Gateway to Opportunity?

A History of the Community College in the Unitedafsts

J. M. Beach

Sterling, VA: Stylus Publishing, LLC
Forthcoming 2010

© All Rights Reserved



Table of Contents

Preface: The Institution of Community Colleges

The State of the Union

The Institutional Effectiveness Movement and HigBducation
What is an institution?

The Community College: A Contradictory Institution

e

Part One: The Creation and Institutionalizatibdumior Colleges in the United States

Introduction

An Aristocracy of Talent: The Origins of Higheducation in the U.S.
Educational Innovation: The Creation of Jur@atleges, 1900 — 1940s

A Reformation: The Re-Institutionalization od@munity Colleges

Due to Increasing Student Access, 1950s —4960

Community Colleges and the Politics of Segtieq and Equality, 1960s — 1980s
Whither To? Reaching a “Plateau” of Orthogd970s — 1980s

pONE

owu

Part Two: Institutional Ambiguity: Continued Stglgs of the “Contradictory College”

Introduction
A Critique of Orthodoxy: The New Left Evaluat&smmunity Colleges, 1970s — 1980s
Revised but Confused Orthodoxy: The Contradic€ommunity College’s
New Missions, 1990s — 2000s
4. Are There Economic Returns to Community Coll€gedentials?
An Economic Assessment, 1990 — 2010
5. Conclusion: Organizational Hybridity, Institoial Legitimacy, and Educational Politics

wn e

Part Three California Community Colleges: The Bhbld Flow of an Institution

Introduction

Origins of the California Junior College

Massification of Higher Education and Post-Wkanning
Segregated Education in California and theahudollege

The California Postsecondary Education Comimissi

The Master Plan Revised: Toward a New SysteAcobuntability
Conclusion: Accounting and Accountability

NogkrwbdrE

Conclusion: The Ambiguous Legacy of the Communibyi€gje:
Policy, Administrative, and Educational Implicatgon

1. The Reduction of Education to Human Capital
2. The Legacy of the Community College: A Lindit®pportunity
3. Policy, Administrative, and Educational Ingaliions

Selected Bibliography
Notes



The phenomenal growth of the two-year colleges..rbsslted in a
category of uniquely American institutions thahd always well
understood — either by the public or by the edooati community itself.

- Leland L. Medsker and Dale TillerBreaking the Access Barriers971

Since the early 1900s, the California Communityl€ysds have been a
gateway to opportunity for millions of CaliforniansAccess alone does
open the door to higher education, but without easgt is a door which
too often leads to broken dreams and shatteredipesmToo frequently
it is forgotten that access without success doegsaual opportunity.

- Commission for the Review of the California Mas®lan, 1986

History sheds considerable light on this lingeramgbivalence about
Junior College education.

-Dale Tillery, A Consideration of Issues Affecting California Raldlunior
Colleges 1965



Preface

The Institutionalization of Community Colleges

1. The State of the Union

At the dawn of the Zicentury some 30 percent of American adults haveegiea
bachelors degree or higher. This is the highestemage of Americans earning a higher
education in this country’s history; however, higbducation is still not equally available for all
American citizens and the returns to a collegeamédl still brings differential earnings based
on ethnicity, sex, and class. Access to institgiof higher education and the knowledge and
economic returns of a college education is noef@ryone. It continues to be restricted to a
minority of the American population, although teducated minority has grown significantly

over the past century.

! Brint & Karabel, The Diverted Dream: Community Colleges and the Bseraf Educational Opportunity in
America, 1900-198%0xford, UK, 1989); Christopher J. Lucasnerican Higher Education: A HistofNew York,
1994); W. Norton Grubb and Martin Lazersdie Education Gospel: The Economic Power of Schgoli
(Cambridge, MA, 2004), 158; Kent A. Phillippe andila Gonzalez Sullivarijational Profile of Community
Colleges: Trends & Statisticd™ ed. (Washington, DC, 2005), 70-73.



