vet-
erans on the G.I. Bill, minority students as a result of the developing civil rights
movement, the movement of colleges into urban areas, and the baby boomer gen-
eration swelled the ranks of college students (Gleazer, 1994b; Witt, Wattenbarger,
Gollattscheck, & Suppiger, 1980). Second, the idea of community education and
open access was revived. Adult and community education acted as a vehicle to
improve the quality of life for everyone in the community, and the attractiveness
of open access led to additional increases in enrolment (Cohen & Brawer, 2008;
Gleazer, 1994a; Ratcliff, 1994).

Community colleges made postsecondary education accessible to students to
whom higher education had thus far been unavailable: those who could not afford
tuition; those who had to work and could not attend college full time; those who had
not had proper preparation for college from their high schools; those who needed
job training; and those who were incarcerated, physically disabled, or otherwise
prevented from going to class. As a result, the social purpose of community col-
leges is intertwined with their academic one, and several questions have been asked
over and over again: What exactly is the function and role of these institutions? Is
it predominantly social or academic? How well have community colleges achieved
their mission and purpose? Will they assume more or less importance in the future?
Are they well or ill suited to respond to changing workplaces and economic glob-
alization? How will they have to change to prevail? Should they even prevail, or
should academically inclined students attend four-year universities, vocationally
inclined students attend career and technology schools, and community members
attend programs offered by their municipalities?

This last question concerns the community college’s raison d’être vis-à-vis
other types of schools. Germany, after all, emphasized the dual system with
occupational training on the job and in vocational schools (Berufsschule), while
community education (languages, health, culture, environment, etc.,) chiefly took
place at the local Volkshochschule. In the United States, however, progressivist
egalitarian ideals required that all students be afforded the opportunity to explore
their capabilities and not be constrained by their public school certificate in what
they could accomplish in life.

4.3 Social Role

The social roles of community colleges often take precedence over other functions
based on the American assumption, as discussed in the previous section, that schools
are best able to move society as a whole forward. These social roles of community
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colleges are affirmed by the American Association of Community Colleges (2009),
whose mission statement for community colleges emphasizes the service to society
and community and the equal and fair treatment of all students. Social roles are mov-
ing to the forefront again at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Community
colleges were created when the rapid industrialization of the United States required
a new approach to vocational and community education, and they are being called
upon again as change agents at a time when globalization changes the knowledge,
skills, and attitudes needed to remain economically competitive.

Still, the question has been asked whether it is socially responsible and defensi-
ble to train workers for the nation’s businesses at the taxpayer’s expense. Should big
corporations not fund such programs or administer them themselves? The answer is
usually that not only industry but also the public benefits. One of vocational educa-
tion’s major purposes (among others) is to contribute to economic growth, which in
turn benefits all of society. Having a degree or certificate leads to higher salaries and
economic stability in the future, meaning that program completers will be more
likely to become taxpayers and less likely to have to rely on public assistance.
Accordingly, Cohen and Brawer (2008) argued that the strength of community
colleges lies in their ability to offer people what they need to become productive
members of society at large. Despite any obstacles, community colleges do offer
opportunities for those who otherwise may not have had access to job training or
college study at all and as a result improve life for everyone in the community.
Although colleges with open admission policies cannot expect the same results as
selective four-year programs elsewhere, community colleges still contribute to the
overall well-being of community, state, and nation.

Much of the criticism directed at community colleges has been around for
decades and has been tied to their social role. A common charge has been that
instead of opening pathways to advanced degrees for highly qualified underrep-
resented groups, community colleges offer nothing but false hope, i.e., instead of
promoting equal opportunity, they have been co-opted by the power elites to main-
tain the status quo. The argument has been that many nontraditional students will be
swayed by the emphasis on job skills and employability, be satisfied with the asso-
ciate degree, and forego further education for the immediate gratification of paid
employment. They will not consider the bachelor’s, which alone provides access
to better-paying jobs, meaning that they will be unable to reach their full potential
and realize their dreams (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Another criticism has been
directed at the occupational and career programs offered at community colleges.
The separation of vocational education from common education as a result of the
Smith-Hughes Act of 1917 had the effect that vocational education turned commu-
nity colleges essentially into an extension of business and industry and prevented
students from achieving full personal development (Scott & Sarkees-Wircenski,
2004).

A third criticism has been academic. The question has been raised if community
colleges can really make up for the lack of basic reading, English, writing, and math
skills that their students have while simultaneously preparing them for the rigor
of four-year colleges. Can students who read below an eighth-grade level truly be
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successful academically and economically? Are students being set up for failure?
As far back as fifty years ago, Clark (1960) accused community colleges to be gate-
keepers for larger universities, and his contention, supported by Astin (1977), was
that the support for the community college coming from the ranks of the professori-
ate was at best disingenuous. By supporting these colleges, educators could claim a
commitment to open access and equal opportunity while knowing full well that com-
munity colleges would divert the less-prepared students from their own classrooms.
Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) acknowledged this ongoing dispute by stating that
giving students full access to “participation” was not equal to full access to “oppor-
tunity” (p. 641). They believed that increasing developmental course offerings and
student support services would help close the gap and allow community colleges to
offer a more rigorous curriculum that prepared students for the transfer to four-year
colleges.

