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Thoughts	on	Equity	and	The	California	Community	Colleges	

	

Statewide	discussion	is	occurring	in	California	regarding	issues	of	equity	in	the	

community	college	system.	This	discussion	is	incredibly	significant	given	the	major	
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role	that	California	Community	Colleges	[CCC]	play	as	the	largest	provider	of	

undergraduate	education	in	the	United	States.	As	of	2015,	there	were	just	over	20	

million	students	attending	a	4-year	or	2-year	postsecondary	institution	in	the	

United	States.	Of	that	20	million,	7	million	were	enrolled	in	2-year	institutions.		

Nationally,	the	California	community	colleges	serve	over	a	quarter	of	all	the	

students	attending	2-year	institutions	nationwide	(National	Center	for	Educational	

Statistics,	2016).	

	

As	a	system,	the	colleges	educate	and	serve	over	2	million	students	a	year	in	its	113	

colleges.	These	2.1	million	students	are	spread	throughout	the	state	of	California	

and	dwarf	in	population	the	more	prestigious	and	commonly	acknowledged	

University	of	California	and	California	State	University	systems.	While	the	University	

of	California	has	10	campuses	that	serve	approximately	188,000	students	a	year	

they	lack	the	diversity	in	both	student	population	and	professional	education	

opportunities	that	the	California	community	college	system	provides.	California	

State	University's	serve	over	400,000	students	in	its	23	campuses	(CCCCO,	2016).	

But	again,	they	cannot	match	the	diversity	of	professional	opportunities	that	are	

supplied	at	the	California	community	college	system	and	its	well-developed	career	

and	technical	education	divisions.		Throughout	the	state,	80%	of	firefighters,	law	

enforcement	officers	and	EMTs	are	credentialed	at	community	colleges.	70%	of	the	

nurses	in	California	received	their	education	from	community	colleges.		

	

The	California	community	colleges	serve	over	half	a	million	Latino	students	alone.	

That	is	nearly	as	many	students	as	both	the	University	California	and	the	California	

State	University	systems	have	combined.	The	African	American	population	of	

roughly	124,000	in	the	California	community	college	system	is	only	50,000	students	

short	of	what	all	ten	UC	campuses	serve	as	their	total	student	body.		If	one	adds	up	

Latino	students,	African-American	students,	low	income	students	of	Asian	and	white	

dissent,	and	other	historically	targeted	communities	such	as	Native	Americans,	what	

we	begin	to	see	is	a	picture	of	a	system	that	serves	student	body	made	up	of	mostly	
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working-class	people	and	over	1.3	million	people	of	color	in	the	2015-16	in	the	

academic	year.	

	

A	Little	History-	The	Master	Plan	

Known	as	one	of	the	more	significant	political	happenings	in	20th	century	education,	

the	California	Master	Plan	for	Higher	education	of	1960	was	the	policy	that	

solidified	the	California	Community	College	as	a	powerful	access	point	for	citizens	

seeking	higher	education.	The	plan	adopted	by	the	California	Legislature	was	

intended	to	enhance	and	concretize	the	interconnectivity	between	the	state’s	three	

public	systems	of	higher	education-	the	University	of	California	campuses,	the	

California	State	Universities,	and	the	California	Community	Colleges.	From	the	onset,	

the	low-cost,	open-access	California	community	college	system	would	play	a	pivotal	

role	as	the	link	between	those	that	may	or	may	not	have	succeeded	at	the	K	12	level	

and	the	historically	exclusive	space	of	the	four-year	public	and	private	university.	

Today,	Transfer	students	from	community	colleges	to	the	University	of	California	

account	for	48%	of	that	system’s	bachelor’s	degrees	in	science,	technology,	

engineering	and	mathematics	(STEM).	

	

The	major	features	of	the	Master	Plan	as	adopted	in	1960	and	amended	in	

subsequent	legislative	reviews	are	as	follows:	

• 1.	Differentiation	of	functions	among	the	public	postsecondary	education	

segments:	

• 2.	The	establishment	of	the	principle	of	universal	access	and	choice,	and	

differentiation	of	admissions	pools…	(Coons,	1960)	

	

