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Preface

T
he publication of Reinventing the Open Door had its genesis in 2004 with 
the creation of the Open Door Project of COMBASE, a national consortium 
of community colleges dedicated to advancing the community-based dimen-
sions of the community college mission, and Wayne County Community 

College District (WCCCD), a multicampus district serving Detroit and other Wayne 
County, Michigan, communities. Both organizations were advocates for new initia-
tives that would combat threats to the closing of the open door of educational oppor-
tunity for low-income groups, minorities, immigrants, and other at-risk populations 
due to changes in factors such as public policy, federal fi nancial aid, the declining 
fi nances of community colleges, accreditation requirements, and the digital divide. 
The purposes of the Open Door Project were to

• Identify changing practices of community colleges in sustaining the open 
door of access to higher education and career opportunity.

• Identify practices that maximize student retention and success for under-
served and underprepared groups.

• Determine how changes in open-door practices are refl ected in the ways 
open-door strategies are executed, such as policy development, community 
relations, curriculum development, teaching and learning, faculty and staff 
development, and fi nancial management.
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As a part of the Open Door Project, COMBASE and WCCCD co-sponsored in 
2005–2006 a national survey of changing open-door practices in community colleges 
(Myran & Martinez, 2006). Community college presidents and executives were asked 
to indicate the degree to which changes in national and state public policy, student 
diversity, the programs and services of the community college, institutional factors 
such as fi nances, and community demographic and economic patterns were driving 
the reinvention of their colleges’ open door. Respondents were also asked to share 
exemplary practices that they felt were emblematic of an emerging new model of the 
open door.

The survey revealed that signifi cant changes were indeed occurring in open-
door practices, with initiatives having the most impact in areas such as partnerships 
with public schools, developmental education, services to single parents with small 
children, community outreach and student recruitment, and modifi cations of federal 
fi nancial aid. The survey provided evidence that a new model of the community 
college open door was emerging; that this new model had the four dimensions of 
student access, student success, campuswide inclusiveness, and community engage-
ment; and that many community colleges were reinventing the open door through 
exemplary programs and services that gave expression to these four dimensions. 

The national survey of emerging open-door practices was followed by a 
national conference in Detroit in May 2006. Sponsored by the American Association 
of Community Colleges (AACC), COMBASE, and WCCCD, the conference brought 
together representatives from community colleges across the country to share best 
practices regarding the four emerging dimensions of the new open-door model. The 
conference provided an opportunity for participants to engage in dialogue about the 
transformation of curricula, student services, teaching and learning, faculty and staff 
development, learning technologies, and community outreach that is giving shape 
and substance to the emerging new model.

THE�ROLE�OF�WCCCD�IN�THE�OPEN-DOOR�PROJECT

WCCCD serves 32 communities and townships, including the city of Detroit, which 
has many challenges. It is one of the most segregated cities in the nation. It has much 
poverty and crime. Its public schools have one of the highest dropout rates in the 
nation. Its unemployment rate is among the highest in the country, and its economy 
is in steady decline, leading to a high rate of home foreclosures and nonpayment of 
property taxes. The adult illiteracy rate in Wayne County is very high. But in this tur-
bulent setting, WCCCD is a beacon of hope.

 In 2002, as a component of its Pathways to the Future initiative, leaders 
determined that the reinvention of the district’s open door would be the leading 
edge of WCCCD’s role in community revitalization and economic recovery. As well, 
leaders of the district felt that WCCCD was a prototype of the community college of 
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the future in that other colleges would face similar challenges as their constituen-
cies became more diverse and needy. As these colleges faced these challenges, they 
would become living laboratories for the transformation of the open door. Viewing 
the reinvention of the open door as a national rather than a local mandate only, WC-
CCD sought opportunities for shared learning with other community colleges, and 
ultimately developed the Open Door Project partnership with the COMBASE consor-
tium. Through work on the national survey, the national conference, and Reinventing 
the Open Door, WCCCD leaders have sought to be engaged in a national dialogue to 
benefi t all community colleges while also infusing what has been learned into WC-
CCD’s own continuing transformation.

ABOUT�THIS�BOOK

Reinventing the Open Door is designed to serve as a practical guide for community 
college leaders and practitioners as they work to align their programs, services, struc-
tures, and processes to meet the demands of their increasingly diverse student bodies 
and communities. It is also intended for use by community college boards of trustees 
and graduate students in community college leadership programs. The book is ideal 
for use in leadership retreats, planning workshops, and other professional develop-
ment venues. 

The fi rst three chapters establish a foundation for understanding the open-
door philosophy by defi ning the dimensions of the emerging model, describing the 
increasingly diverse constituencies, and presenting the leadership challenges in trans-
forming the open door. The four cornerstones of the new open-door model—student 
access, student success, campuswide inclusiveness, and community engagement—
are treated in depth in separate chapters (4–7). The remaining chapters (8–12) address 
fi ve issues crucial to advancing the new community college open-door model: stu-
dent services, technology, workforce education, continuing education, and national 
leadership.

In a Chronicle of Higher Education article titled “Community Colleges at a Cross-
roads,” author J. Evelyn (2004) outlined some of the reasons why community col-
leges are facing trying times. The article included the following quote from George 
R. Boggs, president and CEO of AACC: “We are facing some monumental challenges 
right now, there is no doubt about that. One could say we are at a crossroads. The 
ways in which we confront some of these challenges may certainly defi ne our institu-
tions for years to come.” The alignment of unprecedented challenges has forced the 
country’s 1,200 community and technical colleges to engage in some uncharacter-
istic soul-searching. Enrollments are up, state fi nancial aid is down, and every year 
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more students show up without college-entry skills. How will community colleges pay 
the bills? Who will lead them? Is open access, the cornerstone of community colleges, 
sustainable? 

 In the early 1990s, noted community college leaders Suanne and John 
Roueche characterized community colleges as being between a “rock and a hard 
place” as they coped with the realities of changing demographics, expanding technol-
ogy, faltering public education systems, and limited budgets. They stated, “Access—
the promise of the open door—is more critical than ever, and the specter of access un-
accompanied by real opportunity for success looms especially large in the face of the 
unbelievable diversity of students seeking to enter that door” (Roueche & Roueche, 
1993). Based on 25 years of studying community colleges and on a major study of de-
velopmental education and open-door programs of 12 community colleges, Roueche 
and Roueche concluded that success for at-risk students was attainable and sustain-
able if personal factors such as fi nancial aid and child care were addressed. They 
concluded that incorporating services to strengthen students’ self-esteem, such as 
placing them in classes in which they have a reasonable chance for success, can have 
a positive impact. They encouraged colleges to establish attainable skill levels and to 
evaluate programs on factors such as retention rates, student satisfaction, and success 
in subsequent classes. So, despite often being in such an untenable position, the com-
munity college door can remain open for as long as the colleges adjust to changing 
external and internal realities. And that is what is again happening today—community 
colleges are transforming themselves with innovative new practices that will help sus-
tain and advance the open-door philosophy.

 Who will lead this transformation? Thomas Jefferson once said that every 
generation needs a revolution. He meant that each generation must learn anew how 
to apply democratic principles in their time and place. This is what is happening in 
community colleges: A new generation of leaders—members of boards of trustees, 
presidents, faculty members, instructional and student services leaders, continuing 
education and workforce development offi cers, and other community college profes-
sionals—are rekindling the missionary spirit that has always characterized open-door 
leaders and advocates. This book is written for that new generation.
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Chapter 1

A New Open-Door Model
for Community Colleges

A
small percentage of community college students today fi t the mold of the 
traditional college student: attending college full time directly out of high 
school, age 18–24, and planning to earn a baccalaureate in 4 years. Most 
of today’s community college students attend part time and balance the role 

of learner with others such as parent and worker. The majority must overcome fi nan-
cial, economic, and personal barriers to academic and career success. Many are un-
employed or high school dropouts. Some were not born in the United States. Others 
live around the world and attend the community college through distance learning. 
They are rich and poor, young and old, and of just about every color and background 
imaginable. While community colleges are committed to serving an increasingly 
diverse student population, the “institutional soul” of these colleges is their calling to 
play a liberating role in the lives of those who might otherwise be disenfranchised, 
unconnected, semiliterate, unskilled, and unemployed. It is this sense of calling, of 
higher purpose, that gives life to the open door of the community college.

 Those of us involved in community college work use the term open door in 
many ways: open-door philosophy, open-door college, open-door mission, open door 
of educational opportunity, open-door concept, and open access. Open door is also 
closely linked to other commonly used terms such as “democracy’s college” and the 
“people’s college.” However, the community college open door is most powerfully 
defi ned as a set of principles and ideas, a philosophy on which the community col-
lege is founded. The open door is not an admissions policy or a set of services but an 

Gunder Myran
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expression of deeply held convictions about the very nature of the institution. That is 
why the open door is sometimes referred to as the spirit of the community college. 
The term open door is a condensed expression of the democratic and egalitarian 
principles on which community colleges are based: the spirit of hope for a better 
tomorrow for all who seek it; the belief that talent and ambition are very widely dis-
tributed in our society and not the province of the elite and privileged few; the faith 
that people from all walks of life can overcome barriers and achieve great things; the 
devotion to an inclusive campus environment of acceptance, understanding, and car-
ing; and the commitment to serving as a community-based education resource in ad-
dressing problems that create barriers to student success such as poverty, unemploy-
ment, racism, drugs, and crime. Undergirded by this spirit of hope and optimism, the 
community college open door can best be defi ned as a philosophy founded on the 
faith that everyone can, through education, achieve their academic, career, and other 
life goals. It is also an expression of all the ways in which community college profes-
sionals value, empower, and motivate students who bring to the college unique ra-
cial, ethnic, national, gender, age, socioeconomic, geographic, educational, cultural, 
religious, physical, lifestyle, and other perspectives. 

THE�EVOLUTION�OF�THE�OPEN-DOOR�PHILOSOPHY 
 

From the beginning of the public community college movement in Joliet, Illinois, in 
1901, the principle of universal, low-cost access to education beyond high school 
was established. The early colleges were generally very small. They often operated as 
an evening extension of the local high school. Adult students might take English 101 
in the same room that they took high school English in a few years earlier, while the 
instructor may have walked up a fl ight of stairs to instruct a college course after fi n-
ishing with his or her high school classes. This hometown version of college enabled 
many students to prepare for transfer to baccalaureate-granting institutions. These 
pioneer students were typically involved in liberal arts and pre-professional programs 
and helped to resolve early issues regarding the transfer of college credits from the 
junior college to the receiving university. The availability of practical instruction in 
vocational subjects in these early community colleges also served to expand career 
opportunities for those who did not aspire to a university education.

Two events occurred in the 1940s that dramatically affected community col-
leges. With the passage of the GI Bill of Rights in 1944, World War II veterans from 
every social and economic class fl ooded campuses and changed the face of all 
higher education. This was egalitarianism in action on a massive scale. In 1947, a 
commission established by President Truman, called the President’s Commission on 
Higher Education for American Democracy, started a national trend to rename junior 
colleges as community colleges. It called for a national network of low-cost, com-
prehensive colleges to serve the education needs of local communities. This report 
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served as the impetus for rapid expansion throughout the nation. During the 1960s, it 
was said that a new community college was being established somewhere each week. 
These twin initiatives of the 1940s played a very signifi cant role in opening the door 
of educational opportunity throughout the country.

During the 1960s, community colleges experienced major enrollment growth. 
However, this was also a period of social revolution as Blacks and other minorities de-
manded equality. With missionary zeal, community colleges opened the door of edu-
cational opportunity to groups that had historically been systematically excluded. They 
became a primary education resource for underserved populations claiming their place 
in society. Innovations such as storefront counseling centers, tutorial services, fi nancial 
aid, extension centers, child-care centers, women’s resource centers, and developmental 
education fl ourished. These innovations and the infusion of new students transformed 
community colleges from campus-based to community-based institutions responding to 
the education, social, and economic needs of the communities they served.

Since the 1960s, community colleges have led the democratization of U.S. 
higher education. In recent years, however, rapidly changing external and internal con-
ditions have forcefully indicated that access is not enough. Government units, accredit-
ing agencies, businesses, and citizens’ groups are demanding that colleges and universi-
ties be more effective in training a globally competitive workforce, closing the academic 
achievement gap between minorities and the general population, and meeting other 
societal needs. To respond to these demands, community colleges are inventing new 
ways to prepare the most underprepared and underserved groups for success. They are 
empowering these students to overcome barriers such as limited income, limited litera-
cy and basic job skills, physical limitations, and other personal and family factors. 

DIMENSIONS�OF�THE�NEW�OPEN-DOOR�MODEL

In response to these challenges, a new generation of community college leaders is bring-
ing a heightened level of energy and strategy, and a renewed passion, to creating a trans-
formed open door. A new open-door model is emerging that is transforming all dimen-
sions of these institutions. Table 1.1 summarizes the major dimensions of the new model.

Factors Driving Change

Two major factors that are driving changes in the way open-door principles and be-
liefs are given concrete expression are increasingly diverse students and environmen-
tal factors. The impact of increased diversity is well documented in chapter 2. Chang-
es in demographic, economic, political, and other conditions are forcing community 
college leaders to develop new strategies that emphasize success as well as access, 
especially as it relates to groups that are otherwise underprepared for a knowledge-
based economy. This dimension of the model is explored in chapters 10 and 11.
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Table 1.1  A New Open-Door Model for Community Colleges

Student Diversity Factors
• Race and ethnicity
• National origin
• Gender
• Age
• Socioeconomic status
• Physical capacity
• Education background

Factors Driving Change

Environmental Factors
• Demographic
• Economic
• Political
• Technological
• Cultural
• Social
• Educational

Open-Door Community College Mission Statement

The mission of [Name of Open-Door Community College] is to empower students, businesses, and com-
munities to achieve their goals through excellent and accessible higher education and career advance-
ment programs and services.

Student
access

Student
success

Campuswide
inclusiveness

Community
engagement

College
leadership

Student 
services

Technology Workforce
education

Career
pathways and

continuing
education

National 
leadership

Instruction
• Career education
• University transfer
• General education
• Developmental 

education
• Continuing education
• Supplementary instruction

Student Support Services
• Admissions
• Orientation
• Advising
• Course placement
• Financial aid
• Welcome center
• First-year experience
• Online services
• Diversity program
• Education background

General
• Race and ethnicity
• National origin
• Gender
• Age
• Socioeconomic status
• Physical capacity
• Education background

Open-Door Cornerstones

Strategic Institutional Development

Functional Implementation
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Open-Door Community College Mission Statement and Cornerstones

Table 1.1 provides an example of a community college mission statement that cap-
tures the open-door philosophy. The mission statement expresses in a concise form 
what the social purpose of the college is or why it exists. Mission statements of com-
munity colleges vary greatly because they express how individual colleges view their 
social purpose in relation to the unique needs of the communities they serve. The 
example provided in Table 1.1 emphasizes individual goal achievement, empower-
ment, excellence, and accessibility, thereby articulating some of the primary princi-
ples of the open-door philosophy. The four cornerstones of the new open-door model 
are addressed in individual chapters: student access in chapter 4, student success in 
chapter 5, campuswide inclusiveness in chapter 6, and community engagement in 
chapter 7.

Strategic Institutional Development

The principles and beliefs that are the foundation of the open-door philosophy are 
given life and expression through strategic decisions made and actions taken by com-
munity college leaders and other practitioners. Student-centered changes in institu-
tional priorities and strategies in response to the increasing diversity and community 
demographic and economic trends will be the hallmark of the new generation of 
leaders who are reinventing the open door. The college president and other execu-
tives must lead the full expression of open-door principles and beliefs by serving as 
advocates and catalysts for the coordination, integration, and improvement of pro-
grams and services for increasingly diverse students. Similarly, the college’s strategic 
and annual plans must indicate the priority placed on the transformation of programs 
and services in response to the evolving education needs of students. Changes in 
organizational design, staffi ng patterns, the allocation of fi nancial resources, and the 
policies of the governing board must all refl ect specifi c responses to changed condi-
tions and trends and to open-door principles and beliefs.

The college’s defi nition of effectiveness and its continuous improvement 
processes must include a focus on institutional improvement and development that 
transforms programs, services, and processes to better serve the diverse students. 
Community colleges must also serve as external advocates for diverse students by 
engaging with community partners in addressing the social, cultural, and economic 
problems that create barriers to success. And they must be engaged beyond their 
own institutions and communities to infl uence state and national public policy as 
well. Several chapters address major areas of strategic institutional development: 
leadership in chapter 3, student services in chapter 8, technology in chapter 9, work-
force education in chapter 10, and career pathways and continuing education in 
chapter 11.
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Functional Implementation

Decisions about the strategic development of the community college that give current 
expression to open-door principles and beliefs are executed at the various functional 
levels of the college. Instructional elements such as career education, university trans-
fer, developmental education, continuing education, workforce and job skills train-
ing, adult education, and high school completion programs are at the center of the 
education enterprise. The success of students from diverse backgrounds depends on 
how responsive the faculty and academic leaders are to their needs. 

 In a single class, a faculty member may have many different kinds of stu-
dents: those for whom English is not their fi rst language; some with physical limita-
tions, others with limited literacy skills. Students may have emotional problems, 
child-care demands, or other family circumstances that affect their attendance. As if 
the challenges of serving this diverse class were not enough, this same faculty mem-
ber must also be more accountable for improving learning outcomes. This type of 
classroom dilemma calls for increased institutional support of teachers and learners 
alike, including revised approaches to course placement, expanded and improved 
developmental education programming, supplemental instruction and other forms 
of classroom support, innovative uses of learning technologies, interdisciplinary pro-
gramming, and expanded special needs services. The reinvention of student services 
will also address many of the barriers to student access and success. Transformational 
changes are needed, and are taking place, in services such as fi nancial aid, tutorial 
services, career and academic counseling, testing and course placement, class regis-
tration, study skills services, veterans’ services, and special needs services.

In addition, faculty and staff members may benefi t from professional 
development programs that nurture new awareness, attitudes, and skills needed to 
effectively serve increasingly diverse students. Information and learning technologies 
must adjust to match the readiness and access needs of new student constituencies. 
Financial planning must recognize the realities of the budgetary demands of changing 
programs and services. In essence, a commitment to meeting the educational needs 
of a highly diverse student body must drive transformation of all elements of the com-
munity college.

THE�FOUR�OPEN-DOOR�CORNERSTONES

Student Access

Historically, access has been central to the open-door philosophy, and overcoming 
the access gaps between rich and poor continues be a vital dimension of the open-
door model. The majority of students are dealing with risk factors such as limited 
income, lack of literacy and job skills, family problems, and physical limitations. For 
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example, the low rate of high school completion by Hispanic students, the fastest-
growing population group in the United States, presents a special challenge because 
they and other minorities must ultimately replace aging baby boomers, the best-edu-
cated generation in U.S. history, in the workforce. 

Community colleges are challenged to effectively serve special groups such 
as people with mental health problems, high school dropouts, ex-inmates, alienated 
young urban Black men, and military veterans. Most people in these groups are fi rst-
generation college goers who are less likely than traditional students to have a sup-
portive family and neighborhood environment. The new open-door model must em-
phasize solutions that deal effectively with institutional factors that affect accessibility 
and the equity agenda of the community college. Examples include the following:

• Proactive efforts to reach out to potential students, schools, and other com-
munity groups to instill awareness of the benefi ts of the community college.

• Creating student-friendly admission, orientation, fi nancial aid, and other entry 
processes.

• Creating a match between the educational and support needs of each con-
stituency and the programs, services, and resources of the college so that the 
benefi ts of enrollment overcome the personal factors that represent barriers to 
access or achievement.

Student Success 

Access alone, unaccompanied by real opportunity for success, is not enough. Add-
ing the element of student success to the open-door model has been a major devel-
opment in community colleges during the past two decades, although being truly 
evaluative about the degree to which student learning outcomes match stated edu-
cation goals is still a work in progress. Community colleges also have a long way to 
go to fully achieve a student success agenda. Degree completion rates are very low, 
especially for minorities, single women with children, older learners, and nondegree 
enrollees. Regional accrediting bodies, pushed by a federal government frustrated by 
wasted fi nancial aid, have shifted accreditation criteria to emphasize evidence of stu-
dent learning. It could be said that the future success of the community college itself 
is dependent on dramatic improvement in the student success element of the new 
open-door model. Three examples of ensuring success are

• Partnering with students to empower them to achieve their academic and 
career goals.

• Assessing the effectiveness of programs, disciplines, and institutions.
• Integrating assessment and continuous quality improvement into the organi-

zational culture.
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Campuswide Inclusiveness

Because of the increasing diversity among students, community colleges must make 
a stronger commitment to creating an inclusive and nurturing environment in which 
students, faculty, and staff work together to create an affi rming and open environment 
in which each individual can grow. In such a setting, those in the college commu-
nity can learn to see the world through many eyes, break away from stereotypic and 
dysfunctional ways of relating, and learn problem-solving skills they will need in a 
global society. The term campuswide inclusiveness has been chosen to communicate 
a concept that encompasses diversity programs, equity programs, multicultural pro-
grams, and other institutional initiatives to foster a sense of community among diverse 
students, faculty, and staff. Campus inclusiveness means fostering

• The expansion of diversity, equity, and multicultural programs.
• A campus environment of acceptance and affi rmation in which diverse peo-

ple can give expression to their unique identities and education goals and a 
shared sense of common purpose based on learning together how to live in a 
multicultural global society.

• Diversity training for faculty and staff and for student leadership groups.

Community Engagement

Community colleges are also renewing efforts to confront the very community 
problems that cause barriers to student success, especially for low-income and mi-
nority students (e.g., unemployment, poverty, crime, drugs, and neighborhood de-
cay). This element of the new open-door model is called community engagement to 
convey the importance of enlisting the involvement of community organizations—
economic development and business groups, secondary schools, government agen-
cies, churches, nonprofi t organizations, and other groups—in achieving improve-
ments in community conditions and thereby reducing barriers to academic and 
career success for students. To reach community engagement goals, community col-
leges are sponsoring

• Service learning programs, community internship and work-study experienc-
es, and other forms of community volunteerism.

• Community problem-solving projects in partnership with other community 
organizations.

• Community summits and workshops on major community issues such as pub-
lic school reform, the future workforce, and adult illiteracy.
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EVIDENCE�OF�TRANSFORMATION

Throughout this book, examples are provided of steps being taken by community col-
leges to give contemporary expression to the open-door philosophy. As an introduc-
tion, some of the most dramatic evidence of transformation are as follows.

• New forms of student access. Community colleges are reaching into the pub-
lic schools to introduce middle- and high school students to the opportunities 
available to them. They are working with high school faculty and staff to in-
crease awareness of literacy requirements necessary to success, and they are 
involved in revamping curricula at both levels to create a smoother transition. 
The colleges are conducting special recruitment programs for minorities and 
other underrepresented groups and providing online admissions, fi nancial 
aid, and orientation services.

• On-demand delivery of instructional services and programs. Increasingly, stu-
dents expect convenient and high-quality services on demand—when, where, 
and in the form that best suits them. In many community colleges, online ser-
vices and programs are the fastest-growing dimension of the institution.

• Aligning outcomes of programs with the goals of students. Accrediting agen-
cies, the federal government, business organizations, and students themselves 
are demanding that college programs produce results that justify the invest-
ment. As a result, community colleges are creating institutional effectiveness 
programs and involving faculty and staff members in ongoing assessment of 
student learning outcomes and performance-based continuous improvement. 
The traditional emphasis on the teacher, the prescribed curriculum, the class 
schedule, and other trappings of academia is shifting to an emphasis on the 
learner and outcomes of learning (student retention and success rather than 
“seat time”). The value of a college education is increasingly measured by the 
success of students after attendance or graduation (securing meaningful em-
ployment, career progression, transferring to a baccalaureate institution, etc.).

• Renewed emphasis on developmental education. Because the majority of 
students entering a community college require some remedial education (e.g., 
math, writing, reading, computer, or study skills), success in adult education 
and developmental education programs is essential. However, this has been 
an area of weakness for many community colleges. Colleges participating in 
the national Achieving the Dream initiative are leading this transformation by 
placing emphasis on increasing student success in developmental education 
courses and in subsequent college-level courses.

• Increased enrollment of older students in career education and the shift of 
younger students from career education to university-transfer programs that 
lead to a professional career. The majority of community college students 
have the goal of getting a good job and advancing in their careers. For older 
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students who are underemployed, recently laid off, or stuck in dead-end jobs, 
this goal is very immediate and practical—they want a decent job with secu-
rity so they can support their families. Younger students see a baccalaureate 
as a way to ensure longer-term career success, more income, and greater job 
security.

• Increased dual enrollments. Many states now support fi nancially the dual 
enrollment of students in high school and community college. For small high 
schools in rural areas, dual enrollment permits the use of community colleges 
to expand math, science, engineering, and technology offerings. Dual enroll-
ment also permits the community college to help students make the transition 
from high school to college when they might otherwise drop out or lack the 
confi dence to undertake a college program.

• Emergence of boundaryless colleges. U.S. community colleges provide on-
line instruction (as well as admissions, orientation, class scheduling, and oth-
er student services) across the globe to students including military personnel, 
people on business travel, and natives of other countries.

• Introduction of diversity, multicultural, and other programs to promote in-
clusiveness. Community colleges are introducing diversity or multicultural 
courses and programs; special multicultural events; clubs for racial, ethnic, 
and national groups; and diversity training for faculty and staff. 

• Rapid growth of learning technologies. Learning technologies are making 
worldwide knowledge and intellectual resources available to students and 
faculty members. Classroom and laboratory technologies are changing meth-
ods of teaching and learning, and distance-learning technologies are expand-
ing the reach of colleges to students around the globe.

• Increasing numbers of “digital natives.” Technology-savvy students are de-
manding new forms of connectivity from community colleges that align to 
new forms of online communication including social networking (e.g., Face-
book and YouTube), text messaging, e-mail, and personal Web sites.

• Increased effort to project higher education as a public good as well as an 
individual benefi t. Taxpayers and government offi cials tend to think of higher 
education as an individual benefi t rather than a contributor to the public 
good. As a result, community college leaders are rethinking their engagement 
in their communities’ problem solving and are articulating the benefi ts of the 
college to the community through public relations initiatives. 

• New emphasis on assessment of institutional effectiveness. In parallel with 
emphasis on the assessment of student learning outcomes, community col-
leges must demonstrate to regional accrediting agencies and government bod-
ies that they are continuously improving programs, services, structures, and 
processes based on data derived from the assessment of student, business, 
and community satisfaction and success. 
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An emerging generation of community college leaders is forging a new defi nition of 
the community college open door, giving renewed expression to the democratic and 
egalitarian principles on which community colleges are founded. By the strategic 
decisions they make and the actions they take, they will shape the future of the com-
munity college and its underlying open-door philosophy for decades to come. The 
capacity of community colleges to respond effectively to the challenges they face is 
questioned in some higher education forums. In an article in the Chronicle of Higher 
Education, Gordon Davies (2007), former director of Virginia’s State Council of High-
er Education, advocated a new college that he called “the poor college” (based on a 
passage in Virginia Woolf’s book, The Three Guineas). Davies argued that because of 
the widening gap between the rich and poor in the United States, it is time to create 
a new college that is willing to defi ne excellence as meeting the needs of the poorest 
among us and guaranteeing them advanced education. He then discounted the will 
and capacity of community colleges to step up to this challenge: “Community col-
leges might assume that they fi ll this role, but most do not. They are becoming more 
expensive, sometimes for reasons beyond their control. Beset by increasing demand 
and beguiled by status, many are becoming more selective. Most provide access to 
the less well to do, but not to the poorest among us” (Davies, 2007).
 Davies’ challenge may disturb community college leaders, but it must be tak-
en seriously. Community colleges must redouble their efforts to demonstrate the pas-
sion, the “fi re in the belly,” to be a primary education resource and advocate for the 
poorest and disenfranchised. Community colleges must continue to be engaged with 
other progressive institutions and groups to build on the democratic gains of the past 
in areas such as civil rights, federal and state student fi nancial aid, affi rmative action, 
and the rights of people with physical limitations. 

 It has been said that every society needs its prophets, those who articulate 
a compelling vision, who call us to greatness and inspire us to action. Every society 
also needs its builders and carpenters who give life and shape to the vision. Our 
prophets are the founders of our country, those pioneers who dreamed of a society 
based on the democratic ideals of freedom, justice, and equality. We in community 
colleges are among the builders and carpenters; it is our calling to give life and shape 
to the dream of a society based on these democratic ideals. 
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Chapter 2

Addressing the Needs of
Diverse Students 

T
raditional perspectives of diversity are refl ected in Merriam-Webster’s defi ni-
tion of diversity as “the inclusion of diverse people (as people of different 
races or cultures) in a group or organization.” Conversations about diversity 
in higher education, however, have become increasingly complex in recent 

years, especially when describing community college students. Contemporary per-
spectives on diversity in community colleges include a wide array of demographic 
and situational characteristics of the general population, such as gender, sexual 
orientation, religion, physical and mental ability, family history of college attendance, 
academic intentions, academic preparation, marital status, veteran status, parental 
status, motivational level, socioeconomic background, learning style, part-time versus 
full-time enrollment status, commitments and obligations outside the college, and 
English-speaking ability (Ender, Chand, & Thornton, 1996). 

Students are attracted to community colleges not only as pathways to 4-year col-
leges and universities but also for their vocational preparation, adult education, remedial 
schooling, and career enhancement programs. In addition, community colleges are 
often more affordable and accessible than 4-year colleges and universities. They offer 
many evening and weekend classes, willingly accept part-time students, provide out-
reach services in neighborhood extension centers, and have an open admissions policy.

As open-door colleges, community colleges must address the diverse needs of 
students as a central part of their mission. The community college agenda is driven by 
the critical need to retrain and retool the labor force in an economy that has rapidly 

Debraha Watson
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shifted from manufacturing to technology. Schools must therefore recognize and ac-
commodate the circumstances of students. The primary purpose of this chapter is to 
examine the broadening defi nition of diversity and move beyond restrictive historical 
defi nitions and conceptual frameworks to create new ways of teaching, learning, and 
providing broad-based support to students.

DEMOGRAPHICS�OF�COMMUNITY�COLLEGE�STUDENTS

Whether one looks at the demographic evidence contained in education research and 
policy briefs or steps onto any of the nation’s 1,200 community college campuses, two 
characteristics stand out: Community college students represent many distinct racial 
and ethnic groups, and they are seeking out community colleges in greater numbers to 
get an education, earn a certifi cate or associate degree, enhance their job skills, prepare 
for transfer, or improve their English or basic literacy skills (Laden, 2004). The number 
of racial minority students attending community colleges has increased substantially in 
the past 20 years. In 1976, minority enrollment accounted for less than 20% of the total 
student population; 10% were Black, 4% were Hispanic, and another 4% were Asian 
American (Snyder, Tan, & Hoffman 2006). By fall 2004, however, the total number of 
minority students enrolled at 2-year public colleges had jumped to 36% of the total, 
including 13% Black, 15% Hispanic, and 7% Asian American students.

These statistics support what community college educators already know: 
Racial and ethnic minority students have a growing visibility on most campuses, 
establishing this population as an emerging majority. Examining other demographic 
trends, Snyder and Hoffman (2002) revealed that women in all racial groups continue 
to constitute more than half of all community college students. In addition, more than 
34% of these women students are responsible for dependent children, and of these, 
16% are single parents.

As a direct result of the tremendous diversity represented by community college 
students, complex challenges and opportunities arise for both student and academic 
affairs. Culp and Helfgot (1998) noted that the arrival of increasing numbers of diverse 
students represents a “continuing wave of the underprepared, the under-represented, 
the underachieving, and the underclass.” Community colleges must recognize that not 
all students share the same needs, concerns, expectations, and aspirations.

CHARACTERISTICS�OF�AT-RISK�STUDENTS

Challenges arise for many community colleges because the students they serve are 
often labeled “at risk.” This term encompasses a wide range of problems:

• Entering college academically underprepared.
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• Working more than 30 hours a week.
• Lacking fi nancial support.
• Lacking social support.
• Being fi rst-generation college attendees.
• Having expectations of failure (see, e.g., Ortiz, 2004; Roueche & Roueche, 

1993; Terenzini, Cabrera, & Bernal, 2001; Yeh, 2002).

In a 1992 National Center for Education Statistics study, authors Kaufman and 
Bradby provided data from research on the progress of high school graduates through 
college enrollment. They sought to identify at-risk students and the traits or environ-
mental factors that promoted resiliency despite the obvious disadvantages. Control-
ling for race and ethnicity, Chen and Kaufman (1997) identifi ed fi ve risk factors. 
Students were considered at risk if they fi t one or more of the following criteria: low 
socioeconomic level, member of a single-parent family, older sibling who dropped 
out of school, changed schools two or more times, average grades of C or lower from 
sixth through eighth grades, or had repeated a grade.