Recognizing the argument on both sides, Cohen and Brawer (2008) nonetheless
concluded that despite any drawbacks community colleges may have, for many stu-
dents the only alternative to them would be no college at all. This writer’s personal
experience of teaching at a two-year college for fourteen years corroborates the
argument that community colleges do indeed have an important role to play and that
their situation is not quite as dire or as conspiratorial as it may sound. The following
discussion includes a response to the criticisms above. As students are at the heart
of the debate, they are discussed next.

4.4 Students

The total student enrolment in community colleges was 11.7 million in 2009, of
whom 6.7 million took courses for credit and 5 million took noncredit courses
(American Association of Community Colleges, 2009). Table 4.2 shows enrolment
growth for the past forty years.

According to Simmons (1994), the student population at a community college
mirrors the ethnic, cultural, gender, age, and socioeconomic diversity of the dis-
trict more so than a university does. The steady increase in enrolment over the
decades can be attributed to various factors such as low tuition, easy accessibil-
ity, the availability of special programs, location in urban centers, the rising number

Table 4.2 Total for-credit
enrolment at two-year
colleges

Year Enrolment in millions

1965 1.0
1970 2.2
1984 4.3
1999 5.3
2009 6.7

Sources: Kasper (2002, pp. 15–16) and American
Association of Community Colleges (2009)
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of older students, the increased availability of financial aid for low-income students,
the attendance of previously underrepresented groups (women, minorities, disabled
students), and the recruitment of underprepared students who in previous decades
would never have considered going to college. Others may go because the college is
nearby, and they want to remain close to friends and family. Finally, many students
attend part-time because they already have families and jobs and need a college that
allows them to complete a program of study at their own pace and understands the
needs of working adults. Community colleges are also the first step for many inter-
national or immigrant students who lack sufficient English skills or the money to
begin at a four-year institution (Cohen & Brawer, 2008).

Community colleges have been and continue to be very attractive to ethnic
minorities who have not been served well by other institutions, and indeed, 52%
of Native American, 43% of African American, and 52% of Latino/freshmen begin
their college careers at a community college (American Association of Community
Colleges, 2009) (Table 4.3).

In academic ability, community college students tend to lag behind those students
at other institutions because students of higher ability often go directly to four-
year universities whereas the lower-ability students take advantage of the open-door
policies at the community college. Many students are attracted by the community
colleges’ emphasis on vocational education and hope that training will lead to higher
pay and better job security. Although they know that they are academically under-
prepared and need either developmental coursework or an atmosphere that is more
focused on teaching than research, students often resist the academic aspect of their
learning as irrelevant and reject everything that is not directly related to earning
workplace credentials, an attitude that Grubb and Cox (2005) called “credentialist”
and “utilitarian” (p. 96).

A major criticism of community colleges has been the comparatively high
dropout rate. How well do students from community colleges perform when
compared to their peers at four-year institutions? Of those students starting at a
community college in 2003–2004, 55.4% had completed their degrees or were still
enrolled as compared to 82.7% of students at four-year universities (Provasnik &
Planty, 2008), and of those students who began studying at a community college in
1995–1996, only 34.7% of those who had later transferred to a four-year university
had earned their bachelor’s degree within six years (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2009). In general, students transferring from a community college to a
four-year school experience significant adjustment and noncompletion problems.

Table 4.3 Percentage of
white vs. minority students
at two-year colleges

Year White Minority

1976 80 20
1996 69 31
2009 64 36

Source: American Association of Community Colleges
(2009)
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Because of the level of preparedness when students first started college, they lag
behind their peers even after four years. In addition, any transfer from one institution
to another brings a certain amount of attrition with it regardless of how well pro-
grams are articulated, which made Astin (1977) question the wisdom of recruiting
college-ready students to community colleges first. Those students who do adjust,
however, tend to do well in the long run. According to Cohen and Brawer (2008),
the students who benefit most are students from low-income families who attended
a community college strictly for financial reasons but are intellectually capable of
catching up with and matching their peers without much effort.

Of course, as Cohen and Brawer (2008) mentioned, a college with open access
that enrolls underprepared students who often have work and family obligations,
are single parents, come from low-income backgrounds, are the first in their fam-
ilies to attend college, suffer from multiple health problems, have transportation
issues, and attend only part-time or intermittently as their situation allows cannot
be compared to a selective residential college in matters of student retention. In
addition, the open-access-open-return policies of many schools provide little incen-
tive for students to not drop out when life interferes and return later. Another issue
is that program completion should not be the only measure of success. Many stu-
dents enroll only to learn additional skills, not earn a degree, and once they have
acquired those skills, they have fulfilled their goal, which may be a new job or a
promotion, and return to work. To determine if community colleges are successful
in their efforts, a new definition may be needed that no longer makes the associate
or bachelor’s degree the ultimate measure of success.

Colleges have tried to counteract dropout rates with a variety of programs and
initiatives. Academic tutoring and life skills counseling are frequently available, as
is on-campus childcare. Some colleges provide on-campus jobs for their students;
others make available short-term emergency loans if money is a problem. On the
academic side, many colleges have tried to identify at-risk students early. The most
common formalized approach is what has been called an Early Alert system, where
faculty notify counselors or student advisors by way of a standard form if students
do not attend class or perform poorly, and those advisors then contact the students
and offer support.