Accordingly,	the	policy	stated	that	the	University	of	California	“was	to	select	from	

among	the	top	one-eighth	(12.5%)	of	the	high	school	graduating	class.”	The	

California	State	Universities	were	to	“select	from	among	the	top	one-third	(33.3%)	

of	the	high	school	graduating	class.”	Progressively,	the	California	Community	

Colleges	were	to	“admit	any	student	capable	of	benefiting	from	instruction”	(Coons,	

et.al,	1960).	What	made	this	legislation	so	important	was	the	articulated	political	
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commitment	it	represented	to	providing	access	to	a	broad	array	of	California's	

citizens	to	educational	opportunities	that	had	been	historically	withheld	for	the	

more	privileged	of	Americans	(Harrison	&	Rayburn,	1979).	Scholars	have	argued	

that	there	is	a	distinction	between	the	myth	of	the	Master	Plan	as	an	altruistic	piece	

of	legislation	and	the	realities	of	its	political	purpose	as	a	political	tool	to	allow	more	

autonomy	among	college	presidents	(Douglass,	2010;	Rosen	et.al.,	1973).	But,	one	

would	be	hard-pressed	to	deny	that	regardless	of	what	the	founding	political	intent	

might	have	been,	the	community	college	system	in	California	went	on	to	serve	

millions	of	people	and	provide	an	opportunity	for	many	of	them	to	pursue	a	post-

secondary	education	at	4-year	universities.	

	

Despite	the	passing	of	the	Seymour-Campbell	Matriculation	Act	of	1986,	the	CCC	has	

been	struggling	matriculation	issues	for	many	years.	As	a	result,	for	much	of	the	

system’s	history	the	completion	rates	in	the	system	have	been	low	and	African	

American	and	Latino	students	have	often	performed	at	levels	lower	of	that	than	

White	and	Asian	students	(Moore	&	Schulock,	2010;	CollegeBoard,	2008;	Sengupta	

&	Jepsen,	2006).	Studies	from	2006	and	2007	have	stated	that	only	25%	of	

Community	College	Students	complete	their	degrees	or	transfer	in	the	California	

Community	Colleges	(Hayward,	2007;	Shulock	&	Moore,	2007).		Black	and	Latino	

students	tend	to	complete	at	rates	of	15%	and	18%	respectively	while	White	and	

Asian	student	complete	at	rates	of	27%	and	33%	respectively	among	degree	seekers	

(Shulock	&	Moore,	2007).			

	

The	Student	Success	Act	

	

The	Student	Success	Act	was	passed	in	2012	to	fund	and	implement	a	series	of	

recommendations	developed	by	the	CCC	Student	Success	Task	Force,	a	team	of	

educators	and	researchers	assembled	to	address	the	lack	of	progress	the	system	had	

made	over	the	years	in	addressing	issues	of	completion	and	build	on	the	work	

established	by	the	system-wide	Matriculation	Program	(that	the	Student	Success	Act	
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now	replaces).	Quoting	language	from	the	system’s	Chancellor’s	Office,	core	

objectives	of	the	new	legislation	would	be	to:	

		

• Restructure	the	way	student	support	services	are	delivered	to	improve	the	

assistance	that	students	receive	at	the	beginning	of	their	educational	

experience.	The	bill	targets	existing	student	services	resources	to	support	

orientation,	assessment	and	education	planning	services	and	lays	the	

groundwork	to	expand	these	services	as	more	resources	become	available.		

	

• Provide	that	campuses	using	an	assessment	instrument	for	student	

placement	utilize	a	statewide	system	of	common	assessment	once	available,	

to	improve	consistency	and	efficiency	within	the	112-campus	system.		

	

• Require	colleges	receiving	student	support	service	funds	to	post	a	student	

success	scorecard	to	clearly	communicate	progress	in	improving	completion	

rates	for	all	students	and	closing	the	achievement	gap	among	historically	

under-represented	students.		

		

• Require	students	whose	fees	are	waived	because	of	their	economic	need	to	

meet	minimum	academic	standards.		(CCCCO	Press	Release,	2012)	

	

	

It	is	important	to	note	that	in	the	developing	stages	of	the	student	success	act,	the	

Chancellor	of	the	system	and	the	members	of	the	Student	Success	Task	Force	

conducted	public	announcements	and	presentations	on	the	early	drafts	to	elicit	

public	feedback.		As	can	still	be	seen	in	the	final	Act	in	sections	regarding	maximum	

unit	restrictions	for	financial	aid	and	a	heavy	emphasis	on	students	that	transfer	to	

four-year	colleges,	community	college	students	were	discussed	as	if	they	were	

taking	up	seats	and	indecisive	as	to	their	life	path.	The	construction	of	the	

community	college	student	became	articulated	as	the	“nontraditional	student”	and	
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was	polarized	as	either	a	positive	transfer	student	or	a	problematic	wayward	drifter	

(Philibert,	Allen,	&	Elleven,	2008).	This	construct	prompted	researchers	to	examine	

course-taking	habits	of	community	college	students	to	actually	discover	what	the	

issues	of	non-completing	students	were	(Bahr,	2010).	What	was	found	was	a	litany	

if	institutional	flaws	that	made	it	difficult	for	all	but	the	most	“transfer	ready”	(not	

needing	basic	skills)	to	complete	(Finton	and	Fulks,	2008;	Sengupta	&	Jepsen,	2006).	