Not surprisingly, at-risk students are at high risk of academic failure because 
they are less academically prepared and more socially deprived. They also tend to 
be unrealistic goal setters who are largely motivated by the need for instant gratifi -
cation. Chen and Kaufman (1997) found that those identifi ed as at-risk students in 
high school remained at risk when seeking entry into postsecondary institutions. 
They showed that, by 10th grade, at-risk students were less likely than others to have 
aspirations to attend college, to be academically prepared, to take college entrance 
exams, and, even if they took those exams, to apply for admission to 4-year col-
leges. Furthermore, those who enrolled in colleges and universities were less likely 
to exhibit behaviors of constructive persistence, such as completing remedial courses 
or seeking assistance with college application processes. They also tended to have an 
imbalance or low level of peer and parental involvement in their education. 

Seligman (1975) used the term learned helplessness to describe those with an 
extreme external locus of control who believe that they have no infl uence over their 
own destiny, resulting in a lack of confi dence and autonomy. Grimes (1997) noted 
that some students’ attribution of locus of control is a self-defense mechanism by 
which they perceive positive outcomes as internal and negative outcomes as external. 
Seligman (1975), Roueche and Roueche (1993), and Grimes (1997) argued that a 
weak self-concept coupled with prior school experiences can result in students being 
wary of their academic surroundings. The student’s disbelief in his or her own ability 
can lead to a self-fulfi lling prophecy of failure. This failure is observable in behavior 
such as consistently not bringing necessary supplies or resources, regularly not com-
pleting assignments, expressing hostility toward peers and instructors, or conversely, 
refraining from class participation entirely. The authors concluded that, unlike other 
students, those who are at risk might set unrealistic goals and be motivated by a fear 
of failure that is commonly infl uenced by harsh economic conditions in their home 
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communities. This weak self-concept is the source of most resistance to developing a 
learning experience that promotes active engagement.

NONTRADITIONAL�STUDENTS

The numbers of older, fi rst-generation, and immigrant students have increased dramati-
cally (Coley, 2000; Ryan, 2003). These adult learners with multiple roles and responsi-
bilities are attracted to the 2-year college environment in part because the schools offer 
fl exibility while accommodating their needs by offering evening and weekend courses 
as well as full- or part-time enrollment. Interrelated demographic shifts, stagnant eco-
nomic levels, and longer life expectancies have accounted for substantial numbers of 
returning or fi rst-time mature students (ages 25 to older than 90) to community colleges. 
Eisen (2005) showed that these non–traditional-age students view their education as an 
opportunity for self-discovery and empowerment and as a means to improve adaptabil-
ity to their environment. In addition, many older adults who cannot afford to retire or 
who have been victims of corporate downsizing and restructuring are now left to refi ne 
existing skills or acquire new ones—especially in the area of technology (Laanan, 2003).

This group often faces the same challenges of at-risk students as well as a set of 
challenges unique to their age and stage of life. Findings indicate that older students and 
career-changers experience psychological transformation such as anxiety, guilt, and fear 
upon returning to the classroom (Laanan, 2003). It is normally assumed that, as people 
age, they will prepare for retirement rather than continuing to work and learn out of 
necessity. However, rapid changes in technology and other socioeconomic factors can 
force older adults to acquire new skills or update existing skills to remain self-suffi cient.

As adults mature, they are more self-directed and motivated to achieve their ac-
ademic goals (Merriam, 2001). Therefore, the effect of aging on the adult learner and the 
implications for learning and support systems must be a priority for educators striving 
to serve those with hearing loss, decreased cognitive processes, and weakened vision. 
Furthermore, these students frequently experience an added academic and social barrier 
because they might be older than faculty members and other students in the classroom.

EMERGING�MAJORITY�GROUPS

Historically, researchers have sought to classify community college students by gen-
der, ethnic minority, and level of academic preparedness. Although the results have 
yielded pertinent information for program development and assessments, these clas-
sifi cations often intersect. This makes it diffi cult to determine which factor places the 
student at risk. Although minority status is not necessarily synonymous with academic 
or economic disadvantage, minorities are more likely to be from lower socioeco-
nomic backgrounds and education levels. Ethnic students, however, are not mono-
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lithic. Diversity among minority groups exists politically, socially, and economically. 
All of these factors can affect the student’s motivation and ability to succeed in higher 
education.

Hispanic Students

Over the past two decades, Hispanic college student enrollments in community col-
leges have steadily increased. More than 55% of all Hispanic students who enroll in 
higher education after high school choose to enroll at community colleges (Wilds & 
Wilson, 1998). Despite the surge in enrollment, this group remains notably underrep-
resented at all levels of higher education; it also has one of the lowest overall educa-
tion attainment rates of any ethnic or racial group (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). None-
theless, the community college has become a critical pathway to higher education for 
Hispanic students, who are more likely than those from other racial or ethnic groups 
to begin their postsecondary education at a community college (Adelman, 2005).

For Hispanic students, the decision to attend a community college is often the 
most sensible choice for the same common and practical reasons that any student 
might choose to attend a community college. However, some additional factors—
such as socioeconomic status, prior academic achievement, and degree objectives—
infl uence this decision for Hispanic students. Hispanic adults have an extraordinarily 
high labor force participation rate because contributing to the household expenses 
is a common necessity in most Hispanic households (Fry, 2002). Hispanic women 
face additional cultural stressors in navigating the higher education pipeline, as 
entrenched gender roles in Hispanic families can inhibit their education and career 
aspirations (Rendon, 1992; Romo, 1998). Nevertheless, Hispanic women are more 
likely than their male counterparts to participate in higher education (Harvey, 2002).

Furthermore, the older Hispanic students are when they enter higher educa-
tion, the more likely they will enroll in a community college. A substantial portion 
of the Hispanic community college population is made up of students older than 
24 (Fry, 2002). A strong commitment to work and family does not prevent Hispanic 
students from attaining postsecondary education, although a sense of these respon-
sibilities coupled with low-income status might help to explain why so many attend 
affordable and conveniently located community colleges on a part-time basis (Fry, 
2002). Ultimately, cultural validation is crucial to increasing the persistence and 
transfer rates among all Hispanic students in community colleges, and any interven-
tions targeting this population must incorporate cultural awareness (Laden, 1998).

Black Students

Researchers agree that Black students have historically been—and still are—under-
represented in higher education in the United States. In response, community colleg-
es have been systematic in providing access to minorities. Cohen and Brawer (2003) 
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noted that Black student enrollment in community colleges in the United States 
exceeds that population’s demographic proportion, as reported in 18 states. However, 
some argue that community colleges actually hinder minority students from attending 
4-year colleges and universities by enrolling them into career and vocational offer-
ings rather than academic and transfer programs (Brint & Karabel, 1989; Nora, 2000; 
Zwerling, 1986).

First-Generation Students

First-generation college students whose parents have never attended college fall 
within the at-risk category and often face several barriers when entering postsecond-
ary education. Research suggests that, compared to their peers, fi rst-generation stu-
dents are at a disadvantage when it comes to basic knowledge about postsecondary 
education. These students are more likely to face challenges in areas such as fi nancial 
and family support, degree expectations, and academic preparedness (Pascarella, 
Wolniak, & Pierson, 2003). First-generation college students have more problems 
transitioning from high school to college than do other students. According to Snyder 
and Tan (2005), about 43% of fi rst-generation college students will leave without a 
degree. These students encounter some of the same diffi culties as those whose par-
ents attended college, but often their experiences are exacerbated due to cultural, 
social, and academic differences. For instance, they are more likely to face fi nancial 
and academic diffi culties due to a lack of access to education opportunities that are 
generally more readily available to the children of better-educated parents.

Students With Disabilities

Prentice (2002) stated that people with disabilities constitute the largest minority 
group in the United States. These people were traditionally seen as doomed to a life 
of economic disadvantage, unemployment, and limited access to education. Stu-
dents with disabilities are now more likely to be viewed as having the potential to 
be educated and employed and to lead viable, productive lives. Today, people with 
disabilities, their parents, and their educators are likely to regard college as a realistic 
opportunity to gain the skills necessary for self-suffi ciency.

Proctor (2001) noted that students who have learning disabilities are appear-
ing in increasing numbers on college and university campuses. It has been reported 
that, of all students with disabilities, 41% are diagnosed with learning disabilities—a 
substantial increase from 10 years ago when students with learning disabilities ac-
counted for only 25% of the total. Hawke (2004) concurred, observing that commu-
nity colleges, with their open-door admission policies and extensive special support 
services, not only serve the greatest number of students with special needs but also 
deal with a broader range of disabilities and serve students who are also older than 
the average. Several factors are responsible for the increasing enrollment of this stu-



Chapter 2: Addressing the Needs of Diverse Students 19

dent population. These factors include early identifi cation of students with learning 
disabilities, improved services in the K–12 system, enhanced technology, advocacy 
for those with disabilities, increased awareness of disabilities in postsecondary educa-
tion, and legislation (Hawke, 2004; Norton & Field, 1998; Proctor, 2001).

Several legislative actions served as catalysts for the burgeoning enrollment 
of students with disabilities on community college campuses: the Rehabilitation Act 
of 1973; Public Law 94-142, the Education for All Handicapped Children Act; the 
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, which expanded the Rehabilitation Act of 
1973; and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 1990 (including the 1997 
amendments). Among other things, these laws prohibit schools from discriminating 
against students with disabilities. They cover the rights of students with disabilities un-
til they graduate high school or reach age 21.

Under the latter mandate, students are entitled to modifi cations, accom-
modations, and services, as outlined in an individualized education plan. Although 
it is geared toward high school students with disabilities, colleges and universities 
must be aware of this act because of dual enrollment and recruitment efforts (Hawke, 
2004; Taylor, 2004). The Americans with Disabilities Act prohibits discrimination 
against children and adults with disabilities. It requires all public schools, testing cen-
ters, licensing agencies, and most private schools and colleges to allow equal access 
for those with disabilities (Gregg, Johnson, & McKinley, 1996; Gregg & Scott, 2000).

Overall, students with disabilities have a greater presence in community col-
leges. However, barriers to access and participation still remain, especially for those 
with complex support needs. To receive appropriate services and accommodations, 
students are responsible for disclosing the nature of their disabilities and describing 
how they might hinder their academic success. To request accommodations, they 
must provide documented evidence from a medical professional, verifying the dis-
ability and recommending specifi c accommodations (Latham 2001; Lynch & Gussel, 
1996). Research indicates that accommodations and modifi cations fall into three cat-
egories: environmental, equipment, and procedural. Examples of these accommoda-
tions include auxiliary aids such as books on tape, readers, note takers and transcrib-
ers, additional test-taking time or alternative test formats, substitutions for required 
courses, and modifi cations in delivery of instruction (Gregg et al., 1996).

Although most community colleges do not offer housing, commuter students 
with disabilities have special facility requirements such as access to parking, ramps, 
and elevators. If the college has its own transportation system, it must also provide 
special lift-equipped vans or comparable services. In addition, physical accessibility 
must be afforded to buildings used by students, including classrooms, laboratories, 
and recreational facilities. With the ever-increasing demand for technology, computer 
and electronic equipment must also be adaptive to users with disabilities. Although 
postsecondary schools are required to follow federal mandates related to students 
with disabilities, they are not expected to lower or substantially alter their academic 
standards to accommodate these students, and they are not required to honor every 
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accommodation request, especially if it poses undue fi nancial or administrative hard-
ship on the college or university (Brinkerhoff, Shaw, & McGuire, 1992; Vess, 2000).

A fi nal area that warrants attention is graduation outcomes. It has been reported 
that graduates with disabilities require extra assistance with career planning and place-
ment because they often have more diffi culty fi nding employment than do graduates 
without disabilities. This is due in part to their lack of self-advocacy for obtaining ac-
commodations and poor interviewing skills (Norton & Field, 1998).

RECOMMENDATIONS�FOR�SERVING�DIVERSE�STUDENTS

Among emerging best practices are early intervention to address academic problems, 
special needs programs, fi rst-year college programs, tailored fi nancial aid programs, 
and special mentoring and counseling programs. A promising practice is the involve-
ment of an interdisciplinary team of college faculty, counselors, and administrators who 
work closely with at-risk students to identify needs and provide opportunities and con-
nections to campus and community resources that will assist in the students’ personal 
and professional development. This interdisciplinary approach can also serve as the 
foundation for the students’ social and academic integration into the college setting.

This approach is supported by the work of Bean and Metzer (1985) and 
Tinto (1993), who have argued that academic and social integration into college life 
improves persistence. Also promising are professional development programs for 
faculty members and counselors to increase their skills in relating to the many adults 
who return to the education setting underprepared and with complex problems. The 
following are additional steps that community colleges can take to effectively serve 
diverse students:

• Review and revise policies, admission practices, and requirements.
• Upgrade curricula to meet changing demographic needs.
• Continuously offer training and retraining programs.
• Address changing demographics in mission statements and strategic plans.
• Equip faculty to accommodate various learning styles and alternative teaching 

methodologies.
• Provide social, learning, and cultural opportunities for students while placing 

more emphasis on life experience and learning portfolios than on standard-
ized tests.

• Offer fl exible scheduling and support services, such as weekend and evening 
classes, unconventional semesters, and fl exible delivery formats through dis-
tance learning.

• Work with K–12 to improve the education pipeline, especially for under-
served students, through dual enrollment and other collaborations between 
K–12 and postsecondary schools.
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• Scrutinize the historical reliance on the defi cit model, in which minority, low-
income, nontraditional, and fi rst-generation college students are character-
ized as having social and cultural defi ciencies.

• Move toward the asset model, in which educators concentrate on skills, tal-
ents, and potential by developing strategies to complement student strengths 
and career goals.
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Chapter 3

Advice for Leaders Advancing the 
Open-Door Philosophy 

A
s a community college leader, I advocate and advance the defi ning charac-
teristic of the community college: the open door to educational opportunity 
and success. The open door represents a set of beliefs that unite community 
college professionals at the local, state, and national levels. I believe that 

talent and ambition are widely distributed in our society; that everyone should have 
the opportunity to achieve their goals through education; and that a supportive, nur-
turing learning environment will empower students to reach their potential. In doing 
so, these students will contribute not only to their own betterment but also to that of 
their families, neighborhoods, and communities. 

Not since the 1960s have community colleges experienced such dramatically 
changing conditions. We are challenged to implement transformational rather than 
incremental change in order to continue to be “democracy’s colleges.” Just as earlier 
community college leaders projected a compelling vision of the open-door college that 
inspired us to action, our generation of leaders must articulate a vision that will unite 
community college practitioners in a common cause: We must recreate the foundation 
of the community college and embrace a new defi nition of the open door.

Andy Grove (1996), founder of Intel, described what he called “strategic infl ec-
tion points”—times at which an organization must make massive changes in response to 
dramatically changed conditions in order to remain competitive. At such a point, the or-
ganization must either reinvent itself or become irrelevant to the changing needs of those 
to be served. Community colleges are now facing a strategic infl ection point. The old 

Curtis L. Ivery
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model of the open door, which focused on making higher education accessible to those 
who would otherwise be denied, is moving toward a new, more comprehensive model. 
This new model continues to embrace student access, but it also emphasizes student 
success, campuswide inclusiveness, and community engagement. Community colleges 
must reinvent themselves in response to external pressures such as expanding diversity, 
the achievement gap between minority and majority groups, racial resegregation in ur-
ban areas, economic uncertainty, failing public schools, and the global economy.

Just as community college leaders of the 1960s and 1970s changed U.S. 
higher education by granting greater access to higher education, leaders today can 
bring the open door inside the college to focus on student success and college inclu-
siveness and reach out once again to reinvent community engagement. We need not 
wait for the future to shape us; we can shape the future. The potential for community 
college leaders, faculty members, staff members, and community supporters to create 
the best future for our students, communities, and colleges is unlimited. However, the 
transformation will require addressing entrenched practices, stereotypical behaviors, 
anti-change attitudes, and limited resources. To overcome these roadblocks, the suc-
cessful community college leader must believe passionately in the mission and be 
devoted to the underlying open-door philosophy.

DIRECTIVES�FOR�OPEN-DOOR�ADVOCATES

1. Reinforce the Community College Mission

As an open-door advocate, I believe that the mission of the community college is to 
empower individuals, businesses, and communities to achieve their goals through ex-
cellent and accessible educational programs and services. The mission statement ex-
presses why the college exists by articulating its social role. The various functions of 
the college (university transfer, general education, career education, student services, 
developmental education, workforce development, and continuing education) are the 
means by which the mission is carried out. These functions are what the college does 
to achieve its mission.

Critics of the community college who argue for the primacy of university trans-
fer programs, career education, or degree-granting programs do not fully 
understand the mission of the open-door community college (e.g., some argue that 
degree completion should be the core mission). These critics typically seek a targeted 
mission, arguing that community colleges cannot be all things to all people. They ob-
ject to expansion into areas such as developmental education, workforce development, 
continuing education, and community engagement. They do not understand that the 
uniqueness of the open-door community college lies in its responsiveness, nimbleness, 
and relevance to local conditions and trends. The programmatic emphasis required 
to achieve the mission is a matter for the local leaders to decide. Of course, limited 
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resources necessitate making hard choices, but these choices are best made by local 
leaders who understand the local realities. Maintaining the open door means creating 
keys to education opportunity within the communities being served, not limiting the 
range of services because of an arbitrary hierarchy imposed by external forces. 

2. Know the Specifi c Needs of the Community You Serve

I encourage senior community college leaders to take the balcony view as they con-
sider strategies that will best serve an increasingly diverse range of constituencies. 
The senior leadership team of a community college must consider the big picture. 
The big picture certainly includes international, national, and state considerations, 
and local community college leaders should be involved in and infl uenced by these 
considerations.

However, those of us at local colleges bring a grassroots, bottom-up perspec-
tive to strategy development. The senior leaders can guide the transformation of the 
open door model by positioning themselves in the middle of the two-way fl ow of 
messages between the college and community constituencies about changing educa-
tion needs. If the senior leadership team is aware of only a portion of the information 
and static fl owing between the college and community about needs, opinions, and 
complaints, the team will inevitably make some decisions that are unresponsive to 
emerging education needs. The mandate to the senior team should be to know more 
than anyone else knows about the demographic, economic, educational, and cultural 
dimensions of the community.

3. Advocate for Underserved and Underprepared Groups

The community college leader must be an advocate for keeping the door of educa-
tional opportunity open for underserved and underprepared groups in the communi-
ties served, especially for minority, low-income, and unemployed groups that have 
little capacity to advocate for themselves. This advocacy can take place in a number 
of forums at the local, state, and national levels. As fi erce advocates for the open 
door, we can educate leaders in business, government, labor, education, and reli-
gious and nonprofi t organizations about the importance of empowering underserved 
and underprepared groups to use education as the pathway to the economic main-
stream. Furthermore, we can gain the support and engagement of community lead-
ers in programs that will benefi t not only our students and their families, but also the 
economic health of the community. We can raise private funds through the college’s 
foundation to provide scholarships for low-income people. Internally, the senior lead-
ers of the college can be the advocates for innovations in admissions, fi nancial aid, 
developmental education, supplemental instruction, diversity and multicultural pro-
grams, student retention efforts, and other innovations that make the college a more 
welcoming and equitable place for those who might otherwise be excluded.
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4. Base Decisions on Real Data

Community college professionals understand and support the movement toward 
increased accountability for results that justify the public’s fi nancial investment in 
higher education. Agencies of the federal government, accrediting bodies, and busi-
ness organizations all are demanding greater results for their money. Many issues 
have sparked this demand for greater “bang for the buck,” a primary one being that 
minority and other underserved and underprepared groups must be an integral part of 
a globally competitive U.S. workforce. Yet, in spite of substantial investment in educa-
tion, a low percentage of these groups earn the high school and college credentials 
needed for success in the emerging knowledge economy.

The accountability movement can be a boon to the evolution of the com-
munity college’s open door because it requires a focus on the success of all students, 
regardless of their backgrounds, and thus it gives life and shape to the student suc-
cess dimension of the new open-door model. To measure accountability, questions 
must be asked about the percentage of students who successfully pass developmental 
education courses, move successfully from developmental education to college-level 
courses, complete college-level courses with a C or better, and complete certifi cate 
and degree programs. Information obtained from assessing student learning outcomes 

Basing Decisions on Real Data: Achieving the Dream at WCCCD

Wayne County Community College District (WCCCD) in Detroit is a par-
ticipant in the Achieving the Dream initiative, a national program that 
focuses on increasing the academic attainment of minority and low-

income students as well as those who experience barriers to career and academic 
success due to limited literacy and job skills and other personal and family factors. 
Through this initiative, the community colleges involved seek to minimize, or even 
eliminate, the achievement gap between the targeted students and the general stu-
dent population. The objective is to create systemic, long-lasting interventions that 
change the core policies, programs, and practices of community colleges.

At WCCCD, research has led to addressing improvements in student advis-
ing and course placement processes, developmental education, student retention, 
and institutional research capacity. Starting with baseline data on the academic 
achievement of the targeted student cohort, WCCCD is working to increase the 
academic performance of these students by piloting interventions, assessing the 
impact on student achievement, and scaling the most effective interventions to the 
fi ve campuses in service to all students. As all Achieving the Dream colleges en-
gage in similar continuous improvement efforts, it is hoped that the most effective 
practices can be scaled to community colleges across the country.
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and from evaluating the performance of noninstructional college units against a set of 
excellence indicators becomes the evidence that guides improvement decisions and 
budget allocations.

5. Align Strategy With the Ability to Execute It

Bossidy and Charan (2002) warned that no worthwhile strategy can be successful with-
out considering the organization’s ability to execute it. In these turbulent times, it is es-
pecially diffi cult to execute major institutional change in the face of an increasingly di-
verse student body with changing education needs, businesses experiencing economic 
challenges, and communities adapting to changing realities. Because of these challeng-
ing conditions, community college leaders are more likely to fail in executing an insti-
tutional strategy than in formulating and articulating the strategy. To build the capacity 
to execute the strategy of reinventing the open door, community college leaders must 
align all key internal processes to the strategy—including policy development, strategic 
and annual planning, leadership development, faculty and staff professional develop-
ment, curriculum development, resource development and allocation, and student ser-
vices development—and strengthening and modifying these processes as needed.

Aligning Strategy With the Ability to Execute It at WCCCD

In 2002, WCCCD embarked on the Pathways to the Future initiative to guide 
and execute the districtwide transformation of programs, services, facilities, 
structures, and systems. This mission-driven initiative embraces student access, 

student success, campuswide inclusiveness, and community engagement. This 
type of transformation requires intense attention to executing the strategy within 
the core dimensions of the college, such as

• Fully implementing mission-driven indicators of effectiveness.
• Increasing the pace of curriculum development.
• Building a culture of evidence that includes strengthening the assessment 

of student learning outcomes and using assessment data to improve learn-
ing, teaching, and institutional practices.

• Managing the changing role of the faculty in assessing student learning 
outcomes.

• Transforming student support services.
• Engaging every administrative service in the support of student learning.
• Infusing unique applications of the open-door mission in distance educa-

tion and other technology-assisted learning.
• Promoting more entrepreneurial approaches to engagement in community 

problem solving.
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SHAPING�THE�FUNDAMENTALS�OF�A�NEW�OPEN-DOOR�MODEL�
AT�WCCCD

WCCCD is one of the nation’s largest metropolitan multicampus community college 
districts, serving 32 communities and townships, including the city of Detroit, which 
poses many challenges. Detroit is the most segregated city in the nation; it has one of 
the highest poverty and crime rates; its public schools have one of the highest drop-
out rates in the nation; and in Detroit and many other sections of Wayne County, the 
adult illiteracy rate is very high compared with other areas of Michigan. 

In this turbulent urban and metropolitan setting, WCCCD seeks to be an oasis 
of hope, opportunity, and potential by serving people of all kinds—poor and rich, 
young and old, skilled and unskilled, straight and gay—and from many different ra-
cial, ethnic, and national backgrounds. The student body mirrors that which is emerg-
ing in many community colleges across the United States. WCCCD’s current experi-
ence might serve as a prototype of what many other community colleges will experi-
ence in the coming years. To respond to its expanding diversity, WCCCD has worked 
since 2002 to transform its programs, services, facilities, structures, and processes. To 
launch this transformation, WCCCD has updated its foundational documents (mis-
sion, values, function, and vision statements) and its strategic goals as follows.

Mission

“WCCCD’s mission is to empower individuals, businesses and communities to 
achieve their goals through excellent and accessible services, culturally diverse ex-
periences, and globally competitive higher education and career advancement pro-
grams” (WCCCD, 2009). The purpose of updating the mission statement, approved by 
the board of trustees in 2007, was to place increased emphasis on both accessibility 
and excellence and to express a commitment to cultural diversity and empowering 
students to succeed in a global community.

Values

The 2007 update of WCCCD’s statement of values included—in addition to state-
ments on supporting excellence in teaching and learning, serving the common good, 
being accountable, and operating with integrity—a statement on honoring diver-
sity: “We honor the worth of individuals of all racial, gender, ethnic, and national 
origins, and we value persons of all socioeconomic, educational, and experiential 
backgrounds. We value our role as ‘democracy’s college’ providing an open door of 
education opportunity to all who can benefi t from our services. We help our students 
to live responsibly in a global society by nurturing in them an increased appreciation 
and understanding of diverse cultures and ideas” (WCCCD, 2008).
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Vision 2011

In 2007, WCCCD updated its vision statement to include this sentence: “WCCCD 
will focus on continuous self-evaluation and self-improvement; preparation of a high-
ly skilled workforce in support of the Wayne County economy; student academic and 
career success; and leadership in strengthening the open-door philosophy of educa-
tional opportunity” (WCCCD, 2009).

Strategic Goals and Objectives

The fi rst of seven strategic goals for 2009–2014 is advancement of the open door “by 
focusing on student access, diversity, equity, multicultural experiences, campus inclu-
siveness, and community engagement” (WCCCD, 2008). Objectives of this goal are 
as follows:

• The student success interventions planned as part of WCCCD’s partnership 
with the national Achieving the Dream initiative: student advisement, devel-
opmental education, student retention, and institutional research capacity.

• Continuation of WCCCD’s national leadership role in promoting the reinven-
tion of the community college’s open door.

• The integration of diversity, equity, multicultural, campus inclusiveness, and 
community engagement efforts into one unifi ed initiative.

• The enhancement and redesign of student services with an emphasis on a 
customer-service culture, high school partnerships, student recruitment, stu-
dent engagement, fi nancial aid, technology-assisted student support services, 
and outreach to diverse community groups.

Other strategic goals are expansion of community engagement, advancement of in-
structional innovation, strengthening of processes to support effective student learn-
ing, development of institutional resources, enhancement of districtwide continuous 
self-evaluation and self-improvement, and advancement of operational and manage-
ment excellence.
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Chapter 4

Higher Education Access for
Underprepared Students

C
ommunity colleges are transforming the defi nition and practice of access 
to higher education and to the economic mainstream, particularly for those 
who are underprepared for these life-changing opportunities. The traditional 
model for access was developed during the social revolution of the 1960s 

when minorities and other groups demanded an end to historic exclusion from higher 
education. Often called open admissions, the model was activated when the student 
applied for admission, and its primary mechanisms to achieve readiness for college-
level work included internal services such as admissions testing, orientation, course 
placement, fi nancial aid, tutorial services, and developmental education programs.

Although this traditional access model has been strikingly effective in increasing 
enrollment of previously disenfranchised groups, many still fi nd access to college-level 
study unattainable because of the lack of preparedness. The reality is that too many 
high school graduates today do not have the skills to do college-level work. Racial and 
ethnic minorities are the most poorly served by public education, including the fast-
growing Hispanic population, which has the lowest rate of education attainment.

A report by the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education (2005)
indicated that the United States lags behind other countries in attainment of college 
degrees among the young workforce. The report highlighted the facts that the U.S. 
workforce is becoming more diverse and that the racial and ethnic groups that are the 
least educated are the fastest growing. The impact of these twin facts is that if cur-
rent population trends continue and states do not improve education for all racial and 
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ethnic groups, the skills of the workforce and incomes of U.S. residents are projected to 
decline over the next two decades. Because those who are underprepared are likely to 
become an economic liability when they could be contributing members of the highly 
skilled workforce needed to compete in a global economy, it is clear that a national 
education and economic disaster is in the making. For this reason, community colleges 
are partnering with other leaders to reinvent the model for access to higher education.

NEW�LEVELS�OF�CONNECTION�WITH�SCHOOLS�AND�
COMMUNITY�AGENCIES

During most of their history, community colleges have been only marginally involved 
in the life events of prospective students prior to admission. Although there was a level 
of cooperation among the typical community college, local high schools, and other 
agencies providing youth and adult education services, each operated largely in its own 
silo with its own standards, policies, programs, and structures. This disconnect between 
the vertical levels of education and the horizontal sectors of community-based adult 
education and community services has resulted in practices that are confusing to and 
dysfunctional for students. Students have been basically on their own to negotiate the 
maze between the various institutions and even the processes within them.

The emerging new model for access breaks down the policy, programmatic, 
and procedural walls that separate the institutions. It places more responsibility on 
leaders at all levels to empower students to be fully ready for the collegiate experi-
ence. Community colleges are crossing the borders that existed between them and 
the feeder institutions by becoming directly involved in shaping the ways in which 
these institutions prepare students to meet the standards for enrollment in college.

This border-crossing model can involve partnerships with many community 
agencies, but it primarily affects secondary and adult education programs in the 
college’s service area. The emerging access model continues to embrace traditional 
elements within the college itself, such as orientation programs, admissions testing, fi -
nancial aid, course placement, tutorial services, and developmental education, while 
adding community-based dimensions that feature partnerships with public schools 
and other community organizations involved in youth and adult education.

PREPAREDNESS�THROUGH�COMMUNITY�
COLLEGE–SECONDARY�SCHOOL�PARTNERSHIPS

In a 2006 joint statement, the American Council on Education (ACE) and fi ve other 
higher education organizations, including AACC, referred to the shortcomings of 
secondary schools in preparing students for higher education as a growing crisis 
especially affecting low-income students: “As a nation, we are disenfranchising many 
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in our society by not adequately educating them in our elementary and secondary 
schools” (ACE et al., 2006). In response, community colleges are reinventing their 
connections with secondary schools with a focus on joint processes that increase the 
number of secondary students who are prepared for college and career pathways.

The new access model must address factors that cause the lack of academic 
preparedness and college participation among at-risk high school students. These fac-
tors include a lack of awareness and understanding of college costs and fi nancial aid 
by those who might think that college is fi nancially unattainable; a lack of adequately 
trained student advisers in schools; limited knowledge of college-entry requirements; 
the invisible barrier of a high school’s low academic expectations; and perceptions 
of racial hostility and lack of merit (McDonough, 2004). Added to this list are the 
student’s lack of knowledge of career opportunities and pathways from high school to 
a career; limited English profi ciency; lack of conditioning to be involved in rigorous 
learning activities; confusion based on confl icting information from teachers, coun-
selors, and administrators about what must be learned and what is needed to enter 
college; and lack of clear career, academic, and other life goals and structured ways 
to achieve them.

Many community colleges are cooperating with area high schools to bring 
about holistic solutions that address these at-risk factors. For example, Capital Com-
munity College in Connecticut begins the outreach to area schools starting with fi fth 
graders who are invited to the college to experience classes and tour the campus. 
Middle school children participate in activities such as an early college awareness 
day, a YMCA minority achievers’ program, and a science academy. High school 
students are offered a number of opportunities to enter programs that bridge between 
high school and college, including college readiness and preprofessional career prep-
aration. Aims Community College in Colorado offers the Weld County High School 
Diploma Program, which enables would-be dropouts and out-of-school adults to 
graduate from high school. Entering students take the WorkKeys tests in applied math, 
applied technology, locating information, listening, observation, reading for informa-
tion, teamwork, and writing. Students must achieve a required standard in each area 
to graduate, and they must defend their portfolios before a committee of community 
representatives (ACT, Inc., 2009). 

Most community colleges participate in federal programs such as TRIO, which 
is designed to provide college preparation services to low-income and fi rst-genera-
tion college students. Talent Search and Upward Bound are related examples of 
federal efforts to use community colleges to sponsor intervention strategies that em-
power students to graduate from high school and pursue a college program. Gaining 
Early Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP) is another 
federal program designed to bring together colleges, secondary schools, and other 
community agencies to work in a systemic way with economically disadvantaged 
youth and their families to prepare them for college and career progression. Portland 
Community College in Oregon and Tri-County Technical College in South Carolina 
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provide gateway programs designed to enable at-risk high school students and recent 
dropouts to earn their diplomas while simultaneously working toward a college cer-
tifi cate or degree.

