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1

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Since the first independent, public two-year college (then known as a 
junior college) opened its doors in 1901, community colleges have been 
asked to do the impossible: promote American ideals of democracy, 

opportunity, and social mobility, at times when even our federal government 
turned its back on these principles. Indeed, the American creed of democ-
racy has never held true for millions of Americans of African, Asian, Latin 
American, and/or Indigenous descent, the same populations that make up 
the majority of community college students. Further, community colleges 
enroll 41% of all undergraduates (American Association of Community 
Colleges [AACC], 2021) and nearly half (49%) of all students who go on to 
complete a four-year degree (Community College Research Center [CCRC], 
2020). Despite the demands on and the diversity of community colleges, 
they remain the least resourced and the least funded institutions in the 
United States (AACC, 2021), calling our democracy and the purpose of our 
nation’s community colleges into question. 

Throughout this book, we seek to deepen awareness of the ways com-
munity colleges address these social and economic challenges by being 
responsive to their respective communities and seeking to live up to the 
promise of democracy. Specifically, we share stories from Bob Pura’s lived 
experiences as a former president of a community college alongside his  visits 
to five additional campuses from across the nation. Each chapter is  followed 
by critical reflections offered by Tara Parker, whose higher education schol-
arship and leadership is grounded in racial and social justice. Together 
we address the need for college leaders who are committed to building 
community on and off campus and to advocating for those communities. 
We also consider community colleges’ ability to respond to crises, whether 
they be global pandemics or chronic racial conflict, all with limited fiscal 
resources. The community colleges’ responsibilities to develop a multiracial 
and diverse democracy and to develop the local workforce and economies 
while remaining accessible and affordable are central themes throughout. 
Given the significance of this educational sector, this book serves as a call 
to action of  state policymakers to increase support for community colleges, 
as they are vital to our nation’s future. At a time when policymakers and 

Pura and Parker_9781642674255.indb   1 13-05-2022   11:14:19



2  THE COMMUNITY’S COLLEGE

the general public are increasingly concerned about college affordability, 
economic growth, and racial conflict, these considerations have never been 
more timely or relevant. We hope our readers will engage in these impor-
tant conversations with us. In so doing, we expect students in higher educa-
tion graduate programs, future and new college leaders, and policymakers 
will use this book, and the stories within it, as an opportunity to reflect and 
create change within and in support of community colleges in hopes of 
realizing our democracy.

Diverse Students, Diverse Mission

The mission of community colleges is as diverse as their students. 
Community colleges were founded and grew at a time when higher educa-
tion institutions were becoming increasingly stratified. Indeed, as access to 
higher education expanded in the United States, particularly after World 
War II, it became more hierarchical. Thus, two-year institutions were 
founded on and developed amid a persistent debate on their purpose. Some 
advocated for two-year institutions to be an extension of high school where 
students would develop more technical skills and be prepared for semi-
professional positions rather than professional ones. Others advocated for 
two-year colleges to serve as “junior colleges,” preparing students for the 
four-year college or university and focusing on transfer courses and social 
mobility (Brint & Karabel, 1989b). These debates about the mission of 
community colleges are still visibly present today as their purpose has only 
expanded over the past 100 years. 

While debates about transfer and vocationalization continue, some com-
munity colleges have added baccalaureate degrees to their credential offerings,  
raising more questions about their institutional purpose. At the same time, 
community colleges are expected to accept all who knock on their doors. In 
addition to supporting transfer for a bachelor’s degree or preparing students 
for the labor market, two-year colleges train adult learners in basic education 
and lifelong learning programs. Their campuses are open to the communi-
ties in which they reside, offering job training and cultural programming 
and events to all. It is not surprising then, that community colleges reach so 
many individuals.