	

Currently,	campuses	within	the	system	report	on	completion	rates	on	Student	

Success	scorecards	posted	online	that	indicates	the	rate	of	completion	of	a	degree	or	

transfer	by	ethnicity	and	“college	readiness”-	whether	or	not	students	met	basic	skill	

requirements	and	were	ready	for	transferable	courses	in	their	discipline.		While	

numbers	on	these	scorecards	indicate	higher	rates	of	completion	for	students	on	

each	campus,	rates	are	calculated	by	tracking	cohorts	for	six-years	(cccco.edu),	

which	could	skew	data	outputs	intended	to	reveal	the	success	rates	of	two-year	

institutions.	Furthermore,	colleges	that	demonstrate	more	success	with	

matriculating	students	through	to	completion	may	do	so	in	large	part	due	to	the	

quality	of	K-12	preparation	students	receive	in	their	local	school	districts	and	not	

necessarily	any	specific	efforts	that	certain	colleges	engage	in	more	than	others	

(Martinez-Wenzl	&	Marquez,	2012).	In	other	words,	colleges	that	perform	well	tend	

to	serve	students	from	school	districts	that	have	high	performance	rates	and	

colleges	that	tend	to	have	lower	success	rates	tend	to	serve	students	from	struggling	

school	districts.	Martinez-Wenzl	&	Marquez	also	found	that	colleges	that	struggle	

more	with	completion	also	tend	to	have	more	students	of	color	than	colleges	that	

struggle	less	(2012).	Such	findings	demonstrate	the	possibility	that	access	to	the	

colleges	is	not	a	sufficient	enough	foundation	for	the	establishment	of	equity	as	the	

community	colleges	can	often	just	reflect	inequities	at	the	K-12	level.	

	

So	how	does	the	Student	Success	Act	address	these	realities?	A	key	part	of	the	

Student	Success	Act	was	the	establishment	of	the	Student	Success	and	Support	

Program	(SSSP)	‘to	increase	California	community	college	student	access	and	

success	by	providing	effective	core	matriculation	services,	including	orientation,	
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assessment	and	placement,	counseling,	and	other	educational	planning	services,	and	

academic	interventions’	or	follow-up	services	for	at-risk	students.”	(California	

Community	Colleges	Student	Success	and	Support	Program	Handbook,	2015)	In	

addition	to	several	necessary	steps	to	organize	improvement	efforts,	the	SSSP	

included	the	requirement	for	each	campus	to	develop	institutional	equity	plans	that	

would	outline	each	college’s	efforts	to	address	completion	and	student	service	

disparities.	The	SSSP	was	written	to	address	issues	in	student	assessment,	funding	

reallocation,	the	crafting	of	individual	student	education	plans,	and	the	development	

of	and	reporting	on	campus-wide	equity	plans	and	their	associated	funding.	

Below	is	a	sample	list	of	authorized	funding	purposes	according	to	the	Guidelines	

for	the	Student	Equity	expenditures	policy:	

	

• Targeted	outreach	to	potential	student	groups	and	communities	

identified	in	the	Student	Equity	Plan	as	being	from	disproportionately	

impacted	groups,	including	targeted	publications	and	outreach	

materials.		

• Student	services	and	student	services	categorical	programs	that	

directly	support	improved	outcomes	on	success	indicators	for	target	

populations	prioritized	in	the	Student	Equity	Plan.		

• Research	and	evaluation	related	to	improving	student	equity.		

• Support	for	student	equity	planning	processes.		

• Professional	development,	including	funding	of	consultants	to	educate	

faculty	and	staff	on	the	effects	of	inequities	and	strategies	to	reduce	

them;	methods	for	detecting	and	researching	inequities	and	their	

effects	on	college	programs	and	local	communities;	improving	the	use	

of	data,	and	effective	practices	and	methods	for	addressing	and	

improving	outcomes	for	under-served	students.		

• Developing	or	adapting	academic	or	career	related	programs,	

curriculum	and	courses	to	improve	student	equity	outcomes.		
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But	what	good	our	guidelines	for	expenditure	and	areas	of	focused	improvement	is	

there	is	a	lack	of	institutional	clarity	as	to	the	following	questions:	1)	What	does	

equity	mean?	2)	Why	is	it	important?	And	3)	What	might	it	mean	for	the	California	

Community	Colleges?	

	

Contextualizing	Equity	

	

“Educational	equity	goes	beyond	the	legal	guarantee	of	access	to	education.	It	is	an	

environment	of	fairness	and	responsiveness	necessary	for	each	person	to	fully	reach	

his	or	her	educational	potential-	the	updated	version	of	the	California	Master	Plan	

(Shansby,	1987).”	