Additional examples of best practices that address the underpreparation of 
secondary school students include Bridges to Opportunity for Underprepared Adults. 
Funded by the Ford Foundation, Bridges is “a multi-year effort designed to bring about 
changes in state policy that improve education and employment outcomes for edu-
cationally and economically disadvantaged adults” (Ford Foundation, 2008). To that 
end, it provides grants and assistance to community colleges in six states: Colorado, 
Kentucky, Louisiana, New Mexico, Ohio, and Washington. 

Another best practice is the Bridge Partnership of the National Alliance of 
Community and Technical Colleges (NACTC). The program promotes and supports 
the development of community college–high school partnerships with the following 
goals:

• To increase the number of high school students, especially minorities, who 
aspire to a college education.

• To decrease the level of defi ciency of students who complete high school 
unprepared to begin standard college courses.

• To encourage community colleges to work closely with feeder high schools to 
offer their college placement examinations to high school students as early as 
the second half of the sophomore year.

• To inform high school students and their parents or guardians of the difference 
between high school graduation requirements and requirements to enroll in 
college credit courses (NACTC, 2009).

Bridge partnerships shift the defi nition of high school–to–college transition to 
a broader and more in-depth defi nition that encompasses college preparation activi-
ties starting in the 10th grade. The college and school work together to agree on the 
competencies students develop in high school in order for them to be successful in 
standard college classes and to then work to improve curricular coordination. The 
college placement examination is given to students as early as 10th grade, and the 
high school agrees to use the examination results to plan the remainder of the stu-
dent’s secondary program. Students who meet the competencies criteria receive a 
certifi cate for admission to the community college without further admissions testing.

Bridge partnerships have been formed in the Houston-area Lone Star College 
System, formerly known as the North Harris Montgomery Community College Dis-
trict. With nearly 59,000 credit students now attending its fi ve separate community 
colleges, the system is one of about 50 that have formed bridge partnerships with 
local high schools since the program’s inception 8 years ago, according to NACTC 
Executive Director Robert McCabe. At Lone Star and elsewhere, the partnership aims 
to reduce the number of college freshmen needing remedial courses in reading, writ-
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ing, and math; to assist students in making a successful transition from high school to 
college; and to increase the number of students who achieve their education goals.  
In its fi rst partnership year (2004–2005), Lone Star enrolled more than 500 students 
from seven high schools. Tenth graders took college placement exams, and those who 
tested below college-ready were provided with extensive academic advisement and 
guided to take appropriate high school courses to become college-ready. As a result, 
the high school–college curricular alignment was improved, and better data were ob-
tained on the correlation between high school preparation and college success. The 
high school students and their parents became more aware of the college’s educa-
tional resources and the advantages of beginning college at a community college. As 
a result, the high schools introduced new courses, changed student advising policies, 
and encouraged students to enroll in dual high school–college credit courses.

To accelerate its own strategy to assist high school students in becoming 
better prepared for college, Wayne County Community College District (WCCCD), 
in partnership with the Detroit public schools, applied to a foundation for support 
of an intervention program that introduced students to the college environment in 
the 9th grade. From earlier experiences with high school students through dual and 
concurrent enrollment and an analysis of their matriculation patterns, WCCCD knew 
that it was essential to establish a clear path for these students to succeed in college. 
The college and school system identifi ed major barriers to enrollment and academic 
performance in higher education and requested funds from the foundation to ad-
dress those barriers in transportation, textbooks, study and learning strategies, career 
information, self-confi dence, and parental and school support. In keeping with the 
program design of successful transition, college and school offi cials established a 
number of intervals for participation of parents as well as the school system’s teachers 
and counselors.

WCCCD is participating in another program with the Detroit Public Schools 
and a major employer, the Detroit Medical Center. This program is designed to be 
housed on a WCCCD campus and extend to the fi rst year of college in order to allow 
students to achieve skills in health-science occupations that will prepare them for 
immediate employment at one of the medical facilities of the Detroit Medical Center 
or to transfer to a 4-year college or university. Staff from Detroit Public Schools and 
WCCCD have worked together to develop the appropriate curriculum strands that 
will integrate job shadowing, apprenticeships, and internships with the academic cur-
riculum. The project began with its fi rst ninth graders this fall, and it will expose them 
to actual careers through a summer program at the hospital at the end of their ninth 
and tenth grades.

Another initiative to improve services to underprepared youth and adults is 
the College and Career Transitions Initiative (CCTI), administered by the League for 
Innovation in the Community College and funded by the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion’s Offi ce of Vocational and Adult Education. This project focuses on the align-
ment of high school, community college, and university career education programs 
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in industry-monitored, high-demand career fi elds. CCTI has created site partnerships 
with selected community colleges in the career fi elds of education and training; 
health science; information technology; law, public safety, and security; and sci-
ence, technology, engineering, and mathematics. Through partnerships with local 
high schools, these community college site partners worked to improve joint public 
school–community college transitional initiatives such as dual enrollment, middle 
college, tech prep, and advanced placement. In addition, the CCTI Network, which 
is open to all community colleges, is designed to help community colleges share 
information on efforts to improve the readiness of high school students and adults to 
choose and prepare for a career (see, e.g., Warford, 2006). 

Dual high school and community college enrollment, also sometimes called 
concurrent enrollment or dual-credit enrollment, is commonly used to prepare stu-
dents for college. Juniors and seniors take college-level classes from the local com-
munity college, earning dual credit that counts concurrently toward their high school 
diploma and a college certifi cate or associate degree. Nearly every state allows dual 
enrollment, and the majority of public schools and community colleges cooperate 
in offering it. However, the means of fi nancing the program varies from state to state. 
Some community colleges blend the dual-enrollment students into regular college 
classes, whereas others might provide separate class sections just for them. Dual-
enrollment courses can be taught on the college campus, at a high school, or online. 
Although it is generally felt that dual-enrollment programs are designed for academi-
cally talented and self-motivated high school students, there are also opportunities for 
less academically able and unmotivated students to take college-level occupational 
courses as a means of reviving their enthusiasm for learning and introducing them to 
the benefi ts of the college experience.

A fi nal example of emerging best practices that create a bridge between high 
school and college for underprepared students is the charter school or early college, 
also sometimes called the middle college. The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 
promotes early college programs that permit high school students to complete their 
diplomas and move toward associate degrees. One of the pioneers in middle colleges 
is the program at LaGuardia Community College in New York. LaGuardia Community 
College sponsors a middle college high school on its campus for students who are at 
risk of dropping out. It has become a national model as a means of intervention to re-
verse the dropout rate. Another example is the Washtenaw Technical Middle College 
(WTMC) at Washtenaw Community College (Michigan). Operating as a public school 
under state charter school provisions, WTMC is housed on the Washtenaw Commu-
nity College campus and benefi ts from access to the campus resources including the 
extensive technical education offerings. WTMC students attend required high school 
completion classes as a separate high school group, but they mix with regular college 
students to take college-level technical courses. 
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BRIDGING�BETWEEN�ADULT�EDUCATION�AND�COMMUNITY�
COLLEGE�PROGRAMS

The Council for Advancement of Adult Literacy (CAAL) estimated that there are 
30–50 million adults with low basic skills or inadequate language profi ciency. Of this 
number, CAAL estimates that about 3 million enroll in adult education programs each 
year (Spangenberg, 2005). Nevertheless, a report by the U.S. Secretary of Education’s 
Commission on the Future of Higher Education called attention to the fact that there 
is little national discussion about adult learners in higher education. The report indi-
cates that, although adult learners are everywhere, they remain invisible—hidden in 
plain sight. They are curiously absent from the dialogue concerning the purpose and 
mission of higher education. Because community colleges are primary pathways to 
college and career success for low-skilled adults, it is incumbent on community col-
lege leaders to serve as advocates for this important constituency.

Adult education is more important than ever, with employment in the global 
economy requiring not only high school but also college credits or college creden-
tials. Michigan, like most other states, feels the impact of this force as more techni-
cian jobs are being outsourced and low-skill, low-wage jobs are being left for the 
undereducated. These citizens remain on the fringes of society, moving from one 
unskilled job to another and in and out of training programs.

Adult education students are also challenged by their marginality to 
education. For many, their experiences with secondary education were traumatic. 
They dropped out of high school for reasons ranging from an ill parent to a coach 
who embarrassed them in front of their peers or gang members who attempted to 
recruit them.

One half of community colleges provide adult education services, and a third 
of all adult students attend community colleges. These colleges serve a disproportion-
ate share of the economically disadvantaged, racial minorities, and immigrants com-
pared with other colleges and universities (Spangenberg, 2005). In the fall of 2002, 
adults between the ages of 25 and 64 represented 35% of full-time-equivalent enroll-
ments in community colleges, compared with only 15% in 4-year public colleges 
and universities. More than two thirds of those adult students at community colleges 
were classifi ed as low-income (Prince & Jenkins, 2005).

BUILDING�THE�STEPS�TO�SUCCESS

Although some adult students will be prepared for college, most fi rst need to take 
adult education or developmental education courses to upgrade their reading, writ-
ing, math, and study skills. A highly motivated person with low literacy and computa-
tional skills can be successful in developmental education, but most will benefi t from 
starting at the adult education level. Therefore, the community college must build the 
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steps that enable adults to traverse this ladder of skill development progress: adult 
education, developmental education, and college-level courses and programs.

1. Adult Education

CAAL defi nes adult basic education as improving reading, writing, and math for 
adults who are functioning below the ninth-grade level. Adult secondary education 
focuses on upgrading knowledge and skills to the high school equivalency level and 
preparing adults to take high school equivalency tests such as the General Educa-
tional Development (GED) test. English as a second language (ESL) programs provide 
instruction at the precollegiate level (Spangenberg, 2005).

At WCCCD, an emerging best practice is the blending of traditional adult edu-
cation with basic job-skills development. The district offers more than 80 occupational 
programs. Students who qualify are eligible for fi nancial aid to support their enrollment 
in career and technical programs while completing their GEDs. This serves as a power-
ful motivator for those who are older and need to become employable as quickly as 
possible. Also effective are short-term programs that serve as career ladders, such as 
one-year surgical technician or emergency medical technician courses. After students 
complete these courses and pass their GED tests, they can enter employment and con-
tinue with evening or part-time classes to earn an associate degree.

2. Developmental Education

For adults who can function at the ninth-grade level or higher in reading, writing, and 
math, developmental education (sometimes called remedial education) will help close 
the gap between their current skills and the level needed to succeed in regular college 
courses and programs. In some cases, adults can take developmental education courses 
in conjunction with selected collegiate courses; in other cases, students must complete 
the developmental course sequences before enrolling in college-level courses.

3. College-Level Courses and Programs

Research indicates that students who complete the developmental education course 
sequence leading to a certifi cate or associate degree program are as likely to com-
plete the certifi cate or degree as are students who did not require developmental 
education. In addition, low-skilled adults who complete a developmental education 
sequence and receive fi nancial aid are two to three times as likely to earn a certifi -
cate or associate degree as are those who did not receive these supportive services. 
Attending college for at least one year and earning a credential provided the basis for 
a substantial boost in earnings for adults (Prince & Jenkins, 2005).
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ACCESS��A�MATTER�OF�PERCEPTION

As community colleges consider strategies for improving adult education, the fol-
lowing perceptions and concerns of low-skilled adult learners should be taken into 
account:

• Many need to work, and they have diffi culty balancing the demands of work 
and schooling.

• Many do not clearly see the connection between a community college educa-
tion and their career progression.

• Many do not know how to gain access to supportive services such as tutoring, 
fi nancial aid, and career counseling.

• Many do not receive support from their family and friends, including for child 
care, transportation, and fi nances.

• Many lack profi ciency in English and mathematics, and they may be fearful of 
these gatekeeper courses that stand between them and success.

• Many lack clear learning and career goals.
• Many have diffi culty persisting in a program that may cover several semesters.
• Many see a college certifi cate as beyond their reach.
• Many perceive a lack of connection and continuity between various programs 

such as basic adult education, GED, and the college’s developmental educa-
tion program.

 
Community colleges are ensuring access to higher education in response to the barriers 
to success faced by low-skilled and underprepared youth and adults. They are crossing 
borders to create new action-oriented partnerships with secondary schools and other 
community, state, and national organizations. These partnerships are producing sys-
temic change at both the school and college levels in terms of governing policies, cur-
ricula, teaching practices, student support services, and instructor and staff professional 
development. As well, community colleges are inventing customized approaches to 
serving the low-skilled and underprepared students who enroll in adult education and 
developmental education programs. These approaches include

• Formation of student support groups.
• Modularization of courses to minimize course load.
• Child-care services.
• Financial aid counseling.
• Coordination of instruction with work schedules.
• Paid release-time arrangements with employers.
• Counseling to establish short- and long-range goals.
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• Case management to monitor progress toward individual goals.
• Open entry–open exit arrangements.
• Professional development programs for instructors.
• Competency-based instruction.
• Assessment tools to enable instructors to identify appropriate interventions in 

problem areas.

As demonstrated by these promising innovations, community college leaders are 
working with their school and community partners to reinvent the ways in which 
at-risk students make the transition from secondary school and adult education 
programs to community college courses and programs. In doing so, they are provid-
ing life-changing opportunities to those who might otherwise continue to exist in the 
economic underclass.
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Chapter 5

Student Success in the New
Open-Door Community College

M
ost community college professionals are painfully aware that access to 
higher education is not enough. Community college leaders are bom-
barded with demands from government, business leaders, and accredita-
tion agencies for evidence of student achievement and demonstration of 

return on investment, and an increasingly diverse student body seeks to achieve aca-
demic and career success. The student success element of the open-door model in-
volves identifying learning goals; assessing learning outcomes; continuously improv-
ing teaching, courses, programs, and the college as a whole, based on the evidence 
of student achievement; and monitoring the improvements to determine whether they 
increase student achievement.

It is popular today to speak of the community college as a learning college. 
Instead of referring to the schools as teaching institutions, we now refer to them as 
learning-centered or learner-centered institutions; the emphasis has shifted from 
teaching and instructors to learning and students. Curricula design, teaching meth-
ods, and other institutional practices are now judged by the degree to which students 
have achieved the intended outcomes of the course or program and by the success of 
graduates in the workplace or the university to which they transferred. Not only are  
instructors responsible for learning outcomes, so are all members of the staff, includ-
ing the president. The collegewide commitment to student learning and success is 
illustrated by a program at Coastline Community College (California) as described by 
its president, Ding-Jo H. Currie: “Last year at Coastline, we launched ‘Power of One.’ 

Gunder Myran
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Each of us, regardless of our role as administrator, instructor, or support staff, pos-
sesses the power to transform a student’s life” (Currie, 2007).

RECOGNIZING�BARRIERS�TO�SUCCESS�FOR�A�DIVERSE�
STUDENT�BODY

Although most community college professionals know that access is not enough, they 
also know how diffi cult it is to create a learning college that is centered on student 
retention and achievement. It has been said that, unlike elite universities, community 
colleges do not select winners, they create them. Community college students are 
much more likely than those at 4-year colleges and universities to have risk factors as 
they seek to earn a college certifi cate or degree: lack of preparation for college, de-
layed entry to college after high school, fi rst-generation college attendance, part-time 
college attendance, working full time while attending college, dependents at home, 
and single parenthood.  Data from the U.S. Department of Education, as analyzed by 
the Community College Research Center (cited in Achieving the Dream, 2007) con-
fi rm the challenge that community colleges face in empowering students to overcome 
barriers to success and become productive members of society:

• Only 45% of community college students who seek an associate or higher 
degree or who transfer to a 4-year college or university complete their objec-
tive within 6 years.

• 29% of community college students have a household income of less than 
$20,000.

• 35% of community college students are parents or have other dependents. 
(17% are single parents.)

• 41% of community college students are the fi rst from their family to attend 
college.

• 69% of community college students attend college part time.
• 41% of community college students have full-time jobs in addition to taking 

classes.
 

Community college students face both personal and institutional barriers to 
career and academic success. In addition to the items listed above, they might lack 
some of the personal conditions that contribute to success, such as dependable child 
care, employer fl exibility, a safety net of public assistance, personal counseling, and 
support from family and friends. Students might also face barriers created by the com-
munity college itself. Frequent complaints, especially from minority and low-income 
students, include an unwelcoming environment, language barriers, instructors not 
experienced in dealing with diverse students, racial stereotyping, the lack of adequate 
and accessible fi nancial aid, and diffi culty in gaining needed information.
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THE�UPHILL�PATH�TO�A�COLLEGE�CULTURE�OF�LEARNING�AND�
SUCCESS

Community college leaders face a rocky, uphill path as they work to reinvent the 
student success element of the open-door model. According to the 2007 Community 
College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE), personal factors have more effect 
on the level of student achievement than do institutional support factors. That is, a 
student’s fi nancial and family circumstances are likely to have more effect than do the 
college’s developmental education and tutorial programs and other support services. 
This is the challenge that community leaders face: to increase the positive effect of 
institutional policies and practices on student achievement. Ultimately, community 
college leaders must create a culture of learning and success in which all institutional 
programs, services, structures, and processes are oriented toward, and judged by their 
effect on, learning.

Although substantial success can be noted, community colleges are in the 
early stages of creating a true culture of learning and success. In such a culture, 
improvement and resource allocation decisions at the course, program, and institu-
tional levels are based on student achievement. Assessment of effectiveness based on 
student satisfaction and success becomes a way of life. As they move toward a culture 
of learning and success, many colleges struggle with the collection and interpretation 
of student performance data. Instructors and staff are not accustomed to using perfor-
mance data as a basis for decisions and actions in the classroom or in the executive 
offi ce. When leaders seek to identify in measurable terms the learning outcomes for 
courses and programs and when they seek to establish the means of assessing learn-
ing outcomes, they may be seen as invading the territory of instructors.

Although resistance from instructors is a factor in the slow pace of transition 
from a teaching to a learning college, the lack of involvement and commitment by 
administrators is also a factor. In some colleges, there is little evidence that planning 
priorities and budget allocations refl ect a commitment to the learning college. In ad-
dition, instructors and administrators often lack the capacity and expertise to articu-
late student learning goals, create learning-outcome assessment tools, and design in-
terventions that work. These are some of the hurdles that community college leaders 
must overcome as they seek to fulfi ll the promise of the learning college.

INDICATORS�OF�SUCCESS

What constitutes student success in the community college? What are the indicators 
that help community college leaders determine whether students are successful? The 
Achieving the Dream: Community Colleges Count initiative has the goal of determin-
ing ways in which community colleges can increase student achievement, with a fo-
cus on minority and low-income students. Approximately 86 community colleges are 
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currently involved in this national initiative. The Achieving the Dream initiative has 
identifi ed some practical, straightforward indicators of student achievement that can 
be measured, analyzed, and used as the basis for data-based decisions on institutional 
improvement. These indicators include the percentage or number of students who

• Complete each developmental education course.
• Take developmental education courses and then enroll in and complete 

college-level courses.
• Complete gatekeeper courses (usually the fi rst college-level course in a 

discipline).
• Complete the college courses they take with a grade of C or better.
• Enroll from one semester to the next.
• Complete certifi cates and associate degrees.
• Transfer successfully to 4-year colleges and universities (see Achieving the 

Dream, 2007).

One additional indicator is the degree to which achievement gaps between targeted 
students and the general student body have been reduced.

CCSSE (2008) offers an approach to assessing effectiveness by enabling col-
leges to benchmark performance in comparison to other community colleges. The 
benchmark areas are the following: 

• Active and collaborative learning. Students learn more when they are actively 
involved in their education (asking questions in class, making a class presen-
tation, working with other students, tutoring other students, etc.).

• Student effort. The students’ own behaviors contribute substantially to their 
learning (preparing two or more drafts of a paper, using tutorial services, read-
ing assigned books, etc.).

• Academic challenge. Challenging intellectual and creative work is central to 
learning and collegiate quality (meeting high instructor standards, synthesiz-
ing and organizing ideas, applying theories or concepts to practical problems 
or in new situations, etc.).

• Student–instructor interaction. The more contact students have with their 
teachers, the more likely they are to learn effectively and to persist toward 
achievement of their education goals (communicating with instructors through 
e-mail, discussing grades or assignments with instructors, seeking feedback 
from instructors on performance, etc.).

• Support for learners. Students perform better and are more satisfi ed at colleges 
that are committed to their success and cultivate positive working and social 
relationships among various groups on campus (providing fi nancial support, 
providing student support services, facilitating multicultural interactions, etc.).
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CLOSING�THE�ACADEMIC�ACHIEVEMENT�GAP

By the time many minority students reach high school age, there is a substantial aca-
demic achievement gap between them and their White counterparts. There are many 
causative factors that result in this academic achievement gap—self-limiting individu-
al behaviors, family circumstances (low-income, single-parent families, young moth-
ers, etc.), institutional practices (attendance at low-quality inner-city schools, tracking 
into less demanding classes, not being assigned to honors and college preparation 
classes, etc.), and cultural values (negative racial stereotypes, public policy, media 
portrayal of minorities, etc.).

Community colleges can respond to the inequities that the achievement gap 
has produced in two primary ways: One, they can work with other community orga-
nizations to remedy the cultural and social ills that cause the disparities in wealth and 
status that underlie the achievement gap (see chapter 7 on reinventing community 
engagement); and two, they can offer intervention strategies to help individuals over-
come the achievement gap, such as fi nancial aid, developmental education, tutorial 
services, and diversity training for instructors and staff. The goal is to achieve the defi -
nition of equity as defi ned by the Achieving the Dream initiative—not to treat every-
one equally, but to provide those services needed by each student and each group of 
students to empower them to achieve their full potential.

STRATEGIES�FOR�ENSURING�STUDENT�SUCCESS

Roueche, Kemper, and Roueche (2006) conducted a study to assess how far commu-
nity colleges have come in embracing the vision of the learning college. They were 
disappointed to discover that no colleges could document that they had become 
learning colleges in their entirety and that there was no indication that the predicted 
national revolution in learning and teaching reforms was occurring. However, they 
did identify a number of work-in-progress interventions that appeared to have led to 
successful implementation, including the following:

• Providing strong and positive administrative and instructor leadership (e.g., in-
structor leadership in designing and implementing learning outcomes projects, 
provision of resources and incentives, and improving communications).

• Learning fi rst and last (e.g., funding positions for professionals with extensive train-
ing in curriculum and institutional research and creating grassroots learning out-
comes committees or teams that develop and implement institutional processes).

Based on a review of several national efforts to promote institutional effective-
ness and student success, the most promising interventions by community colleges 
appear to fall into these categories: developmental education, university transfer, 
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changes in curricula, changes in teaching and learning, student engagement, changes 
in student support services, changes in instructor roles, and leadership.

Improving Developmental Education

Improving the effectiveness of developmental education programs might be the high-
est priority for community colleges today. Given the high stakes, what are the emerg-
ing best practices? A comprehensive review of effective practices in developmental 
education conducted by Saxon and Boylan (2001) provided these examples: imple-
menting mandatory student assessment and placement, providing a highly coordi-
nated program, establishing clear objectives and learning outcomes for the program 
and individual courses, using learning communities, using video-based supplemental 
instruction, providing tutorial services staffed by well-trained tutors, and provid-
ing professional development experiences for those working with underprepared 
students. According to CCSSE (2005), effective developmental education pays high 
dividends for underprepared students. It will give students the same chance to com-
plete a degree or transfer to a university as those students who began their studies in 
college-level courses.

Improving the Transfer Process

Effective transfer processes are critical because community colleges enroll the major-
ity of students who are underrepresented in university student bodies. Today, only 
about half of community college students whose goal is university transfer actually 
achieve that goal (Handel, 2009). A more effective transfer program would permit 
many more students to achieve their full potential and would also have economic 
and workforce development benefi ts. Fortunately, institutions like the University of 
Wisconsin, the University of Maryland, and Cornell and Amherst universities are 
making efforts to increase the number of low-income transfer students they admit 
(Handel, 2007). A recent study (Dowd et al., 2006) identifi ed strategies for improved 
transfer by students from community colleges to universities. From an open-door 
perspective, promising university practices are the ones that reduce cultural barriers 
by shaping residence life policies to avoid institutionalized segregation, creating op-
portunities for welcoming and socializing, and using a variety of assessment strategies 
to recognize diverse learning styles.

Recent developments also include community colleges offering selected 
bachelor’s degrees, university centers on community college campuses, the availabil-
ity of online baccalaureate programs, and joint admissions and counseling processes 
that permit students to achieve early university support and information. Transfer 
matters are complicated by the “swirl phenomenon,” whereby students view educa-
tion as a commodity and move from institution to institution as needed to meet their 
specifi c education goals. There is also the phenomenon of “reverse transfer”—cases 
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in which as many students are transferring from the university to the community col-
lege (e.g., to shift to a career education program) as are transferring from the commu-
nity college to the university.

Adapting Curricula

Curriculum development in the community college has traditionally been the province 
of the instructors. Although students were often the benefi ciaries, a cottage industry 
emerged in which instructors worked individually or in departmental groups on what 
interested them. Their priorities might have grown out of identifi ed student and commu-
nity needs, or they may have grown out of more personal interests such as the focus of 
their graduate study. In recent years, the curriculum development model has been trans-
formed as colleges and even states have viewed the curriculum as a strategic resource 
that could be linked to student learning outcomes and the economic and workforce 
development objectives of the community. We are now seeing the emergence of state-
level standard curricula, common state-level course numbering systems, and state-level 
articulation guides. Regional and specialized accreditation bodies judge academic and 
career education programs based on their relevance to learning outcomes that match 
community and workforce needs. College presidents and academic program leaders 
now view the curriculum, both credit and noncredit, as a strategic resource to be devel-
oped and guided by the changing educational needs of students and communities.

Two of the primary areas of interest to college leaders are developmental 
education and university transfer. Three of the chapters of this book deal with curricu-
lum change as it relates to career education, workforce development, and the linkages 
with forms of remedial education such as adult education, GED, basic adult educa-
tion, and high school completion. Other areas of development that respond to the 
education needs of diverse students are the following:

• The development of online courses to serve a global constituency.
• The focus on gatekeeper courses (usually the fi rst course in a student’s major) 

that, if failed, block progress toward a degree.
• Student success courses on topics such as study skills and time management.
• Dual-enrollment programs that permit high school students to earn a high school 

diploma while simultaneously getting an early start on earning college credits.
• First-year college programs.
• The introduction of language courses such as Arabic, Chinese, and Japanese in 

addition to traditional offerings such as German, French, and Spanish.

Adopting New Teaching and Learning Techniques

An amazing array of new teaching and learning strategies is emerging in response to 
the varying learning styles of the most diverse student body in the history of the com-
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munity college. That is not to say that the lecture method has been retired; according 
to the Community College Faculty Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE , 2006), 
the majority of instructors still use the lecture as their dominant teaching method. 
The passive learner—the tired evening student who just wants to sit in the back of the 
classroom after a busy day at work—is probably still around too. However, recent 
innovations in teaching and learning tend to center on programs and methods that 
respond to the varied learning needs and styles of diverse students.

Examples of best practices are provided by the fi nalists for the MetLife Foun-
dation Community College Excellence Award, which recognizes colleges that imple-
ment innovative strategies for helping low-income and fi rst-generation students 
succeed. Some of the innovative teaching and learning strategies that have been 
recognized include tutorial centers, special literacy training, and integrated case 
management for individual students (Allen & Kazis, 2007). Other emerging teaching 
and learning strategies include distance or online learning; collaborative and interac-
tive strategies such as learning communities, which permit a group of students and 
instructors to approach learning in an interdisciplinary manner; service learning; 
work-study experiences tied to the student’s discipline; discipline capstone courses; 
in-class and outside-class student engagement initiatives; supplemental instruction; 
and computer-aided learning laboratories.

Promoting Student Engagement

Substantial research indicates that students who are actively engaged in their learning 
are more likely to achieve their education goals than those who are not. For example, 
CCSSE (2005) found that academically underprepared students take advantage of 
opportunities for engagement with instructors and counselors slightly more than do 
academically prepared students. They work harder than they thought they could to 
meet an instructor’s expectations, and they are motivated to write more papers and 
reports. It is revealing that underprepared students must work harder than academi-
cally prepared students to produce similar learning outcomes as they work to over-
come the burden of limited literacy skills.

Improving Student Support Services

In the past decade, a number of new student support services have emerged in re-
sponse to the educational, social, and psychological needs of diverse students. These 
include outreach to underserved and underprepared students, welcome centers, on-
line admissions and orientation, gender centers, early alert systems to intervene when 
students are at risk of dropping out, mandatory assessment and course placement, 
tutorial services, veterans’ services, and special needs services (e.g., for people with 
limited physical capacity). Community colleges must continue to work on the dis-
connect between instructors and student support services, communications between 
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student support services and academic departments, and the relatively low use of 
support services by at-risk students. The changing role of student services in response 
to the needs of diverse students is addressed more fully in chapter 8.

Changing Instructors’ Roles

The emergence of the student success dimension of the open-door model has re-
sulted in substantial changes in the role of community college instructors. The role of 
instructors is becoming more complex and diversifi ed as community colleges place 
more emphasis on student learning, continuous quality improvement, customer 
service, and cost control. Examples of how instructors’ roles are changing include the 
following:

• More emphasis on in-class and out-of-class student engagement.
• Use of alternative teaching strategies to respond to diverse learning styles.
• Classroom and course-level assessment of student learning outcomes.
• Increased use of learning technologies both in the classroom and through 

distance learning.
• More emphasis on collaboration with high school and university counterparts 

to ease the transition of students from high school to community colleges and 
from community colleges to universities.

• More emphasis on curriculum improvement based on evidence of gaps in stu-
dent achievement and the assessment of changing community education needs.

• Greater involvement with instructor professional development activities to 
keep pace with changing student education needs, societal and economic 
trends, and learning technologies.

• Stronger connections with library services, student support services, and other 
departments on behalf of students who experience personal and institutional 
barriers to success.

• Changing defi nitions of instructor load in order to balance classroom instruc-
tion, curriculum development, student engagement, professional develop-
ment, departmental service, institutional service, and other professional 
responsibilities.

Leadership

Chapter 3 outlines the key roles that the college president and other institutional and 
academic leaders play in reinventing the open door. The core leadership roles relate 
to the community college mission, college–community interactions, advocacy for 
underserved and underprepared groups, data-based decision making, and aligning 
institutional strategy with execution. These leadership roles also center on bringing 
about systemic, long-term institutional change, such as updating the college mis-
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sion; updating college policies; shaping the curriculum as a strategic resource tied 
to changing student and community needs; making changes in administrative, gov-
ernance, and academic structures; promoting a culture of evidence as it relates to 
student achievement; building the capacity of instructors and staff to serve the varied 
education needs of diverse students; and developing holistic diversity, equity, and 
multicultural programs.

Our nation’s future economic viability depends on a highly skilled workforce, and the 
majority of that workforce will be drawn from minority and other population groups 
that today have the lowest literacy and job skills. Community colleges are being chal-
lenged to become a primary force for providing this future workforce with the knowl-
edge and skills needed for job entry and career advancement. Community college 
leaders fully recognize that a focus on open access to higher education opportunity 
is not enough to respond to the challenge of the radical demographic, economic, 
workforce, and cultural transformations facing them. They recognize that a strong em-
phasis on student success must emerge that builds on the open access tradition and 
addresses the barriers to career and academic success experienced by students, such 
as low income, limited literacy and job skills, and other personal factors. They must 
change core institutional practices so that the achievement gap between targeted stu-
dents and the general student body can be reduced and eventually eliminated. Many 
promising student success interventions to achieve these goals are emerging in com-
munity colleges throughout the country, and they are being supported in this effort by 
several universities and national organizations. These interventions actively involve 
all sectors of the college, including the students, instructors and academic depart-
ments, student support services personnel, administrators and support personnel, the 
president and executive staff, and the governing board.
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Chapter 6

Campuswide Inclusiveness:
Ensuring Equity for Diverse Students

T
he concept of inclusiveness encompasses diversity programs, equity programs, 
and other multicultural initiatives (e.g., international education, learning com-
munities and other alternative teaching and learning practices, and leadership 
development programs) to create a community of diverse students, instruc-

tors, and staff that will grow together and learn from one another. Community colleges 
could be viewed as having a new covenant of inclusiveness, diversity, and equity that 
commits the institution to offering an open door of welcome, affi rmation, belonging, 
and openness for all, and especially for those groups that might otherwise be excluded 
from opportunities for academic and career mobility.

Another term that is closely aligned to inclusiveness is equity. What is an eq-
uitable community college? It is not one that treats all students equally, but rather one 
that provides each student and constituency with the unique services that will empower 
them to achieve their full potential. The goal of community colleges involved in the 
Achieving the Dream initiative is to increase student achievement, with a focus on mi-
nority and low-income students. Given clear evidence of an achievement gap between 
Black, Hispanic, and American Indian students compared with the general student 
body, this is an equitable approach. Many community colleges have equity programs 
or equity committees charged with helping academic departments to improve student 
learning outcomes. These programs are a vital part of inclusiveness efforts.