4.5 Student Services

Student services are the result of the American assumption that a college’s func-
tion is not only to educate students but also to guide them in their personal and
social development for the benefit of society at large, reemphasizing the social role
of the community college. Further, since colleges always depend at least in part
on tuition income, they have an incentive to offer orientation sessions, counseling,
tutoring, activities, and other services to keep students enrolled until they finish
their programs. According to Matson (1994), the list of services differs from col-
lege to college, but it can generally be said that as student populations became more
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diverse and their needs changed, the number of services increased. Student services
listed by Cohen and Brawer (2008) include recruitment, admission, and orientation;
advising and assessment; tutoring and developmental and supplemental instruction;
student activities; financial aid; health services; personal guidance, mental health,
and life skills counseling; career and transfer counseling and employment place-
ment; child care; and special programs and services for underrepresented groups.
This extensive list shows what is expected of community colleges and also hints at
the characteristics and needs of the student population.

Recruitment means visits to area high schools and participation in recruitment
fairs. Such visits inform students about how to get into college, what to expect from
college, and why the particular college would be their best choice. For some stu-
dents, so-called bridge programs are offered the summer before their first semester.
These programs seek to help develop skills that will make the transition from high
school to college easier. Sometimes such programs are designed for special popula-
tions and are available to students throughout their college careers. Many colleges
also offer orientation or college-readiness courses, either at the beginning of the
semester or weekly for the duration of the semester, where students are taught about
study skills, administrative rules and procedures, advising, campus services, library
research, health and well-being, and a host of other topics (Cohen & Brawer, 2008).

Counseling covers a broad array of services. One is the transition from the college
to the workplace, and as a result, students can take advantage of career assess-
ment and planning, employment counseling, training for interviews, resume writing,
and other offers. Incoming students receive academic counseling that includes help
with study skills, tutoring, and advice on transferring to other colleges. Academic
advising tries to find the right program for students and then helps them select
appropriate courses and make sure that all requirements are met. Transfer counsel-
ing provides information on the modalities of transferring to a four-year college.
Psychological counseling includes everything from help with addiction, parent-
ing, marital problems, mental health issues, eating disorders, and others (Cohen &
Brawer, 2008).

Increased diversity also means that students have increasingly diverse needs,
which require specially tailored programmes. Many campuses have an office for
international students with employees trained in handling academic, personal, and
legal issues that these students face such as language barriers, homesickness, and
immigration matters. This office also handles all matters concerning student visas.
Campuses often have counselors for specific groups such as veterans, minority
students, or gay and lesbian students. Another area is services for students with
disabilities. As a result of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, such offices
handle all accommodations students may need (equipment, extra time, alternative
exams, note takers, or interpreters) and communicate these needs to faculty mem-
bers. However, Simmons (1994) argued that services alone are not sufficient. To be
truly responsive to students, teaching, advisement, curriculum, and the entire cam-
pus culture will eventually have to change, but special programs can help take steps
in the right direction.
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4.6 Programs

The first type of program that harks back to the very beginnings of the two-year
college is vocational education, also known as technical, occupational, or career
education. These are the types of programs in which German students would most
likely train through an apprenticeship under the dual system, but in the United
States, full-time schooling is usually required to obtain that initial occupational
qualification. The first vocational schools date back to the beginning of the indus-
trial revolution in the early 1800s. After the decline of the apprenticeship in the
late 1700s and the switch to on-the-job training in factories in only one or two
repetitive tasks, workers were often at the mercy of employers with few, if any, pro-
tections from layoffs or dangerous working conditions. Schools were designed to
address this situation and provide a combination of academic and vocational train-
ing to workers to make them more mobile and better able to adjust to change. Other
schools followed to introduce workers to the emerging technology of the day. Junior
colleges were the postsecondary descendants of such schools (Gordon, 2003).

The goal of vocational programs is for students to earn terminal degrees that will
give them access to employment, not transfer, upon graduation. Vocational educa-
tion programs are often designed with the help of advisory committees comprised
of business and industry representatives who have input into what exactly the cur-
riculum will consist of and communicate changing needs to program administrators
and faculty. Since these programs are considered to be terminal, they frequently do
not articulate well with other postsecondary programs and may have requirements
that differ from more academically oriented majors. Many programs conclude with
a certificate instead of an associate degree. To help students find work upon gradu-
ation, there is a strong pregraduation emphasis on job-placement assistance and on
helping the students establish contacts with potential employers (Cohen & Brawer,
2008).

Vocational education has been supported and funded by a number of legislative
initiatives. The most influential law is likely the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and
Technical Education Act, first passed in 1984 and reauthorized for the fourth time
in 2006. Perkins legislation aims to strengthen sub-baccalaureate education through
greater accountability for student attainment, expanded cooperation among differ-
ent institutions, tighter integration of academic and technical learning to improve
workplace skills, and intensified collaboration between colleges and industry, which
all mean support for initiatives already common at community colleges. Another
piece of legislation, the Workforce Investment Act of 1998, provides funds for col-
leges to consolidate student and workforce services in one office for easier access to
information and support (Scott & Sarkees-Wircenski, 2004).