	

What	is	Equity?	

Politically,	this	plan	has	a	historic	significance	when	considered	the	question	of	

equity.	When	I	speak	with	educators	within	our	higher	education	system,	

particularly	those	that	do	not	study	issues	of	equity,	justice,	or	oppression,	I	tend	to	

hear	the	question	“why	is	everyone	talking	about	equity?”.		Or	there	is	the	more	

common	in	interchanging	of	the	two	terms	diverse	city	in	equity	and	the	campus	

discourse	around	the	issue	of	disproportionately	low	transfer	and	completion	rates.	

It	is	important	to	note	that	these	two	concepts	are	not	interchangeable.		A	simple	

definition	of	the	term	diversity	it	stated	in	Webster's	as	"the	state	of	having	people	

who	are	different	races	or	who	have	different	cultures	in	a	group	or	organization".	

This	definition	would	describe	the	community	college	system	from	its	inception.	All	

that	is	required	is	the	mere	presence	of	difference	to	constitute	a	diverse	

environment.		Given	that	United	States	has	had	a	diverse	presence	of	people's	since	

it	was	established	as	a	country,	one	might	consider	the	mere	presence	of	different	

groups	insufficient	as	a	goal	for	an	educational	institution	that	serves	the	public.	If	

one	is	interested	only	in	diversity	they	are	not	accounting	for	issues	of	fairness,	

humanization,	respect,	or	a	quality	provision	of	services	for	all.	
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Equity	on	the	other	hand	is	simply	defined	as	"fairness	or	justice	in	the	way	people	

are	treated"	or	“justice	according	to	natural	law	or	right;	specifically,	freedom	from	

bias	or	favoritism”.		The	very	use	of	this	term	changes	the	conversation	from	one	of	

a	numerical	exercise	of	counting	heads	and	categorizing	them	by	identity,	and	takes	

the	question	of	who	has	access	to	education	to	a	much	deeper	level.	What	is	

certainly	under	discussed	within	the	system	is	the	significance	that	the	politics	of	

the	era	played	in	framing	he	potential	power	of	the	community	college	level	in	the	

California	master	plan	when	the	legislation	was	passed.		

	

	

Why	is	Equity	important	in	the	California	Community	Colleges?	

The	1960s	are	widely	known	as	a	tumultuous	time	in	American	modern	history.	

Tension	between	members	of	the	populace	and	an	ongoing	tension	between	

members	of	the	populace	and	what	was	perceived	to	be	a	poor	enactment	of	

democracy	on	behalf	of	the	US	government	developed	during	this	time	as	the	

decades	old	efforts	around	civil	rights	were	converging	with	the	controversy	of	the	

Vietnam	War.	What	was	involving	was	a	continued	legacy	of	grassroots	political	

activism	and	social	resistance	throughout	American	society.	What	made	this	era	

special	was	the	technological	addition	of	a	more	develops	media	communication	

system,	often	referred	to	at	the	time	as	and	industry	of	public	relations	(Fones-

Wolfe,	1994).	For	one	of	the	first	times	in	American	history,	people	both	within	the	

United	States	and	abroad	could	witness	the	extent	of	social	unrest	throughout	the	

country	though	the	medium	of	television	(Parenti,	2000).	In	California	in	particular,	

community-based	organizations	and	collectives	were	developing	in	historically	

marginalized	communities	to	rally	public	support	and	resources	to	advance	agendas	

that	prioritize	human	well-being	and	community	voice.	While	many	of	these	groups	

advocated	for	civil	rights	through	the	organizing	of	tactics	of	civil	disobedience,	

other	groups	such	as	the	Black	Panther	party,	I	Wor	Kuen,	Young	patriots,	Brown	

berets,	and	the	American	Indian	movement	also	included	a	framework	of	self-

defense-	which,	rightfully,	insinuated	the	propensity	for	a	departure	from	tactics	of	

nonviolence	that	made	prominent	figures	such	as	Martin	Luther	King	and	Mahatma	
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Gandhi	popular	(Ho,	2008;	Umoja,	1999).	While	this	approach	of	self-defense	did	

not	mean	that	these	organizations	would	aggressively	attack	state	institutions	or	

civilians,	the	notion	of	armed,	low	income,	youth	were	very	threatening	to	many	in	

the	United	States.	In	his	book	“The	Vietnam	War	and	Other	Atrocities”,	H.	Bruce	

Franklin	notes:	

	

In	early	1970,	Agnew	argued	that	there	was	too	high	a	percentage	of	Black	

students	in	college	and	condemned	"the	violence	emanating	from	Black	

student	militancy."	Declaring	that	"College,	at	one	time	considered	a	

privilege,	is	considered	to	be	a	right	today,"	he	singled	out	open	admissions	

as	one	of	the	main	ways	"by	which	unqualified	students	are	being	swept	into	

college	on	the	wave	of	the	new	socialism.	