It took the United States almost two centuriesremgall citizens full political rights, but
at the start of the 2century not all citizens have equal access tttigical process, nor equal
claim on their political representatives. Centsiio¢ social and political struggle have enabled a
large minority of American citizens to gain a measof economic, educational, and political
success, but the sacred principles articulatedaéclaration of Independendeve yet to
become a reality faall citizens, let alone the millions of immigrants doceigners living in this
country: not all Americans are living free and dquodheir pursuit of happiness, nor is the
government (which was supposedly institupgdand forthe people) equally responsive or just in
protecting the rights and well beingaif citizens?

It is unclear whether social, political, and ecomoonditions will improve for the
majority of Americans in the 2century, especially given the global economicagsk of
2008-2009, although the administration of Barak @&das made some hopeful signals on this
front. Will most citizens have increased accesai success in higher education? Will most
citizens have increased access to and participatitre political process? Will most citizens
experience a more just and equitable distributioname? Will most citizens be able to rely
upon quality social services and safety nets,piklelic schooling, affordable health care, and
retirement benefits? And how much access will ignamts have to participate in American
society, higher education, and the political pre@es

Or, will the 2F' century unveil a resurgent class structure in Aaersociety? Peter
Drucker, an influential business scholar, predictethhe 1990s that a new elite class of
“knowledge workers” was beginning to form. Witlgher education credentials and specialized
technological skills, these knowledge workers waute day foment a “new class conflict” in

America. According to Drucker, this new socio-gioll order would not only be inevitable, but

2 Lawrence R. Jacobs and Theda Skocpol, éusguality and American Democragyew York, 2005).



also “right and proper” because those citizensilpged enough to become educated
“knowledge workers” deserved to rule. Drucker’'sssage was clear: American citizens must
either scramble up the competitive ladder of sucbgsearning college degrees and gaining
technology oriented skills, or they shall rightfuflll beneath a new class of technocratic efites.

Drucker’s version of the American Dream reformusattee mythic hope of meritocracy,
but it turns this ideology of Americanism into astlypic threat: better yourself or else! It also
blames the victims who for many reasons cannot see@rasp the American Dream. For those
citizens of the United States who hold sacred #maatratic principles outlined ifihe
Declaration of Independencthis dark and foreboding prophecy of a new elitiedys the very
hope this nation supposedly embodies.

In order to make an accurate assessment of futgral seducational, and political
possibilities, the past must be revisited and ustded in order to contextualize the complexity
of the present. But complex understandings obhystarely inform public policy in this
country. Even when policy makers are aware obhystrarely does historical knowledge impact
the political process through which public polisyfought over, negotiated, and compromised.
As Deborah Stone has argued, the policy makinggssos about power and “the struggle over
ideas,” as politicians rhetorically dance throulgé many political fires of competing interests.
Policy makers seek to “control interpretations”flgming, or spinning, present problems under
the rhetorical guise of what is legitimate, whafieiasible, or what is good. But rarely do policy
makers consider the historical complexity of hoe gast has created the present. In polarized
and heated political debates, history is valueg tmthe extent that it can be fashioned into a

political tool. This usually results in the dentdlhistory and the creation of politicized “myths.

% Peter F. Drucker, “The Age of Social Transformafiorhe Atlantic(Nov 1994), 7, 10.



The history used by policy makers is almost alwegsiasi-fictional “political narrative” shaped
to gain and legitimate power, thereby, securingasopolitical, and economic resourcés.
Higher education policy in the U.S. rests on twétpized myths:socio-economic
meritocracyandequal access to higher educationet upon close inspection of the historical
record, neither narrative has much concrete vglidit look at the history of higher education in
the U.S. and the changing dynamics of student agsesbleak tale until fairly recently. The
historical record reveals some expansion of acaedsequity in terms of increasing amounts of
post-secondary education for a broader swath ofrAsanes, but inequality has remained
constant: Traditionally underserved populatioriss the economically disadvantaged and non-
white ethnic/racial minorities, still struggle tohraeve equality of opportunity in American
society and its institutions of higher educatidiinancial returns for postsecondary degrees are
still lower for women and non-white minorities basa regional labor markets continue to
perpetuate a long history of institutionalized disination. As the U.S. moves into a post-
industrial “knowledge economy” in a highly globaa world, the issue of student access to
higher education has become one of the most pepsiitical problems for those concerned
with both socio-political equity and economic deyhent. The educational and economic
success of the student and the economic developrhéme nation have both become
intertwined political issues. Can the U.S. kespgdibminant economic position in the highly
competitive world economy with only 30% of the Amean population holding bachelor’'s
degrees? If the majority of U.S. citizens lackghkr education, can the U.S. live up to its

democratic principles and preserve its politicalitutions?