A second type of program is developmental education, also known as remedial
education. All American college aspirants must take standardized aptitude tests,
most commonly the Scholastic Aptitude Tests (SATs) or the American College
Testing (ACT) program. From the mid-1960s to the late 1970s, there was a steep
decline in such test scores for basic skills like reading, English, math, and science.
A correlation was found between family income and test scores, and as more and
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more students from low-income families applied to community colleges, more and
more students with scores below the minimum required for admission appeared on
college campuses (Spann & McCrimmon, 1994).

This situation posed a conundrum for community colleges as their mission was
to provide higher education access to previously underserved populations; at the
same time, it made no sense to keep admitting students who did not have the req-
uisite skills to be successful in college. Dropout rates among these students were
extremely high, and instructors struggled with students unable to comprehend basic
information or complete simple assignments. Traditional approaches such as tutor-
ing helped marginal students but not those with significant deficiencies because
faculty were not trained to help them. The answer to the problem was develop-
mental education to help these students catch up, and the need was indeed stunning.
In 2000, 42% of public community college students took at least one developmen-
tal course, 20% in reading, 23% in writing, and 35% in math (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2009).

The exact nature of developmental programs varies. Some colleges offer separate
courses in academic departments taught by regular college instructors; some create a
separate department for developmental education; others operate centers, often with
names such as College Success Center, where specialized faculty teach students
in a more informal atmosphere and also work with them one-on-one (Spann &
McCrimmon, 1994). Whether or not students may take regular academic courses
while enrolled in developmental coursework depends on the state, the college, or
the program.

According to Spann and McCrimmon (1994), students who need developmental
courses have not only gaps in knowledge and skills but also a lack of understanding
of the expectations of college in terms of work, commitment, and time management.
Developmental courses therefore teach students how to become better and more effi-
cient readers; how to master English grammar and write sentences, paragraphs, and
essays; how to handle math from simple computations to basic algebra; and how to
develop better study, time management, or stress reduction skills (Cohen & Brawer,
2008). To be truly developmental, courses must not only emphasize cognitive skills
alone but also help students with the social and emotional aspects of going to college
(Richardson, 1994). These courses are usually added on to a program of study; they
do not count toward program requirements and may not be transferred for credit.

Complicating the mission of developmental education is student attitudes.
Especially students in vocational programs often see little connection between
developmental education and their future careers. In addition to their dislike for
subjects they had already struggled with in high school, developmental course-
work to them is not an opportunity to open up a world of learning but instead an
onerous requirement on the way to better employment that needs to be discharged
with the least amount of effort possible. To overcome this student resistance, Grubb
and Cox (2005) suggested that developmental education always be integrated with
other college programs, that the curriculum be articulated with college-level courses,
that courses be properly sequenced, that instructors be given professional develop-
ment, and that the administration genuinely support developmental education, both
in word and deed.
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Community education includes literacy training or English language courses,
contract work for industry like technical training, employment skills training like
resume writing, and enrichment activities like French cooking. Mezack (1994)
affirmed that this function is what makes for a true community college. Courses may
be offered for credit or no credit and last from one hour total to an entire semester or
even longer depending on the content. The courses are usually paid for by partici-
pant fees; no financial aid or other public support is available, and most participants
are interested only in the skills that the course provides, not the degree (Cohen &
Brawer, 2008).

Community colleges may also lend their expertise and facilities to community
organizations and agencies. In smaller communities, colleges and their leaders
can function as change leaders in the community or as the one force that has
the clout and the resources to bring divergent interests together. Another outside
client is employers for whom community colleges provide professional develop-
ment and training. The reason community colleges perform this training instead
of the companies themselves is that the college is often cheaper, does not interfere
with business operations as on-the-job training might, and gives students credentials
beyond limited occupational training.

According to Grubb, Badway, Bell, Bragg, and Russman (1997), colleges seek
the role of the “entrepreneurial college” (p. 1) because they can serve the commu-
nity, establish connections with employers, remain competitive with private training
providers, and receive infusions of cash or equipment paid for by industry partners.
In addition, workforce training helps to position colleges strategically in the political
struggle for funding. On the other hand, too much focus on industry training can lead
to charges of being too closely aligned with business, and if the entrepreneurial units
of the college enjoy greater financial liquidity, rancor in the faculty and staff ranks
could develop. The upside, however, is that the entrepreneurial focus can remind
the academic units that the community college is not just a temple of learnedness
while the academic focus can remind the entrepreneurial units that there is a purpose
beyond making money and training people for employment.

The collegiate function means providing transfer courses for students wishing to
eventually graduate from a four-year university and making sure that all students
receive the same quality and rigor of education they would at universities. Transfer
courses are those that are taken at a community college but will be accepted by
other universities as equivalent to their own courses. To ensure transferability, com-
munity colleges have traditionally signed articulation agreements with universities,
specifying which courses would be accepted by the university. However, inconsis-
tent adherence to such agreements and occasional heavy-handedness by universities
moved the issue into the political arena. As community colleges enroll proportion-
ately more minority students than universities, the number of minority students
unable to transfer to universities is also high, leading to concerns about affirma-
tive action and widening the gap between students of color and others (Wellman,
2002). Many states have stepped in to set up statewide transfer matrixes that specify
and mandate for all public colleges and universities which courses can be transferred
between which institutions. These systems try to ensure that the same courses have
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the same title and course number at all public institutions across the state and that
the associate degree will be accepted by universities as equivalent to the first two
years of study (Bender, 1994).