Nearly 12 million students take courses at community colleges for job 
training, increasing skills, or transfer toward a baccalaureate degree. Nearly 
seven million of these students are enrolled in credit-bearing courses, including  
37% whose families earned less than $20,000 annually. The majority (59%) 
of community college students receive some type of financial aid, including 
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INTRODUCTION  3

33% who receive Pell grants. Most community college students work full-
time while going to school. Nearly a third of all community college students 
are the first in their families to attend college (AACC, 2021). Each year, half 
of all undergraduates of color enroll in community colleges. More than half 
of all Latinx and Native American undergraduate students (CCRC, 2020) 
and more than 40% of Black, Asian, and white undergraduates respectively 
enrolled in community colleges in fall 2018. In fall 2019, at least 52% of all 
community college students, enrolled for credit, were students of color (see 
Table I.1). 

Community colleges also play an important role in the degree 
 completion agenda as nearly half of all who graduate with a four-year 
degree once attended a community college. Most of these attended for at 
least three or more terms (CCRC, 2020). Additionally, most high schools 
partner with community colleges to offer dual enrollment courses (CCRC, 
2020), allowing students to earn college credit while still in high school. At 
the same time, the majority of community college students are enrolled in 
at least one developmental education course, and too many never  complete 
despite high aspirations. Thus, two-year institutions have a particular 
responsibility to reform, improve, and even reconsider developmental edu-
cation with the goal of increasing course and degree completion for those 
students enrolled. 

This is especially important as the nation grapples with several existen-
tial crises and major shifts in demographics. The U.S. population is aging, 
and growth is stagnant, due in part to declines in the white population 
and immigration restrictions (Frey, 2021). The nation is also increasingly 
racially and ethnically diverse, with people of color representing 80% of 
population growth since 2000 (Frey, 2018). At the same time, the nation 
has experienced unprecedented racial conflict and protest, particularly 
since the  murders of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor. While many have 
protested in support of and in demanding racial justice and equity,  others 
have waged war against it. Most recently, several states have implemented 
“gag order  legislation”  following Donald Trump’s since rescinded execu-
tive order against critical race theory and diversity trainings. In the first 

TABLE I.1 
Community College Enrollment by Race, Fall 2019

White Latinx Black Asian/Pacific  
Islander

Native  
American

Two or  
More Races

44% 27% 13% 6% 1% 4%

Note: From AACC (2021).
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4  THE COMMUNITY’S COLLEGE

6 months following the end of Trump’s one-term presidency, 23 states 
introduced legislation to limit teaching of the United States’ racial history. 
As of this writing this is up to 36. At least 14 states have passed such leg-
islation (African American Policy Forum, 2021), further threatening our 
democracy by limiting the ability of educational institutions to discuss the 
realities of racial inequities.

The COVID-19 pandemic brought additional racial inequities to light 
while also accelerating the pace of changes in the nature and expectations of 
work. Technological advances and a digital platform economy have trans-
formed some work environments to be more flexible and online. Uncertainty 
about the impact of this new economy remains, as work schedules may 
become fragmented and part-time contract work may increase (Kenney & 
Zysman, 2016), leading to hesitancy and risk in the labor market even before 
the COVID-19 outbreak (Cutolo & Kenney, 2020). Notably, as work has 
become increasingly remote and online, many community college students 
have not had consistent access to stable Wi-Fi or adequate technology. 

While the long-term impacts of this persistent health crisis have yet to 
be seen, it is clear that it has put additional pressure on the economy and 
workforce. Millions of people lost their jobs or experienced income reduc-
tions, with Black and Brown people, women, and those who are less formally 
educated at the greatest risk of job loss (Shah, 2021). Unlike in previous 
years, when an economic downturn meant a spike in college enrollment for 
new job training (particularly in the community college sector), those un- or 
underemployed during the pandemic have not sought to enroll in college 
for additional or new training. While enrollment in community colleges has 
been declining over the past decade, enrollment dropped in spring 2021 by 
more than 11% compared to 1 year earlier (National Student Clearinghouse 
Research Center, 2021). The economic strain on community colleges has 
therefore grown in recent years.