* Robert Reich, “The Lost Art of Democratic Narratj*The New RepubligMarch 2005); Deborah Stoneplicy
Paradox: The Art of Political Decision Makingevised ed. (New York, 2002): 1-54.



At the center of these questions is the policyassiaccesgo higher education. Who
has access to what forms of higher education at edsi? For most Americans, access is
restricted to the open-access, low-cost Americanngonity college. This institution enrolls
around half of all first-time freshmen in the U.Blost students who enroll in community
colleges have the goal of transferring to a fouarymllege or university in order to earn a
bachelors degree, but the vast majority of thesaesits will never earn any degree. Community
colleges have been praised for almost a centuay asficient way to handle the vast surge of
Americans looking for access to higher educatiah@an economical path for social mobility.
However, it is uncleaif this institution actually helps students, let @bow it might help.
Scholars have never been able to completely agréleeomission of the community college and,
therefore, have never been able to adequatelyndeterwvhat it is the community college is
supposed to do, not to mention how it is supposetbtit.

The “junior college,” later renamed the “commurgtilege” in the 1960s and 1970s,
was originally designed tiamit access to higher education in the name of soffielescy. But
students and local communities had other ideagssoots movements were inspired by the
democratic rhetoric of Americanism and the pronmsele by junior college leaders, and many
communities tried to refashion this institutionaat®ol for increased social mobility, community
organization, and regional economic developmemius]the community college, much like the
country itself, was born of contradictions and awnms to be an enigma. Contradictions have
been sewn into the very fabric of what has becomeebrated, yet beleaguered, institution of
higher education. For the past century this iastih has been seen by many as a promise: The

community college has represented a meritocratiddato college and to the middle-class.



But what has this institution actually done? Wkat doing today? And what will it do
in the future? Unraveling the institutional comptg and contradictions of the community
college will be the central focus of this histotistudy. At the heart of this book are two current
policy debates on the community college. The fgstccess to higher education as it relates to
the American Dream of meritocracy and socio-pditiequality. This issue has been much
discussed over the past century, especially imtie of the mid-20 century Civil Rights
movement. Has the community college offered inmedaaccess to higher education and social
mobility, or has this “semi-higher” institution beg@ist a diversion keeping the economically
disadvantaged and ethnic minorities from realizZmgAmerican Dream? The second is more
recent and this issue concerns the effectivenesdwfational institutions. Many in the policy
community have stopped focusing on the issue adsscand are instead asking new questions.
What are the institutional missions of the commyndllege, and has it ever effectively fulfilled
its complex educational and economic functionssstogustify public expenditures? While
policy debates over access and equity have hadch dacumented history, the recent policy
debate over institutional effectiveness has nativea any historical attention, thus some

historical contextualization is needed to bettéorim policy makers.



4. The Community College: A Contradictory Instant

There have been only four major historical-sociaabcase studies focused on the
institutionalization of community colleges in thaitéd States,although most of these studies
have not directly used the theory of institutiossaa analytical framework. These studies have
mostly investigated the early formative stagesiafgr/community colleges in the early™0
century. Conceptually, these studies trace “conitiesnof practice” that have become
ritualized, institutionalized, reproduced, and est¢d through time, but most of these studies do
not follow the community college from its originsthe 1" century to its contradictory state in
the 2F' century. Nor have many of these studies focuselbav this institution has evolved in
relation to external socio-political-economic eviments’