Other transfer agreements may be program specific. For example, some com-
munity colleges may cooperate with universities on a culinary arts program where
students spend the first two years at the community college learning about cooking
skills and the second two years at the university with a focus on hotel and restaurant
management. A program in information technology may be coupled with one in
computer science. In cases like this, anyone completing the first two years can auto-
matically be guaranteed admission into the second two years barring any academic
problems.

Additional transfer setups may exist between colleges and high schools or career
and technology centers. High school students in grades 11 and 12 may in many
states take courses at the local community college and earn high school credit for
those courses as well. Such agreements are known by names like dual or concurrent
enrolment. Especially technical colleges have agreements under which students who
enroll at area career and technology centers earn dual credit for the courses taken
there. The impetus is that those students may be enticed to enroll in college after
finishing their career education if they do not have to repeat content already learned
(Cohen & Brawer, 1987, 2008). Prager (1994) strongly supported such extended
agreements. She especially promoted ideas like Tech Prep, a 2+2 program designed
to integrate grades 11–14. The idea of the program is that high schools, career and
technology centers, and technical community colleges engage in joint curriculum
development to assure students’ smooth articulation between secondary and post-
secondary education in occupational and technical programs. Further, Prager called
for similar agreements with the military to find ways to translate military training
into college credit and with proprietary schools, private career schools that offer
mostly certificates.

However, challenges remain. For one, community colleges must ensure com-
patibility with courses at a university so that students who transfer are not
disadvantaged; at the same time, all community college students, including those
not academically ready for such work, will be enrolled in these courses. Community
college instructors, therefore, are always stuck between maintaining rigor and help-
ing their underprepared students (Cohen & Brawer, 1987, 2008). However, because
of accessibility issues, Eaton (1994) was unequivocal that such challenges must be
overcome for the benefit of students.

Finally, a recent development has been the community college baccalaureate.
Especially in technical and occupational fields not commonly available at universi-
ties or in underserved areas, some community colleges have been given permission
to offer bachelor’s degrees to their students. A second motivation for such degrees
has been the rate of students who never complete their transfer to a four-year uni-
versity or struggle to adjust to the new environment; the hope is that students who
want and need baccalaureate degrees will be more likely to persist if they can stay
at the same institution. This argument once again ties in with the social role of the
community college in providing access to education and personal growth, and it is
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expressed in the statement of philosophy of the Community College Baccalaureate
Association (2009): “The baccalaureate degree is an important entry requirement
for the better jobs and a better lifestyle. Therefore, every person should have an
opportunity to pursue the baccalaureate degree at a place that is convenient, acces-
sible, and affordable” (para 3). The community college baccalaureate tends to be a
highly applied degree with an emphasis on workplace skills rather than theory.

4.7 Organization and Leadership

Community colleges more so than other institutions of higher education tend to have
top-down organizational structures with strong leaders, limited faculty governance,
and little if any student involvement. As a result of faculty teaching loads, the short
tenure of students in their programs, and the need to react quickly to changing eco-
nomic and political realities, decisions are sometimes made with minimal input from
stakeholders.

The most common organizational formats are one college forming its own dis-
trict, districts with multiple colleges, colleges that are branches of larger universities
and thus part of a state university system, and statewide college systems. The major-
ity of colleges have their own districts. A board of trustees or regents provides
regulatory oversight. Boards usually have a membership made up of business or
civic leaders from the college’s district. These boards hire and fire the college pres-
ident, make sure that the college is managed in compliance with all applicable laws
and regulations, oversee facilities management and construction, set staff and fac-
ulty salaries, confirm new faculty contracts, and approve or terminate programs
(Cohen & Brawer, 2008).

The president of a community college has multiple functions and sometimes has
to try to be everything to everybody. Above all, the president is the one who sets
the tone for the institutional culture, and his or her role in faculty and staff morale
is often underestimated. Presidents help develop institutional missions and goals,
make administrative decisions, chair campus committees, meet with the board,
raise money, lobby the state legislature, coordinate programs with other colleges,
work with community leaders, and provide leadership for all on-campus functions
(Cohen & Brawer, 2008; Richardson, Blocker, & Bender, 1994). As a result of the
structure of the community college, many presidents have traditionally been iron-
fisted leaders who made important decisions on their own and micromanaged all
campus affairs. However, the increasing diversity of the constituents community
colleges are expected to serve and the complexity of college functions have led to
calls for presidents to delegate more decision making and become facilitators who
help create a unified purpose for all stakeholders by drawing on the expertise of fac-
ulty and staff members to move the college forward (Bryant, 1994; Myran, 1995;
Richardson et al., 1994).

Deans or vice presidents oversee the day-to-day administration of the college in
areas such as business and finance, academics and instructional services, student
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affairs, administrative services, continuing education, or technology. Large colleges
are likely to have assistant and associate deans or vice presidents as an additional
level of administration as well as directors in charge of specific, limited areas of
college management (Richardson et al., 1994). Division or department chairs report
to the respective dean or vice president. Depending on each college, academic
programs may be divided into divisions of program clusters or related fields or
departments of specific academic disciplines. The exact configuration depends on
the size of the institution and the number of faculty and students in each program.
Technical colleges, for example, often have a general education department or divi-
sion that comprises everything from physics to history to psychology to speech and
writing.