Leadership and Fiscal Challenges

With so much uncertainty in the workforce and in society writ large, com-
munity colleges need federal and state support more than ever. Although 
enrollment has declined in recent years, policymakers continue to expect 
community colleges to fix the economy by developing a skilled labor force. 
Largely, community colleges have met or exceeded workforce demands. 
Nationally, community colleges enroll and train nearly 80% of all first 
responders (including police officers, EMTs, and firefighters), and they 
graduate more than half of new nurses and health-care workers (National 
Commission on Community Colleges, 2008). It is estimated that 62% of 
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INTRODUCTION  5

all job openings between 2019 and 2029 will require at least some college, 
with nursing and health-care positions among the fastest growing occupa-
tions (Torpey, 2020). Given the size and variation of the populations that 
community colleges serve and the economic needs of their communities, 
they, more than any other sector of higher education, must be responsive to 
policymaker demands and community needs. And more than most other 
institutions, they will need to do so quickly and with fewer resources. 

Community colleges serve an academically, racially, and economically 
diverse student body and maintain an equally diverse mission. Yet, they con-
sistently have been underfunded when compared to four-year colleges that 
serve a less diverse student population (The Institute for College Access and 
Success, 2019). Demands for accountability and efficiency have grown as 
policymakers seek to increase degree completion and vocation credentialing. 
There is, however, no evidence to support claims that community  colleges 
have become less efficient (Belfield & Jenkins, 2014). Still the rhetoric has 
negative consequences for community colleges, as Belfield and Jenkins 
(2014) argue:

The notion that higher education institutions are squandering resources, 
which is now commonplace both in public discourse and in the policy 
arena, influences decisions about funding allocations across the sector 
(by making it easier to reduce public subsidies under the rationale that 
colleges are inefficient). It also influences students’ views about whether 
to attend college, particularly among students who are debt-averse or who 
have no family experience of college-going. (p. 1)

Between 2006 and 2016, state funding per student slightly increased at com-
munity colleges while remaining level or declining at public four-year insti-
tutions. Still, community colleges lag behind doctoral institutions in state 
funding by nearly $2,900 per student. In 2016, community colleges could 
“spend 61 cents for every dollar institutions offering master’s degrees could 
spend—two pennies more than a decade earlier” (Murakami, 2020, para. 14). 

State funding is critically important as it is community colleges’ primary 
source (33.7%) of revenue (AACC, 2021). Colleges and universities gener-
ally offset reductions in state appropriations by increasing tuition. Indeed, 
per-student tuition revenue increased across all sectors of higher education 
in the decade between 2006 and 2016 (TICAS, 2019). Revenue at doctoral- 
and master’s-granting institutions remained level. By increasing tuition, four-
year institutions increased their revenue by 19% in the same decade. Total 
revenue at community colleges, however, declined by 5% due to their inabil-
ity to increase tuition. During academic year 2020–2021, public community 
colleges, on average, charged less than $4,000 for tuition, while public four-
year colleges charged more than $10,500 for in-state tuition (AACC, 2021). 
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6  THE COMMUNITY’S COLLEGE

In addition, community colleges, unlike research-intensive institutions, 
have few alternative sources of revenue (i.e., endowments, research  facilities, 
etc.). Few community colleges offer meal plans and/or on-campus housing. In 
fact, total revenue for community colleges in 2016 was just 37% of doctoral 
universities (TICAS, 2019). These inequities in funding combined with 
declining enrollments and relatively fixed tuition negatively impact 
community college leaders’ ability to fulfill their institutional missions, state 
goals, and community expectations. 

This is the challenge of those who lead and work in community 
colleges: to increase educational opportunities and successes in the face 
of decreased funding and increased accountability. To meet the expectations 
of policymakers and the general public, and to fulfill their institutional 
missions, community colleges require stable and committed leadership, 
which in itself is a challenge. Certainly, leading any institution of higher 
education is arduous. In 2016, the average tenure of a college president 
was 6.5 years (as cited in Artis & Bartel, 2021). Twenty years ago, Schults 
(2001) found that 45% of community college presidents planned to retire 
within 6 years. In 2021, “community colleges are still scrambling to find 
leaders poised and ready to take on the dynamic and challenging envi-
ronment of  community college leadership” (Artis & Bartel, 2021, p. 1). 
Fortunately, those who choose to lead have demonstrated some optimism 
about the future of community colleges, as 92% believe the Biden–Harris 
administration’s policies will positively impact their institutions (Jaschik &  
Lederman, 2021). Eighty-one percent of community college presidents 
believe it is more important for their institutions to address racial inequi-
ties now than in previous years, suggesting more leaders recognize the need 
to support a diverse democracy. 