Only Brint and Karabel have attempted to tracerkgtutionalization of the community
college into the later half of the ®@entury. However, their study only went so fathes1970s
and 80s, and their focus on vocationalism precludkaiger analysis of the contested
institutionalization of the community college idaton to other historical trends in the U.S.
Brint and Karabel do not discuss racial segregadimmhthe mid-twentieth century Civil Rights
movement, or the late twentieth century movemeneétucational standards and institutional
evaluation. There is also a deeper methodologsak that has not been fully explored. To
what extent do university scholars exercise (amdicoe to exercise) a primary power over
defining, legitimizing, and reforming both instiiomal discourse and practice? The scholarly

literature surrounding the community college (amel actual impact this literature has had on

® Brint and KarabelThe Diverted Dreangsee also: “Institutional Origins and Transforroasi: The Case of
American Community Colleges”); John H. Fryldne Vision of the Public Junior College, 1900 —Q@4ew York,
1992); Meier,The Community College MissioDavid F. Labared;low to Succeed in School Without Really
Learning: The Credentials Race in American Educafiew Haven, 1997). | do not include Dougherfjle
Contradictory Collegén this list because it includes no historical aive and very little historical analysis;
however, it does touch upon both the history asttirtionalization of the community college.

® On practice theory see: Ortnédnthropology and Social Thegriftienne WengeiCommunities of Practice:
Learning, Meaning, and IdentiffCambridge, UK, 1998).



practice) is perhaps the most revealing phenomdebning this institution. Thus, the discourse
of university scholars is the most important andhiediate source for a history of the
institutionalization process of the community cgte but no one has historicized the past
century of community college scholarship.

The American junior college turned community colegll be used in this book as a
case study for understanding the formation anahestl evolution of a particular institution of
higher education. This case study draws upondheral work of Brint and Karabel, and it
seeks to extend their basic thesis, with modifice] into the 21century. This study will seek
to address the larger issues of access to higlheagdn and social mobility, while also
addressing the more particular issue of the ingiial purposes, institutional effectiveness, the
and social role of the community college. As alsementioned, this study will focus on the
political assumptions about who has the right avgroto define this institution’s mission, who is
responsible for enacting its roles, and how thssitation is supposed to be valued and judged.
And this study will try to address the much largad more theoretical issue of whether or not
particular human actors or groups have been alderityol the contours of this institution.

The basic narrative of the institutionalizatiorntled community college is a muddle of
mixed motives and competing actors. It involvethlexternal social control and internal
organizational anarchy. While this institution wasmed with clear purposes in mind, it became
apparent early on that this institution was notrapeg as planned, nor was it efficient at
achieving its stated missions. Between 1920 ad® jinior college leaders went through an
intense identity crisis as they debated both thregse of junior colleges and the placement of
these institutions between secondary and postsacpeducation systems. Where junior

colleges extended secondary schools or separat®rjicolleges? Were junior colleges



primarily supposed to prepare academically talestedents for entry into a 4-year university or
were they also supposed to train less talentedtiomedly-oriented students for local labor
markets? And were junior colleges only responsiveniversities and labor markets by training
and credentialing post-secondary students, or naxg also supposed to be responsiveness to
local community needs, which might include non-er@thling purposes, like literacy classes,
citizenship classes, and general community educatasses? Arguably a measure of consensus
over these questions among junior college leadienisyal and state educational authorities, and
the general public did not congeal until the pudtiien of the President’s Commission on Higher
Education report in 1947.

In 1947Higher Education for American Democrasgemed to not only legitimate junior
colleges by arguing that half of the American pagioh could benefit from two years of
postsecondary schooling, but the report also seémgahction a broad comprehensive mission
for these institutions by suggesting a new name thereby, a new institutional identity: the
Community College. Up until the publication ofghieport, junior college leaders had debated
whether the primary function of the institution waskeep its traditional mission as a conduit for
student transfers to 4-year universities, or whethghould adopt new missions like offering
terminal occupational and semiprofessional programast junior college leaders lent towards
the latter of these two options because it woutdgase the legitimacy of the institution within
already established systems of secondary and posidary education. There were also calls for
expanding the institutional mission to incorporatiellt education, like literacy and citizenship
classes, and also programs that would meet dilecakneeds.