	

This	viewpoint	was	part	and	parcel	of	an	overall	construction.		The	Nixon	

administration	and	other	conservatives	targeted	the	California	Master	Plan	and	

open	admissions	policies	like	it	around	the	country	and	labeled	such	policies	a	

threat	to	the	quality	and	reputation	of	American	universities.	In	a	fundraising	

address,	Vice	President	Spiro	Agnew	stated	that	such	polices	increasing	access	

would	lead	to	the	distribution	of	“bargain	basement	diplomas”	(Karabel,	1972).		

Journalist	Irving	Kristol	author	of	the	book	“Neo	Conservativism:	The	autobiography	

of	an	Idea”	noted	in	an	address	that	“open	admissions	had	precious	little	to	do	with	

education	itself,	and	almost	everything	to	do	with	ethnic	and	racial	politics.”		H.	

Bruce	Franklin	also	noted:	

	

Roger	Freeman--a	key	educational	adviser	to	Nixon	then	working	for	the	

reelection	of	California	Governor	Ronald	Reagan--defined	quite	precisely	the	

target	of	the	conservative	counterattack:	"We	are	in	danger	of	producing	an	

educated	proletariat.	That's	dynamite!	We	have	to	be	selective	on	who	we	

allow	to	go	through	higher	education."	(2001)		
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The	access	agenda	of	the	open	admissions	policies	that	were	targeted	under	the	

Nixon	administration	were	ones	that	provided	opportunities	for	communities	to	

become	familiar	with	ideas,	strategies,	and	historical	precedents	for	empowerment	

and	activism	(Umoja,	1999;	Harrison,	1979).	It	was	the	community	that	took	

accessible	educational	opportunities	and	changed	them	into	tools	for	equity	projects	

and	movements.	

While	the	access	that	community	colleges	were	providing	was	the	groundbreaking	

element	of	the	Plan,	it	was	evident	not	even	10	years	later	that	such	access	would	be	

both	utilized	by	communities	and	feared	by	conservative	opponents	as	a	pathway	of	

equity	for	historically	marginalized	communities.	

	

	

What	does	equity	mean	for	the	California	Community	Colleges?	

In	essence	the	question	of	equity	calls	into	question	the	way	in	which	we	provide	

educational	opportunities	to	people	and	the	purpose	under	which	we	believe	we	are	

providing	such	services.	Questions	regarding	equity	are	essentially	questions	of	

justice.	In	order	to	ask	the	question	of	justice	one	must	first	ask	a	question	that	

searches	for	and	intends	to	examine	injustice.	This	is	similar	to	Paulo	Freire’s	notion	

of	humanization	as	he	suggests	that	those	who	pursue	humanization	must	first	seek	

to	understand	and	become	sensitive	to	dehumanization	(Freire,	2000).		In	the	

examination	of	injustice	as	a	societal	and	institutional	phenomenon,	“access”	as	a	

goal	or	marker	of	“success”	becomes	inappropriate	for	an	institution	seeking	change	

(Shulock	&	Moore,	2007).		

	

The	“conservative	counterattack”	(Franklin,	2001)	overtly	discussed	in	the	1970’s	

helps	to	define	precisely	the	power	of	the	community	college	access	agenda	when	

combined	with	the	legacy	of	social	resistance	and	community-based	political	

organizing.	Within	historically	targeted	communities,	access	to	higher	education	

became	a	tool	for	grassroots	organizing	and	efforts	for	equity.	In	this	way,	the	

California	Community	Colleges,	the	California	Master	Plan	for	Higher	education,	and	

related	open	access	policies	like	it	served	as	resources	to	which	the	communities	
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gave	meaning.	While	this	is	certainly	a	good	thing,	it	does	not	in	itself	situate	the	

system	as	an	institution	for	equity.			

	

Personnel	within	the	CCC	system	must	begin	to	frame	equity	as	both	a	challenge	

that	campuses	undertake	for	students	and	one	that	requires	that	such	a	challenge	is	

a	reflective	one	that	goes	deeper	than	the	firming	up	of	structures.	Shifting	from	a	

resource	from	which	communities	can	make	meaning	to	an	intentional	ally	for	the	

empowerment	and	success	of	communities	as	they	define	it	is	quite	a	different	task	

altogether.	Quite	simply,	developing	an	institutional	understanding	that	a	system	

that	has	struggled	to	graduate	millions	has	contributed	to	inequity	is	far	more	

difficult	than	discussing	equity	the	successful	completion	of	that	same	institution.	