Another key word that relates to inclusiveness is adaptation. Traditionally, the 
student has been required to adapt to the practices of the community college. Class 

Gunder Myran
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schedules, new courses and programs, and college procedural changes often resulted 
from instructor and staff interests or convenience rather than the needs of the student. 
The college program and schedule was communicated to the student, and the student 
adapted his or her work schedule, child care, family life, and so on, to accommodate 
the college’s mandates. As a result, dealing with issues such as scheduling problems, 
access to college information, language diffi culties, fi nancial concerns, and aca-
demic support needs were largely the province of the student, not the college. To the 
schools’ credit and the students’ benefi t, community colleges have been learning over 
the past decade to adapt their programs, services, and processes to meet the unique 
needs of their diverse student body. To be truly inclusive, the community college must 
be adaptive in response to the changing needs of all students, especially those who 
experience barriers to career and academic success.

It would be reasonable to ask what common ground community colleges 
are seeking in shaping an inclusive college environment. This common ground amid 
diversity could be seen as having three dimensions, as follows:

• Opportunity for everyone to achieve full potential. The Mesa Community 
College (Arizona) policy statement indicates that it serves a diverse population 
that is refl ective of its community and “provides an environment where each 
individual is respected, honored, supported, and is rewarded on the basis of 
personal achievement and contribution. Mesa Community College values 
inclusiveness of people and ideas” (Mesa Community College, 2006).

• The community college as a living laboratory. Through developing a deeper 
appreciation of the differing histories, cultures, and identities of diverse 
groups, community college students (and instructors and staff as well) are 
fi nding common ground; they are learning how to live together in a multi-
cultural society based on the democratic principles of equal justice, social 
equality, and equal opportunity. A special section of the Chronicle of Higher 
Education (Ashburn, 2006) featured best practices of community colleges in 
equipping academically at-risk students with the tools to succeed in the glob-
al economy. Today’s community colleges are a living laboratory of the diverse 
society in which students live or will certainly live in the future. As students, 
instructors, and staff learn how to collaborate with their diverse associates in 
creating an affi rming and open environment in which each individual can 
grow, they can learn to see the world through many lenses, break away from 
stereotypical and dysfunctional ways of relating, and learn problem-solving 
skills they will need in a global society.

• Preparing for a career in a global economy. The careers of today’s community 
college students will be acted out on the world stage. Through their educa-
tional experiences, they must develop an increased awareness of their world 
and an appreciation of the attributes of various world cultures. They must 
learn to integrate the values and practices that relate to their own culture with 
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the values and practices of other cultures. By learning in a community college 
that has created an inclusive environment, students can develop skills that 
will serve them as their careers progress.

CREATING�A�SENSE�OF�ACCEPTANCE

Any child who has been the last selected when teams choose up sides for a pick-up 
softball game knows the anxiety that comes from not being accepted and feeling that 
you do not really belong. We know how painful it is for a teenager to be excluded 
from a popular clique or to not make the basketball team. Most of us have a need to 
feel accepted, to be valued, and to belong. When we enter a new environment, it is 
natural to look for clues as to whether we belong and will be accepted.

The late Max Raines, professor of administration and higher education at 
Michigan State University, spoke often to me and others about processing losses 
and gains when entering a new environment. Take, for example, the experience of a 
single mother with two small children who is admitted to the community college’s 
nursing program. Becoming a nurse will be a defi nite gain for her, as she will be bet-
ter able to support herself and her family. However, she experiences the loss of being 
away from her children, as well as the added cost of a caregiver and uncertainties 
about the quality of care. Suppose that after a few weeks into the nursing program, 
her children become ill and the caregiver indicates that it is beyond her capability 
to care for them. As she processes the gains and losses involved, the student gives 
priority to her children, thus falling behind in her nursing program. So does she really 
belong in the nursing program? Of course she does, and an inclusive community 
college will recognize and be responsive to the unique needs of a single parent in a 
rigorous nursing program.

In this case, support from nursing instructors and fellow students, fi nancial 
assistance, and referral and tutorial services will help this single mother over the twin 
hurdles of caring for her children and progressing in her nursing program. The college 
says to her in providing these services: “You are accepted as you are, you belong, and 
you are not alone.” Every diverse group that is represented in the community college 
student body has the same question: Are we really accepted? Do we really belong? 
When community colleges respond by offering a welcoming, supportive, open learn-
ing environment, they are responding in the affi rmative, and they are saying that 
inclusiveness does indeed matter.

A�FRAMEWORK�OF�INCLUSIVENESS

The history of higher education in the United States represents a journey from exclu-
siveness to inclusiveness, a journey from elite to mass to universal education. Even 
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today, however, there are elements of exclusiveness in the community college envi-
ronment, such as math and science programs with few minority students, insuffi cient 
fi nancial aid programs, teachers unprepared to deal with diversity in the classroom, 
and an unwelcoming college environment for those who are different from the major-
ity of students. Although the egalitarian ideal of inclusion is deeply rooted in Ameri-
can culture, it is not yet fully realized, even in democracy’s college.

It is no doubt generally true that public higher education, including the com-
munity college sector, has historically been dominated and shaped by the White 
middle-class culture. In the spirit of the melting pot, those of other racial and ethnic 
origins were to be assimilated into the dominant White culture, primarily through the 
instrument of public education. As a result, the cultural identities of other racial, eth-
nic, and socioeconomic groups were marginalized in the community college as well 
as in the larger society. From an education perspective, this acculturation process 
resulted in a limited and distorted worldview for both White and minority students 
and, in fact, for the college instructors and staff as well.

In recent years, however, community colleges have been struggling to de-
velop a more inclusive multicultural framework through which people from varied 
backgrounds can express their identities and education goals. This commitment to 
inclusiveness is becoming a defi ning feature of community colleges. Through their 

Why Inclusiveness Ma� ers: A Tribute to a Community College Instructor

The late Morris Lawrence was a founding faculty member at Washtenaw Com-
munity College (Michigan). He was a beloved music instructor and a talented 
musician. He loved his work, and he loved his students. He stopped his car 

on the way to work each morning to pray that he would work so hard for his stu-
dents that the sweat would run down his back. He drew to his music classes many 
students who would not otherwise have considered a higher education. He treated 
every student with respect and caring, regardless of their race, ethnicity, or socio-
economic status. He nurtured the careers of his students by involving them in com-
munity music groups. His jazz orchestra was selected to perform at venues such as 
Carnegie Hall in New York City and the Montrose Jazz Festival in Detroit. Such was 
his lasting impact on the college that there is today a Morris Lawrence Building on 
campus. An annual award is given in his name to an instructor who exemplifi es his 
loving spirit with students and his devotion to teaching. The Morris Lawrence story 
indicates that inclusiveness really does matter, and it is most directly expressed 
when dedicated and caring teachers, counselors, and staff acknowledge value and 
nurture students regardless of their background.

— Gunder Myran, former president,
Washtenaw Community College
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actions to become more inclusive, community colleges are redefi ning the open door 
of education opportunity and reaffi rming their commitment to democratic principles.

The framework of inclusiveness represents a positive web of interaction be-
tween the diverse people and divergent viewpoints represented in the college and the 
community it serves. This emerging framework has two major dimensions. The fi rst 
is the internal struggle of the college itself to become more inclusive and democratic 
and, in doing so, to redefi ne what a community college education is to achieve for 
people who will live out their lives in a pluralistic and multicultural society. Second 
is the efforts of the community college to be engaged with other organizations and 
groups to create a more inclusive, democratic, just, humane, and socially respon-
sible community. The framework is based on a review of best practices of community 
colleges as they develop their inclusiveness agenda and consists of eight elements, 
described in the following paragraphs.

1. The Spirit of the Open Door

Community college professionals believe strongly that talent and ambition are widely 
distributed in our society rather than being the province of an elite few. This belief 
is founded on participating in the everyday miracles of students who achieve great 
things against all odds. For community college professionals, being inclusive 
means including those who have two strikes against them, those who logic might 
suggest are at high risk of failure—high school dropouts, single parents on welfare, 
alienated Black youths, the unemployed, people who have emotional and mental 
problems, and so on. This attitude of hopefulness—confi dence that people can rise 
above their present status in life and achieve beyond expectations by overcoming 
barriers to academic and career success—captures the community college spirit. 
It is this spirit that drives and animates community college efforts to become more 
inclusive as waves of people from all demographic groups seek academic and career 
success.

2. Diversity Programs

Many community colleges have diversity programs, and, in some cases, a diversity 
offi ce exists and a diversity offi cer has been appointed. The functions and activities 
of diversity programs vary widely, but they can include activities such as instructor 
and staff hiring practices, professional development, multicultural curricula, diversity 
courses, task forces or workshops on race and racism, cultural events celebrating vari-
ous cultural traditions, art exhibits, visiting scholars and artists, collegewide town hall 
meetings on diversity topics, diversity assessments or surveys, and special programs to 
bring diverse groups together.
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3. Curriculum and Teaching and Learning 

Recent developments include multicultural programming, the expansion of interna-
tional education programs including international travel, ESL programs, freshmen-
year programs focusing on retention, learning communities and other classroom 
teambuilding methods, teaching and learning centers, recognition of differing com-
munications styles (e.g., instructor–student and student–student communications) 
based on cultural origins, and special cultural programs for specifi c constituencies 
(e.g., Hispanic, American Indian, and other minority students).

4. Student Services

Recent developments in student services include expanded recruitment of at-risk 
constituencies, special scholarship programs, case management of at-risk students, 
student diversity advocates, special semester startup welcome-back activities, and 
mentoring and tutorial services.

5. Faculty and Staff  Development

Recent developments include collegewide human resources and diversity strategic 
planning, modifi ed affi rmative action programs, modifi ed instructor and staff hiring 
practices, new forms of instructor and staff orientation, and diversity-oriented instruc-
tor and staff professional development.

6. Leadership and Administration

Recent developments include recognition of an inclusiveness, diversity, and equity 
commitment in colleges’ mission and vision statements; updated inclusiveness poli-
cies; inclusiveness strategic and management planning; structural changes such as 
the appointment of a diversity offi cer; appointment of access and equity advisory 
committees; inclusion-oriented leadership development programs; special funding of 
inclusiveness practices through college foundations; reallocation of fi nancial resourc-
es to address inclusiveness issues; annual executive inclusiveness retreats; inclusive 
governance practices; and inclusiveness recognition and awards.

7. High-Quality Learning Conditions 

California Tomorrow (2002) conducted a study of the high-quality learning conditions 
needed to support students of color and immigrants at California community col-
leges. They concluded that the following conditions are needed:

• Better mechanisms for accessing information and counseling. Students 
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struggle with issues such as how to apply for admissions, decide which classes 
to take, sign up for classes, and fi nd out about support services. Peer networks 
and the advice of teachers were considered helpful, but the most important 
factor was the availability of a qualifi ed professional counselor.

• Qualifi ed instructors with the skills to teach a linguistically and culturally 
diverse population. Teachers can be the greatest infl uence for students in 
college—either positive and validating or negative and invalidating. Students 
value interactive and hands-on teaching strategies, and they want learning that 
is relevant to their daily lives. Students considered the accessibility of teachers 
both in and outside the classroom an important factor.

• Greater fi nancial aid and other supports for community college students. 
Students need support in balancing family, work, and study. Financial sup-
port is critical, but taking the number of credit hours required to be eligible 
for fi nancial aid in some community colleges is often unrealistic. Those who 
attempt full-time study often experience stress, fall behind, and drop out. The 
majority of students need developmental education, but the success rate in 
these courses indicates the need for major improvements. Students considered 
supplemental academic support—such as tutorial centers, learning communi-
ties, instructor availability during offi ce hours, and bilingual language support 
services beyond ESL programs—important.

• Welcoming, supportive campus atmospheres for immigrant minority stu-
dents. Students in the study often fl ourished in the supportive atmosphere of 
their campus, fi nding joy in learning for the fi rst time in their lives. At the same 
time, however, they also experienced invalidating attitudes and disrespect, 
rudeness, and negative stereotypes on the part of counselors, teachers, and 
staff. Students were encouraged by those teachers who conducted cultural 
awareness activities in their classes or who included sections on other cultures 
in their courses.

• Targeted resources and support programs. The most effective supplemental 
support services were those closely linked to a course or program, not a sepa-
rate program. Students were strongly supportive of learning communities, ad-
equate fi nancial aid, child care, book and transportation vouchers, counseling, 
good information services, personal development workshops, in-depth fi rst-
year orientation, and tutorial services. Students appreciated the opportunity to 
develop an ongoing relationship with a staff member providing supplemental 
support.

• Instructor diversity and sensitivity. The majority of students felt that diverse 
instructors were benefi cial to them. At some colleges, there was a need to 
develop a more effective strategy for recruiting diverse instructors and staff. Ef-
fective diversity-oriented professional development for instructors and staff on 
how to work with diverse students was considered important.
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8. Community Engagement 

This element of the framework extends the inclusiveness agenda beyond the borders 
of the college and into the larger community. Old community engagement models 
and practices are simply incapable of casting a wide enough net to be truly inclusive 
for all community constituencies that need to be served, and so the way community 
colleges engage with their communities is being reframed. Some recent develop-
ments in this reframing process include expanded public school–community college 
transition programs, involvement in the middle college and charter school move-
ments, partnerships with community-based organizations serving at-risk populations, 
partnerships with prisons and the court system, community summits on critical com-
munity issues such as the urban Black family, participation in the Campus Compact 
program, youth leadership training, and health screening services. The emerging 
community engagement model of community colleges is addressed in more detail in 
chapter 7.

BEST�PRACTICES�FOR�IMPLEMENTING�THE�INCLUSIVENESS�
AGENDA

Some of the best practices of community colleges that can serve as examples for 
implementing the inclusiveness agenda are the following:

• Seattle Central Community College was featured in Time magazine (Gold-
stein, 2009) for its learning communities program and other innovative initia-
tives. Seattle Central’s learning communities are interdepartmental groupings 
that promote teamwork and problem solving among teams of students from 
varied demographic groups.

• Several community colleges are targeting close-to-retirement baby boomers 
who wish to make a career transition. Central Florida Community College 
provides a Pathways to Living, Learning and Serving program. Central Pied-
mont Community College in North Carolina provides Career Transition at 
Midlife and What’s Next seminars, and Chandler-Gilbert Community College 
in Arizona provides a Boomerang program of lifelong learning opportunities.

• The San Diego Community College District has pushed inclusiveness to 
include the lost generation of high school students who dropped out of high 
school and failed to graduate in 2006. According to Beebe (2007), “The 
educational system has tagged many of these young people as failures. They 
have broken spirits and broken lives. Most are unemployed or unemployable. 
People of color represent a disproportionate percentage of the lost genera-
tion.”  Beebe highlighted the district’s continuing education division and its 
accredited adult high school. To help high school dropouts see the connec-
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tion between education and work, the department links basic skills education 
with career technical education in areas such as welding, auto repair, health 
care, and culinary arts. By adapting its programs and services to the unique 
needs of this at-risk constituency, the San Diego Community College District 
is reaffi rming the worth of these students and giving them a sense of belong-
ing and accomplishment.

As a community college creates a welcoming, affi rming, and open environment, 
students, instructors, and staff are empowered to express their unique identities as 
they together strive for the common good. The inclusiveness agenda provides students 
with the experience of working with and relating to others in a multicultural learning 
environment that models how effective communities and workplaces should func-
tion. It prepares students for the world of work by giving them a heightened sense 
of awareness and appreciation of the cultures of those from diverse demographic 
backgrounds with whom they will collaborate as their careers progress. Inclusiveness 
is the connecting thread that brings the entire community college family together as a 
unifi ed whole and enables it to carry out its open-door mission.
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Chapter 7

Community-Based Problem Solving to 
Maximize Community Engagement 

R
uth Shaw, former president of Central Piedmont Community College in 
Charlotte, North Carolina, tells a story about offering a ride home to a student 
after an evening scholarship reception at the college. They left a reception in a 
lovely dining room that featured tiny sandwiches on silver trays to travel to the 

student’s home in an inner-city neighborhood with run-down housing and urban blight. 
“There is a vast distance from her life in the shadow of Charlotte to classrooms at CPCC 
to the career toward which she aspires,” Shaw said (cited in Elliot, 1994, p. 50). Writing 
for Change magazine, Margaret Miller referred to the public responsibility for dispari-
ties in educational performance when she said the following:

The disparities in educational performance of the various subcultures 
of this country in areas such as college matriculation, learning and 
degree completion didn’t just happen, they were created. And we 
continue to continue to create them every day by the policies, 
both institutional and public, we develop or fail to develop. (Miller, 
2007, p. 6)

The questions addressed in this chapter relate to the public responsibility for 
disparities in the academic performance of diverse students and the distance or dis-
connect between a nurturing community college environment and the dysfunctional 
communities in which many students live. How do community colleges effect changes 

George Swan
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that reduce the social, economic, and psychological distance between community 
life and student success on the college campus? How do they contribute to social 
change that reduces barriers to career and academic success for diverse students, bar-
riers such as poverty, unemployment, family dysfunction, substandard housing, urban 
decay, crime, and racism?

At a 2006 national conference at Wayne County Community College District 
(WCCCD) on reinventing the community college open door, noted author on social 
innovation David Bornstein urged leaders to have faith in new possibilities and the 
courage to advocate them as they address social and economic problems in the com-
munities they serve. Bornstein said that we have a mission-driven obligation to be 
deeply involved in community change strategies. He encouraged conference partici-
pants to emulate social entrepreneurs around the world who brought about funda-
mental changes in their communities or countries through the power of new ideas 
and an entrepreneurial spirit. In his book, How to Change the World, Bornstein stated 
that social entrepreneurship “takes creative individuals with fi xed determination and 
indomitable will to propel the innovations that society needs to tackle its toughest 
problems” (Bornstein, 2007, p. 3). Bornstein suggested, for example, innovations 
such as sponsoring and training students from the inner city, who then become social 
entrepreneurs themselves and address problems in their own neighborhoods as a part 
of their collegiate program.

TYPES�OF�COMMUNITY�ENGAGEMENT

Community engagement is the community college’s approach to public leadership 
that uses the college’s education resources to solve problems in cooperation with 
citizens and other organizations. Through a framework of services and connections, 
the college is deeply embedded in the daily life of the community. It serves as a 
value-driven force for the public good and for addressing conditions that represent 
barriers to career and academic success for diverse students. Social entrepreneurship 
is a form of engagement in which students, instructors, and staff of the community 
college use powerful social-change ideas to increase and mobilize the capacity of 
citizens to solve their own problems. Social entrepreneurship occurs through volun-
teerism, instructional programming, student activities, internships, and work-study 
arrangements.

Organizations across the nation collaborate to support the colleges’ open-
door philosophy. Among those whose focus complements our mission, one recurring 
theme is that education is a key to success for individuals as well as for the larger 
community. As they partner to fulfi ll their individual missions, their philanthropic 
vigor furthers the goals of community colleges nationwide. Despite genuine efforts to 
improve access to higher education, a compelling and powerful mission alone is not 
suffi cient. The organizations work together to fund and support dozens of initiatives 
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and programs that are supported by research, pursued through innovation, and mea-
sured for effectiveness. A current and expanding theme in community colleges cen-
ters on student engagement in the community, with roots in the cooperative extension 
movement at the University of Cincinnati in 1903. The current literature is replete 
with reports on strategies, testimonies, and research on effective and best practices for 
student engagement. It is an expanding movement, with public and private resources 
devoted to encouraging, stimulating, seeding, and sustaining student engagement 
projects. 

The Corporation for National and Community Service (2006) has made an 
annual commitment of more than $150 million to expand service learning and 
campus volunteering through grants. The strategic plan of the corporation sets a 
national target to increase the number of college students in community engage-
ment projects from 3.2 million students in 2005 to 5 million students by 2010. The 
National Service-Learning Clearinghouse lists on its Web site (http://www.service-
learning.org) grant opportunities, links, and publications that describe opportunities 
for rural, urban, tribal, Hispanic, doctoral research, local, state, and regional collab-
orative projects as well as funding for research on student community engagement. 

There is also growing attention on the part of regional accrediting associations and 
organizations—such as the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 
the National Survey of Student Community Engagement, and the Community College 
Survey of Student Engagement—to establish and infl uence institutional measures that 
stimulate and promote community engagement initiatives.

The Carnegie Foundation, for example, conducted an extensive revision of 
the Carnegie Classifi cation of Institutions of Higher Education, providing an elective 
classifi cation for community engagement defi ned as “the collaboration between in-
stitutions of higher education and their larger communities (local, regional and state, 
national, global) for the mutually benefi cial exchange of knowledge and resources in 
a context of partnership and reciprocity” (Carnegie Foundation, 2007). In 2006, 88 
institutions applied to Carnegie to document community engagement, seeking clas-
sifi cation in one of the following three categories of the new framework:

• Curricular engagement. Defi ned as “teaching, learning, and scholarship that 
engages faculty, students and community in mutually benefi cial and respect-
ful collaboration” (Carnegie Foundation, 2007).

• Outreach and partnerships. Described as “the application and provision of 
institutional resources for community use with benefi ts to both campus and 
community” and “collaborative interactions with community and related 
scholarship for the mutually benefi cial exchange, exploration, and applica-
tion of knowledge, information, and resources” (Carnegie Foundation, 2007).

• Curricular engagement and outreach and partnerships. Focused on institu-
tions with substantial commitments in both areas.
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Organizations such as Campus Compact, a national coalition of nearly 1,100 
colleges and universities representing some 6 million students, are dedicated to pro-
moting community service, civic engagement, and service learning in higher educa-
tion. Student engagement in the community has become an expectation for many 
institutions in the development of inter- and intra-curricular experiences for learning 
and training. Centers for community engagement are now active on many college 
campuses, with a great deal of time and effort devoted to recruiting students and 
soliciting opportunities for service-learning experiences.

In some instances, institutional policies and standards have been modifi ed, 
necessitating contractual agreements by students for volunteer service in exchange 
for academic credit or to meet a requirement for graduation. This is in addition to the 
practica, clinicals, and internships traditionally associated with career and technical 
programs. Although most service-learning projects have originated in 4-year colleges 
and universities, an increasing number of community colleges have instituted student 
engagement projects.

ADOPTING�A�NEW�FRAMEWORK

There is a need to recognize and celebrate the development of student engagement 
programs in communities served by 2-year colleges. The testimonies of student 
volunteers in the transformation of lives touched through interaction and intervention 
in communities where these initiatives have been developed are evidence of their 
positive effect. It is a great lesson for the students who have had the experience. Yet, 
there is another powerful lesson that emerges from their experience. The social ben-
efi ts of student engagement in communities can transform the impact that colleges 
have in those same communities, by shaping new opportunities and 
opening access for those entering the colleges’ new open door. It is an important 
lesson that college leaders seeking to strengthen the strategic positioning of their 
colleges should note, because it serves their own best interests as well as the com-
munities they serve to address the barriers to higher education that are often related 
to the same issues and problems that communities themselves would like to address 
and resolve.

Driven by this common ground for the community college and its com-
munity partners, a reframing of community engagement objectives and programs is 
occurring. This reframing is based on the recognition that old community engage-
ment models and practices are simply incapable of casting a wide enough net to be 
truly inclusive for all community constituencies that need to be served. Some recent 
developments in this reframing process include expanded public school–community 
college transition programs, involvement in the middle college and charter school 
movements, partnerships with community-based organizations serving at-risk popula-
tions, partnerships with prisons and the court system, community summits on critical 
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community issues such as the urban Black family, participation in the Campus Com-
pact program, youth leadership training, and health screening services.

SOCIAL�BENEFIT�AND�RECIPROCATION

A goal of providing service-learning experiences for students is to promote aware-
ness, commitment, and a perspective favorable to helping and serving others. Student 
involvement in such projects is cited as contributing to the health and well-being of 
communities. If student engagement serves a social benefi t, then the need for commu-
nity college engagement in those same communities becomes even more notable—
especially in the context of intervention, collaboration, and partnerships with local 
organizations and groups. Although this is not to suggest that colleges should become 
involved in direct service activities that are beyond their capacity, collaboration be-
tween colleges and community organizations can increase affi nity and identifi cation 
among those who are affected by the effort.

The perceived interdependence of such collaborations serves to benefi t col-
leges, given the likelihood that recipients of services and assistance will demonstrate a 
preference for and affi nity toward the college. This is true not only for themselves but 
also as they serve as advocates encouraging family and friends to use their commu-
nity’s college. Collaboration between community organizations and colleges can also 
support a reciprocal relationship, enabling student access to services that the college 
is unable to provide. At a time when colleges are confronted with determining priori-
ties given to programs and services in the competition for scarce resources, such a re-
ciprocal relationship is appealing—even given the challenge to expand and enhance 
the offerings and support systems demanded by increasing numbers of students of the 
open-door community college. Such an arrangement broadens the array of supportive 
services and assistance that members of the collaborative can offer to their respective 
constituencies. It enables community colleges faced with the myriad issues confront-
ing diverse students to offer realistic approaches to supporting their matriculation at 
the college.

PUBLIC�COLLEGES�AND�RETURN�ON�INVESTMENT

A common measure for investors to determine the benefi t of their investment is a 
calculation of the ROI. Although an economic impact statement is more often used 
by colleges to demonstrate the effect of their presence and operations in a community 
for the public good, the results cannot be personalized to the extent that the observer 
perceives a direct benefi t. They are typically directed at an informed community for 
political or funding purposes, whether seeking support for state or county appropria-
tions, allocations, or public referenda for voter-approved assessments.
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Yet the people who most desire to understand the role and benefi t that the 
community college offers are often those who seek its services or assistance. For 
students of the open-door community college, the ability of colleges to effectively 
convey the ROI must be related to access and opportunities that are constructive and 
transformative. For those in the larger community, there is a need to engender per-
sonal identifi cation of the college as a substantial partner in the fabric of the com-
munity. If there is merit in requiring student engagement in community activities in 
order to provide a benefi t to the greater society, community colleges as public entities 
must be equally focused on the ROI owed to area residents, the public and private 
sectors, region, and state. To use the vernacular, we need to practice what we preach. 
If community engagement is great for students, it is likewise good for colleges and 
our communities. As a strategy to convey the effect of a college in the service area, 
institutional community engagement may be the method through which the ROI is 
best personalized and understood.

Why is community engagement at the institutional level important? Is it altru-
ism, strategic positioning, or both? One might ask, Isn’t it obvious that a community 
college, by design, seeks to meet the needs of the surrounding community by offer-
ing programs and services promoting the economic, social, cultural, and workforce 
needs of its district? Is it not the case that community colleges are organized around 
mission statements founded on the social benefi t to their constituents? Is it reasonable 
to assume that a college could sustain critical funding through state appropriations 
(and, in some cases, local tax assessments) if not serving a vital role to the public? If 
students from a community college are involved in service-learning projects, is it not 
the case that the community understands that the relationship was promulgated by 
the college and the positive benefi t is linked directly to the college?

The issue is a pragmatic one. All public 2-year institutions face pressure on a 
number of levels to validate and justify their use of taxpayer funds. If they are part of 
a state system, they need a larger allocation of appropriated funds. If they are in local 
taxing districts, they must convince voters that they are worthy of continued support 
for their assessment. The increasing demand for accountability and transparency of 
outcome measures by federal, state, and local authorities, along with regional accred-
iting associations, is a constant factor in the demand for evidence of the value and 
signifi cance of colleges in serving a vital role for their communities. Senior admin-
istrators must illustrate the value of community colleges to their constituencies. The 
ability to develop a base of grassroots advocates enhances a college’s standing among 
those who are in turn asked to show their support in the voting booth.

Whatever the college’s response may be in mandated reporting to government 
and regulatory agencies, the strategic question raised by those who are potential 
advocates for their local community college is refl ected in the question “What have 
you done for me lately?” It is a question often raised by citizens, legislators, and other 
interests in the competition for resources in an increasingly constrained fi scal envi-
ronment. More and more, the question is being raised along with greater competition 
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for limited resources on all levels. Are we seeking the strategic positioning necessary 
to effectively address the question? What makes a college distinct from others in justi-
fying an advantage in the competition for resources? If each organization delivers the 
same quality and range of traditional services, what makes it exceptional to its con-
stituents? Community engagement might be an effective strategy.

IMPROVING�SUPPORT�FOR�COMMUNITY�PRIORITIES

Students cannot serve adequately as proxies in addressing the question of a college’s 
commitment through their community service and engagement. When measured 
against the visibility, prestige, and resources implicit in an institutional commitment 
in support of a community program or initiative, students engaged in service-learning 
projects do not carry the same weight of infl uence that other community leaders do. 
What are the consequences if institutions are not seen as supportive of community 
initiatives or priorities? Is it suffi cient to simply restate and illuminate the mission and 
purpose to serve a public benefi t as justifi cation for continued community support? Or 
does the need rise to a different level?

In the great growth period of public 2-year colleges between 1950 and the 
mid-1970s, the sense of excitement, purpose, and benefi t of these new comprehensive 
colleges seemed apparent. The accessibility, fl exibility, and convenience of colleges 
devoted to the ideals of social uplift, economic development, and the democratiza-
tion of postsecondary education transfi xed the public. During that period, the rising 
subscription of programs and course offerings necessitated investment in buildings, 
campuses, and technologies to accommodate student needs.

Given the maturation of 2-year public colleges some 40 years later and the 
wide array of options now available for students to gain the necessary competencies 
and skill sets through a variety of learning modalities, the future of the community col-
lege must borrow from its past and include a strong emphasis on community engage-
ment. The public 2-year college cannot aspire to be an ivory tower; rather, the com-
prehensive community college must be able to demonstrate the effect of its presence 
for those living and working in its district. If it does not, the response to the question 
“What have you done for me lately?” is insuffi cient to garner the public support neces-
sary for the future.

This was the challenge for WCCCD many years ago when there was the need 
to seek support for a local tax assessment to augment college operations. The devel-
opment of an institutional community engagement strategy was fundamental to the 
success of that campaign (WCCCD, 2009). The effort to create an appropriate context 
for a favorable response to the ballot initiative was exceptional given the economic 
climate, the rejection of several local public school initiatives, and voter turnout in 
special elections. The confi dence expressed in the community college was, in part, 
proportional to the benefi t that voters perceived in programs and services that they 
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and their family members, neighbors, and friends could expect. Although some might 
suggest that a good marketing campaign could generate the same result, the ability 
to build and sustain a coterie of third-party advocates demands a greater investment. 
What are the lessons learned from this experience, and how can an institution gain 
affi rmation within its district? First, defi ne community engagement as a part of the stra-
tegic plan, and second, expand the defi nition of institutional engagement beyond the 
ranks of senior leaders to empower community engagement entrepreneurs.

DEFINE�COMMUNITY�ENGAGEMENT�AS�PART�OF�THE�
STRATEGIC�PLAN

Engagement cannot be limited to a series of classes offered through the continuing 
education department or the occasional public event on campus. Engagement must 
become an integral part of the college’s intent, planning, and operations. To be mean-
ingful, it must be inculcated throughout the organization as a principal aspect of the 
mission actualized by the inclusion in the budget of allocated resources. The classifi -
cation framework for the Carnegie Foundation includes the following indicators of an 
institution’s commitment to community engagement:

• Does the institution indicate that community engagement is a priority in its 
mission statement (or vision)?

• Does the institution have mechanisms for systematic assessment of community 
perceptions of the institution’s engagement with community?

• Is community engagement emphasized in the marketing materials (Web site, 
brochures, etc.) of the institution?

• Does the executive leadership of the institution (president, provost, chancellor, 
trustees, etc.) explicitly promote community engagement as a priority?

• Are there internal budgetary allocations dedicated to supporting institutional 
engagement with community?

• Is there external funding dedicated to supporting institutional engagement 
with community?

• Is community engagement defi ned and planned for in the strategic plans of the 
institution? (Carnegie Foundation, 2007) 

These questions are extracted from the Foundational Indicators section of 
the framework document. The ways in which leaders of community colleges answer 
these questions demonstrate whether community engagement is part of an ongoing 
dialogue—a meaningful commitment to their communities as partners and collabora-
tors for the public good. This is not to suggest an all-or-nothing approach in measuring 
institutional commitment. Rather, the process of integrating institutional engagement 
is intentional and directive, not a response to what is the current fad or fashion. In tak-
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ing the measured steps to weave institutional community engagement into the fabric 
of the college, leaders ensure the viability (and therefore a legacy) of collaboration 
with constituents beyond their own tenure.