However, not everyone at the time saw the commuaaitigge in such lofty, democratic,

and egalitarian terms. From the start, universificials promoted junior colleges because of



their value as a “screening service” to divert mpogtsecondary students away from the
selective and resource limited universities. Segeslators also promoted junior colleges as a
less expensive form of higher education for thesasshat would allow for cost-effective means
to democratize access to higher education, while @eating an institution that would filter out
the unprepared or disadvantaged majority from dgtearning a college degree. The
University of California, Berkeley sociologist Bart R. Clark famously called this the “cooling
out” process.

Clark’s thesis was famously extended into an irggomally acclaimed book published in
1989, Steven Brint and Jerome Karab&he Diverted Dream: Community Colleges and the
Promise of Educational Opportunity in America, 1900985 Brint and Karabel argued that the
educational system in the U.S. has always beeieagdfichically differentiated” system that has
been structurally connected to the labor marketcasks structure. But the American
educational system has also been relatively “opea’democratic, especially in the™2@entury,
and most Americans have seen it as a “ladder obrdyppity” and “upward mobility.” The
institution of community colleges offered an “egmlian promise,” but at the same time it also
reflected the “constraints” of the capitalist ecomo system in which it was embedded. Part of
the reality of that system is an optimistic soci#tgt generates more “ambition” than its can
structurally satisfy, which creates a need forlab@ate and often “hidden” tracking system to
channel students into occupationally appropriaenaes largely based on their socio-economic
origins?®

From its beginnings the community college has hadcontradictory function of opening

higher education to larger numbers of students fatirsocio-economic backgrounds while at the

" Burton R. Clark;The Open Door College: A Case Stihigw York, 1960).
8 Brint and KarabelThe Diverted Dreanb-19, 56, 59, 91, 205-32.



same time operating within a “highly stratified’agmmic and educational system, which created
a need to “select and sort students.” This “capbut function” (or “the diversion effect”)
caused ever increasing numbers of lower SES stsidehigher education to be diverted into
more “modest positions” at the lower end of theolalmarket. As Burton Clark once admitted,
“for large numbers failure is inevitable asluctured” Brint and Karabel argued that not only
do community colleges help “transmit inequalitiés’ough their sorting function, but they also
“contribute to the legitimization of these ineqtiak” by upholding meritocratic rhetoric that
often blames the victim for failing to succeed mstructurally rigged class-system: “The very
real contribution that the community college haslento the expansion of opportunities for some
individuals does not, however, mean thatggregateeffect has been a democratizing one. On
the contrary, the two-year institution has acceteiaather than reduced existing patterns of
social inequality.®

The majority of students who enrolled in juniorleges during the first half of the 20
century were middle class high school graduatelsihgato earn their bachelor’'s degree and
enter a white collar profession. Working classhhsghool students either dropped out of high
school early to get a job, or they waited untilngag their high school diploma to enter the work
force. Very few working class students enteredguoolleges. However, the point of Brint and
Karabel remains substantial: junior college lead®i=njunction with community business
leaders actively tried to manipulate junior collefigdent aspirations by engineering more and
more occupationally oriented terminal programseyfalso encouraged this route more
passively by neglecting a pedagogically appropateiculum and adequate student support
services geared toward less academically prep&uddrgs. Many junior college students

tended to either drop out or settle for a termowupational certificate. By 1970s, around 75

% bid., 56, 59, 91, 205-32.



percent of low achieving students would drop outrdutheir first year in urban community
colleges. Critics also pointed out that it was aotaccident that the lowest achieving students in
both secondary and postsecondary schools haveibtalp been, and continue to be, the
economically disadvantaged, ethnic/racialized mimes, immigrants, the disabled, and
dislocated low-skilled workers.

Despite the transfer mission remaining a primanpleasis for most community colleges
throughout the ZBCentury, the apparent manipulation of institutignarposes by community
college leaders, state governments, and the bgstoasmunity has remained constant, if not
intensified. Recent scholarship on the commuroliege has demonstrated that community
college administrators have increasingly adoptemlaological stance of neo-liberal corporatism
over the last couple of decades, which has diretieah to focus on efficiency, productivity, and
marketplace needs. This has lead to a much largay of occupationally oriented terminal
programs. Some have claimed that these occupatiffeangs may be crowding out academic
transfer-oriented programs, and leading away frarmstitutional climate focused dngher
education.