Departments are responsible for setting course schedules, assigning instructors
to classes, hiring adjunct instructors, revising program curricula and plans of study,
and providing services to all classroom instructors. The department chair man-
ages the departmental budget, evaluates faculty and staff, implements curriculum
changes, evaluates student learning throughout the department, lobbies on behalf of
the department with the administration, and participates in recruiting new students
to the departmental programs. Department chairs are usually permanent appoint-
ments and are relieved of any instructional duties; to become chair, someone might
rise from the faculty ranks, or a person from the outside may be hired. Faculty
are below the department chair, but in large, diversified departments, the position
of program coordinator may also exist (Cohen & Brawer, 2008; Richardson et al.,
1994).

Most states have asserted some level of state control over community colleges.
In some states, special boards or commissions are appointed to oversee community
colleges, but in others, they are members of the same higher education agencies
that larger universities belong to. The purpose of this state level involvement is
to establish consistent policy and programs across colleges and to be able to deal
with funding issues in a more efficient manner. The downside is that commu-
nity colleges are required to compete with research universities for state funding.
Furthermore, once the college is more beholden to the state in general and state leg-
islators in particular, it becomes harder to respond to changes at the local level. On
the upside, the state is better able to fund programs for special groups of students
and to offer insight into whether some programs remain viable (Cohen & Brawer,
2008).

All community colleges are accredited. Accreditation is a review of institutional
programs and policies to ascertain that these meet accepted academic standards; it is
also required to be able to receive and disburse federal student aid. Accreditation is a
peer-review process; institutions join one of several regional accreditation agencies
and are then periodically visited by accreditation teams comprised of administra-
tors from other member colleges who check for compliance with standards and
federal laws. Many occupational programs (e.g., nursing) must also be licensed or
accredited by state boards or professional entities.
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4.8 Finances

According to Cohen and Brawer (2008) and Lombardi (1973), community col-
leges usually have six sources of revenue: tuition and fees paid by students, federal
monies, state appropriations, local funds, income from sales and services provided,
and other sources often referred to as soft money because of their limited and
uncertain availability.

State money is generally negotiated each year with members of the state leg-
islature or the state board depending on the funding mechanism in each state.
Garms (1977) distinguished five models of state funding: (1) planned economy with
centralized control, where the legislature appropriates a certain amount of money
annually; (2) planned economy with some decentralization, where the legislature
appropriates most of the money, but local sources or additional funding based on
need are considered; (3) percentage matching, where the state pays a percentage of
the college budget while the rest comes from other sources; (4) flat grant, where
colleges receive a fixed amount per full-time enrolled student; and (5) foundation
plan, where state and local sources share costs to boost those districts with limited
community support. To this list Cohen and Brawer (2008) added one more model,
(6) cost-based funding, where state money is provided based on the functions, objec-
tives, and needs for certain programs. A technology-extensive program, for example,
may receive extra funds under this system if it helps remedy a labor shortage in the
state.

Tuition and fees are a persistent point of contention for every college student and
administrator. Students want to be able to afford college, and administrators want to
keep their colleges affordable. State legislators, on the other hand, want colleges to
collect more tuition money so that state appropriations may be reduced. As a result,
the cost of attending a two-year college has seen some steep increases over the years
(Table 4.4).

However, as a result of the mission of the community colleges, rates are always
below those of major universities to maintain the colleges as points of easy access
to higher education. Tuition is closely related to federal aid. Without aid, many
students would not be able to afford a college education. Of all 2007–2008 full-
time community college students, 65.7% received some sort of financial aid; 55.7%
received an average of $3700 in grants, and 22.5% received an average of $4900 in
loans (Wei, Berkner, He, & Lew, 2009).

Table 4.4 Increase in annual
cost of attending a two-year
college

Year Annual cost Percentage increase

1976/77 $283
1986/87 $660 133
1996/97 $1267 107
2006/07 $2017 62

Source: National Center for Education Statistics (2009)
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Local sources of funding are most frequently tied to the property tax. Generally,
a percentage of the tax property owners in the district pay is set aside for the local
community college. This money may be used for any expense. If more funds are
needed, colleges may ask for a special purpose tax, which can fund only the one
program it is intended for, or a capital outlay tax, which may fund buildings and
equipment. Those last two taxes, however, are often subject to approval by the voters
in the district.

To bring in extra revenue, colleges often lease facilities to outside businesses
or agencies for event hosting. Another source of funding has been to provide paid
services for hire to industry clients, usually in areas such as technology training or
organizational development. Finally, support may come from industry partners (in
the form of money or equipment), donations and gifts, one-time government grants,
and income from investments (Cohen & Brawer, 2008; Lombardi, 1973).

Attracting a wider variety of students has led to some funding issues over the
years as a result of the law of unintended consequences: Lower tuition rates attract
more students, which boosts enrolment, but many of the new students will be low-
income and in turn require more financial aid that the college may have to provide;
special accommodations must be made for disabled students; and many students
who are ill-prepared or not fully committed need ongoing counseling and academic
support to be successful in their studies. As a result, more students mean not only
more revenue but also more cost, and depending on the programs offered and the
location of the college, extra costs can be substantial. In addition, high enrolment
numbers are needed to receive as much state money as possible under some fund-
ing models, so the reaction has at times been to apply subtle pressure to faculty
to relax academic standards to keep everybody enrolled. Other common remedies
to funding shortfalls are hiring freezes, replacing departing full-time faculty with
adjunct instructors, offering only those courses required for graduation, allowing
more students to enroll per course, and postponing equipment purchases and build-
ing renovations (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). The recurring nature of such funding
problems has compelled Breneman and Nelson (1981) to suggest that community
college funding could be more equitably based on a college’s ability and willing-
ness to focus on employment and its impact on the local job market, echoing the
statement made earlier that degree completion should not be the only measure of
community college success.