EXPAND�THE�DEFINITION�OF�ENGAGEMENT�BEYOND�THE�
RANKS�OF�SENIOR�LEADERS

The participation of senior leaders in local organizations, boards, and community 
events has long defi ned community engagement. It has been assumed that such en-
gagement with local schools, businesses, and corporate partners, along with the input 
and contributions offered by program and campus advisory boards, is an adequate 
measure of involvement with external audiences. Involvement in the governance of 
local agencies and associations, meetings with media representatives, and communi-
ty activities provide suffi cient opportunities for leaders to gauge public sentiment and 
derive input on the important issues facing the community college. The advice and 
direction for the college in meeting community needs is therefore made available to 
senior leaders, and it might even be captured to use in testimonial statements of sup-
port, published reports, and public presentations. However, that input often remains 
limited to a small network surrounding the senior leadership group. Institutional 
engagement, if it is to be meaningful, must extend beyond the ranks of senior leaders.

This is not to disparage contributions by college leaders as a visible pres-
ence for their institutions in the communities that they serve. Certainly, one could 
cite numerous exceptional efforts across the nation by those in the higher echelons 
of institutions networking with other leaders in their service areas to create positive 
rapport and build constructive relations. It is a responsibility of those to whom the 
institution has been entrusted to develop a high level of personal contact with con-
stituents. However, the concept of institutional engagement compels everyone in the 
college’s internal community to take leadership roles on the outside. Instructors and 
staff can also help to defi ne opportunities for benefi cial and reciprocal relationships 
in the community and can participate in the development of partnerships and collab-
orative efforts. In essence, colleges should seek to empower those within the college 
who have the interest to become community engagement entrepreneurs. This is not 
to suggest that colleges turn staff and instructors loose to develop relationships on 
their own without a corresponding structure or preparation. Instead, leaders should 
provide instructors and staff with training and professional development to support 
institutional community engagement priorities and include instructors and staff from 
the outset in developing and designing engagement programs to strengthen the pres-
ence of the college within the community.
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College leaders must see community engagement as going beyond providing oppor-
tunities for students to perform community service. Institutional community engage-
ment is necessary and vital in serving the needs of diverse students as well as the 
environment from which they come. The complexities of the communities served and 
the resources available to support and promote learning are limited and constrained, 
but they can be enhanced and increased through benefi cial and reciprocal collabora-
tive relationships with community partners. Leaders must extend the responsibility for 
engagement beyond the upper echelon of college administrators by building roles for 
community engagement entrepreneurs at all levels. The viability of the comprehensive 
community college is to make real the aspect of community in its mission, vision, and 
strategic intent. Only then will these institutions be truly responsive and engaged as the 
community’s colleges.
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Chapter 8

Reinventing Student Services for
Today’s Diverse Students

K
ahlil Gibran wrote in The Prophet that “Work is love made visible” (1970, 
p. 32). This statement captures well the spirit and values that are the founda-
tion of the work of student services professionals in community colleges. 
Student services professionals often speak of their love for the students they 

serve, their love of service to others, and their joy when students overcome barriers to 
career and academic success. In the past decade, this commitment to the welfare and 
success of each student has been tested as student services divisions have been chal-
lenged to respond to the variety and complexity of needs and problems presented 
by an increasingly diverse student body. During this period, the caring concern for 
each student, regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status, and other 
personal attributes, has been the driving force for transformational changes in student 
services. This passion for dramatic and meaningful change is based on the recogni-
tion that today’s diverse students are characteristic of our pluralistic society and the 
belief that this pluralism is the very essence of our democracy.

The emerging mission of student services divisions in community colleges in 
response to diverse students has three dimensions:

• Providing specifi c academic, personal, social, and career support services 
to empower students from diverse backgrounds to gain college access and 
achieve their career and academic goals.

• Leading the development of a campuswide environment of inclusiveness that 

Carol Wells
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welcomes, appreciates, and supports people of all backgrounds.
• Serving as a collegewide catalyst and advocate for infusing learner-centered 

perspectives and practices into all stages of college and for the integration 
and coordination of student-centered activities across all divisions and pro-
grams of the college.

Historically, student services in the community college have been somewhat 
isolated from the mainstream instructional divisions, and, at times, they have played 
a marginalized role within the college (e.g., the fi rst to sustain budget cuts). Student 
services leaders were seen as overseeing important operational services such as stu-
dent admissions and class registration, but they did not tend to have a powerful voice 
in strategy discussions. Also, the connection between student services professionals 
and instructors has not always been strong, with some instructors being unaware of 
specifi c student services and rarely having contact with counselors and other student 
services providers.

As increasingly diverse students have entered the classroom and laboratory, 
instructors may have also felt isolated as they coped, seemingly alone, with the chal-
lenges of poorly prepared students, such as those with limited language skills, physi-
cal limitations, and mental health issues. To build bridges between the academic and 
student services dimensions of the college, student services leaders are now thinking 
strategically and collaboratively as they work with instructors and academic leaders 
to create a seamless learning environment that supports the academic and personal 
development of a diverse student body. In addition, in recent years, presidents and 
other college leaders have recognized the importance of involving student services 
leaders in forums about the colleges’ strategic directions.

THE�IMPETUS�FOR�CHANGE�IN�STUDENT�SERVICES

Most students enrolling in community colleges have at least one of several risk fac-
tors that include delayed postsecondary enrollment, part-time attendance, lack of 
fi nancial support, having dependents, being a single parent, having no high school 
diploma, and working full time while enrolled. The special needs of the following 
constituencies have been identifi ed as being important factors in driving change in 
college services:

• adult learners
• international students
• distance learning students
• fi rst-generation college students
• students with learning disabilities
• single parents with small children
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• dual- or concurrent-enrollment high school students
• students with emotional or mental problems
• students with physical limitations
• high school dropouts
• Hispanic students

Of those constituencies, the fi rst four are probably having perhaps the greatest 
effect.

• Adult learners. The effects of a changing society and changing economic 
conditions have resulted in an increasing number of students 25 years old and 
older enrolling in a formal collegiate course of study, the majority of them on 
a part-time basis. The term adult learner includes a broad spectrum of groups, 
including women, immigrants, second-career retirees, and single parents with 
young children.

• International students. Community colleges have seen a substantial increase 
in the number of international students enrolled. Although much of this 
increase is attributable to the information available on the Internet, inter-
national students have found community colleges desirable because of the 
obvious fi nancial benefi ts compared with the tuition of 4-year colleges and 
universities.

• Distance learning students. New technologies have removed the geographi-
cal barriers of attending a local community college, thereby allowing students 
to take online classes anywhere in the world. Distance learning is revolu-
tionizing higher education, and it has major implications for the delivery of 
student services. Providing 24/7 online support services to distance learning 
students is critical not only from the students’ perspective but also from the 
schools’ perspective. By maintaining a strong package of 24/7 online services 
with admissions, registration, advising, and tutoring, colleges are develop-
ing the capacity to serve the growing number of students who elect to take 
courses online. (For a more detailed description of the uses of technology in 
student services, see chapter 9.)

• First-generation college students. First-generation college students are more 
likely to be women, older, employed full time, take fewer credits each se-
mester, and depend on fi nancial aid as a major source of fi nancial support.  
Like other adult learners, these students often experience a number of per-
sonal and fi nancial problems that present obstacles to the completion of their 
education goals. First-generation college students are more likely to attend 
a community college to improve their job skills rather than to transfer to a 
4-year college or university.
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Table 8.1 Traditional and New Services to Accommodate Diverse Students

New Student Services

• Family support services

• First year of college program

• Gender centers

• Learning communities

• Multicultural, diversity, and equity programs

• One-stop service centers (student-friendly 
integration of student services)

• Online 24/7 services (admissions, orientation, 
registration, etc.) for all students

• Online 24/7 services for distance learning 
students

• Outreach to schools (on-campus days for 
middle school students, Saturday academy 
for girls, minority achievement programs, 
child–parent college awareness days, sum-
mer bridge programs, etc.)

• Program collaboration with academic depart-
ments (developmental education, learning 
communities, etc.)

• Service partnerships with social agencies, 
churches, nonprofi t organizations, etc.

• Summer bridge programs

• Transition programs for school dropouts, adult 
education students, adjudicated youth, etc.

• Welcome centers (precollege advising, 
campus tours, fi nancial aid assistance, new 
student days, new student orientation, etc.)

Traditional Student Services

• Academic advising

• Admissions

• Assessment and testing

• Career counseling and job placement

• Child care

• College or study skills programs

• Counseling and mental health services

• Early alert (early intervention in cases of 
student attendance lapses, etc.)

• Financial aid

• Graduation services

• Marketing and student recruitment

• Orientation

• Registration and class placement

• Service partnerships with universities and 
public schools

• Special services for students with limited 
physical capacity

• Student activities (student clubs, publica-
tions, special events, etc.)

• Student employment (work-study)

• Student exit interviews and follow-up studies

• Student housing services

• Student records

• Student retention services

• Support and self-help groups

• Tutorial and mentoring services

• University transfer services

• Veterans services
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STRATEGIC�AREAS�OF�CHANGE�IN�STUDENT�SERVICES

Table 8.1 provides a snapshot of a moving target: the evolving array of student services 
being modifi ed or introduced in response to the changing needs of a diverse student 
body. The fi rst column lists traditional services that nevertheless are going through 
ongoing modifi cation, and the second column lists services that have emerged or have 
been transformed in recent years. Four areas of strategic change are occurring in student 
services as community colleges respond to the personal and academic needs of diverse 
students, as described in the following sections.

Integrated Student Services

The traditional model of student services consisted of separately defi ned services 
intended to facilitate academic and career success. On most campuses, services such 
as admissions, assessment, orientation, registration, advising, records, academic sup-
port, career placement, and graduation services exist as separate offi ces or functions. 
Students must fi rst determine which of these services they need and then travel from 
one offi ce or person to another to access the service. Organizationally, the structure 
refl ects segregated processes. There is often limited communication from one depart-
ment or function to the next as well as limited access to the academic functions of the 
college. With the emergence of more diverse students, technology, overall enrollment 
growth, and emphasis on customer service and student learning outcomes, commu-
nity colleges must now respond with a more integrated approach to the delivery of 
services. The interaction among all functions and programs is critical to quality. The 
system of services must be connected, collaborative, comprehensive, and organized 
in a barrier-free, student-friendly fashion.

An example of an integrated approach is the council structure used by Wayne 
County Community College District (Detroit, MI). Every major college division maintains 
a council with members from all other divisions of the college—fi nance, education 
affairs, workforce and continuing education, information technology, college effective-
ness, and distance learning. All representatives have a direct effect on the services provid-
ed to students. Issues discussed and resolved at the council meetings range from tuition 
payments to transferring credit. Communication is open, and the process of changing 
policy or modifying practices is expedited. The council deliberates and makes recom-
mendations on both strategic and operational matters, thereby integrating decisions on 
the improvement of student services with those of other divisions of the college.

Collegewide Advocacy

Because the values of student services center on caring concern for each student, the 
student services leadership team has the mandate and natural role of serving as an 
advocate and catalyst for transformational change in response to the personal and 
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academic needs of the diverse student body. This collegewide role may include the 
following dimensions:

• Coordination and integration of services. The student services leadership 
team can serve as the catalyst for coordinating and integrating student services 
across the divisions and programs.

• Advocacy and institutional change. The student services leadership team can 
serve as an advocate for collegewide responsiveness to the needs of the vari-
ous groups of diverse students. The team seeks to bring about effective re-
sponses to individual student issues and promotes changes in policies, proce-
dures, programs, services, and administrative practices.

• Community development. The student services leadership team can serve as 
a primary liaison with community agencies, organizations, and groups that 
serve populations who experience barriers to career and academic success. 
The team can also form college–community partnerships that enhance ser-
vices to these populations.

Student Development or Student Flow Model

A student development or student fl ow model is based on the idea that each instructor 
and staff member directly or indirectly contributes to the development and success of 
students. At each stage of the student’s journey from admissions to graduation, various 
departments and offi ces interact with students for good or for ill. Suppose, for ex-
ample, that an Arab American student interprets a comment by a secretary, custodian, 
instructor, or staff member as discriminatory and stereotypic. Such a comment at any 
stage along the student’s path through the college is hurtful and discouraging, and it 
damages the college’s efforts to create an inclusive environment.

Suppose, on the other hand, that this instructor or staff member instead reaches 
out in a helpful and caring way to the Arab American student. In this case, both the 
student’s self-concept and the college’s image of inclusiveness are enhanced. Thus, the 
success of the student development model depends on the behavior and actions of all 
instructors and staff members as they interact with and serve students at each stage of 
development. In summary, the fl ow of student services can be outlined as follows:

• Building community relationships with families, schools, neighborhood 
groups, business organizations, and community groups from which potential 
students will come.

• Preadmissions, student marketing and recruitment, and enrollment management.
• Admissions, orientation, fi nancial aid, assessment and testing, and academic 

advising.
• Registration, drop and add, and class placement.
• Counseling and student support: early alert programs, student skills services, 
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counseling and mental health services, special services, student activities, 
learning communities, support and self-help groups, etc.

• Pregraduation: graduation, career counseling, job placement, and university 
transfer services.

• Student follow-up: exit interviews, graduate follow-up, etc.

Emphasis on Eff ective Student Services

Measuring the effectiveness of student services is important in any case, but especially 
so when dramatic changes in student profi les are taking place. In addition, the assess-

Measurement

How closely enrollment refl ects the demographics 
of the geographic service area
Percentage of the population of the service area 
that is enrolled
Percentage of students receiving fi nancial aid, 
and tuition and fee rates as compared to other 
community colleges
Convenience of service centers and online 
student services
Number and percentage of students using 
counseling, special-needs services, and other 
student services
Number and percentage of students involved 
in out-of-class learning experiences; student 
clubs; multicultural, diversity, and equity activi-
ties; and community service
Percentage of fall semester students who 
reenroll for the winter semester; percentage of 
students who reenroll from fall to fall
Percentage of students satisfi ed with each 
student service
Percentage of students who indicate that they 
achieved the goal for which they enrolled
Percentage and scope of the professional devel-
opment activities of the student services staff
Percentage of the college’s operating budget 
that is allocated to student services compared 
with that of other community colleges

Indicator

Student diversity

Penetration

Affordability

Location

Use of services

Student engagement

Student retention

Student satisfaction

Student goal attainment

Professional development of the student 
services staff
Financial support of student services

Table 8.2 Performance Indicators and Measurements for Assessing Student Services
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ment of the effectiveness, the documentation of performance evidence, and the docu-
mentation of service improvements made on the basis of the assessment data are basic 
requirements of regional accreditation bodies and federal government agencies. Are the 
services provided actually producing the outcomes that were intended in the lives of the 
students served? Are the outcomes data being used as a basis for identifying and imple-
menting service improvements? Table 8.2 lists examples of general performance indica-
tors that can guide the assessment of the effectiveness of student services.

BEST�PRACTICES�IN�STUDENT�SERVICES�INNOVATION

Milwaukee Area Technical College

As one of the Midwest’s largest community-based technical colleges, the Milwaukee 
Area Technical College offers 200 degree, diploma, certifi cate, and apprentice pro-
grams. With the most diverse student population of any college in Wisconsin, the Mil-
waukee Area Technical College has more than 57,000 students. The student services 
unit began its reengineering process by assembling a team of representatives from 
the college community. The transformation team reviewed processes and responded 
with a number of recommendations for personnel, environment, and technology. Its 
fi rst strategy was to develop a customer-service training program and a related set of 
professional guidelines for instructors and staff. It also initiated a new call center and 
a series of improved practices and procedures.

Kirkwood Community College 

Located in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, Kirkwood Community College has more than 15,000 
credit students and 65,000 continuing education students served through 11 college 
centers and online instruction. Recognizing that a growing population of distance 
learners required support services, Kirkwood’s transformation focused on how it was 
delivering services to its online students. Funded by a federal grant, it assembled a 
team of representatives from throughout the college who launched Support Online. 
The fi rst task was to survey online learners to determine their specifi c needs. That 
was followed by a plan that identifi ed three courses that used the services of a tutor, 
a supplemental instructor, and an advisor. This initial collaboration between student 
services and education affairs was successful, and it resulted in a plan to use this ap-
proach for other online classes.

Community College of Denver

The Community College of Denver has gained national recognition for its develop-
mental education and student retention programs. Approximately 60% of its students 
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are enrolled in developmental education classes. Administrators attribute the success 
of its efforts to an innovative, interdisciplinary approach to college support. Instruc-
tors are given time to tutor students in an individualized learning lab, and all students 
are required to attend a weekly session. In addition, the administration has assigned 
one department to oversee all operations related to developmental education.

Chaff ey College

Chaffey College (California) is a 2-year community college that in 2003 received 
the Exemplary Program Award from the Board of Governors in the state of California 
for its basic skills transformation project—a 5-year program to bring about systemic 
change in the learning of basic literacy skills. Addressing the project from a strate-
gic perspective, Chaffey College refocused its budgets, facilities, and organizational 
structure and changed its assessment processes, curriculum, instructional methods, 
academic support services, and staff professional development. 

Community college student services leaders are transforming services in response to 
the varied personal and academic needs of diverse students. In addition to reinvent-
ing student services operations, they are moving student services toward a central, 
strategic, and collaborative role within the college. Based on traditional student ser-
vices values of demonstrating a caring concern for each student and a commitment to 
equality, they are now advocates for change in collegewide policies, structures, and 
practices. They are serving as catalysts for integrating and coordinating student ser-
vices with other college functions and programs. Student services divisions that were 
previously marginalized are being transformed to become primary agents for student 
access, student success, campuswide inclusiveness, and community engagement.

REFERENCES
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Chapter 9

Using Technology to Reach and
Serve Diverse Students

T
hrough the use of learning technologies, community colleges have become 
part of a global education community. Electronic modalities and telecommu-
nications, which once encompassed online learning, videoconferencing, In-
ternet access, and e-mail, have expanded and integrated into all instructional 

and support services offered by 2-year colleges. By incorporating them, community 
colleges have signifi cantly expanded their community outreach, making the college 
experience accessible to many for whom on-campus, face-to-face services are not 
possible or not the best option. In addition to providing remote and off-campus ac-
cessibilities, these technologies have substantially enhanced on-campus instruction 
and student services by making on-demand learning resources available to students, 
instructors, advisors, and tutors. For example, digital libraries and online advisement 
and registration provide enhanced services to those with time constraints.

Distance learning brought the classroom in closer proximity to the student, 
using remote sites, including off-campus community college sites (also known as 
satellite centers), high schools, and other local or global venues to deliver instruction. 
Through distance learning, community colleges have played a major role in educat-
ing the diverse community college student body, which includes traditional and non-
traditional students. One may think at fi rst of the millennials, or Generation Y—those 
born in the United States and Canada during the 1980s and 1990s who naturally 
embrace various learning and networking technologies (Taylor, 2005). But many other 
constituencies are also affected, such as students living in other countries, those in 

Stephanie R. Bulger
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the armed forces, students who are homebound due to physical disabilities or other 
factors, homemakers with small children, workplace learners, frequent travelers, and 
high school students who take community college classes electronically at home or 
at school. This technology has allowed education to enter the most remote sector of 
the population by availing itself to those who are incarcerated.

Community colleges from coast to coast are expanding their distance learning 
services to these emerging constituencies. Rio Salado College (Maricopa Community 
College District, Arizona), for example, has distance learning students in 130 countries 
and serves 1,500 military personnel posted around the world. With over 22,000 students 
enrolled in its more than 300 distance learning classes, it is a testament to the appeal 
and success of this technology. Wayne County Community College District (WCCCD) 
has developed a partnership with the Eritrean Institute of Technology in East Africa to 
provide distance learning to Institute students, and WCCCD’s Virtual Middle College 
makes online college courses available to students from area high schools.

In this chapter, I address the ways in which community colleges can use tech-
nology to help students achieve their career and academic goals. I provide an over-
view of how technology and distance learning are changing academic course and 
program delivery, developmental education, and student services. I include current 
best practices for the use of technology in community colleges and explore the effect 
of these changes on costs and mission alignment. I also explore the challenges of the 
digital divide—the gap between the student’s ability to utilize new and innovative 
technologies and the obstacles community colleges face in delivering them. 

TECHNOLOGY�APPEALS�TO�TODAY’S�STUDENTS

Technological advances have allowed higher education to create options and services 
that are not bound by place and time. In turn, on-demand education has revolutionized 
the way that people learn and their desire for fl exibility in the process. Technology 
has changed the ways in which information and services are delivered while helping 
educators to build relationships with their communities. Distance learning has expand-
ed a community college’s service area to the world. Data show that the yearning for on-
demand education is unwavering. According to the last annual Instructional Technology 
Council (2008) survey of 154 community colleges, 70% reported that student demand 
exceeds the number of distance education courses offered. Administrators reported that 
instructor training and support for students who might have unrealistic expectations or 
limited technical skills are among their greatest challenges. 

According to a survey of 2- and 4-year institutions (more than 2,500 total), 
more than 3.9 million students were enrolled in one or more online courses in fall 
2007 (Allen & Seaman, 2008). That fi gure represents more than 20% of students 
enrolled in postsecondary education. Furthermore, nearly half of the 328,000 K–12 
students took distance learning courses from a postsecondary school in 2005, and 
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78% of school districts expect to expand distance education offerings (Picciano & 
Seaman, 2007). From 2006 to 2007, online enrollment rose 12.9%, a rate of growth 
that surpassed the increase in enrollment. However, the proportion of colleges and 
universities that included online education as a critical component of their long-term 
strategy suffered a slight decline (Allen & Seaman, 2008).

In the face of competition from a number of public and private distance learn-
ing providers, community college leaders are well advised to understand, develop, 
and implement proactive strategies to reach and serve constituencies through dis-
tance learning. Providers such as online colleges, higher education online consortia, 
corporate universities, and international partnerships fl ourish, yet the largest numbers 
of students in online courses remain enrolled at 2-year institutions. According to 
CDW-G (2008), 94% of community colleges offer distance learning courses, com-
pared with 74% of 4-year colleges and universities.

TECHNOLOGY�FOR�POSTSECONDARY�EDUCATION

As the use of technologies such as mobile phones, video games, and the Internet 
has proliferated, students have come to expect to use technology in their education. 
Community colleges and others have responded by incorporating technology into 
traditional classrooms, smart classrooms, and virtual classroom environments. Course 
management systems are increasingly used in Web-assisted courses for asynchronous 
and synchronous online courses to allow instructors to create and share information 
while students can convene outside the classroom and locate support services from 
virtually anywhere off campus.

The new technologies being adopted for education further facilitate problem 
solving, collaboration, engagement, and social networking. Dubbed “next-generation 
teaching technologies” (Panettieri, 2007, p. 27), multi-user virtual environments 
and three-dimensional environments allow a person to control an avatar, a digitized 
representation of oneself in a simulated virtual environment. Telepresence, or en-
hanced digital video, lets viewers observe authentic representations of people in life-
size forms and engage in realistic interactions with one another, regardless of their 
physical locations. Open-source content, which refers to the software, documents, 
and operating systems that have few intellectual property restrictions, offers greater 
fl exibility, control, and low-cost or free access and use (see Voyles, 2007). Software 
applications for mobile technologies such as cell phones and iPod devices allow for 
wireless access to information that is untethered to the Internet. Location-aware ser-
vices are applications that deliver location-based information, such as the locations 
of the bookstore and campus buildings, on demand (O’Hanlon, 2007). Savvy users 
are using social networking Web sites (e.g., MySpace and Facebook) and Web 2.0 
technologies such as wikis and blogs to easily create and share information through 
text, audio, and video within online courses.
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Clicker devices enable students to immediately respond to questions and 
classroom scenarios, giving instructors instant feedback on their teaching methods 
and the students’ levels of comprehension. This technology also encourages partici-
pation and engagement by affording students the opportunity to interact individu-
ally and as a group. Other benefi ts of using clicker technology in the classroom are 
increases in attendance, preparation, discussion, and conceptual thinking (see, e.g., 
University of Tennessee Knoxville, 2009). 

Online audio and video have found favor in college classes, both online and 
in the physical campus classroom. Youtube.com, a Web site for sharing digital video 
and audio fi les, has become a resource for hundreds of colleges, giving instructors 
and students an opportunity to upload video or audio presentations for use in the 
classroom and at home. Approximately 300 universities and colleges have their own 
channels on YouTube.edu, a segment of YouTube.com that is dedicated solely to sec-
ondary and postsecondary instruction and education (see, e.g., Bonk, 2009).

Simulated testing, artifi cial intelligence tutoring, and online assessment testing 
are strategic technologies that enhance instruction, increase retention, and improve 
critical thinking skills. Postsecondary institutions use them to assess knowledge, 
prepare students for higher-level certifi cation and testing, and provide students with 
real-life applications relevant to course instruction. A study of 235 science majors at 
Duquesne University in Pennsylvania (Renshaw, 2005) showed a 45% increase in 
correct answers to questions after use of artifi cial tutoring and simulation tests. Simi-
lar simulated testing is widely used in community colleges to help students prepare 
for tests such as the ACT or ASLAT or certifi cation examinations such as NCLEX. 

• Educause—www.educause.edu
• Instructional Technology Council—http://www.itcnetwork.org
• League for Innovation in the Community College and Project SAIL—

www.league.org
• International Association for K–12 Online Learning—

www.nacol.org http://www.inacol.org 
• National University Telecommunications Network—www.nutn.org
• Sloan-C Consortium—www.sloan-c.org
• United States Distance Learning Association—www.usdla.org
• Western Cooperative for Educational Telecommunications—

www.wcet.info/2.0/

Web Sites on Technology Use in Education
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Game-based learning has also revealed that students who are experienced 
video game players effectively adapt their skills to course content and learning. In 
2006, game-based learning was a $125 million industry; however, there was no verifi -
cation of its effectiveness. Three studies conducted at various universities revealed that 
business students who used game-based learning retained more interest and signifi -
cantly higher means in score percentiles than did students who received the same 
instruction without game-based learning. The only variance was related to age—stu-
dents under the age of 40 were more successful using game-based learning than were 
students 41 years of age and older (see Blunt, 2007). All of the foregoing examples 
demonstrate that advancing technology will serve as the driving force for changes in 
postsecondary education well into the foreseeable future.

TECHNOLOGY�AND�CHANGE�IN�THE�COMMUNITY�COLLEGE�
CURRICULUM

What we know from brain research and established theory about learning, particularly 
for adults, adds relevant information to our understanding of ways to adapt curricula for 
diverse students. Adult learning concepts and strategies for engagement are important 
in helping educators understand the unique characteristics of these learners (Conner, 
1995). This understanding is especially important in the case of online learning because 
some of the support structures associated with traditional classroom instruction must 
be recreated in a new form for the remote learner. Knowles’ (1984) principles are well 
known in adult learning circles. He provided a specifi c framework for understanding 
andragogy, the art and science of adult learning. He asserted that the following prin-
ciples must be present for positive and effective adult learning environments:

• Learning environments are effective when they are safe places for learners.
• Active participation is crucial to the educational process.
• Real-life problems provide the stage for understanding and problem solving.
• New learning situations should be connected to current knowledge and expe-

rience.
• Learners should be guided to be self-directive in their learning.
• Opportunities for practice and constructive feedback must be provided.
• Time for refl ection, analysis, and self-assessment of performance must be pro-

vided.

Similarly, Chickering and Gamson’s 1987 research offered a concise view of 
quality teaching and learning practices in higher education. Their publication, Seven 
Principles of Good Practice in Undergraduate Education, has been widely used to 
inform discussions on undergraduate education. Although more than 20 years have 
passed since this document’s publication, these principles apply to curricula and the 
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quality of instructional design even today (cited in Sorcinelli, 1991). The principles 
are as follows:

• encouraging student–instructor contact
• encouraging cooperation among students
• encouraging active learning
• providing prompt feedback
• emphasizing time on task
• communicating high expectations
• respecting diverse talents and ways of learning

Ertmer and Newby (1993) have focused on applying strategy to curriculum 
design and asserted that the instructional approach used for novice learners might not 
be effi ciently stimulating for a learner who is familiar with course concepts. They do 
not advocate one single learning theory but stress that instructional strategy and con-
tent depend on the level of the learners. They recommend matching learning theories 
with content objectives using a behavioral approach that can effectively facilitate 
mastery of the content of an area of study or profession (knowing what); cognitive 
strategies that can provide students with a set of problem-solving rules and strategies 
that can be used and applied to understand defi ned facts or process information in 
new and unfamiliar situations (knowing how); and constructivist strategies that are 
especially suited to dealing with ill-defi ned problems through refl ection in action 
(Ertmer & Newby, 1993).

Effective learning design for adults requires relevance; connection to personal 
knowledge and experiences; and opportunities for interaction, practice, feedback, 
refl ection, and personalization. The learning design creates conditions and situa-
tions that engage, stimulate, and motivate the student to participate in his or her own 
learning experiences. The strategies and principles described here provide a context 
for a discussion about the changing nature of curricula when applying use of technol-
ogy. In online learning, technological tools such as interactive software, discussion 
boards, podcasts, audio and video sharing, social networking, group work, MySpace, 
Facebook, webcams, wikis, blogs, text and instant messaging, online portfolios, and 
synchronous online class sessions are practical applications of these learning prin-
ciples and theories.

EXAMPLE�OF�COURSE�REDESIGN�USING�INFORMATION�
TECHNOLOGY

The Program in Course Redesign conducted by the National Center for Academic 
Transformation is a notable project involving the effect of technology on curriculum 
change (Graves & Twigg, 2006). Launched in 1999, the program has collected nearly 
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10 years of data from 30 colleges and universities, including three community col-
leges. The purpose of this project was to demonstrate how instructional approaches 
can be redesigned by using technology to achieve quality and save money. About 25 
courses generate approximately half of all student enrollments in community colleges. 
These courses include English, mathematics, psychology, sociology, economics, ac-
counting, biology, and chemistry (Twigg, 2005a). The project focused on introductory 
courses because they exhibit a dropout, withdrawal, or failure rate of 50% or more in 
community colleges. The project identifi ed the following fi ve principles of successful 
course redesign efforts:

• Redesign the entire course as opposed to one section.
• Foster active learning in students.
• Give students personalized assistance.
• Provide assessment and immediate feedback throughout the course.
• Design the course for adequate time on task and frequent monitoring of stu-

dent progress (Twigg, 2005a, pp. 1–10). 

The Program on Course Redesign had a positive effect on the success of adult 
learners, minority students, and low-income students at Riverside Community College 
(California), Tallahassee Community College (Florida), and Rio Salado College (Arizo-
na). At Riverside, students in redesigned math courses had substantially higher scores 
than did traditional students in four of six content areas on a common fi nal exam. At 
Tallahassee, students in the redesigned composition course scored substantially higher 
on fi nal essays than did students in the traditional course, regardless of ethnicity, 
gender, disability, or original placement. The overall success rate for all composition 
students was 62% for the 2002–2003 year compared with 56% for the 1999–2000 
year, before the redesign. Rio Salado College increased retention rates from 59% to 
64.8% in four of its online introductory math courses (Twigg, 2005b).

These community colleges combined several methods to engage students and 
increase their performance: required participation in on-demand assistance, required 
weekly class meetings, an early intervention system that identifi ed students who were 
having diffi culty, and creation of student learning teams within the larger course struc-
ture. The Program on Course Redesign project illustrates the value and necessity of 
continued contact with students, either by mandatory participation or by weekly class 
meetings, group work, and early interventions that identify and assist students who are 
at risk of dropping out, withdrawing, or failing. For more information regarding the 
Program on Course Redesign, see the Web site of the National Center for Academic 
Transformation (http://www.thencat.org/PCR.htm).

New technologies are being used to redesign courses, enabling institutions to 
create environments that address the learning modalities of today’s computer-literate 
students. These technologies introduce exciting and varied teaching techniques and 
electronic learning capabilities. Document cameras allow instructors to capture and 
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display 3-D images in real time, enhancing student comprehension, and SMART 
Board technology, podcasts, online accessibility, and fi le transfers have accelerated 
teaching and mastery of course objectives. 

Since 2002, the Horizon Report, released by New Media Consortium and 
Educause, has identifi ed emerging technologies slated to play a strategic and deter-
minative role in postsecondary education in the future. The 2009 report identifi es fi ve 
technologies that will have a signifi cant impact on the community college learning 
environment in the next 5 years (Johnson, Levine, & Smith, 2009). 

• Mobile technology. Devices like the iPhone and the Blackberry have trans-
formed communication devices from telephones to data centers. Tapping into 
their many capabilities, community college instructors and students can take ad-
vantage of their amenities, including graphic calculating, Internet and electronic 
communication, research, GPS functionality, and their ability to cross over many 
mediums and instantly access and relay information and data. 

• Cloud computing. Through cloud computing, community colleges can out-
source their computing needs to a virtual or independent entity, enhancing the 
public’s access. 

