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Chapter 5  

 

Who Are Our Students? 

 

By Patricia Munsch and Lisa S. Kelsay 

 

 

What do Halle Berry, Queen Latifah, Eddie Murphy, Nick Nolte, and Shawntel Smith have in 

common? Each graduated from a community college. Halle Berry attended Cuyahoga 

Community College, Queen Latifah attended Manhattan Community College, Eddie Murphy 

attended Nassau Community College, Nick Nolte attended Pasadena City College, and Shawntel 

Smith attended Westark Community College. Graduates from community colleges go on to 

become bankers, politicians, actors, newscasters, teachers, welders, and automotive technicians, 

among so many other careers.  

 In the fall 2011 semester, 13 million students attended 1,132 community colleges and 

41% of those students were enrolled as full-time students (American Association of Community 

Colleges [AACC], 2013). Of all of the undergraduates in the United States, 45% are community 

college students; 59% of full-time community college students are employed part-time and 40% 

of part-time community college students are employed full-time (AACC, 2013). During the 
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2010-11 academic year, 734,154 associate degrees and 429,676 certificates were awarded in the 

United States to community college students (AACC, 2013).  

Students choose to attend a community college for many different reasons. Samantha, a 

community college student, provides one example. She became a student quite by accident—she 

hopped on the wrong bus one day and it dropped her off at the front door of a community 

college! As a veteran and a nontraditional-aged student, she had not considered reentering the the 

classroom. She thought she might be too old and she was not sure if her interests would translate 

into a career. Like Samantha, there are many nontraditional-aged students at the community 

college. According to the AACC (2013), the average age of a community college student in 2011 

was 28, 15% were age 40 or over, 40% were first-generation, and 3% of the student population 

were veterans. Samantha is now a graduate of a community college, pursuing a bachelor’s degree 

in psychology, and is completing a study abroad program in Europe. As for her career, she has 

many interests and enjoyed all of the courses she took at the community college, which has made 

choosing a career difficult.  

 Chen (2008) cited seven myths surrounding the community college and the students who 

attend them: 

Myth #1: Students attend community college because they did not get accepted to four-

year universities (p. 3). 

Myth #2: Community colleges are only for people who want a vocational technical job 

(p. 7). 

Myth #3: No one successful goes to community college (p. 9). 

Myth #4: Obtaining a community college degree is not as useful as a university degree (p. 

13). 
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Myth #5: Most students who attend community college are older, with full-time jobs (p. 

16). 

Myth #6: It is not easy to transfer from a community college to a four-year university (p. 

19). 

Myth #7: Community college students cannot make it in a four-year university (p. 23). 

Many people believe that these statements are accurate. The reality is that students choose to 

attend community colleges for a number of reasons, including lower tuition, transferability of 

credits, open admissions, smaller class sizes, closeness to home, and flexibility of school 

schedule to accommodate work (Chen, 2011; Provasnik & Planty, 2008).  

 As with any college, students attending community colleges apply for financial aid. In the 

2007-08 academic year, 46% of the students received aid (AACC, 2013). The average tuition 

and fees for the 2012-13 academic year in a public community college were $3,130, while the 

tuition and fees for a four-year public institution were $8,660 (AACC, 2013).  

 The demographics of students who attend community colleges are all encompassing. 

When discussing the diversity of the community college students, Clark (2012) noted, “The 

nontraditional community college student is our traditional student” (p. 511). Characteristics 

commonly defining non-traditional students include “first generation to college, adult student, 

employed, parent, LGBT, veteran, historically underrepresented ethnic groups, and lower 

socioeconomic status” (Clark, 2012, p. 511). Additional characteristics include students with low 

academic achievement and returning students. For some of these categories, research is 

abundant. Some of these categories, such as adult learners and veterans, will be explored more in 

depth in Chapters 9 and 10, respectively.  
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The scope and purpose of this chapter is to explore the relationships between the myths 

described by Chen (2008) and specific student populations that are often ignored by the literature 

but found on our community college campuses. Specifically, the chapter will discuss 

undocumented students, international students, and displaced workers and each population’s 

relationship with community colleges.  

 

Student Populations 

Undocumented students, international students, and displaced workers are not often discussed in 

the context of community colleges; however, community colleges are called to meet the needs of 

these populations. For example, community college staff will often support undocumented 

students in their pursuit of obtaining legal representation, assist international students with the 

filing of their visa paperwork, or serve as mediator between displaced workers and their case 

managers. All three student populations have increased needs in specific areas. Community 

college personnel are called upon to serve these students and their collective and individual 

needs. 

Undocumented Students 

Currently there are 12 million undocumented people living in the United States (Passel, 2006; 

Perez, 2009). An estimated 1.1 million undocumented children under the age of 18 attend school 

in the United States. Of those children, approximately 65,000 graduate from high school each 

year (Fix & Passel, 2003; Passel & Cohen, 2009; Perez, 2009). It is estimated that 13,000 

undocumented high school students continue to college each year, which constitutes about 10% 

to 20% of the undocumented youth who live in the United States (Capps, Fix, Passel, Ost, & 

Perez-Lopez, 2003; Passel & Cohen, 2009).  
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 Based on the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in Plyler v. Doe (1982) undocumented 

children have the right to education. However, this right ends when they complete high school. 