4.9 Faculty

Community college faculty are said to struggle with defining their identity: They are
technically members of the professoriate, yet they are not in many ways, and they
feel stuck in an ambiguous environment that matches neither high school nor uni-
versity yet contains aspects of both. Besides students referring to their instructors
as teachers rather than professors, there are some significant differences between
community college instructors and university professors. For one, most instructors
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have few to no responsibilities in research and publication; they were hired to teach.
Those who do write and publish have reported attitudes among colleagues and
administrators ranging from admiration to bewilderment to hostility. At any rate,
publishing efforts are rarely if ever rewarded, and the topic of publications is most
often related to teaching rather than to discipline-specific issues (McGrath & Spear,
1994).

Teaching loads are also higher than at four-year universities. Whereas a common
teaching load at a university may be two courses in the fall and three in the spring,
community college instructors routinely teach five or more courses per semester.
Department administrators determine course assignments and teaching schedules;
instructors can easily teach five sections of the same introductory course semester
after semester. Textbook choice tends to be by committee to ensure consistency
across sections, and instructors are often expected to spend 35 or even 40 hours
a week on campus to be available to their students. Instructors are defined by
their teaching, not by discipline; conversations among colleagues are more likely to
involve issues of classroom management and teaching methods rather than research
controversies in a certain field. The repetitive teaching assignments in conjunction
with the lack of student preparedness are said to lead to early burnout and to a
decrease in the quality of instruction (Cohen & Brawer, 2008; McGrath & Spear,
1994).

Although there is some variation among states and colleges, few faculty members
have doctorates in their disciplines. Most hold a master’s degree, and in the case
of some technical programs, even a bachelor’s or associate degree might suffice if
instructors with higher degrees are difficult to find (Fig. 4.1).

Colleges generally offer professional development in areas such as instructional
design and methods or classroom management, either by holding workshops on
campus or by letting faculty members attend conferences. McGrath and Spear
(1994) considered such professional development, in conjunction with giving
instructors the opportunity to return to school to earn their doctorates, as a major

Fig. 4.1 Credentialing
of two-year college faculty
Source: National Center for
Education Statistics (2009)
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means of preventing burnout in the first place. Tenure often does not exist. A more
common system is to have an instructor on probation for one or more years, and
after completing this probationary period, the instructor essentially has continuous
lifetime employment (Cohen & Brawer, 2008).

Despite the often difficult work environment, Cohen and Brawer (2008) claimed
that faculty members tended to be satisfied with their jobs. They know that once their
teaching day ends, they can go home to spend time with friends and family and do
not have to worry about committee meetings, research articles due in two weeks,
or lab experiments in progress. Salaries at community colleges vary considerably,
but in the absence of tenure, longevity is usually rewarded, so salaries can be quite
generous and can exceed those of an assistant or even associate professor at the
nearby four-year university (Illinois Board of Higher Education, 2000). If anything,
faculty complain about the lack of preparedness of their students, requirements for
on-campus face time, the monotony of course assignments, the grading load, the
lack of input on campus issues, and the number of students in their classes.

4.10 Toward the Future

The future of community colleges can best be framed in the context of globalization,
especially the development of a global economy through modern technology. In
1996 already, the American Council on International and Intercultural Education
(ACIIE) sponsored a conference that linked continued economic development with
a more globalized education (ACIIE, 1996). Ruiz (2002) took this argument one
step further and asserted that the changes in the composition of and requirements
for the workforce of the future make it imperative that community colleges become
the force that unites a community view with a global view and teaches students and
businesses that the two views are inextricably linked.

To effect all needed changes, strategic planning has to be instituted at the depart-
mental and the institutional levels (Deegan, 1994). First of all, more emphasis must
be placed on including an increasingly diverse faculty and staff into the planning
process (Acebo, 1994). Next, the challenge is to match student desires with com-
munity needs, and if systems thinking and shared governance are implemented, the
college will be well positioned to react to change (Myran & Howdyshell, 1994).

Clowes and Levin (1994) suggested that community colleges once again put
career and technology education at the center of their efforts. Their reasoning was
twofold: Career education will always be needed and can provide steady enrolment
and funding, and too much focus on community education or industrial training will
lead to more criticism that community colleges are not academic institutions after
all. Dougherty (1994) took issue with this idea, claiming that it will be detrimental
to those students needing a community college because they cannot afford a uni-
versity or are not yet ready, and Eaton (1994) seconded, explaining that collegiate
programs do not have to be dominant but have to be preserved to guarantee sus-
tained access. Despite such criticism, community colleges remain best situated to
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respond to what Gray and Herr (1998) called the “skills-employability paradigm”
(p. 8), that is students’ employment prospects and by extension the country’s pros-
perity are correlated with how well the skills taught in college match those needed
at work.