• Geotagging. This technology is used for enhancing photos, Web sites, videos, 
and other instructional media with geographical data identifi ers.

• Semantic-aware applications. This technology interprets the meaning of infor-
mation and fi nds relevant data on the Internet to develop solutions, accelerat-
ing traditional research, reasoning, and problem solving. 

• Smart objects. These are ordinary objects that respond according to their 
physical location. 

To date, technologies such as these have redesigned traditional course instruc-
tion. While some colleges and instructors utilize these technologies to supplement their 
traditional course outlines and delivery, others have identifi ed areas in which technolo-
gies play a major role in instruction. Among those is the use of smart technology, which 
has a substantial impact not only on the way information is delivered to the student, but 
also on the environment in which it is received. Active learning centers that implement 
smart technologies incorporate tools like mobile furniture, document cameras, inter-
active whiteboards, and individual huddleboards—tools that display information and 
encourage discussion, participation, and collaboration among students. 

Another way in which technology is redesigning the traditional classroom 
is that it eliminates the time-consuming need for note-taking, which often impairs 
students’ abilities to listen and comprehend the material that is being presented. The 
capability of wireless tablets to store and download classroom lectures frees students 
from the task of taking laborious notes, giving them the opportunity to pen questions 
while the information is presented, making both the question and the answer acces-
sible to the class as a cohesive unit. 
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TECHNOLOGY�IN�DEVELOPMENTAL�EDUCATION

Technology is affecting developmental education in unexpected ways. There is a 
common notion that developmental students lack the skills to succeed in courses us-
ing technology. Indeed, the Instructional Technology Council’s 2008 survey showed 
that students’ lack of technology skills is one of their greatest challenges. However, 
there is another view: For many developmental students, using technology affords 
them a new beginning to learn a skill or concept, (see, e.g., McCabe, 2003). The re-
search that supports this view suggests the need for greater support services and more 
time on task for students to develop technology skills.

In addition, developmental students benefi t from the variety of instruction re-
ceived through innovation and technology. For instance, students with hearing impair-
ments who are enrolled in classes that use clicker technologies with visual screens to 
answer multiple choice and true/false questions are afforded an opportunity to interact 
with the rest of the class and the instructor in real time. These technologies allow de-
velopmental students to integrate into the student body and classroom at higher levels 
than in learning environments and with methods that rely solely on lecture. 

Wireless tables and other smart technologies have enhanced learning for those 
with language barriers. Students who are uncomfortable speaking or unable to speak in 
class or ask questions welcome the anonymity of writing or typing thoughts, answers, 
and questions through various computer technologies. Voice annotation software en-
hances this technology even further. 

In a study of nine community colleges and 2,381 students taking courses in 
English, math, and ESL, researchers examined the effectiveness of instructional ap-
proaches using computer technology for developmental students (Johnson, 2000). This 
study revealed fi ve major approaches that produced success, as well as persistence, in 
this population: (1) providing an orientation on computer lab policies, available assis-
tance, and software usage; (2) developing adequate typing skills by midterm; (3) allow-
ing suffi cient time for people with weak computer skills to gain profi ciency; (4) match-
ing the course objectives to activities in the software; and (5) coaching the instructional 
tutor to have multiple functions, such as tutor, trainer, and problem solver. These steps 
served as the building blocks to students’ academic success.

Another study addressed attitudes and perceptions held by education support 
organizations that serve low-income adults about online postsecondary education (Ben-
son, 2007).  Results of this qualitative study showed that organizations that were suc-
cessful in serving low-income adults taking online courses had four common elements:

• They expected students to be successful in online learning despite their lack 
of experience with computers. 

• They referred students who needed additional computer training to sources 
that could provide it. 

• They were sensitive to the unique and diverse learning needs of adults and 
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provided them with tutoring assistance.
• There was frequent communication between the colleges and education sup-

port organizations on ways to support the adults.

Results across the board indicate that developmental students benefi t from the use of 
technology in the classroom because it provides fl exibility, reduces seat time, in-
creases computer literacy that greatly enhances their ability to succeed in upper-level 
courses, and offers them access to help and tutoring when they need it. 

TECHNOLOGY�IN�STUDENT�SERVICES

It is easy to comprehend that curriculum change can have a major effect on student 
learning. Less apparent is the way that technology can be used to provide supportive 
services to students who are not physically present on campus. For the past several 
decades, student services professionals have used technology to serve students in a 
variety of ways, as well as for administrative functions such as records management. 
Current drivers of changes to student services include students’ interest in conve-
nience, global access to greater options for higher education, a heightened marketing 
emphasis on recruitment and customer service, and the focus on learning outcomes 
by national accreditation associations. For instance, a review of the accreditation cri-
teria by the Higher Learning Commission of the North Central Association of Colleges 
and Schools shows a focus on demonstrating student outcomes in student services 
as opposed to simply accounting for services. Core component 3c, for example, says 
that “The organization creates effective learning environments…[if] advising systems 
focus on student learning, including the mastery of skills required for academic suc-
cess” (Higher Learning Commission, 2003, p. 3.1–4). As student services functions 
migrate from traditional processing functions to a focus on student development, 
learning outcomes, and learning environments, technology could be used to serve 
the needs of students in the following ways, as identifi ed by Cross (2000):

• Informing students about courses, programs, registration processes, and the 
like in kiosks, on CD-ROM, on the college’s YouTube channel, and on the 
college’s Web site.

• Providing several ways to enroll and pay—online, by telephone, and in person.
• Assessing capabilities and challenges, including online placement testing as 

well as aptitude and personality tests.
• Advising students in several ways, such as online and in person.
• Supporting students through online orientation, online tutoring, and early 

warning systems for those in academic trouble.
• Connecting students to one another through communications and networking 

technologies.
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• Providing interactive software for fi nancial aid and scholarship applications.
• Making disability support services available online.
• Providing up-to-date information on student groups, activities, and meetings.
• Assisting students with career placement by providing online job applications 

and assistance with fi lling out applications and writing resumés.
• Assisting in students’ transitions to careers or 4-year universities by using tech-

nology for portfolio management, job openings, and university degree transfer 
information.

No matter their preparation level, today’s community college students have 
high expectations for customer service and convenience. They expect that convenient 
learning, communications, and networking technologies will be available to them, 
just as they are in workplaces, coffee houses, banks, airports, community libraries, 
hotels, and most of their homes. There are many ways in which community colleges 
can respond to these student demands, including the following:

• Expand the availability of on-campus computing resources by increasing the 
number of computer labs available and creating schedules for on-campus labs 
that accommodate early morning and late-night use.

• Make staff available for personalized assistance and service.
• Make bandwidth requirements and accommodations available to students who 

use outside computers to access course material from home or work. For ex-
ample, instructions for optimizing course-related audio and video fi les as well as 
downloads for those players could be available to students on college Web sites.

• Increase the number of courses that encourage online homework submission, 
allowing the students’ scores to be calculated electronically and made avail-
able for review immediately. 

• Increase Web site services such as credit card payments, admissions, degree 
audit software, and digital music services (see Following the Web 2.0 Piper, 
2007; McClure, 2007).

• Be prepared for the next generation of technologies for managing the student’s 
relationship with the college (called student life-cycle management) that 
tracks the student through recruitment, admissions, retention, graduation, and 
beyond (see Villano, 2007, pp. 41–42). 

ORGANIZATIONAL�IMPACTS�OF�TECHNOLOGY

Costs of Instruction

There is evidence that technology can be used to reduce the costs of instruction. The 
Program in Course Redesign project offers the following suggestions:
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• Use online tutorials that are Web-based or on DVD, CD-ROM, or fl ash drives.
• Reduce lecture time to focus on the diffi cult concepts experienced by 

students.
• Automate exercises, quizzes, and tests that students can practice without an 

instructor.
• Use lower-cost staff, such as course assistants, rather than higher-cost 

instructors, to help students with technology and administrative tasks.
• Share resources among instructors by creating materials that eliminate 

duplicated efforts in designing course materials.
• To save instructors time, use course management systems for conducting 

routine tasks such as grading homework and examinations. 
• Reduce classroom space needs by using Web content and course management 

systems for class instruction.
• Consolidate sections and courses into large sections taught in a computer lab.

The institutions involved in the Program in Course Redesign project used 
technology-based approaches and learner-centered principles to redesign their 
courses without sacrifi cing cost or quality. By beginning with learning outcomes, 
these institutions avoided traditional thinking and designed effective and effi cient 
learning environments (Twigg, 2003). Evaluating possible cost savings by using 
technology to create effi ciencies while enhancing student learning must be weighed 
against the investments that will surely need to be made to provide technology for 
curriculum revisions, development, and student services. Moreover, the costs of 
upgrades to computer hardware, software, servers, and technical support must be 
considered necessary ancillaries of this investment by community colleges.

In planning technological advances in the community college environment, 
administrators can rely on Moore’s law, which has defi ned the future ability and costs 
of computer technologies for 40 years. According to Moore’s law, every 2 years the 
capacity of microchips will double, while their size will be reduced by one half. 
Furthermore, as technology increases every 2 years, the cost to the user will be re-
duced by 50%. Also taking into account Metcalfe’s law, which states that the value of 
a network is in direct correlation to it size, one can see the various components that 
should be considered when determining the value of instructional and support costs 
to integrate technology. 

Community colleges and other public education institutions must plan for 
and request new equipment and staff as much as one year in advance. Approximately 
60% of a community college’s funding comes from government agencies, which 
limits capabilities and the acquisition of the newest and most advanced technolo-
gies. In planning future technological changes, community college administrators will 
need to review state funding practices, operational guidelines, strategic priorities, and 
state funding formulas for the appropriation of allocations. Insofar as capital projects, 
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strong attention to meeting expectations for growth of student enrollment and capac-
ity load and for reducing the costs of projects will be required. 

As community colleges meet the increase in student demand that often results 
from a suffering economy, they must also rely heavily on strategic planning to over-
come the challenges ahead of them and meet the needs of their student bodies and 
communities. Given the fi nancial constraints imposed on community colleges in the 
present economy, community college administrators and planners must place greater 
importance on the technological advances that will be the least costly and more 
likely to affect the greatest number of students, courses, support services, and com-
munity needs. 

When assessing how technology and online course availability affects a col-
lege’s fi nancial resources, Metcalfe’s law comes into play. Community colleges have 
traditionally focused their costs on classroom seat availability (i.e., the more seats 
fi lled, the more fi scally viable the course). However, online learning and distance 
learning have turned that modality upside down by creating virtual, rather than physi-
cal, seats. Thus, fi nancial feasibility will also grow with the number of students en-
rolled in each section, and the value of the online learning community will increase 
in direct relation to its size.

The challenges to community colleges across the country in increasing the 
availability of technology and accessibility to remote learning and resources are in 
funding, planning, and staffi ng. These limitations require creative thinking and long-
term research and planning to identify technologies that not only can be funded, but 
also that will actually reduce the cost of instruction per student over time. One writer 
on technology and the community college encouraged community colleges to be “re-
sourceful, resilient, and ready” (Ramaswami, 2009). Some colleges have successfully 
found the means to increase their technological capabilities and accessibility while 
actually reducing overhead expenditures for equipment and labor. Virtual servers and 
data processors and computer-driven alternatives to traditional tasks have reduced 
costs at some colleges. 

The cost of instruction is one of the largest budget appropriations for com-
munity colleges. While technology can reduce the amount of actual instruction time 
spent in the classroom, it can increase the number of preparation and offi ce hours. 
Distance learning and online courses require extensive development by program 
coordinators and full-time instructors. They also affect the number of offi ce hours 
required for the instructors responsible for them. In the community college environ-
ment, a specifi c formula is often used to determine the number of classroom hours 
and the number of offi ce hours that instructors must incorporate into their schedules. 
Contract negotiations and union demands weigh heavily on those formulas. 

Traditionally, however, instructors were required to have 1 hour of offi ce time 
for every 2 hours of lecture in the classroom, with a percentage reduction for class-
room lab hours. Distance learning and online learning must equate into the formula, 
while unions have requested class-size limitations for online instructors. These limita-
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tions reduce the impact of the additional seats created in a virtual learning environ-
ment. To offset those costs, community colleges can seek adjunct or part-time instruc-
tors for distance learning courses. In addition, institutions that increase the roles of IT 
and support staff and those that take advantage of the knowledge and expertise of lab 
assistants and student aides as less expensive alternates and enhancements to instruc-
tion can deliver quality content at a lesser price. 

Use of technology in teaching and learning will effect changes in upper 
administration and in the traditional manner of managing seat time and graduation 
requirements. The traditional Carnegie unit recognized that student competency 
was synonymous with seat time and awarded students with credit hours based on 
time spent in the classroom. The Carnegie unit—the credit hour—used to measure 
classroom hours in 120 sixty-minute segments, was developed in 1906 and became 
a model for secondary and postsecondary academic evaluation and achievement 
(Shedd, 2003). Distance and online learning cannot measure seat time and must, 
therefore, evaluate competency based on other standards, incorporating demonstra-
tion, assessment, and comprehension of course objectives and their applications. 
Using this model, students can effectively demonstrate their competency and success-
ful course completion in less time than they would by physically attending traditional 
classrooms. 

As technology reduces the relevance of the Carnegie unit, however, it is also 
likely to increase student retention, success, and graduation rates. Community col-
leges with high levels of retention and graduation and low levels of withdrawals, fail-
ures, and dropouts merit the benefi ts of accreditation and are more likely to receive 
grants and capital appropriations to further their outreach and impact on the com-
munities they serve. As microtechnology, macrotechnology, and creative innovation 
grows, the levels of student satisfaction and success seen thus far are likely to grow, 
making technology the mainstay of the community college rather than a component 
of it.

So, by advancing technology within the community college, the institution 
is afforded the opportunity to increase student success and accelerate program or 
degree completion. In return, institutions will receive a higher return on their techno-
logical investments by increasing the availability of seats (which traditionally mea-
sured the fi nancial feasibility of course offerings) and the number of students paying 
tuition and fees. These increases will offset the costs of obtaining technology and the 
in-house staffi ng needs to maintain it.

According to the 2009 national trends report by the State Educational Tech-
nology Directors Association, secondary schools that integrate technology in course 
content, instruction, assessments, and professional development have a higher level 
of academic achievement, a 14% increase in graduation rates, and students who are 
better prepared for the college environment (see also Nagel, 2009). Similar results 
are being sought at the community college level. The American Graduation Initia-
tive (AGI) focuses on the efforts of community colleges to increase the number of 
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graduates who have the skills and education to meet the future demands of a chang-
ing workforce. Among the program’s goals is increasing the number of community 
college graduates by 5 million students by the year 2020. Technology is a mainstay in 
the initiative, which aims to provide grant funding, nontraditional program or certifi -
cate completion methods, and the modernization of college facilities and equipment. 
Perhaps the most supportive technological component of this initiative is the creation 
of an online skills laboratory or online repository. This online repository will utilize 
and expand the concepts of online courses, data, research, simulations, and testing. 
Interactive software will be specially designed to meet this purpose, providing 
tailored instruction based on an individual’s needs and goals. Ultimately, AGI will 
also address the challenge of awarding academic credit based on achievement (see 
White House, 2009). 

Recruitment and Development of Instructors

As community college leaders consider the costs of restructuring the academic cur-
riculum and student services to incorporate technology in ways that meet the learning 
needs and desires of diverse students, they must also consider the recruitment and 
development of instructors. Several factors have infl uenced the need to reconsider 
approaches to recruitment and development. First, in the case of online course and 
program development, a collaborative approach often works best. Instructors might 
not be the sole designers but might be co-creators in the curriculum development 
process. Instructors, instructional designers, and multimedia specialists might be 
members of a program development team. 

Second, the number of instructors trained to teach using technology consti-
tutes a small part of the whole. Instructor recruits can be quickly exhausted in a given 
college community. Strategies for developing new instructors with skills in using 
technology and teaching distance learning courses might need to expand beyond the 
typical advertisement in the local newspaper and periodic recruitment events. Third, 
instructors who teach online or via videoconferencing require special training and 
should be able to demonstrate that they are prepared to teach in these modalities. 
Standards of quality should be available to instructors, and training strategies should 
also be developed.

Fourth, today’s students communicate by e-mail and mobile devices. In-
person offi ce hours are less critical for them, as is immediate or reasonable access to 
their instructors within, say, 24 hours. Fifth, traditional instructor hiring processes in-
volve an evaluation of credentials for the appropriate education and experience, and 
they might include a demonstration component of a lecture. Today’s hiring require-
ments might also include an evaluation of an instructor’s use of technology to encour-
age higher levels of participation in students in multiple arenas (e.g., the face-to-face 
classroom, online, videoconferencing, and smart classrooms).
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One strategy is to develop in-house training for online instructors. Online 
teaching uses different and new pedagogies. Therefore, it requires a process that 
assesses the candidate’s current skills and experience using technology, as well as a 
comprehensive development and training program. As an example, in 2004, WCCCD 
established a certifi cation program that was designed to help instructors build techno-
logical skills and understand how to effectively incorporate these skills into their on-
line pedagogical and classroom management practices. This program has three parts:

• Blackboard basics. This 4-hour in-person workshop covering the tools in 
Blackboard, a proprietary online course management system, concludes with 
an assessment, during which instructors demonstrate their profi ciency in us-
ing Blackboard tools. Instructors might need to retake this assessment before 
completing their training to teach online.

• Pedagogy and online instructor training. During this 3–week online experi-
ence facilitated by a trainer, instructors review principles of online course 
design, pedagogy, and classroom management. They complete assignments 
and meet deadlines, including constructing an online course in an environ-
ment that also simulates an online course.

• Course shadowing. During this 7-week experience, candidates for online in-
structor certifi cation are paired with experienced online instructors. Candidates 
are required to complete and submit a weekly report on their experience.

A second strategy is to integrate external resources into a college’s existing 
processes. One such effort is Quality Matters (www.qualitymatters.org), an organization 
that promotes a peer-review system designed to certify the quality of online courses by 
evaluating course design. Coordinated by a set of partner institutions and state consor-
tia, this organization offers subscriptions that include training for course peer reviews.

A third strategy is to develop a college-sponsored, comprehensive organiza-
tional development program for instructors, administrators, and staff. What began as a 
series of workshops for midlevel administrators at WCCCD has evolved into a com-
prehensive Organizational Development Institute that is designed to increase skills, 
build culture, and support the college mission (WCCCD, 2009). Offered for 8 months 
of the academic year, the institute consists of fi ve tracks—instruction, distance learn-
ing, banner training, managing and leading, and skills enrichment. The institute’s 
workshops are enhanced by an orientation course, an annual district conference day, 
and an annual conference on great leadership.

Through these efforts, WCCCD seeks to support the district’s “commitment to 
student success, community outreach and economic development” (WCCCD, 2008, 
p. 1). In addition, the district has a grow-your-own strategy that strives to prepare em-
ployees to assume additional responsibilities to meet the education needs of students, 
increased demands for fi nancial accountability, and the need to demonstrate instruc-
tional quality, excellence, and successful education outcomes.
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Given the costs associated with assigning additional courses to the load of 
full-time faculty members, community colleges can explore the viability of using 
adjunct or part-time instructors to meet the increased demand for instructors resulting 
from increased seat capacity. On the other hand, some argue that adjunct instructors 
do not provide the same high-level quality of instruction as do their full-time coun-
terparts. An effective training and certifi cation program for delivery of online instruc-
tion can answer those concerns by assigning instructors to oversee distance learning 
courses. Similarly, relevant and comprehensive student and faculty evaluations of 
those courses and their delivery will enable community colleges to ensure that they 
are delivering adequate quality and content in their remote courses and technological 
offerings. 

ALIGNING�TECHNOLOGY�WITH�MISSION�AND�STRATEGY

The use of technology holds the promise of powerful and positive effects on fulfi lling 
the community college mission; however, community college leaders should con-
sider developing strategic plans regarding the use of technology in instruction and 
services and to develop executable goals (see, e.g., McCabe, 2003). With the follow-
ing strategies, suggested by Boettcher (2007), community colleges can begin to incor-
porate technology into their mission of access and success, community outreach, and 
support of the economic viability of their regions:

• Make online learning part of the community college organization, increasing 
the support of online learning programs and initiatives with administration, 
staff, and faculty and in the community it serves. 

• Center online initiatives and efforts around the student body sector that needs 
online accessibility. 

• Strive to adopt a top-down approach, meaning that the institution’s leaders 
and administrators should be strong proponents for online education and dis-
tance learning. Their support will contribute greatly toward facilitating support 
from instructors, faculty, and the community. It will also benefi t the college’s 
budget planning and appropriations, giving the advancement of such tech-
nologies a higher priority within the institution. 

THE�DIGITAL�DIVIDE

All the strategies offered thus far force us to recognize the assumption that students 
have access to technology and use it for education. Yet we know that this is not 
always the case. We recognize that there are students whose access to and use of 
technology is limited because of their socioeconomic status and other factors. Are 
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students who are at risk because of factors such as low income and limited literacy 
skills on the losing end of the digital divide? It is clear that many students stand to be-
come have-nots in the digital divide because many do not have access to computers 
in their homes even though they may have personal digital assistants and cell phones 
for personal and recreational purposes other than education or training.

If people are to compete politically, economically, and educationally in the 
21st century, they must have access to and knowledge of computers and the Internet. 
The importance of computer access and use is emphasized by Thomas Friedman in 
The World is Flat: 

[T]he Indias and Chinas are increasingly adding one more thing to low-
cost labor with high-power technology: unfettered imagination—that is, 
high innovative and creative capacities. They will focus fi rst on solving 
their own problems with cheap labor, high technology, and high creativ-
ity—re-imagining their own futures. Then they will focus on ours. We 
must have people, lots of people, who can do the same. (2006, p. 390) 

Evidence suggests that there is a persistent digital divide in the United States 
based on income, education, and race. For example, in an analysis of a representa-
tive sample of 50,000 U.S. households, Fairlie (2003) found that Hispanics, Blacks, 
and Native Americans who had low levels of education and income owned comput-
ers and used the Internet at home much less than Whites and Asian Americans did. 
Forty percent of Blacks and Hispanics and 20% of Whites reported that cost limited 
their ability to have the Internet at home. Blacks and Hispanics who made at least 
$60,000 were still less likely than Whites to have computers and Internet access at 
home, suggesting that there are additional explanations for the gaps (Fairlie, 2003). 
Some of these explanations were found in the differences between occupations held 
by the respondents—for example, low versus high levels of computer use outside the 
home. Language barriers also explained a small part of the gap between computer 
owners and Internet users.

Although the percentage of people who use the Internet is growing, dispari-
ties persist within race, class, education, and household income in the demographics 
of Internet users (Pew Internet, 2009; U.S. Department of Commerce, 2004). Even 
though students of different backgrounds might have varying levels of technological 
skill and access to resources, it is the responsibility of community colleges to provide 
equal access to all because technology is the cornerstone of education. Some may 
learn, use, and adapt to technology differently depending on the social, political, and 
technological environment of their youth and adulthood. For example, the conditions 
that support learning for baby boomers who grew up without most of the current 
technology is likely different from those of Generation X and millenials who were 
raised with widespread access to cell phones, iPods, high-speed Internet, and easily 
portable laptop computers (see Taylor, 2005).
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As open-door colleges, community colleges have been responding to the 
challenges of the digital divide through innovations such as making laptop comput-
ers available for library checkout, including the cost of a computer in scholarship 
programs, expanding computer lab hours, and cooperating with community libraries 
and social services centers to create neighborhood computer labs. Communities that 
work together to bridge the digital divide might make the greatest strides to cross it 
(see www.onecommunity.org for an example).

 
Community college students are more diverse and numerous than ever. They enroll 
with a unique set of needs that instructors and administrators must address to effec-
tively serve them. Coupled with this challenge is the tremendous growth of online 
credit courses and degree programs in community colleges and the availability of more 
sophisticated technology. Community colleges have a unique opportunity to create 
environments that foster the use of appropriate technology to enhance learning and 
outcomes. A multifaceted approach is required to meet this imperative with strategic 
planning and investment in technology as well as ongoing training, support, and re-
sources for all concerned. Although this process will be as long, complex, and diffi cult 
as the pace of technology itself, the result will be a new infrastructure to support a posi-
tive learning environment and success for diverse students who might otherwise be left 
behind. As Futurist author James Martin noted, “A tragedy of humankind today is that 
most people fall outrageously short of their potential. A goal of the twenty-fi rst century 
ought to be to develop the capability latent in everybody by harnessing powerful tech-
nologies that accelerate learning potential” (Martin, 2007, p. 20).
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Chapter 10

Meeting New Challenges and Demands 
for Workforce Education 

I
f there is one common mission identifi ed with community colleges, it is work-
force education: the ability of these colleges to provide courses and programs 
that prepare students for work or for advancement within their present jobs. Some 
researchers view the workforce education mission as one of the primary roles of 

comprehensive community colleges, often to the detriment of other important mis-
sions such as transfer to 4-year colleges (Dougherty, 1992). Certainly, the identifi ca-
tion of community colleges with workforce education is a view widely shared by the 
public. In 2004, a public relations fi rm commissioned a national survey of adults to 
determine their perceptions of community colleges. The overall view was extremely 
positive, with a consensus that the public sees community colleges as gateways to 
opportunity, institutions of higher education that could give people the skills to fi nd 
work (Belden Russonello & Stewart, 2004).

Workforce education is a central mission that is assumed, accepted, and pro-
moted among community college policymakers. The American Association of Com-
munity Colleges (AACC) views workforce and economic development as one of its 
fi ve strategic action areas (AACC, 2006). Many community colleges identify workforce 
development as part of their mission statement. Changes in the U.S. workplace and in 
the students will challenge the success of these colleges in the area of workforce educa-
tion. As the U.S. economy enters a new phase, dominated by globalization of produc-
tion systems and computer-based technologies, many high-paying semiskilled jobs 
are being eliminated, resulting in substantial income inequalities and in employment 

James Jacobs
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only for those with degrees or advanced skills. At the same time, community colleges 
are attracting greater numbers of underprepared students who lack the skills to qualify 
for these jobs. The bar is being raised for colleges in both how they design workforce 
education programs and how they can elevate the skills of underprepared students to 
obtain this work. The new skill demands of the workplace and the changes in commu-
nity college students pose considerable challenges to the ability of community colleges 
to execute their workforce education mission effectively.

THE�EVOLUTION�OF�THE�WORKFORCE�EDUCATION�MISSION�

The community colleges’ reputation in workforce education was honed in the post–
World War II economic expansion. Although they were in existence for most of the 
20th century, these 2-year junior colleges were previously concerned primarily with 
preparing students for transfer to 4-year colleges and for careers in broad occupation-
al areas such as health care and business. After World War II, however, in an expand-
ing economy dominated by large manufacturing and retail corporations, the level of 
employee skills needed by these large fi rms increased considerably. When companies 
such as General Motors, Boeing, and Sears expanded their production and technical 
activities, community colleges provided their semiskilled human resources.

The schools were also well positioned to respond to the vast expansion of 
jobs within the midlevel technical occupations. The introduction of computer appli-
cations to operate electronically controlled machinery resulted in the elimination of 
large numbers of unskilled workers and a proliferation of new jobs in the technical 
service and design functions associated with these processes. These occupations re-
quired more than high school but less than a 4-year degree. As these jobs increased, 
working adults had to upgrade their skills. Local community colleges thrived on the 
new enrollments and became more comprehensive by meeting the needs of incum-
bent workers for increased job skills (Cohen & Brawer, 2003).

Other semiskilled job growth occurred in white-collar occupations such as 
accounting, marketing, and data processing as more companies developed mainframe 
computer systems for payroll, human resources, and other activities. There was also a 
substantial increase in public-sector jobs for police, fi refi ghters, and corrections offi -
cers, while other public service occupations were being professionalized at all levels.

Nursing may be the quintessential example of community colleges answer-
ing the increased demand for technical workers. Previously, nurses either received 
their training in hospital-based diploma programs or were trained in 4-year programs 
as professional nurses. As health-care facilities expanded, the demand for nurses far 
exceeded the ability of other programs to train them. Community colleges stepped 
in, and by the early 1980s, more than 60% of nurses in the United States came from 
associate degree programs (Karp, Jacobs, & Hughes, 2002).
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From Junior College to Comprehensive Community College

The rapid and comprehensive expansion of career and technical programs trans-
formed the 2-year junior college into a new college that served both transfer and 
career functions. Fueled in part by the federal Career and Technical Education Act of 
1963 (renamed the Carl Perkins Vocational Education Act in 1984) and state and lo-
cal concerns for economic development, enrollments in occupational courses grew. 
During this period, many colleges developed 1-year certifi cate programs in many oc-
cupational areas, concentrating on the technical skills needed for these occupations; 
these shorter programs became quite popular.

The expansion of the workforce education programs came to be seen as 
benefi ting individuals and employers while contributing to local and state economic 
growth. These programs were highly promoted to public policymakers by commu-
nity college leaders as a meaningful component of economic development. In the 
late 1980s, many states adopted business retention strategies that included making 
substantial training funds available to local industry through the community college 
system. New customized training units or business and industry units emerged on the 
campus alongside the traditional career and technical programs (Jacobs, 1989).

By the early 1990s, new changes in the workplace were again transform-
ing the role of community colleges in workforce education. The majority of formal 
technical training for manufacturing fi rms was now being performed by community 
colleges. Policymakers developing new government workforce programs and needy 
family programs often assumed that community colleges would deliver the training in 
their systems (Jacobs, 2001). Even the former chairman of the Federal Reserve, Alan 
Greenspan, noted the contributions of community colleges in workforce preparation: 

One area in which educational investments appear to have paid off 
is our community colleges. These two-year institutions are playing 
a similar role in preparing our students for work life as did our early 
twentieth-century high schools in that less technically oriented era. 
(Federal Reserve Board, 2004)

Technological Developments and Workforce Globalization

Major technological developments, coupled with the globalization of the economy, 
had a broad effect on workforce education programs. The more specifi c origins of 
change were found in two areas. First was the continued application of microcomputer-
based technologies, or information technology (IT), to many service, communica-
tions, and media operations. Second was the increased ability of overseas sources to 
provide products and services to U.S. markets. These trends started in the late 1990s 
and have continued to affect the present occupational structure and the skills needed 
to be successful (Friedman, 2006).
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The IT expansion made it possible to end many forms of repetitive skilled and 
semiskilled work. Although the media tends to focus on the disappearance of jobs for 
steel workers and auto workers, there are equally important losses of clerical, book-
keeping, and travel agent jobs. Many community college programs in manufacturing, 
communications, and clerical services were eliminated because they became irrel-
evant for job seekers (Levy & Murname, 2005).

Despite the effects of computer-based technologies and globalization, non-
routine and semiskilled jobs still exist. Indeed, there is a continuing and sometimes 
growing demand for truck drivers, construction workers, automotive service tech-
nicians, and janitors. These jobs cannot be easily replaced by computers or sent 
overseas. Many of the allied health occupations also fi t within these semiskilled but 
nonroutine categories. Although many community colleges offer programs in these 
occupations, they were not central to the trend toward investment in advanced tech-
nologies and the creation of advanced technology centers.

The second major development affecting workforce education in community 
colleges, in addition to computer-based technologies, is globalization of the work-
force. Although this long-term trend began in the early 20th century, the speed and 
intensity of the process has increased considerably during the past decade. Original 
concerns about job loss focused on blue-collar occupations, but white-collar occu-
pations, particularly those associated with IT, have also increasingly been affected. 
Call centers, programming operations, and engineering support centers proliferated 
through India, Pakistan, and other parts of Asia where English was widely spoken. 
Soon tax returns were being prepared and even medical and dental diagnoses were 
being rendered from overseas.

CURRENT�TRENDS�IN�WORKFORCE�EDUCATION�PROGRAMS

Technical education, which has been central to the workforce mission of commu-
nity colleges, is now in a period of transformation. A student preparing for a career 
in accounting can no longer depend on an associate degree to qualify for an entry-
level position. The work previously done by entry-level employees has been auto-
mated, and the new work requires a university accounting degree. Clerical programs 
and mainframe computer language courses are becoming outmoded and are be-
ing replaced by industry certifi cation programs such as those offered by Cisco and 
Microsoft. Design and drafting programs were subsumed by engineering programs as 
companies were outsourcing detailing work and leaving only design engineers within 
their companies. New occupational clusters are emerging in areas such as biotech-
nology, nanotechnology, alternative fuels, logistics, supply-chain management, and 
packaging. Skills in these areas are in demand, but this demand focuses more on the 
need for engineers, scientists, and people with postgraduate degrees. The demand for 
technicians and hands-on technical workers is still quite low in these new occupa-



Chapter 10: Meeting New Challenges and Demands for Workforce Education 113

tional clusters. It is apparent that major changes in curricula, instructor capabilities, 
and laboratory facilities will be necessary in order for community colleges to offer 
programs in these emerging occupational fi elds.