The lack of state investment, however, places the equity and oppor-
tunity goals further at risk. Community colleges, primarily open-access 
institutions, are tasked with being the democratizing arm of the higher 
education system (Dowd, 2003) while states have pushed for accountabil-
ity and efficiency. To meet the needs of the students who enroll in the 
community college and to support two-year institutions in serving their 
communities, state and local governments must provide more balance 
between equity and efficiency goals (Dowd & Shieh, 2013). Indeed, as 
Bob has argued and as Josh Wyner echoed, 

As [community colleges] go, so goes the country. . . . And so go communi-
ties. . . . Without them, we’re really going to be hard-pressed to make good 
on the promise of equal opportunity for a good life and a good career. 
(Anderson & Douglas-Gabriel, 2021, para. 17)
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INTRODUCTION  7

Overview of the Book

In this book, we argue that higher education must be a key stakeholder in 
building and sustaining the communities of America and believe commu-
nity colleges are committed to each of those ends. In so doing, we demon-
strate ways community colleges seek to make good on higher education’s 
promise to build our nation’s democracy, one student at a time. We also 
show that the collective work of the faculty and staff of the community 
college movement is not only to prepare students to transfer and/or to 
enter the workforce. It is also their collective purpose to prepare students 
for active and engaged citizenship, understanding that the outcome of a 
strong education is a stronger democracy. Indeed, students with some col-
lege or associate degrees are more likely than those with only a high school 
diploma to volunteer in community organizations and to support a politi-
cal candidate (Newell, 2014). 

Through storytelling, personal narrative, scholarship review, and focused 
questions, we hope to provide higher education leaders, policymakers, and 
scholars (particularly, but not limited to those in community colleges) 
additional insight into the important role community colleges play as key 
stakeholders in the development of educated and informed society and a 
sustainable community. Each chapter is built on stories from the field based 
on Bob’s career teaching and leading in the community college movement. 
Each story is designed to illuminate a specific and significant aspect of the 
community college experience and has implications for current and aspiring 
leaders in higher education. All chapters conclude with Tara’s clarifying com-
ments, critical reflections, and questions for the reader to consider their role 
in creating change. The questions posed at the end of each chapter reflec-
tion may be particularly useful for graduate students of higher education or 
trainings for higher education leadership. It is our working assumption that 
storytelling balanced with extant scholarship and critical reflection provides 
the reader with powerful opportunities for learning and for taking action. 

Grounded in the work of John Dewey, chapter 1 sets the philosophi - 
cal framework for the book; it is the inexorable link between education, 
community,  and democracy. Bob’s personal narrative and storytelling about 
his experiences at Greenfield Community College (GCC) illuminate many 
aspects of those connections. Chapter 2 provides the historical and cultural 
context of the community college movement. The significance of President 
Truman’s 1947 Commission on Higher Education as well as the develop-
ment of Joliet Junior College are highlighted. In this chapter we also look 
at the concept of border crossing as both a metaphor and reality for many 
community college students. 
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8  THE COMMUNITY’S COLLEGE

Chapter 3 tells the stories of community and why building it is essential 
to serving it. Bob provides examples of why and how community build-
ing, on and off campus, serves students, faculty, staff, as well as the external 
community. We propose that our democracy is weaker without strong com-
munities, adding that education must be a key stakeholder toward that end. 
Tara’s reflections require us to consider what racial profiling looks like in 
community colleges and how, if not acknowledged, it will damage any efforts 
to create an inclusive campus climate.