	

The	politics	of	open	admissions	and	the	threat	that	it	posed	to	its	critics	concerned	

what	students	could	do	in	society	as	change	agents,	not	whether	or	not	they	were	

employable.	The	power	that	community	colleges	hold	extends	far	beyond	career	

readiness	and	transfers	to	universities.	Those	that	opposed	open	admissions	knew	

this,	but	do	those	in	California	Community	Colleges?	

	

PD	and	Student	Support	with	Equity	in	Mind	

When	educators	are	unsure	of	how	to	contextualize	equity	in	their	work,	several	

fundamental	mistakes	can	be	made,	even	as	policies	and	protocols	to	address	

operational	gaps	are	developed	to	improve	institutional	performance.	The	areas	of	

professional	development	and	student	support	programs	are	both	key	areas	that	

policy	makers	find	critical	for	the	system	to	move	towards	a	more	equitable	

administering	of	services.		Below	are	examples	as	to	how	each	can	be	critically	

discussed	within	an	equity	framework.	

	

Professional	development		

	

One	cannot	address	issues	of	equity	through	professional	development	without	

clarifying	1)	what	needs	to	be	known	and	learned	by	personnel,	and	2)	how	such	
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knowledge	is	expected	to	manifest	across	job	descriptions.		Without	this,	how	does	

one	shift	from	one	that	celebrates	opening	its	doors	to	one	focused	on	seeing	that	

students	complete?	How	does	one	confront	issues	of	equity	within	or	outside	the	

institution?	How	does	an	institution	develop	and	evolve	its	structures	and	habits	of	

practice	without	such	systems	in	place?	Also,	if	this	is	to	be	adequately	done,	such	

ideas	and	markers	of	progress	must	be	sufficiently	supported	through	non-punitive	

supervision	processes	and	structures	that	can	provide	useful	and	consistent	

feedback	to	personnel.		

	

In	addition	to	the	limitations	of	relying	on	limited	training	(“flex”)	days	as	opposed	

to	consistent	training,	support,	supervision,	and	faculty	collaboration,		

There	are	complexities	that	hinder	the	development	of	efforts	to	address	the	quality	

of	services	in	the	system.	Currently,	the	CCC’s	as	a	system	struggle	to	put	these	

components	into	place	for	at	least	three	critical	reasons:			

	

1)	The	bulk	of	the	logjam	in	community	college	matriculation	lies	at	the	

developmental	level,	also	known	as	basic	skills.	Many	of	these	instructors	are	hired	

with	the	expectation	that	they	have	some	teaching	experience	and	the	departments	

of	Math	and	English	often	represent	the	largest	departments	in	the	college.	Lack	of	

matriculation	can	be	attributed	to	a	series	of	issues	in	these	classes	but	pedagogical	

support	and	inquiry	are	among	the	various	areas	explored	to	address	the	issue.	

Furthermore,	the	exploration	of	support	and	development	methods	for	these	

instructors	can	surface	models	that	would	be	helpful	to	all	areas	of	the	college.	

Models	such	as	those	practiced	in	training	organizations	like	the	California	

Acceleration	Project	focus	on	faculty	reflection	on	purpose,	identity,	and	pedagogy	

with	issues	of	equity	at	the	forefront	of	their	work.		

	

2)	The	lack	of	clarity	as	to	the	purpose	and	context	of	“Academic	Freedom”	can	

hinder	the	development	of	improvement	efforts	and	their	institutionalization	as	

organizational	norms.	This	can	largely	occur	when	the	concept	of	faculty	

pedagogical	autonomy,	designed	to	protect	faculty	from	intrusive	or	punitive	
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controls,	can	be	culturally	evoked	to	reject	practices	and	structures	of	faculty	

supervision	or	support.	Instructors	cannot	improve	if	there	is	no	collegial	culture	

that	fosters	structured	opportunities	for	observation,	feedback,	or	support.		

	

3)	The	common	use	of	adjuncts	at	high	percentages	present	a	very	complex	issue.	

While	the	use	of	part-time	professors	at	high	rates	is	not	unique	to	community	

colleges,	the	expansive	diversity	of	the	target	population,	the	mission	of	“universal	

access”,	and	the	system-wide	movement	to	increase	completion	rates	puts	the	

California	community	colleges	in	a	unique	position.		Both	hiring	and	support	

mechanisms	must	evolve	to	be	more	deliberate	about	the	background	experience	

and	sociopolitical	framework	of	educators	entering	institutions	committed	to	

equity.		Also,	as	is	already	custom	at	some	colleges	within	the	system,	adjuncts	must	

be	compensated	for	office	hours	and	professional	development	time.	Given	the	

common	use	of	adjunct	instructors	throughout	the	system,	no	significant	change	in	

outcomes	or	student	experience	can	change	without	their	full	inclusion	into	the	

cultural	reforms	of	the	institution.		