Even when community colleges have programs related to these high-tech-
nology occupations, they are signifi cantly challenged to change, often to place more 
emphasis on science, mathematics, and communications. For example, companies 
might require a design engineer but no longer need a draftsperson because hands-on 
detailing is outsourced to a design center in a foreign country. As a result, community 
colleges might shift from drafting programs to pre-engineering programs.

Even traditional nursing programs are confronted with a growing differentia-
tion of skill sets. Entry-level nurses can start with an associate degree, but career path-
ways into nursing specialization or research hospitals are trending toward requiring a 
4-year or bachelor’s degree. Many community college nursing programs have begun 
to develop ties with university nursing programs on the assumption that many students 
will continue their education beyond the associate level.

Another major step in the evolution of workforce education is the lessening of 
a commitment to programs that prepare people for entry-level work in many occupa-
tional fi elds. Especially hard hit are programs leading to entry-level manufacturing jobs 
and white-collar clerical positions. In some instances, colleges have cut off their invest-
ment in machining and welding equipment related to technical-level manufacturing 
programs. Advanced technology centers, which place more emphasis on the custom-
ized training of incumbent workers, have modifi ed the approach to program investment 
through reliance on partnerships with corporations, business, and government.

In contrast, there has been a recent increase in enrollment in allied health 
programs, teacher education, and business IT. As the demand for health-care services 
continues to expand in most communities, hospitals and other health-care organiza-
tions continue to seek out partnerships with community colleges in many occupa-
tional areas. The traditional emphasis on nursing has been maintained, but with new 
emphasis on occupations such as certifi ed nursing assistant, physical therapist, and 
medical records technician. Moreover, because health-care occupations are heavily 
regulated by state licensing requirements, there is a restricted labor supply (only those 
who pass the test can be employed), which gives community college programs a sub-
stantial role in health-care education.

The growth of teacher education programs is even more interesting. Salaries 
of public school teachers generally fail to compete with those of other professions 
despite the occupation’s high education prerequisites. Although teaching as a career 
has become less attractive to middle- and upper-class students, community college 
students from lower-income backgrounds are attracted to its stability and relatively 
good salaries and benefi ts. During the past decade, teacher education programs in 
community colleges have fl ourished.

Meanwhile, community college certifi cate programs that provided students 
with technical skills but minimal general education and liberal arts courses have be-
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come less important as emerging occupations are more likely to require an associate 
degree and transfer to a university to obtain the needed qualifi cations. Many com-
munity colleges historically did not even assess the basic literacy skills of students 
seeking an occupational certifi cate. Today, it is important to place more emphasis 
on ensuring that all students develop the reading, writing, and math skills that will 
enable them to do college-level work and achieve at least an associate degree. For 
many occupations, career success will also require transfer to a 4-year college or 
university and a baccalaureate.

Another important trend is the growth of noncredit workforce development 
programs. Noncredit programs, whether they are called continuing education or 
adult education, have always been part of the community college. Traditionally, 
continuing education programs have offered a combination of language, job skills, 
entrepreneurship, cultural, arts and crafts, and personal interest programming. In the 
past decade, however, workforce development programs have grown to represent the 
bulk of the noncredit continuing education offerings. From 1995 to 2001, noncredit 
programs grew 8% faster than credit programs. A major stimulus for this growth was 
the development of IT certifi cations by technology vendors looking for proof of the 
skills necessary to perform in the new economy. These competency-based certifi ca-
tion exams were viewed by the vendors and other employers as more dependable 
verifi cation of acquired competencies than were other college certifi cates or degrees. 
They were rapidly adopted by community colleges, and within 5 years, about 25% of 
all community colleges were offering these vendor certifi cation courses and exams. 
Although many colleges scaled back their activities after the dot-com boom went 
bust, many of the IT programs and classes remained in the noncredit areas and con-
tinued to grow in popularity and support (Jacobs & Grubb, 2006).

TWO�DIVERGENT�WORKFORCE�EDUCATION�TRENDS

There is a signifi cant shift in credit programs away from entry-level work in traditional 
areas such as manufacturing toward occupational areas that require both a more 
substantial level of general education and ties to 4-year college degrees. The National 
Science Foundation’s Advanced Technology Education initiative is an example of this 
shift. As a result, students in occupational areas are increasingly as likely as liberal 
arts students to transfer to a 4-year college or university and obtain a baccalaureate. 
This suggests the importance of the occupational certifi cate, and even the applied as-
sociate degrees might be diminished in the years ahead.

There is also, however, a substantial expansion of noncredit workforce educa-
tion programming both in the areas of certifi cation and customized job training for a 
specifi c business or group of businesses. These growing programs have been directed at 
incumbent workers who wish to improve their labor market credentials and advance on 
the job by acquiring specifi c skills. These programs tend to be taught by adjunct instruc-
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tors or professional trainers hired by the college. The courses are therefore priced at mar-
ket rates, which means that they can be considerably more expensive than usual tuition. 
These noncredit programs are little noticed by state policymakers or even by the lead-
ers of the institutions that offer them, yet their size and impact can be considerable for 
the students and businesses that benefi t from them as well as for the colleges that offer 
them. In states that fi nancially support noncredit classes, enrollment in these programs 
can be as high as 15%–20% of the college’s total (Van Noy & Jacobs, 2007).

Meeting these two divergent market demands—for increasingly advanced 
credit occupational programs and for noncredit competency-based instruction—
means that colleges often maintain two relatively separate workforce development 
programs with two different staffs and two different missions. For the credit program, 
the mission is to provide a workforce to the local economy that matches the height-
ened skill requirements of employers. For the noncredit certifi cation and customized 
job training programs, the mission is to enable participants to develop the specifi c 
competencies needed to undertake a specifi c work-related task or to prepare for 
career advancement. This evolving phenomenon—one college or two colleges—has 
implications for the way community colleges will organize and administer workforce 
education programs in the future.

SHIFTING�STUDENT�DEMOGRAPHICS�IN�WORKFORCE�
EDUCATION

In recent years, a change has been occurring in the demographics of students entering 
the traditional community college occupational programs. Essentially, more younger 
students are entering community colleges with the desire to transfer to 4-year col-
leges in the belief that the 4-year degree gives them the necessary mobility for a better 
job. They are avoiding occupational courses that they believe will not transfer, and 
because they seek the baccalaureate, they place less value on the associate degree. 
However, as young people exit these occupational programs, they are being replaced 
with adults beyond the traditional college-going age who seek increased job skills that 
they expect will lead to a well-paying job with career advancement potential. One 
interesting dimension of this demographic shift in workforce education enrollments is 
the effect of high school–to–community college transition programs. Programs such 
as Tech Prep and School to Work might make high school students more aware of the 
education requirements for various career pathways, leading them to select a univer-
sity transfer program when they enroll at community colleges. The linkages between 
the vocational and technical programs at the secondary level and the career educa-
tion programs at the community college level have never been strong, although recent 
national efforts such as the College and Career Transitions Initiative of the League for 
Innovation in the Community College demonstrate the potential benefi ts of strength-
ening the transition from high school to community college.
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The fi rst signs of this demographic shift from younger to older students were 
evident in the occupational fl agship programs in nursing of the 1980s. At that time, 
few younger students applied to the programs, and nursing became a program in 
which older students enrolled to enter a career with good stability and steady income. 
The stereotype of the nursing student today is a woman, often a single head of house-
hold with young children, who needs a good-paying job to sustain her family. These 
women might not have done well in high school science and mathematics courses, 
and so they face the added challenge of taking basic biology and chemistry courses 
as well as developmental writing and math courses as they strive to meet the prereq-
uisites for the nursing program. These women are often regarded as the heroes of the 
community college as they work together with their instructors to overcome great 
odds to achieve their career and family objectives.

The demographic shift in nursing was followed by similar shifts in IT, manufac-
turing, business, and marketing classes. These new students are older, often working full 
time and returning to school as a means of occupational mobility. Added to this demo-
graphic shift has been the growth of enrollment by immigrants from countries such as 
Mexico, Nigeria, India, and China who never went to U.S. high schools and who have 
considerable language challenges. The majority of these new Americans, especially 
those from Mexico, come from low-income backgrounds, so they face the additional 
challenge of fi nding sustainable work that permits them to support their families.

These older students understood the realities of the labor market and the need 
for education as one means of furthering their quest for sustainable wages. They chose 
community colleges because they were affordable, close to home, and offered class 
times compatible with work and family schedules. By the 1990s, many community 
college occupational courses, particularly in areas of manufacturing and business, were 
held only at night, indicating that the majority of the students were working adults.

CURRENT�WORKFORCE�EDUCATION�CHALLENGES

The changing demographics of students have required a number of program and 
service changes to maintain and modernize the community college’s open-door mis-
sion. Most obvious has been the number of students who need to improve their basic 
writing, math, reading, computer, and study skills. The traditional developmental or 
remedial classes often did not provide the literacy skills needed for college-level work. 
The conventional linear model of adult basic education programs leading to college 
developmental programs then college-level work was inappropriate for them. It raised 
the issues of whether learning could be accelerated and stages advanced through con-
textual learning (Brancard, Baker, & Jensen, 2006). Although these older students were 
highly motivated to learn new skills and often had substantial work-based learning 
experiences, colleges lacked any models to accelerate the learning of these students 
into the credit programs (Liebowitz & Taylor, 2004). In recent years, however, innova-
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tions in developmental education, such as intense summer programs, learning com-
munities, and merged developmental education–occupational programs, have begun 
to address the unique needs of this student constituency.

An additional challenge was that this older student constituency not only 
lacked basic literacy skills but also often faced the diffi cult problem of balancing the 
roles of worker, family member, and student. Traditional student services, career coun-
seling, and fi nancial aid were not designed for their needs. Many had personal issues 
that often required more resources than colleges could muster. Some had criminal 
records that would make it diffi cult for them to fi nd work. Others had issues with learn-
ing disabilities that were hard to isolate, let alone remediate. Other than the traditional 
short-term training for specifi c job skills offered through federal grants, there were few 
models that colleges could follow to take on the learning needs of these students.

A further challenge was faced by those for whom English was not their fi rst 
language and those who took the noncredit route as the path to entry into the com-
munity college. Because they started their college work in noncredit classes such as 
ESL, they did not earn college credits that would lead to a degree and qualify them 
for student aid. The community college workforce education structure, which main-
tains separate credit and noncredit programs, was challenged by this constituency to 
develop new institutional pathways that start on the noncredit side and then make 
a reasonable transition to credit courses and programs. In some instances, colleges 
experimented with granting credit to some noncredit education if student progress 
was demonstrated. Indeed, in states such as California, with a large number of ESL 
students, more than 30% of the students in credit programs start on the noncredit side 
(California Community Colleges, 2007). It will be important to the future of workforce 
education that this transition from separate credit and noncredit paths be maintained 
and enhanced on a national basis.

PROMISING�PRACTICES

The dilemma that the adult community college constituency poses to the future of 
workforce education programs is increasingly clear. How will colleges meet employ-
ers’ demands for technical skills while also meeting the remedial needs of those for 
whom technical training is intended? The ability of community colleges to resolve 
these issues will ultimately determine the future of many for-credit workforce educa-
tion programs. Although many colleges do not yet fully recognize that their response 
to these issues will determine the future of their workforce programs, let alone deal 
with them, there are some promising practices.

Breaking Through is a program of the National Council for Workforce Educa-
tion and Jobs for the Future to promote and enhance the efforts of community col-
leges to help low-literacy adults prepare for and succeed in occupational and techni-
cal degree programs (Liebowitz & Taylor, 2004). Twenty-six community colleges are 
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involved in this initiative, which is funded by the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation. It 
starts with the assumption that community colleges can play a role in helping low-
income workers lift themselves out of poverty and achieve a higher standard of living. 
The participants strive to identify best practices of community colleges as they serve 
the workforce development needs of low-income working adults, most of whom seek 
basic education and literacy skills. Although many community colleges have exten-
sive basic education and ESL programs, these are often disconnected from the rest of 
the college and staffed by people who are uninvolved in the college’s central activi-
ties. As the demand for these courses increases, some colleges are taking a different 
approach, linking adult basic education not to GED or ESL programs but to the pro-
grams that motivate low-wage workers to attend community college in the fi rst place: 
those that prepare students for increased success in the workplace.

Several community colleges have produced successful programs using this 
approach. Portland Community College has developed extensive consulting and 
wraparound services targeted for low-income adults. The Community College of 
Denver took a fl oundering city job training program for entry-level health-care work-
ers, redesigned its curriculum, and produced college-ready workers in less than six 
months. Tacoma Community College integrated its ESL and early childhood educa-
tion programs to help students earn credits toward a degree in child care. All of these 
innovations benefi t low-wage workers by helping them increase their income and 
gain upward mobility in the job market.

The design elements in this strategy are well known. First, credit and non-
credit programs are connected so that adults can move seamlessly into college (Perin 
& Charron, 2006). Many of these students cannot enter some of the occupational 
classes until they can improve their basic education skills. This is normally accom-
plished through the noncredit courses, but they must lead to credit classes. Second, 
the curriculum is contextual and relates directly to specifi c occupational fi elds. These 
are people who need jobs, and their initial interest in college is primarily because 
they believe it can get them better jobs. Third, support services do not stop at a spe-
cifi c literacy level but instead focus on clearly reaching the level needed to succeed 
in collegiate classes. Adult basic education becomes a feeder system for community 
college occupational programs. There are enormous advantages to this approach 
because it identifi es a specifi c constituency that might be a market for many of the 
schools’ entry-level workforce education programs. It also continues one of the im-
portant community college missions: serving people for whom a college education 
and a meaningful career would otherwise not be feasible to achieve.

Most community college students have career entry and advancement as the primary 
goal of their educational pursuits. For many, getting that fi rst good, stable job with 
salary and benefi ts enough to support a family is an extremely important goal. Being 
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a contributing member of the U.S. economy and earning a decent income is liberat-
ing because it opens the door to career advancement and opportunities for expression 
in other areas of life such as recreation, fi tness, cultural activities, and lifelong learn-
ing. Yet the door of economic opportunity is at risk of closing for those with limited 
literacy and job skills.

The mismatch between the heightened workforce skill requirements of em-
ployers striving to compete in a global economy and the actual skills of employees 
and those seeking to enter the workforce is a general problem for the U.S. economy. 
This issue is especially pronounced as it relates to underprepared adults, many of 
whom are members of Hispanic, Black, and other minority groups that are the most 
educationally and economically disadvantaged. These underprepared adults look 
to the community college to empower them to fi nd their way into the economic 
mainstream. Community colleges are positioning themselves as primary deliverers 
of workforce education in the face of a rapidly changing economy and the growth of 
enrollment by increasingly diverse students, many of whom are underprepared for 
career entry and advancement.

However, meeting the education needs of this constituency remains a chal-
lenge for community college presidents and other leaders. One of the major concerns 
is that added building-block programs such as noncredit adult education and devel-
opmental education programs will require large resources at the same time colleges 
are suffering signifi cant cutbacks from state governments. Some colleges are, how-
ever, taking steps to see the large and growing number of low-income workers as an 
important constituency to be served as a part of their open-door commitment (see 
Liebowitz & Taylor, 2004). It is through programs such as Breaking Through that com-
munity colleges can reclaim their workforce education mission and give full expres-
sion to their open-door philosophy.
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Chapter 11

Reinventing Career Pathways and
Continuing Education

T
he community college is an American success story. No academic institu-
tion has done more in recent decades to democratize higher education. 
Community colleges have been the leading providers of career and continu-
ing education for the masses in this country, including minorities and other 

previously disenfranchised groups. A major part of this success comes from their 
comprehensive, lifelong workforce education and continuing education offerings. 
Millions of people are served at different stages of their lives and at varied junctures 
in their career progression. Yet despite its history as the nation’s premier open-door 
higher education institution, there is so much more for the community college to 
do to be a primary player in providing the highly skilled workforce needed for the 
United States to compete in a global marketplace. The challenge for community col-
leges is to empower the very groups that education has historically not served well to 
achieve their career and academic goals and therefore increase the competitiveness 
of the U.S. economy. The nation’s economic and social future depends on empow-
ering Hispanics, Blacks, recent immigrants, and others who experience barriers to 
career success to develop the skills they need to enter and progress in the workforce.

Reinvention of the workforce and continuing education functions of the commu-
nity college takes on an entirely new meaning when one considers these factors:

• Nearly everyone who seeks postsecondary education does so to prepare for 
their life’s work.

Laurance J. Warford
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• Most people will have fi ve to seven careers in their lifetimes.
• Education and work are not linear; people move into and out of education all 

of their lives.
• Each time there is a career change or even a job change, it is likely that ad-

ditional education is required.
• The community college has been dubbed the new graduate school because 

many people with degrees return there for additional education to prepare for 
career advancement or to shift careers.

REASSESSING�GOALS�TO�MEET�NEW�WORKFORCE�DEMANDS�

In a report from the Greater Expectations National Panel, formed by the Associa-
tion of American Colleges and Universities, the authors suggested that community 
colleges need to erase “the artifi cial distinctions between studies deemed liberal 
(interpreted to mean that they are not related to job training) and those called practi-
cal (which are assumed to be)” (AACU, 2002, p. 26). The panel report continued, “A 
liberal education is a practical education because it develops just those capacities 
needed by every thinking adult: analytical skills, effective communications, practical 
intelligence, ethical judgment, and social responsibility” (AACU, 2002, p. 26).

A liberal education, which develops common capabilities needed for all ca-
reers, can blend powerfully with career education programs that meet the heightened 
job-specifi c skill requirements of our technology-oriented economy. Those involved 
in advanced workforce training are increasingly sensing the demands of employers 
for rigorous career and academic courses to ensure that people leave each segment 
of education prepared to be successful in work and life. In 2005, during a meeting of 
the Community College Workforce Partnership Network Advisory Working Group, a 
group of community college presidents and offi cials of the League for Innovation in 
the Community College found that employers expect community colleges not only to 
train students to survive in the workplace, but to thrive as well.

Accordingly, one can see the similarities among workforce training in a com-
munity college, a medical internship in a research university, and a teacher education 
program at a regional 4-year college. Are all these students preparing for their life’s 
work, and will they be part of the workforce? Have we placed artifi cial distinctions 
between academic or liberal education and vocational or career technical education? 
Does this serve the learner well? Does it serve this country well?

Terry O’Banion, former president and CEO of the League for Innovation in 
the Community College, provided leadership in encouraging community colleges to 
become more learning centered. He suggested that such efforts “refl ect the reforms 
taking place in traditional higher education” and that “American education must 
continue to overhaul its outdated, traditional framework restricted by time, place, bu-
reaucracy and limited teacher roles” (O’Banion, 1997). O’Banion’s work and that of 
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other community college leaders suggests that we must focus on achieving the learn-
ing outcomes sought by learners and by those who employ them. We must become 
learning colleges where students achieve their career objectives and the college con-
tinuously improves its programs, services, and systems. That being the case, how do 
we reinvent community college career–technical and continuing education to meet 
this lofty objective? There is ample evidence that we must reform our systems of edu-
cation and workforce training in this country. As a prelude, however, it is important 
to understand the international and national economic and workforce environment 
within which community colleges operate.

Thomas Friedman’s book, The World is Flat, is one of the most frequently 
cited publications on the need to understand what is going on in the world economy. 
Friedman (2006) indicates that developing countries like India and China are exploit-
ing technological advances to provide workforce access for growing numbers of their 
large populations. Whereas the United States has a workforce shortage and mismatch 
between the skill requirements of employers and actual skills of workers, other na-
tions have workforce surpluses and are becoming quite competitive in the world 
marketplace. In The Flight of the Creative Class, Florida (2005) pointed out that there 
is international competition for workforce talent, and the United States no longer at-
tracts the immigrant talent that it once did.

According to a report of a new Commission on the Skills of the American 
Workforce, Tough Choices or Tough Times (National Center on Education and the 
Economy [NCEE], 2007), when an earlier commission released its 1990 fi ndings 
(NCEE, 1990), the globalization of the world’s economy was just getting underway. 
The 1990 report indicated that a worldwide market was developing for low-skill labor 
and that work would go to countries with the lowest labor costs. It indicated that the 
best choice for our country in the early 1990s was to abandon the low-skill market 
and compete worldwide for high-value-added products and services. The commission 
pointed out that to do so, the United States would have to adopt international stan-
dards for educating its workers “because only countries with high-skilled workforces 
could successfully compete in that market” (NCEE, 2007).

What has happened since 1990? The United States is now competing with 
countries that can “offer large numbers of highly educated employees who are will-
ing to work for low wages” and that “China and India are only the tip of the iceberg” 
(NCEE, 2007, p. xvi). Whereas the United States could once take pride in having the 
largest and best-educated workforce, it is now being surpassed in the proportion of its 
entering workforce that has the equivalent of a high school diploma. The commission 
concluded: “The core problem is that our education and training systems were built 
for another era…. We can get where we must go only by changing the system itself” 
(NCEE, 2007, p. xix).
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CONNECTEDNESS��COLLABORATION��AND�TRANSITION��
REFORMING�THE�SYSTEM

The U.S. education system is actually a series of systems and silos: K–12, commu-
nity colleges, and higher education are often administered, funded, and governed by 
separate agencies. Funding systems are often targeted at certain populations or pro-
vide subsidies for certain endeavors. The divisions between academic and vocational 
education are perpetuated in part by federal and state funding streams. In community 
colleges, divisions exist between academic and vocational education and between 
credit and noncredit offerings. Continuing education is often a division considered 
by many to be peripheral to the main missions of the community college. In addition, 
educators and employers do not work effectively together as a general rule. Although 
those of us in education indicate that we seek the advice and participation of em-
ployers, studies show that we often lack the ability to bring the education and work 
worlds together in an effective manner.

This pervasive lack of connectedness and collaboration, intentional or not, 
is having a devastating negative effect on the success of students. Only 67 of 100 
students who begin ninth grade in this country will graduate from high school (Ewell, 
Jones, & Kelly, 2003). In an era when most agree that some postsecondary education 
is required for a good job and career advancement, one third of our youth are failing 
to take even the fi rst critical step toward earning a good living by completing high 
school. An equally troubling trend has been reported by Richard Kazis, senior vice-
president of Jobs for the Future. He reported that progress in expanding education 
attainment has hit a plateau in this country. The high school graduation rate peaked 
in 1970 at 77% and has since remained stagnant, primarily because of rapid growth 
in groups of students that the education system serves less well, such as immigrants, 
Hispanics, Blacks, those with physical limitations, and those from low-income fami-
lies. Today, 50% of low-income students enroll in a college program, compared to 
89% of upper-income students (Kazis, 2003).

The statistics do not get better in terms of how young people fare in college 
work—especially in community colleges. In conducting its study, “The Bridge Proj-
ect: Strengthening K–16 Transition Policies,” the Stanford University Research Center 
presented some distressing statistics, including the fact that 63% of recent high school 
graduates entering community college have to take at least one remedial course in 
math, reading, or writing. In urban community colleges, this rate of remediation can 
be as great as 75% (Venezia, Kirst, & Antinio, 2004). These distressing statistics belie 
the fact that most students have high aspirations for their lives. 

The Stanford study indicated that 80% of eighth graders expect to go to post-
secondary education, but only 70% of high school graduates go to college within two 
years of graduation. According to the study, those aspirations are being undermined by 
disconnected education systems and other barriers. Students who need the most sup-
port to advance their careers and academic goals are not getting it. Some of the cross-
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institutional shortcomings that create barriers to student success are the following:

• Students, parents, and K–12 educators get confl icting and vague messages 
about what students need to know to enter and succeed in college.

• Course work between high school and college is often not connected.
• Students graduate from high school under one set of standards and three 

months later are required to meet a whole new set of standards in college.
• Current data systems are not equipped to address students’ needs across systems.
• No one is held accountable for issues related to student transitions from high 

school to college (Venezia et al., 2004). 

The Stanford Bridge Project study concluded that “while educators and policymakers 
share the common goal of improving student performance, they often act in isola-
tion; thus, efforts are sometimes confl icting or duplicated, and often certain needs are 
never addressed” (Stanford University, 2006).

In the past, community colleges have been criticized for “cooling out” the 
academic aspirations of students who were underprepared for college-level studies. 
These students gradually came to feel that college was not appropriate for them, even 
if they had the potential (Clark, 1960). According to sociologist James Rosenbaum, 
much of this criticism is misplaced. Students’ failures arise not so much from barri-
ers inside colleges but from an inter-institutional failure caused by the lack of con-
nectedness between high school and college. Community colleges and the public 
schools have failed to convey clear information about the preparation that high school 
students need for success in college (Rosenbaum, 1999). Reinvention of workforce 
strategies in the community college must address the apparent lack of connectedness, 
collaboration, and effectiveness in transitioning students successfully from secondary 
to postsecondary education and on to careers. This is critical because nearly half of all 
students who enter 2-year institutions do not return for their second year, and the gap 
of college entry between high- and low-income students has not narrowed in three 
decades (Kazis, 2003).

Kazis (2003) reported that, in view of demographic trends, the situation is 
likely to grow worse unless changes are made in state policy and local practice. The 
fastest-growing segments of the high school and college-age populations have the 
greatest academic disadvantages. When viewed from the perspective of an impending 
serious workforce shortage in this country, these statistics take on a greater signifi -
cance. The U.S. population is aging—by 2050, people older than 55 will constitute 
38% of the population, compared with 27% in 2000. Minority groups are grow-
ing faster than the White majority. By 2050, Whites will constitute less than 50% of 
the U.S. population. Thus, between now and then, there will be a disproportionate 
increase of minorities in the younger groups (Carlson, 2004). In other words, as the 
U.S. population ages, the younger groups both decline in relative size and become 
increasingly composed of minorities. Thus, the very people we are depending on to 
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be our workforce in global competition are the most challenged, and they are fi nding 
limited success in our education system.

FACTORING�IN�AN�AGING�WORKFORCE

Any discussion of reinventing the workforce must take into account that a majority of 
the people who will be working in 2020 are already doing so. Community colleges 
must consider improved solutions if they are to serve the adult workforce and im-
prove how they fare in the U.S. education system. Here are some facts to consider as 
the United States falls behind other countries in education attainment and workforce 
readiness:

• About half of the adult workforce (80–90 million) do not have the basic 
education and communication skills required to get or advance in a job that 
will pay a family-sustaining wage (Council for Advancement of Adult Literacy 
[CAAL], 2008).

• This nation’s workforce includes 54 million adults who lack a college degree, 
and of those, 34 million have no college experience at all (CAAL, 2008).

• A high percentage of students who enroll in adult basic education or study 
to obtain a GED certifi cate never enroll in a college credit program (Jenkins, 
Zeidenberg, & Kienzl, 2009).

If the current trends hold, the United States will continue to trail global com-
petitors on a number of key measures of education achievement. Pusser et al. (2007) 
stated that “With a committed and informed approach, we can help realize the vast 
educational potential of America’s adult learners…. If we ignore the problem, we will 
further limit our adult citizens and erode the vitality of our essential institutions.” It 
is clear that academic preparation, workforce education, and continuing education 
should be considered in context with one other. Lifelong learning is no longer an op-
tion, as people will be in and out of education throughout their lives.

A�CAREER�PATHWAYS�MODEL�FOR�COMMUNITY�COLLEGES

Leadership is being provided at the national level on many fronts regarding reform of 
our education and training systems. Scott Hess of the U.S. Department of Education, 
Offi ce of Vocational and Adult Education (OVAE), recently wrote, “Recognizing the 
dilemma facing today’s students and eventual employers, virtually every organization 
overseeing secondary and postsecondary education at the national, state, and local 
levels has initiated policies and programs to fi nd solutions to changing education and 
workforce challenges” (cited in Warford, 2006, p. 15). Hess pointed out that although 
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mission and vision statements in strategic plans have always been focused on pre-
paring all students for their future careers, there is a misalignment between mission 
statements and actual program delivery. He said, “What seems either vague or absent 
in many plans…is the way all students are to be provided these opportunities, and the 
extent to which all student career goals and interests will be aligned with program op-
tions” (cited in Warford, 2006, p. 15).

1.  Agriculture, Food, and Natural 
  Resources
• power, structural, and technical systems
• national resource systems
• agribusiness systems 
• environmental service systems 
• plant systems 
• animal systems 
• food products and processing systems 

2.   Architecture and Construction
• design/pre-construction 
• construction 
• maintenance/operations

3.   Arts/Audiovisual Technology and
  Communications
• visual arts 
• performing arts 
• journalism and broadcasting 
• audio and video technology and fi lm 
• printing technologies 
• telecommunication technologies 

4.   Business Management and
  Administration
• human resources 
• management 
• business fi nancial management and ac-

counting
• marketing 
• administration and information support 
• business analysis

Table 11.1 Career Clusters and Pathways Developed by the Offi  ce of Vocational and 
Adult Education 

Career Clusters and Pathways

5.  Hospitality and Tourism
• restaurants and food and beverage service 
• recreation, amusements, and attractions 
• travel and tourism 
• lodging 

6.  Human Services
• counseling and mental health services 
• family and community services 
• personal care services 
• consumer services 
• early childhood development

7.  Information Technology
• network systems 
• programming and software development 
• interactive media 
• information support and services 

8.  Science, Technology, Engineering, and
  Mathematics
• science and math 
• engineering and technology

9.  Education and Training
• teaching and training 
• professional support services 
• administration and administrative 

support 
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OVAE has provided leadership and funding for two major initiatives emphasiz-
ing strong partnerships linking secondary and postsecondary education with employ-
ers and other signifi cant organizations. Two critical components have been addressed: 
(1) the need for a common organizational structure that defi nes career technical 
education as an important part of all education plans and (2) the need for a common 

10. Finance
• business fi nancial management 
• banking and related services 
• fi nancial and investment planning 
• insurance services 

11. Government and Public
  Administration
• governance
• national security 
• foreign service 
• planning 
• revenue and taxation 
• regulation 
• public management and administration

12. Health Science
• therapeutic services 
• diagnostic services 
• health informatics 
• support services 
• biotechnology research and 

development
 

13. Law, Public Safety, and Security
• legal services 
• emergency and fi re management services 
• correction services 
• law enforcement services 
• security and protective services 

Table 11.1 Career Clusters and Pathways Developed by the Offi  ce of Vocational and 
Adult Education (Cont’d) 

Career Clusters and Pathways

14. Manufacturing
• production 
• manufacturing production process 

development 
• maintenance, installation, and repair 
• quality assurance 
• logistics and inventory control 
• health safety and environmental assurance

15. Marketing, Sales, and Service
• marketing information management and 

research 
• marketing communications and promotion 
• professional sales and marketing 
• management and entrepreneurship 
• buying and merchandising 
• e-marketing 
• distribution and logistics 

16. Transportation, Distribution, and Logistics
• warehousing and distribution center 

operations 
• logistics planning and management services 
• facility and mobile equipment maintenance 
• transportation operations 
• transportation systems/infrastructure 

planning, management and regulation 
• health safety and environmental 

management 
• sales and services

Note. Adapted from Warford (2006) with permission.
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defi nition for career pathways, including models that outline rigorous academic and 
career course sequences in high school and college. Through the leadership of vari-
ous states and secondary schools in partnership with colleges, employers, and other 
important organizations, 16 career clusters have been developed, with two main sets 
of standards. The fi rst set identifi es the knowledge and skills needed for all occupa-
tions within the entire cluster. These standards are organized into 10 categories estab-
lished in agreement by all 16 cluster groups. All students who master the foundation 
standards will do so in the context of their chosen cluster area. If students change 
their career focus—and many will—to another cluster area, they will still have been 
exposed to the 10 categories of knowledge and skills.

The second set of standards identifi es subsets within the 16 career clusters. 
These subsets more narrowly group the occupations within the clusters into path-
ways. As in the broader cluster standards, the pathway standards identify the knowl-
edge and skills needed for each of the occupations within. There are 81 identifi ed 
career pathways, as illustrated in Table 11.1. The importance of the pathway stan-
dards is that, whether they are used for a specifi c pathway or combined with other 
pathways to develop curricula, they will be based on standards validated by employ-
ers. Thus postsecondary and secondary educators can work together to link course 
work in both education levels that will lead to successful careers.

A second major initiative of OVAE is the College and Career Transitions Initia-
tive (CCTI), which is administered by the League for Innovation in the Community 
College. CCTI is a community college–led initiative that focuses on collaboration 
with secondary and higher education and employers to develop model career path-
ways. CCTI has produced model templates in fi ve of the 16 clusters as well as sample 
templates for all 81 career pathways. The templates have become the model for many 
state-level initiatives to reform career technical education. CCTI has fi ve primary 
anticipated outcomes (League, 2009):

• Decreased need for remediation at the postsecondary level.
• Increased enrollment and persistence in postsecondary education.
• Increased academic and skill achievement at the secondary and postsecond-

ary levels.
• Increased attainment of postsecondary degrees, certifi cates, or other recog-

nized credentials.
• Increased entry into employment or further education.