A look at the history of higher education in theSUand the changing dynamics of
student access does reveal some expansion of aswsg|uity in terms of increasing amounts
of post-secondary education for a broader swathnodricans. However, traditionally
underserved populations like the economically disathged and many ethnic/racial minorities
still struggle to achieve equality of opportunityAmerican society and its systems of higher
education. As the U.S. moves into a post-industkizowledge economy” in a highly
globalized world, the issue of unequal student s&te higher education remains a prominent

and pressing political problem, and it has recelnoddlgome intertwined with the issue of



outcomes in terms of the educational and econouacess of the student and the economic
development of the nation. However, the policy oumity seems more preoccupied with the
politicized issue of institutional accountability as to justify public expenditures in a fiscally
constrained economic environment. But policy makeust not loose sight of the equally
important issue of access and social mobility beedhbe United States remains an inequitable
class-based society.

The open access mission of the community collegefar@ed in an environment of
socio-political inequality, educational elitism,carestricted educational and financial resources.
Community colleges were designed to be under-furaheldmarginalized institutions in
hierarchical state systems of education. Whilessen community colleges was open to all, no
provisions were made to ensure the success ofrggiotrecommunity colleges, nor access to the
more advanced and economically rewarding levete®higher education system. In fact, it
was assumed that a great many students enrollsmmmunity colleges would be drawn away
from higher education and redirected to termirakdr-status and lower-paid vocational careers.
Now that more and more students are clamoring fori@ersity education because of economic
conditions that heavily reward university credelstithe notion of community colleges as
holding pens for the underprivileged has been questi, and new policies are being promoted
in order to make state systems of higher educatiore equitable and just.

Community colleges hold immense promise if they @agrcome their historical legacy
and be re-institutionalized with clearer missiahg, proper staffing, and adequate financial
resources. However, the path dependent naturestifutions and the limited rationality and
power of institutional actors make these socialdtres incredibly resistant to change. Can an

institution which was “born subordinate” as the é&vievel holding pen for the university



overcome its own legacy and develop into an effectineritocratic, and democratizing
institution? This study will not provide easy amss/because none exist. Instead, this book will
try to illuminate the parameters of this questigrubfolding the historical trajectory of this
institution in all its complexity”

This book will examine the institutionalization pess of the community college in the
United States over the 'Q@;entury by providing a historical narrative of fleemation of this
institution by a diverse set of actors, includingfpssors of higher education, educational
administrators, state officials, local communitiesmmunity college faculty, and students. How
was this educational institution formed, by whoor,What purposes, and how has it evolved
over the past century? Attention will also be pgaithe social, political, economical, and
organizational ecology surrounding community ca®g order to demonstrate how this
institution and its changing missions have beepatdy its environment. Part three will try to
explore all of these issues in the more localizaatext of a single state. California created some
of the earliest junior colleges and it was thet tate to create a community college system. It
has led the way in expanding access and in foringlatstitutional accountability measures.
California also represents a cautionary tale of konstrained fiscal resources can cripple both
increased student access and increased institlatiitdency.

Second, this study will explore and contextualize tajor policy debates over the
community college: equitable access to higher ettutand the institutional effectiveness of
community colleges. Has the community college &sthreater access to and success in higher
education over the 30century and has it done so effectively? Finahis book will try to
address the complex issues of institutional idemintd institutional change. On the one hand,

social institutions are stable structures thatstahkie control of rational agents, and they seem to

19 Brint and Karabel, “Institutional Origins and Tefiarmations,” 349.



slowly adapt to internal and environmental condisiehrough an incremental process. However,
there is also evidence that rapid changes can aacdastitutions over short periods of time due

to external shocks caused by the social, politeadl economic environment. The conclusion of
this book will address three final questions iratiein to contemporary policy makers,

community college administrators, and communityeg® faculty. How has the community
college changed over the past century and how rofittat change was due to the rational
decisions of human actors? What can we do to niekeommunity college more equitable and

efficient?