	

The	current	gaps	in	professional	development	hinder	the	institutions	capacity	to	

foster	authentic	alliances	between	faculty,	staff,	and	community	members/	students.	

In	order	to	do	this	with	any	success,	the	approach	to	professional	development	must	

be	one	that	is	guided	by	a	framework	that	not	only	acknowledges	the	politicized	

history	of	the	system	as	a	resource	for	historically	targeted	communities,	but	also	a	

framework	that	embraces	such	a	history	and	context.	Furthermore,	any	attempts	at	

a	professional	development	approach	that	honors	this	reality	must	emphasize	the	

construction	of,	and	fidelity	to	a	culture	of	supervision	and	support	intended	to	shift	

normalized	institutional	ideas	and	practices.	

	

Marginalization	of	programs	that	serve	the	marginalized	

The	updated	version	of	the	California	Master	Plan	for	Higher	Education	written	

1987	states	“The	most	important	lesson	to	be	learned	from	past	failures	is	that	

programs	to	achieve	equity	cannot	be	treated	as	the	responsibility	of	just	another	
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group	or	office	(Shansby,	1987).”	As	the	California	community	colleges	seek	to	

address	the	needs	of	historically	targeted	communities	(which	make	up	a	large	

portion	of	their	student	body),	leadership	and	those	interested	in	campus-wide	

reform	can	seek	out	the	few	spaces	that	have	been	investigating	such	issues	for	a	

long	time-	student	service	programs.	Students	that	struggle	with	completion	often	

do	so	because	of	economic	reasons-	usually	the	need	to	earn	money	by	working	

more	hours	or	challenges	with	the	costs	associated	with	attending	(Johnson	&	

Rochkind,	2009).		Many	student	support	programs	were	designed	for	the	sole	

purpose	of	providing	support	and	addressing	recruitment	issues	involving	students	

of	low-income	backgrounds	that	may	not	otherwise	receive	attention	as	a	target	for	

recruiters	or	sufficient	support	as	students	on	campus	(Booth,	et.	al.,	2012).		These	

programs	exist	at	most	public	institutions	of	higher	education	in	the	state	of	

California	and	have	been	instrumental	in	the	matriculation	of	millions	of	students	

since	their	installation	on	campuses.		

	

In	addition	to	these	programs,	other	programs	that	receive	funding	from	state,	

district,	campus,	and	private	resources	have	developed	to	address	the	specific	needs	

of	students	from	historically	targeted	identity	groups.	These	programs	a	have	often	

took	the	form	of	classes	that	are	intended	to	build	community	and	offer	transitional	

educational	experiences	for	students	and	have	historically	been	facilitated	by	faculty	

or	counselors	that	consider	such	work	part	of	their	calling	(Perrakis,	2008).	These	

programs	have	historically	exemplified	key	themes	of	successful	student	support	

practices	as	core	components	of	their	success	by	creating	environments	in	which	

students	have	reported	feeling	valued,	engaged,	and	nurtured.	(Booth,	et.	al.,	2012)		

	At	many	campuses,	but	certainly	not	all,	these	programs	have	been	able	to	work	in	

collaboration	with	other	campus	offices	to	share	information	and	resources	in	order	

to	provide	students	with	much	needed	assistance	as	they	progress	towards	

completion.			

	

However,	these	programs	that	were	established	to	serve	historically	marginalized	

populations	often	find	themselves	marginalized	and	thus	overwhelmed	within	the	
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campus	power	struggle	and	environment	of	institutional	epistemology	(Shansby,	

1987).		Marginalized	programs	and	their	personnel	are	normalized	in	an	

institutional	culture	that	has	normalized	the	invisibility	of	their	politicized	history.	

Some	Student	Support	programs	function	with	faculty/staff	and	dedicating	unpaid	

time	and	energy	performing	tasks	that	include	fundraising	for	program	operations,	

meeting	in	the	evenings	off	time,	and	building	community	partnerships.	As	each	

program	operates	as	a	program	within	each	campus	infrastructure,	different	sites	

can	receive	varying	levels	of	financial	and	political	support.	But	in	many	cases,	for	

many	programs,	these	spaces	of	ongoing	work	towards	equity	are	underutilized	at	

best,	and	invisible	at	worst	as	sources	of	valuable	capital	for	institutional	

improvement	(Hagedorn,	Perrakis,	&	Maxwell,	2007).	