Fifteen community college–led site partnerships (which included secondary 
schools and employers and often 4-year colleges and universities and other important 
organizations) were selected to develop the CCTI career pathways using the 
model templates. Their work was organized around an improvement plan with the 
fi ve major outcomes as goals. This work has led to the formation of the CCTI Net-
work, which is open to all community colleges that have an interest in developing 
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career pathways for student success. Members of the network represent more than
40 states and several foreign countries (see the League’s Web site at http://www.
league.org).

A model to guide community colleges as they reinvent the career pathways 
aspects of the open door takes on greater meaning when applied to diverse students. 
An effective career pathways model must serve not only recent high school graduates 
but also other constituencies such as high school students, out-of-school youth, work-
ers, unemployed or underemployed people, and former inmates. To address these 
challenges, a panel of 25 leading educators worked with the League for Innovation 
in the Community College to develop a systemic framework of career pathways. This 
panel concluded that we must reinvent education for student success in colleges and 
careers, defi ning a career pathway as follows:

A career pathway is a framework for connecting a series of educa-
tional programs with integrated work experience and support services, 
thereby enabling students and workers to combine school and work 
and advance over time to better jobs and higher levels of education 
and training. Career and technical education (CTE) in secondary edu-
cation serves as the launch pad for students in their transition to post-
secondary education and enhanced training opportunities. (League, 
2007, p. 3)

This career pathways model is designed to accomplish the following:

• Target regional labor markets, focus on employment sectors, and provide 
a framework for workforce development by integrating the programs and 
resources of community colleges and other education institutions, workforce 
agencies, and social service providers.

• Align with the needs and informed interests of students and workers.
• Provide community colleges the opportunity to link academic course work to 

the local economy while meeting the varied needs and informed interests of 
the diverse students they serve. (League, 2007, p. 3)

Career pathways thus provide a systemic framework for the reinvention of 
the way community colleges approach workforce education, continuing education, 
and training. They provide a new way of doing business with secondary schools and 
employers. The goal stated by the League is as follows:

The ultimate goal is for career pathways to provide a seamless sys-
tem of career exploration, preparation, and skill upgrades linked to 
academic credits and credentials, available with multiple entry and 
exit points spanning middle school, secondary school, postsecondary 



Chapter 11: Reinventing Career Pathways and Continuing Education 133

institutions, adult education and workplace education. (League, 2007, 
p. 3)

Career pathways can be combined as an integral part of many initiatives to re-
form and reinvent workforce training at all levels. They provide a systemic framework 
for transforming educational institutions in a way that actively meets the changing 
needs of employers and the informed education needs and interests of students and 
workers across the learning continuum. From a program perspective, several factors 
have contributed to this evolving understanding of the potential of career pathways to 
lead reinvention and change:

• “A growing awareness of the need for demand-driven and sustained partner-
ships among community colleges, business, workforce, and economic devel-
opment, and community leaders focused on meeting regional, sector-based 
workforce needs.

• A shift from seeking best-practice models to an approach that evaluates all 
activities from planning to continuous improvement based on measurable 
outcomes and established feedback mechanisms.

• Evolving models of sustainability as state and federal policies align and 
encourage connections between students, careers, the labor market, and 
economic development, allowing multiple funding sources to be blended to 
cultivate continuity.

• The need for secondary schools to eliminate a two-track system, to a system 
that provides opportunities for all students to make a transition successfully to 
postsecondary education in both academic and career-related studies.

• The emergence of career pathways as a critical economic development tool. 
With globalization of the workforce, intellectual talent can be located almost 
anywhere on earth. Extensive research and literature suggest the communities, 
regions, and states that will be most competitive are those that support and 
grow industry clusters based on demand. One critical component of this strat-
egy is the growth of human capital. Since career pathways are focused around 
regional or statewide industry sectors and not a single business, the develop-
ment of career pathways presents a strategic advantage in supplying the talent 
needed by business and industry, from entry-level technicians to scientists and 
engineers.” (League, 2007, p. 5)

The core elements of the comprehensive career pathways framework outlined by 
the League can be an excellent tool as community colleges reinvent their career and 
continuing education programs to better serve the diverse students knocking at their 
doors. The features and components of each of the six core elements are listed in 
Table 11.2. 
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Mission integration

Curriculum and 
instructional 
transformation

Visual roadmaps 
and templates

Articulation and 
transition

Table 11.2 Features and Components of the Comprehensive Career Pathways 
Framework

Collaborative design: Breaking down the silos of academic, student support, reme-
dial, continuing education and workforce development to create a unifi ed system.
Strong, focused partnerships: Secondary school partnerships that focus on seam-
less high school to college transitions.
Alternative delivery systems: Flexibility in time, place and method of instruction, 
including distance learning, workplace learning and blended delivery modes.
Contexted curriculum: Infusing industry-based and career-relevant material into 
developmental education, GED, basic adult education and ESL programs.
Modularized, or chunked, curriculum: Curriculum segmented into modules with 
multiple entry and exit points.
Competency-based curriculum: Curriculum design based on industry skill standards 
and job-related competencies.
Common organizational structure for career technical education at the secondary 
level: The 16 career clusters as the organizing tool for secondary career technical 
programs.
Navigation tools: Roadmaps or templates to provide students and workers with vi-
sual information on the courses and competencies needed for specifi c occupations.
Career lattices or patterns: Illustrations to enable students and workers to visualize 
the patterns of lateral and vertical movement within an occupation or career cluster.
Inclusive development processes: Engagement of employers, faculty members, 
industry advisors, educational administrators and labor representatives in designing 
skills-driven curriculum.
Tool accessibility: Navigation visuals and other tools made widely available to stu-
dents, advisors, counselors, parents, workers and workforce professionals through 
Web sites, career guides, college catalogs, etc.
Bridge programs: Inclusion in developmental education programs of career-related 
content that provides a bridge between learning basic literacy skills and moving to 
credit-bearing career education courses.
Rigorous academic credentials: Programs that produce occupational credentials 
that are rigorous, recognizable and relevant to the labor market.
Dual or concurrent enrollment and dual credit: Provision of opportunities for second-
ary students to earn college credits through dual enrollment at a community college
Articulation agreements: Provision of seamless articulation across educational 
institutions for courses, credentials, certifi cates and degrees.

Features Components

Core Element 1: Institutional and Instructional Transformation

Core Element 2: Student Supports and Tools

Career planning 
and counseling

Career planning resources: Provision of career planning courses and workshops 
including tools such as assessment, career portfolios and individual career planning.
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Career planning 
and counseling
Internships

College and work-
force readiness 
preparation
Case management

Credit for prior 
and experiential 
learning

Table 11.2 Features and Components of the Comprehensive Career Pathways 
Framework (Cont’d) 

Job-seeking resources: Provision of job search assistance to enhance skills such as 
resume writing, interviewing and social networking.
Inclusion in career education programs of the opportunity for internships, co-op 
work experience and other methods of learning by doing
Provision to secondary students of supportive services that enhance college and 
workforce readiness such as placement-test preparation workshops and summer 
literacy skill development programs.
Provision of individual support to students with transportation, child care and fi nan-
cial concerns, including referral to community agencies
Provision of clearly defi ned options for adults to continue lifelong learning and 
receive credit for prior experience.

Features Components

Core Element 2: Student Supports and Tools (cont’d)

Inclusive
involvement

Collaboration and 
trust
Demand-driven 
economic develop-
ment strategy

Involvement of employers, business organizations, labor organizations, educational 
institutions, economic development organizations, etc. in meaningful partnerships 
that connect all partners in a unifi ed workforce development system.
Nurturing of trust among partners through shared leadership, planning, program 
development and implementation, and continuous improvement.
Designing demand-driven career education programs that support local economic 
development by linking the skills developed by students directly to the job skill 
requirements of employers.

Core Element 3: Partnerships That Drive Planning and Implementation

Core Element 4: Employer Involvement

Employer validation 
of career pathways
Employer in-
volvement in the 
determination of 
relevant skills and 
competencies
Ongoing oversight 
of pathway rel-
evance and content
Employer input 
and support for 
incumbent worker 
pathways
Employer support of 
pathways graduates

Involvement of employers in validating that a career pathway is relevant to the local 
labor market.
Involvement of employers in ensuring that the skills and competencies of career 
education programs match the job skill requirements of local businesses, and in 
determining whether the planned skills and competencies build on one another to 
enable entry and movement in a career pathway.

Involvement of employers in the continuous assessment and updating of career 
pathways programs.

Involvement of employers in customizing career pathways programs to meet the 
specialized needs of adults already in the workforce.

Involvement of employers in supporting and using the local pipeline of career 
pathways graduates as they seek meaningful jobs and careers.
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The stakes are high. Community colleges must reinvent and realign their workforce 
and continuing education systems for a new era. If the open door of educational 
opportunity is to have real meaning in this new era, colleges must be fully engaged 
with the increasingly diverse student constituencies of the current and future work-
force. The fastest-growing student constituencies such as minorities, women, older 
learners, fi rst-generation learners, and immigrants are in general the most challenged 
in terms of educational and career success. Colleges must seek new alternatives 
and ways of viewing the preparation of people for the careers that they will have 
throughout their lifetimes. The majority of these diverse students do not aspire to 
become university professors or spend their lifetimes in academia; they attend college 
to get a good job and prepare for career advancement. As research indicates, just go-
ing to college loses value when preparation for a practical outcome—a career—does 
not happen.

Planning

Accountability

Table 11.2 Features and Components of the Comprehensive Career Pathways 
Framework (Cont’d) 

Involvement of community partners in assessing current and future workforce 
demands as the basis for career pathway design
Use of the measurement of actual student learning outcomes as compared to em-
ployer skill requirements as the basis for being held accountable by employers and 
for involving employers in continuous improvement.

Features Components

Core Element 5: Continuous Improvement

Leadership at 
all levels and 
cross-sections
Replicable models

Reallocating and 
blending multiple 
funding sources

Alignment of state 
and federal policy

Engagement of bottom-up as well as top-down leadership (from governing boards 
to workers on the factory fl oor) in the partner organizations.

Development of career pathway models that are replicable in other institutions and 
regions as a means of leveraging resources and sustainability
Reallocation: Reallocation of college and school district resources to support career 
pathways development; 
Blending: Blending private and regional, state and federal funds to foster shared 
commitment and leverage resources.
Alignment of state and federal career pathways policies (high school graduation 
requirements, college readiness, dual enrollment, etc.) to support unifi ed local and 
regional career pathways initiatives of secondary schools, community colleges, 
other colleges and universities, employers and other community organizations.

Core Element 6: Sustainability

Note. Adapted from League (2007) with permission. 
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Kay McClenney, the director of the Community College Survey of Student 
Engagement, talked about the importance of reinvention and foundational change in 
her keynote address to those attending the CCTI Summit:

A reasonable person might well ask this question: Why is this work—
the work of developing career pathways, of creating seamless transi-
tions for students from high school to community colleges and further 
education—so important? Why does it really matter?

The succinct and straightforward answer is this: The whole 
future of our communities and of our country, not to mention count-
less individuals, depends signifi cantly on the ability of community 
and technical colleges—along with their partners in education and 
the employer community—to do a far better job of moving students 
to and through our institutions, toward better jobs, toward continuing 
education over a lifetime. (McClenney, 2006)
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Chapter 12

Reinventing the Open Door
Through National Leadership

N
ational organizations dedicated to promoting the democratic ideal of univer-
sal higher education access and success have been a major driving force for 
community colleges. State and national associations, foundations, universi-
ties, government units, nonprofi t agencies, community college organiza-

tions, and business groups have led by taking balcony-view or big-picture initiatives to 
complement the grassroots efforts of individual community colleges. These state and 
national organizations have infl uenced changes in state and national public policy, en-
hanced community college leadership and professional development, led research and 
evaluation projects, strengthened fi nancial aid programs, and provided grants to indi-
vidual colleges and college consortia to develop best practices that could be emulated 
by other community colleges. They have also enlisted the schools in state and national 
efforts to address economic, education, social, and cultural challenges such as global 
economic competitiveness, skills gaps in the workforce, the growing academic achieve-
ment gap between some minorities and the general population, the alienation of urban 
Black men, and the resegregation of urban public schools.

During the past decade, a considerable array of state and national programs 
has emerged that support and nurture community colleges in their efforts to effective-
ly serve diverse students. These organizations have advocated fundamental change in 
areas such as developmental education, high school–to–community college transi-
tion, career education and workforce development, tutorial programs and other forms 
of supplemental education, student services, and community college–to–university 
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transfer initiatives. Taken as a whole, these national initiatives have as their primary 
focus innovation and transformation that embraces all four elements of the open-door 
model: student access, student success, inclusiveness, and community engagement.

EXAMPLES�OF�OPEN-DOOR�INITIATIVES�SPONSORED�BY�
NATIONAL�ORGANIZATIONS

The American Association of Community Colleges

AACC is a central, national force for advancing the open-door philosophy and prac-
tice of the community college, and it is arguably the glue that holds all national efforts 
together. AACC’s mission speaks directly to student access and success: “Building a 
nation of learners by advancing America’s community colleges” (AACC, 2006). More 
specifi cally, three of the AACC’s fi ve strategic action areas directly address open-door 
objectives: student access, learning, and success; economic and workforce develop-
ment; and global and intercultural education. The other two strategic action areas, 
recognition and advocacy for community colleges and community college leadership 
development, speak indirectly to open-door objectives, as well (AACC, 2006).

Three of AACC’s affi liate councils focus on open-door issues: the National 
Council on Black American Affairs, the National Community College Hispanic Coun-
cil, and the National Asian/Pacifi c Islander Council (AACC, 2009a). AACC works with 
foundation and university partners to lead the Achieving the Dream: Community Col-
leges Count initiative (Achieving the Dream [ATD], 2009), which now involves more 
than 85 community colleges across the nation. Modules of AACC’s Leading Forward 
program, funded by the W. K. Kellogg Foundation, are designed to provide commu-
nity college leaders with expertise on equity, diversity, and student success initiatives 
(AACC, 2009b). In addition, AACC is working with other organizations to promote the 
expansion of programs and services for older learners and people with disabilities.

The Lumina Foundation for Education

As a premier philanthropic, private, independent organization based in Indianapolis, 
Indiana, the Lumina Foundation for Education is guided by its belief that postsec-
ondary education remains one of the most benefi cial investments that individuals 
can make in themselves and that society can make in its people (Lumina Founda-
tion, 2009). In its 2006 annual report, the Lumina Foundation stated that its primary 
objective is “to restore the United States’ position as the global leader in educational 
attainment by the year 2025” (Lumina Foundation, 2006, p. 9). Today, the Lumina 
Foundation’s work is refl ected through three milestones of progress: student prepared-
ness, student success, and college productivity. Throughout its history of supporting 
research initiatives, innovative programming, assessment and evaluative techniques, 
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and the like, the Lumina Foundation is a pioneer of many national programs that help 
to erase the barriers to higher education that students face.

The Lumina Foundation strives to help people across the country achieve their 
full potential by increasing the accessibility and effectiveness of higher education. 
It offers tangible support for the community college open-door philosophy through 
its many projects, partnerships, research initiatives, and publications. With the im-
portance of open and effective education as its focal point, the Lumina Foundation 
pursues its mission with a threefold approach: increasing access, ensuring success, 
and providing opportunities for adult learning. The foundation provides national 
leadership in addressing the varied barriers that impede traditionally underserved and 
underprepared groups from reaping the benefi ts of higher education. Foundation re-
searchers suggest that many low-income youth aspire to attend college but might be 
deterred by psychological barriers resulting from many years of low expectations and 
little academic support or encouragement, which ultimately destroys self-confi dence.

Another primary obstacle for underserved and underprepared populations, 
according to Lumina Foundation researchers, is the cost associated with higher edu-
cation. The continued increase in college costs coupled with a lack of information 
about options for funding college attendance discourages many low-income students 
and their families from thinking of postsecondary education as a viable option. Mis-
conceptions about managing the cost of higher education and the process of obtain-
ing grants and loans have kept large numbers of otherwise academically prepared 
students from attending college.

Given the consequences of these obstacles, the Lumina Foundation recog-
nizes that education and motivation must be driving forces to improve access, espe-
cially among students who lack information and have not been encouraged to pursue 
postsecondary education. In this regard, the foundation supports many publications 
such as the Lumina Foundation Focus magazine and First in the Family, a book writ-
ten by and for fi rst-generation college students (Cushman, 2005). This book provides 
real-life examples, experiences, and advice about what it takes to successfully pursue 
a college education. In addition, the Lumina Foundation seeks to improve student 
access and success through three major initiatives (ATD, KnowHow2GO, and Making 
Opportunity Affordable), as well as a host of other programs.

• Designed as a program to “help more college students succeed,” ATD pro-
vides support to higher education institutions to assist underpresented popu-
lations of college students, particularly students of color and low income, to 
identify and overcome barriers to be successful (ATD, 2009). 

• KnowHow2GO, launched in January 2007, targets low-income and fi rst-gen-
eration students in grades 8–10, their parents, and other adults to encourage 
students to start the college preparation process early. A national multimedia 
and public service advertising campaign, KnowHow2GO is a joint effort be-
tween the Advertising Council, the Lumina Foundation for Education, and the 
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American Council on Education. The campaign features television and radio 
public service announcements, outdoor and print advertising, and an interac-
tive Web site (www.KnowHow2GO.org; see also Ward, 2007).

• Directed by its mission as “an unprecedented effort to increase the number 
of college graduates within available resources while preserving instructional 
quality” (Lumina Foundation, 2008), the Making Opportunity Affordable initia-
tive, fi nanced by the Lumina Foundation, provides funding to states to increase 
the productivity of university and college education systems.

• The Transitions to College Project is a research-based undertaking that pro-
motes successful high school–to–college transition strategies for low-income 
students (Social Science Research Council, 2009).

• The Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs 
(GEAR UP) initiative provides monetary support services to colleges that focus 
on middle- and high-school students by exposing them to the college experi-
ence through such services as campus visits, tutoring, and academic advising 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2009).

• College Goal Sunday brings professionals together to help low-income families 
apply for college fi nancial aid (College Goal Sunday, 2009).

Recognizing that one of the most critical factors in determining success in col-
lege is the completion of a rigorous high school program, these education, motivation, 
and college recruitment programs are designed to have a substantial effect on high school 
completion and transition to community college. Building on that structure, the Lumina 
Foundation is playing a central national leadership role in advocating and supporting 
student success through the ATD initiative (ATD, 2009). The foundation has served as a 
pioneer of this national program, which is also supported by a number of other national 
associations, universities, and other foundations. ATD is an innovative national program 
focused on improving success among low-income and minority students at commu-
nity colleges. The colleges involved in this initiative must develop a strong emphasis on 
data-based, continuous improvement of student success from developmental education 
courses to college-level courses to completion of certifi cates and associate degrees and 
transfer to baccalaureate institutions. The program focuses on closing the achievement 
gap between minority and low-income students and the general college population.

The League for Innovation in the Community College

The open-door philosophy of the comprehensive community college resonates through 
the League, whose directors are presidents and chancellors of member community 
colleges. The League is focusing on initiatives in eight areas: technology, learning, 
leadership, student success, workforce development, research and practice, resource 
development, and diversity and equity (League, 2009d).

The League’s learning initiative relates directly to the open-door philosophy. A 
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pioneer and advocate for the learning college concept, the League has long promoted 
the transformation of community colleges from teaching colleges to learning colleges, 
with a collegewide focus on increasing the outcomes of student learning. Given the 
varied learning styles represented in today’s diverse student body, the League’s research, 
publication, instructor and staff professional development, and model program develop-
ment activities are having a positive effect on student success in community colleges. 
For example, the League’s Learning College Project supports a network of colleges that 
showcase best practices for learning-centered institutions (League, 2009g).

The League’s workforce development initiative includes the College and 
Career Transitions Initiatives (CCTI) (League, 2009a) and the Community College 
Workforce Partnership Network (League, 2009h). These initiatives have the objective 
of improving the college preparedness of students and facilitating the transition of stu-
dents from high school to higher education and ultimately to the workforce, through 
partnerships with education, business, and government stakeholders.

The League’s technology, student success, and diversity and equity initiatives 
encompass elements of student access, student success, and inclusiveness. These ini-
tiatives include the following:

• The Bridging the Digital Divide project addresses the disenfranchisement of 
those affected by the lack of access to technology by improving access and 
working to close the gap in technological skills among minority and low-
income populations (League, 2009b).

• Keeping America’s Promise outlines the current and future challenges facing 
the community college and encourages leadership dialogue to address these 
issues (League, 2009c).

• Remedial Education Implementation Project examines ways in which im-
proved remedial education programs can help to ensure the success of under-
prepared community college students (League, 2009f).

• PLATO Research Project, a research-based study, aims to increase success in 
developmental mathematics through Internet-based courses (League, 2009e).

COMBASE

Driven by a “common interest in community-based education” (COMBASE, 2009), 
COMBASE was launched in 1974 by 10 community colleges. Today its membership 
of about sixty 2-year colleges is orchestrated by COMBASE’s purpose to showcase 
exemplary practices and share expertise through various publications and networking 
avenues. COMBASE further underscores its efforts as established under its commu-
nity-based education mission statements, performance-oriented education concepts, 
organizational development series, and its overall objectives to promote and provide 
awareness, understanding, support, and current information for institutional leaders.
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Jobs for the Future

Jobs for the Future (JFF) is a nonprofi t organization that promotes high-quality educa-
tional experiences for students and the empowerment of adults to achieve economic 
stability. It conducts research to identify and understand barriers to success, partners 
with other organizations to plan and implement projects, advocates for public policy 
that increases educational and economic opportunities for traditionally underserved 
populations, and offers consulting services to those seeking to reach these goals (JFF, 
2009a). JFF encourages economic stability through promoting opportunities for adults 
to gain skills necessary to join the workforce and compete in a global economy. JFF 
also sponsors programs to provide individuals with opportunities to develop employ-
ability skills (JFF, 2009f). One such program, Breaking Through, is aimed directly at 
community colleges; it is designed to promote community college programs that 
enable undereducated adults to gain the skills and technical abilities necessary to 
successful careers (JFF, 2009b).

Improving the transition from youth to adulthood is another primary goal of 
JFF. The foundation recognizes that many high school graduates are not prepared 
for the transition and need support and encouragement to attain the postsecondary 
education that will provide them with increased economic security. To address this 
defi ciency, JFF supports a number of initiatives:

• Bridging the Divide is a study of credit-based transition programs that facili-
tate the transition between high school and college by allowing students to 
earn college credit while still in high school. By collecting and analyzing 
data, JFF hopes to inform future policy decisions related to this promising ap-
proach to encouraging pursuit of postsecondary education (JFF, 2009c).

• Double the Numbers 2007 seeks to improve public policies that address 
barriers to higher education that young people face. It focuses on promoting 
access to education opportunities and success for those who might be under-
prepared for the challenges of postsecondary education (JFF, 2009d).

• Making Opportunity Affordable is a multifaceted project that addresses 
increasing access to educational opportunities, maintaining the quality of 
postsecondary education, and controlling the costs associated with college 
(JFF, 2009e).

Nellie Mae Education Foundation

Founded in 1998, the Nellie Mae Education Foundation (NMEF) promotes acces-
sibility, quality, and effectiveness of education (NMEF, 2009). The NMEF mission is 
“to stimulate transformative change of public education systems across New Eng-
land by growing a greater variety of higher quality educational opportunities that 
enable all learners–especially and essentially underserved learners–to obtain the 
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skills, knowledge and supports necessary to become civically engaged, economically 
self-suffi cient life-long learners” (NMEF, 2009). NMEF provides grants and technical 
assistance to programs and strategies focused on improving academic achievement 
and supporting underserved learners through fi ve strategic initiatives: Early Learning, 
Time for Learning, Pathways to Higher Learning, Adult Learning, and Systems Build-
ing. As it recalibrated its strategic funding priorities in 2008, NMEF added another 
focus on increasing knowledge on how to signifi cantly improve outcomes for learners 
in the New England region. Its use of the term engaged grantmaking allows NMEF to 
offer short-term and long-term funding options, provide support for organizational ca-
pacity by assessing readiness and interest, provide input from policy and educational 
stakeholders through its cluster concept of conversation and dialogue on the issues, 
and incorporate a two-tiered evaluation structure that assesses the progress of both the 
foundation and the grantee.

The Jack Kent Cooke Foundation

Jack Kent Cooke left most of his fortune to establish the Foundation (JKCF) in 2000, 
with the mission of helping young people of exceptional promise reach their full po-
tential through education (JKCF, 2009a). The newspaper and cable television entrepre-
neur believed that most young people have a will to succeed, but for lack of opportu-
nity, settle for less than their best. To close the fi nancial gap experienced by students 
from low-income backgrounds, JKCF supports young people of exceptional promise, 
application, deportment, and character who have fi nancial need and demonstrated 
excellence in academic endeavors and extracurricular activities (JKCF, 2009d). A few 
of the initiatives are the following:

• Community College Transfer initiative. This 5-year initiative seeks to increase 
opportunities for high-achieving, academically prepared, low- to moderate-
income students to transfer to selective colleges and universities (JKCF, 2009b). 

• College Access programs. JKCF’s College Advising Corps has awarded eleven 
$1 million grants to state fl agship universities and highly selective private in-
stitutions, aimed at substantially increasing college enrollment and graduation 
among low-income students in high schools and community colleges (JKCF, 
2009c). 

• Undergraduate Transfer Scholarship program. Each year, the JKCF awards 
approximately 50 scholarships to community college students who plan to 
transfer to 4-year colleges and universities (JKCF, 2009e).

A Partnership to Improve State-Level Student Success Data

The State Data Project: Helping Community Colleges Evaluate and Promote Student 
Success is a joint effort of the Ford Foundation’s Bridges to Opportunity initiative and 
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the ATD initiative to help states use data to improve outcomes for community college 
students and particularly for low-income adults (Douglas Gould and Company, 2009). 
To improve state-level educational policy and practices, states agencies and colleges 
must be able to track the progress of students at each level of education and into the 
labor market. Data will allow states and colleges to identify critical fi lter points at 
which many students drop out and use this information to determine what improved 
policies and practices are needed to empower students to advance to higher educa-
tion and better jobs. 

LEADERSHIP�DEVELOPMENT�AND�THE�OPEN�DOOR

The need to cultivate 2-year college leaders who embrace the open-door philosophy 
is the impetus for programs that focus on community college leadership development. 
Designed to enhance existing competencies and increase awareness of critical is-
sues, degree programs and national and regional leadership training institutes provide 
specialized exposure to research initiatives, mentoring, management, and planning. 
Several such programs are highlighted here.

The Community College Leadership Program of the University of Texas at Austin

The Community College Leadership Program is perhaps best known for the many com-
munity college presidents who are among its graduates. However, it has also provided 
national leadership for numerous research, publication, and application programs 
related to the community college open door (University of Texas, 2009). One such area 
of leadership seeks to increase the effectiveness of instructors and administrators in 
providing access and success for diverse students. Each year, large numbers of commu-
nity college instructors and staff members attend a premier conference on community 
college teaching and learning sponsored by the leadership program, which has also led 
national efforts advocating improvements in developmental education and institutional 
effectiveness. Two current areas of national leadership are the Community College Sur-
vey of Student Engagement (2009) and ATD (2009). In the latter, the Community College 
Leadership Program partners with AACC, the Lumina Foundation, and other organiza-
tions to achieve increases in student academic achievement.

American Association of Women in Community Colleges and the National
Leadership Development Institute

Another affi liate organization of AACC is the American Association of Women in 
Community Colleges (AAWCC). Regarded as the leading national organization that 
champions women and maximizes their potential, the mission of AAWCC empha-
sizes its dedication to “change women’s lives through leadership and education, thus 
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strengthening our colleges and communities” (AAWCC, 2004). Considered a premier 
program, the National Institute for Leadership Development (NILD, 2009), supported 
and advocated by AAWCC, focuses on preparing women for leadership positions in 
community colleges. In its 28 years, NILD has developed a national and international 
network of over 6,000 women leaders and who have developed their talents and 
excelled through networking and support gained as institute participants.

Future Leaders Institute

Further accentuating the need to cultivate future community college leaders, the 
Future Leaders Institute is directed to mid-level 2-year college administrators who 
are seeking to advance to higher leadership positions. This 5-day intensive seminar 
touches on topics such as institutional change; leadership style; motivating and team 
building; confl ict resolution; understanding legal issues; use of technology and creat-
ing community through access, inclusion, and diversity (AACC, 2009b).

STUDENT�DEVELOPMENT�AND�THE�OPEN-DOOR�MISSION

Under the auspices of student services, an important link to the open-door principle 
is reinforced through the inclusion of the student development philosophy specifi -
cally for 2-year colleges under leading national and international student affairs and 
student development organizations. Two fl agship organizations are the American Col-
lege Personnel Association (ACPA) and the National Association of Student Personnel 
Administrators (NASPA). Founded in 1924, ACPA is a “comprehensive student affairs 
association that advances student affairs and engages students for a lifetime of learn-
ing and discovery” (ACPAa, 2009). Headquartered in Washington, DC, it boasts a 
membership of more than 8,000 members that consist of entry-level to senior higher 
education administrators and offi cials, faculty, and graduate and undergraduate stu-
dents enrolled in higher education programs. 

ACPA’s mission, vision, and core values each emphasize the needs of the stu-
dent learner on diversity, inclusiveness, and outreach. Its creation of the Commission 
on Student Development in the Two-Year College allows ACPA to focus specifi cally 
on issues related to student development programs and practitioners in 2-year institu-
tions. The commission promotes the enhancement of student development programs 
and professional development of student development personnel. It also acts as an 
advocate for student development programs and initiatives in 2-year institutions 
(ACPAb, 2009). The commission publishes a newsletter three times throughout the 
year that addresses student development and the community college.

NASPA was founded in December 1918. It is the voice for student affairs ad-
ministration, policy, and practice, and it affi rms the commitment of the student affairs 
profession to educating the whole student and integrating student life and learning. 
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Its 11,000 members are committed to serving college students by embracing NASPA’s 
core values of diversity, learning, integrity, collaboration, access, service, fellowship, 
and the spirit of inquiry (NASPA, 2009). Recognizing that one of the most infl uential 
postsecondary educational communities in higher education is the 2-year college, 
NASPA created the Community Colleges Division to “provide within NASPA profes-
sional programs, activities, services and initiatives to further the growth of profession-
als working in community colleges at each level—entry, middle management, and 
senior student affairs professionals” (NASPA, 2009).

The leaders of NASPA understood that, by addressing the critical issues and 
needs of its constituents, it could augment its focus on contemporary leadership op-
portunities and foster innovative practices by creating a series of national centers, 
divisions, and academies that provide programs, services, and resources to promote 
excellence in higher education. The Community Colleges Division of NASPA under-
scores that importance and commitment to the open-door mission and is certainly a 
complement to the organization’s longstanding tradition of supporting higher educa-
tion leaders and solving student issues. 

An affi liate organization of AACC, the National Council on Student Develop-
ment (NCSD) also focuses on serving the needs of student development professionals 
in the community college. NCSD is regarded as the “nation’s primary voice for shar-
ing knowledge, expertise, professional development and student advocacy for com-
munity college student development practitioners and leaders” (NCSD, 2009). NCSD 
enables members to have a direct connection to AACC, provides leadership opportu-
nities in student development, distributes information on student development trends 
and forecasts, supports social and workforce development for constituent communi-
ties, and focuses on the success of students through their development. 

All elements of the new open-door model of the community college—student access, 
student success, inclusiveness, and community engagement—are being supported 
by a powerful partnership of local community colleges, college consortia, state-level 
organizations, national associations, foundations, universities, business organizations, 
government units, and nonprofi t agencies. Whereas local community colleges serve 
at the cutting edge of program and service delivery to individuals and groups at the 
grassroots level, state and national organizations take the big picture perspective by 
shaping public policy, developing future community college leaders, leading research 
and evaluation projects, and in other ways creating a state and national environ-
ment for the success of the local community colleges and students they serve. These 
local, state, and national organizations serve individuals by empowering all citizens 
to achieve their full career and academic potential, especially those who experi-
ence barriers to success due to low income, limited job and literacy skills, and other 
personal, family, or community factors. They also serve the public economic and 
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civic good by ensuring that previously disenfranchised groups become contributing 
members of a globally competitive workforce and an integral part of community and 
national life. This partnership is indeed building an aristocracy of achievement based 
on a democracy of opportunity.
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