Chapter 4 is a discussion about leadership. In this chapter, we suggest 
that current models of leadership often taught in graduate programs are not 
as effective as is needed for today’s challenges or tomorrow’s uncertainty. 
Topics include mission, culture, environment formation, facilities planning, 
resource development, accreditation, betterment, crisis management, and 
governance. The reflection at the end of the chapter also speaks to the 
importance of college leaders and community members having ownership of 
their institutions and creating a welcoming space for all students, particularly 
those underserved.

In Part Two, we share stories from the field, based on Bob’s personal and 
sometimes virtual visits to five different community colleges across the coun-
try. Each college represents different geographic regions and institutional 
sizes (from more than 2,000 students to more than 14,000). Most impor-
tantly, each campus also highlights different foci that establish these unique 
institutions as anchors of democracy in their various communities, whether 
rural or urban. It is important to note that several of the colleges we highlight 
now offer baccalaureate degrees and may or may not have community in their 
institutional names. Still, community is always present, and the members of 
their communities, on and off campus, recognize the significance of their 
college’s mission to serve their respective regions.

Chapter 5 tells the story of the long-standing, small, and rural Connors 
State College (CSC) in Oklahoma. Bob’s visit along with Tara’s reflections 
about rural and urban colleges speak to the challenges and impact of anchor 
colleges in the community. Chapter 6 tells the story of Hostos Community 
College in the South Bronx, New York, the poorest congressional district in 
the United States. As the story of Hostos unfolds, it provides a snapshot and 
example of all that we discuss in the book, a true anchor of the community 
working toward a true democracy.

Chapter 7 tells the story of Grand Rapids Community College (GRCC) 
in Michigan. Both Massachusetts and Michigan declared states of emergency 
due to COVID-19 just as we were scheduled to depart for a visit to Grand 
Rapids. It was the first of three virtual visits. Although not as holistic an expe-
rience as an in-person visit, it became most evident in every Zoom call that 
GRCC is a most “responsive and relevant” large urban college.
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INTRODUCTION  9

Chapter 8 tells the story of Diné College in Tsaile, Arizona, the first 
Tribal College in the United States. There was a warmth of spirit there that 
Bob found familiar yet all too distant. It is the way of K’e that is core to the 
Navajo Nation culture and core to the Diné College experience. Diné is a 
college created by Navajo people to serve the people and communities of 
the Navajo Nation. While Diné College tells a story of resistance, we also 
considered the painful history of the United States government-sanctioned 
schools that sought to erase Native Americans and their culture. This chapter 
demonstrates how Diné seeks to preserve their culture.

Chapter 9 describes Bob’s virtual visit to Berkeley City College in Berkeley,  
California. Berkeley City College was built in the heart of the city. On a 
map it looks like it is situated in the economic center of Berkeley, directly 
between Berkeley High School and the University of California at Berkeley. 
It seems purposeful, an almost perfect metaphor. Education and jobs, educa-
tion and civic engagement, education and economic mobility, education and 
liberty—education and democracy, one building and yet so many powerful 
outcomes. Like most community colleges, Berkeley City College represents 
a story worth telling but is often overlooked. Chapter 10 provides a few con-
cluding thoughts and recommendations. 

John Dewey gave a speech in 1902 about the importance of schools being 
the social center of a community. It was a significant and compelling talk that 
could have been presented today, its relevance as current to the challenges of 
2022 as 1902. Dewey tells the crowd of educators, “The pressing thing, the 
significant thing, is really to make the school a social center; that is a matter 
of practice, not of theory . . . to bring it completely into the current of social 
life” (p. 73). He concludes by stating, “We may say that the conception of the 
school as a social center is born of our entire democratic movement” (p. 73). 
Core to our ability to realize democracy is the relationship between educa-
tion and community. No segment of higher education has embraced that 
mission more so than the community college. We wrote this book to further 
illustrate and tell the story of these public two-year  institutions as anchors of 
democracy, the community’s colleges. 
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