	

The	demographics	of	the	California	community	colleges	serve	a	broad	demographic	

that	represents	the	diversity	of	the	working	class	in	the	state.	This	situates	the	

community	college	an	institution	that	–	at	many	campuses	can	serve	a	

disproportionately	high	number	of	African-American,	Latino,	and	low-income	

students,	a	claim	that	the	University	of	California,	California	State	University	system,	

and	many	other	higher	education	institutions	cannot	make.	But	even	in	the	face	of	

this	reality,	the	budgets	of	these	programs	historically	reflect	a	marginalized	

institutional	positionality.		Many	of	these	programs	survive	off	of	grants	and	annual	

campus-based	budget	allocations	that	situate	them	on	the	periphery	of	strategic	

plans.	When	considering	programs	like	the	Puente	Project	(Latino	student	support	

and	achievement)	or	the	Umoja	Community	(African-American	student	support	and	

achievement),	Guardian	Scholars	(foster	care	alumni),	some	of	which	date	back	to	

the	early	1980’s,	the	less	formalized	efforts	that	spawned	them	have	histories	that	

extend	past	the	establishment	of	the	Master	Plan.		

In	order	for	the	California	Community	Colleges	to	effectively	address	equity	in	ways	

that	transform	outcomes	and	the	institutional	culture	necessary	to	create	them,	

these	historical	student	support	efforts	need	to	be	centralized	components	of	the	

state	and	campus-wide	discourse.	Program	directors	and	staff	need	to	be	positioned	

to	guide	committees	and	model	best	practices	for	the	broader	educator	community	
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on	issues	of	matriculation	and	the	building	of	healthy	relationships.		Student	

support	personnel	cannot	be	asked	to	simply	report	on	their	activities,	but	instead	

be	included	as	experts	in	the	localized	work	of	enhancing	the	educational	

experiences	of	the	more	systematically	marginalized	population	of	the	campus	

community.	Positioning	the	personnel	and	expertise	from	these	programs	at	the	

center	of	equity	efforts	changes	the	discussion	from	one	of	compliance	to	

institutional	learning	as	the	voices	of	those	that	have	been	pushed	to	the	periphery	

become	the	voices	that	steer	and	inform	the	institution.	That	is	equity.	

	

	

The	community	college	could	be	considered	the	institution	“for	the	people”	due	to	

its	affordability,	admissions	framework,	and	diverse	array	of	professional,	academic,	

and	life	enriching	opportunities	for	study.		Given	its	broad	target	areas	of	service,	by	

sheer	design	it	has	the	privilege	of	truly	serving	the	public	as	an	accessible	

institutional	resource	for	upward	mobility,	career	transition,	and	the	reclamation	of	

previously	missed	educational	opportunities.			It	is	important	for	educators	that	are	

interested	in	equity	to	recognize	that	the	“success”	of	the	CCC	population	has	been	

historically	perceived	as	a	threat	to	many	in	our	society-	some	of	which	occupied	

positions	of	tremendous	power.		Pursuing	equity-	as	justice-	in	an	institution	that	

serves	marginalized	communities	requires	an	introspective	analysis	of	how	every	

part	of	the	institution	functions.		Such	analysis	must	be	rigorous,	especially	when	

inspecting	proposed	solutions,	given	the	extensive	history	of	the	institutional	legacy	

ineffectively	addressing	completion	issues.	Given	the	size	of	the	California	

Community	College	system,	the	reality	of	the	institutional	design	presents	the	

challenge	of	serving	the	largest	percentage	and	overall	number	of	low-income	

students	when	compared	with	the	other	higher	education	systems	in	the	state	of	

California.	Many	of	these	students,	as	a	result	of	their	social	location,	also	come	from	

cities	and	townships	that	are	challenged	in	key	resource	areas	such	as	health,	law	

enforcement,	employment,	and	education-	all	key	determinants	in	health	outcomes	

for	communities	in	the	United	States	(Martinez-Wenzl	&	Marquez,	2012;	Johnson	&	

Rochkind,	2009;	Philibert,	Allen,	&	Elleven,	2008).		The	policies	of	the	California	
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Master	Plan	gave	way	to	opportunities	for	these	communities-	preoccupied	

necessarily	with	justice-	to	transform	what	was	an	access	agenda	into	equity	

projects.	With	the	passing	of	the	Student	Success	Act	in	2012	the	community	

colleges	have	once	again	arrived	at	a	place	of	great	opportunity.	This	time	however,	

the	system	has	an	opportunity	to	pursue	justice	with	intentionality,	and	a	chance	to	

enact	their	policies,	practices,	and	expectations	in	a	way	that	aligns	with,	and	

operates	as	an	ally	to	ongoing	community	struggles	for	equity.		
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