Only 16% of undocumented women and 10% of undocumented men ages 18-24 enrolled in 

college (Perez, 2009). The following paragraphs will explore the relationship between 

undocumented students and community colleges through the college choice process, admission 

process, and subsequent barriers undocumented students’ face in pursuit of earning a college 

degree. 

Perez (2009) and Lopez (2010) explored the college choice process for undocumented 

students. The findings were similar; both found that undocumented students looked for 

institutions that would provide them with the opportunity to be admitted, with lower costs, and 

with locations close to home and work. Based on these criteria many undocumented students 

sought out community colleges. Additionally, undocumented students noted that it was important 

for them to feel they had information regarding the institution and felt more comfortable with 

institutions when they met members of the faculty or staff. Finally, peer and social networks 

played a part in college choice, as undocumented students were more likely to attend institutions 

that were attended by friends or relatives (Lopez, 2010; Perez, 2009).  

Lopez (2010) found that undocumented students faced a series of barriers in their 

admission to four-year institutions. Undocumented students were unable to fully complete 

admission applications because of their lack of an international student visa or social security 

number. Undocumented students did not want to reveal their status through an admission 

application, so they were unable to complete the application. Due to these challenges, 

undocumented students often choose community colleges, which tend to have more lenient 

admission requirements and have lower overall costs (Lopez, 2010). 
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Undocumented students face added challenges in their pursuit to earn a college degree 

due to tuition differentials and financial aid issues (Szelenyi & Chang, 2002). Tuition 

differentials refers to higher tuition rates paid by certain populations of students on college 

campuses, including out-of-state students and undocumented students. Only 10 states had 

provisions for undocumented students to access in-state tuition rates so that undocumented 

students paid the same tuition for their education as their local native-born peers (Flores & 

Chapa, 2009; Kaushal, 2008). Rincon (2008) examined the challenges of implementing tuition 

subsidies for undocumented students. The research demonstrated that in the 10 states that do 

provide in-state rates, a series of continued barriers were still in place. These barriers included 

highly organized public advocacy groups that continue to bring lawsuits against the provisions of 

in-state tuition to undocumented students. Finally, there was a backlash of hostility from various 

anti-immigrant groups that posed a threat to undocumented students on campus. Such threats 

include revealing undocumented students’ status to federal immigration officers, public slurs on 

campus, and protests and marches. For undocumented students within those 10 states that 

provided subsidies, there was still potential for fear regarding their legal status.  

 Due to these factors, undocumented students have been more likely to attend community 

colleges than any other form of higher education (Horwedel, 2006). In a study of Texas 

community colleges, researchers examined undocumented students in the context of the 

community college system. They found that the number of undocumented students in community 

colleges increased over the last seven years (Jauregui, Slate, & Stallone-Brown, 2008). Szelenyi 

and Chang (2002) found access and tuition were the leading reasons immigrant students chose 

community colleges. The second important factor in the choice of community colleges by 

immigrant students was their limited educational attainment and achievement. 

http://stylus.styluspub.com/books/features.aspx


© Stylus Publishing, LLC Chapter 5  7 

 

 As the undocumented population of students enroll on community college campuses, 

staff members must be cognizant of the delivery of services. Given the scrutiny surrounding 

undocumented students, information must be made available in a nondisclosure format, such as 

the college website, so that undocumented students can access information without revealing 

their status to college officials. Institutional leaders should clearly identify the tuition policies of 

the state and provide information on how to apply to the institution and for the in-state tuition 

rates (where applicable). Finally, when possible community college faculty and staff should look 

to provide mentors and support groups for undocumented students to share resources and provide 

a stronger connection to peers and the institution. 

International Students 

There is a growing population of international students attending community colleges in the 

United States. According to the Open Doors Report from the Institute of International Education 

(IIE), in 2010-2011 there were 87,997 international students studying in community colleges, a 

6,128 person increase from the 2004-2005 academic year (IIE, 2011). The international student 

population expressed interest in studying at community colleges because of the low-cost tuition, 

small class sizes, and individualized attention (McVeigh, 2007). 

A study conducted by Mamiseishvili (2012) found that international students selected 

two-year colleges based on a series of factors, including the location of the institution. 

International students in the study desired to live and attend school in large urban areas rather 

than rural areas. The students also identified the low cost and curricular options as reasons for 

attendance. The students noted that having both career and transfer paths within the curriculum 

were a positive attribute of the community colleges. Community colleges often have strong 
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English as a second language curriculum that supports a number of international students (Kisch, 

2012).  

International students also cited the open-access policies of community colleges as a 

reason for attendance. International students with either low or no TOEFL (Test of English as a 

Foreign Language) scores looked to community colleges as an entrance point into the U.S. 

system of higher education (Kisch, 2012). As Hulstrand (2009) documented, international 

students often start in a community college for the purpose of language acquisition coursework. 