In this context, globalization and diversity play an important role. To meet
the workforce demands of the future, community colleges will have to increase
their recruitment of underrepresented groups, many of whom will be cultural and
linguistic minorities. Colleges must transform themselves to offer these students
a welcoming atmosphere; as these are the students on whom America’s future
depends, the entire campus has to adopt an attitude of cultural diversity (Forde,
2002). Rendón and Valadez (1994) already foresaw that community colleges will
preserve their attraction as a major first step for many minorities, and they antici-
pated growing numbers of students of color and of immigrants, especially among
those who speak Spanish.

In that same vein, the articulation between adult education, high schools, busi-
ness and industry, and community colleges will have to be strengthened. Since the
workforce requires more and more skills from employees, it will become the job
of community colleges to elevate more and more adults to a higher level of perfor-
mance than was needed in the past (Spann, 2000). As community colleges already
deliver services to the groups mentioned above, they will be able to improve smooth
articulation at a low cost in the era of shrinking higher education budgets (Boylan,
Bonham, Clark-Keefe, Drewes, & Saxon, 2004). Many among this new student pop-
ulation will be underprepared, which means developmental education will remain an
important area of activity as will literacy training for industry and English-language
training for new immigrants (Cohen & Brawer, 2008).

Another development necessitated by globalization is increased emphasis on the
community college baccalaureate, especially in rural areas or for programs that are
not generally offered at universities. According to Walker (2006), more and more
students will need a baccalaureate-level education for their planned careers but are
denied access for financial and geographical reason. With increasing international
competition, higher levels of required workplace skills, and America’s struggle to
not only maintain but also increase prosperity, all qualified and motivated students
must be reached. Community colleges are best suited to fill this need. This devel-
opment does not mean that community colleges will turn away from the associate
degree, which for many students in technical and occupational programs is the key to
career success, but that they need to expand their scope to provide needed services.

Community education likely faces the greatest threat. Industry contract training
and adult basic education (ABE) have revenue streams coming from government
and industry, but community education by its very nature will likely never become
self-supporting, which may make it a target for those trying to contain costs. To
make up for the possible loss of recreational community education if it cannot pay
for itself, Phelan (1994) and Rendón and Valadez (1994) recommended a broader
vision for community building. Economic development, special literacy training
geared toward the workforce, and programs that teach workers how to learn in the
first place were touted as being attractive to outside agencies and industry partners.
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To accomplish this shift, Rendón and Valadez emphasized, changes from leader-
ship to mission to goals down to curriculum and instruction would have to be made.
To execute this new direction, community colleges would have to work on global-
izing themselves. Levin (2001) in turn argued that global economic developments
were shaping even the local workplace as was already evident through modern com-
munication and increased immigration. Meeting the workplace demand by making
institutional and curricular changes to prepare students for jobs where global skills
are needed could be the future strength of the community college.

4.11 Conclusion

What is the final outcome of this discussion about the role of the community col-
lege? This writer believes that the answers to the questions asked at the beginning
of this chapter should be an unqualified “Yes.” Is community college education true
higher education? Yes. Are students served well in community college programs?
Yes. Are community colleges an important access point to higher education? Yes.
Are they well positioned to respond to the demands of a changing economic and
workplace environment? Yes again.

The community college will continue to be looked at as a change agent, and it
will have to keep dealing with the fact that its academic mission cannot be sepa-
rated from its social role, especially with the increasing numbers of new and diverse
groups of learners. In the current global economic environment, access becomes
more important than ever. Large numbers of people must be reskilled; others who
never needed postsecondary education and never had to worry about global issues
must be encouraged to consider college; and previously underserved groups must
be empowered to seize opportunities. For many people, community colleges will
be the convenient and affordable choice in their quest to remain competitive in the
workforce. The community college’s role in shaping communities and society as
a whole has always been part of its mission, and the rapid economic changes the
United States has been experiencing give this social role even more urgency.

Community colleges were never designed as institutions to create or preserve a
status quo but to change with the needs of society, to respond to local conditions,
and this heritage will become an asset. They are well suited to make the changes
necessary for the new demands placed on them because of their ability to find cre-
ative solutions, adjust quickly to new situations, and work in close cooperation with
industry. However, internal structures have to change.

Community colleges must become more unified and integrated in their various
functions, particularly academic and entrepreneurial. These two parts of the college
can no longer afford to be locked into an adversarial relationship but will have to
find ways to cooperate and collaborate. The different units of a community col-
lege must learn that they depend on one another to move the institution forward
and provide the best possible learning experience for students. For example, devel-
opmental education will take on additional importance as more and more workers
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need academic skills they never needed before, and tackling this issue must be a
concerted effort. This is where the changing role of the college president becomes
pivotal. Without a more participatory leadership style, old chasms will remain and
retard the community college’s ability to respond to its students’ needs.

On the college mission and purpose, we seem to have come full circle. Created
to help move the United States into the industrial age, community colleges are now
called upon to move the country into the global age, and they can and must seize
their opportunity to shine in the new economy. Community colleges are uniquely
positioned to respond to the increasing need for further education and training
beyond the high school level, and their industry connections will be a tremendous
asset in designing quality programs. At the same time, they remain a ray of hope
and opportunity for those who had always thought that postsecondary education was
beyond their reach. These two roles, to be part of the needs and the dreams of peo-
ple, will likely make the community college a fixture in the American educational
landscape for years to come.
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