However, once within the system, international students gain insight into the opportunities 

afforded by the transfer process and continue their coursework within the community college. 

Once they have completed their general education coursework, they transfer to baccalaureate 

programs. 

  Despite the growing population of international students on community college 

campuses, many institutions have yet to provide outreach or services to this population; as a 

result, persistence of international students is problematic (Raby, 2007). One of the key 

performance indicators for international student persistence within community colleges is the 

relationship with faculty and academic advisors. Those students who felt they had strong 

relationships with faculty or academic advisors were more likely to persist to graduation 

(Mamiseishvili, 2012).  

 International students do have unique challenges in the enrollment process. One initial 

challenge is that there is not a similar model internationally, so international students may not 

understand the opportunities connected with a community college education (Kisch, 2012). 

Secondly, once enrolled, international students may face challenges regarding the tuition costs, 

which are usually higher for out-of-county residents. In addition, as many community colleges 
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do not provide housing, international students who choose community colleges must also find 

suitable housing arrangements (Kisch, 2012). 

 Community college leaders need to recognize the value of engaging international 

students as members of their campus communities. Through dedicated recruitment and 

scholarship opportunities, community college personnel would be able to increase this student 

population on their campuses. Once on campus this population should be provided with 

additional guidance and support regarding visa requirements, language, and culture acquisition, 

along with assurance of basic needs such as housing. By embracing and fostering this growing 

population on campus, community college campuses benefit both financially and culturally. The 

population brings a diverse background and perspective to the campus and infuses a global 

perspective in classes. 

Displaced Workers 

The mission of community colleges includes workforce development and economic 

transformation (Schwitzer, Duggan, Laughlin, & Walker, 2011). In recent years, due to the 

economic downturn, this aspect of the community college mission has become more relevant 

with an increase in the number of displaced workers enrolling. A displaced worker is an 

individual who has involuntarily and permanently lost his or her job through the closing of a 

place of employment or elimination of a position. The Bureau of Labor Statistics (2012) reported 

that 56% of displaced workers will continue to be unemployed for 15 weeks post-employment 

and 41% of these of these individuals will remain unemployed for a full year. Displaced workers 

tend to come from office positions, service positions, or manufacturing positions (Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, 2012). 
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  Community colleges serve a vital role to retrain displaced workers, and many institutions 

work with the federal government through the transitional adjustment assistance programs, 

which provide services and financial support to dislocated workers (Schwitzer et al., 2011). 

Because of the growing population of displaced workers, there are questions regarding their 

acculturation to college and the impact of their new training. Owen and Fitch (2003) studied the 

career concerns of displaced workers and found that students were interested in two major 

aspects of career planning. They wanted assurance that, first, they were choosing careers that met 

their skillsets and, second, there were employment opportunities available to them in their 

chosen fields. Schwitzer, Duggan, Laughlin, and Walker (2011) examined the adjustment of 

dislocated workers to community colleges. The results of the study indicated that displaced 

workers had similar social adjustment experiences as their peers. The dislocated workers had 

stronger grade point averages than their peer group and they reported higher levels of academic 

adjustment. 

 There is a need on community college campuses to ensure that displaced workers are 

provided the academic skills along with the career, financial, and personal counseling necessary 

to reenter the workforce. Baird (2011) reported on a process to understand the projected needs 

for employment skills from prospective employers. Upon the completion of a year-long study, 

institutional leaders devised 13 new career programs suited to meet the needs of local businesses 

and displaced workers. Students were referred to the program through a number of different 

venues. The program improved job placement and provided for upward mobility for individuals 

currently employed. This is a strong example of the purposeful approach institutional leaders can 

implement when working to serve displaced workers. In addition to providing a true connection 

to employer-sought job skills, community college personnel must provide the academic support 
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for dislocated workers to be successful. This includes items such free tutoring services offered at 

varying times, in-depth career counseling, and financial and personal support. 

 

Conclusion 

On community college campuses, the student population now includes more and more distinct 

student populations. Through the open-access mission, low-cost tuition, various curricular 

options, small class sizes, and expanded support services, community colleges continue to appeal 

to diverse populations. Undocumented students, international students, and displaced workers are 

populations found on our campuses, yet the research is limited on the relationship between each 

group and community colleges. It is critical for faculty, staff, and administrators to embrace the 

growing diversity on our campuses and thoughtfully approach ways to support the specific needs 

of each group.  

As suggested in the opening paragraphs there are a series of myths surrounding why students 

choose to attend community college. The reality is far more complex. Students come to 

community college with such varied backgrounds, and the reasons cannot be simplified to a 

singular list. Undocumented students need to keep their legal status secret and find the 

bureaucracy of community college admissions to be easier to navigate than four-year institutions. 

International students need access to language acquisition coursework and college-level courses 

concurrently. Displaced workers need to recreate their professional identities. We cannot simply 

list the reasons why students choose to enter our institutions; we need to recognize the unique 

and diverse backgrounds of our students, listen to their needs, and find the best ways to support 

their success. 
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