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CALIFORNIA’S COMMUNITY COLLEGES:

Engine of Social and 
Economic Mobility

California is known throughout the 
world for its spirit of innovation 
and ground-breaking ideas. So it is 
no wonder that the Golden State is 
home to the California Community 
Colleges (CCCs), the most open and 
accessible system of higher education 
in the world. With low tuition and a 
longstanding policy of full and open 
access, the CCCs are designed around a 
remarkable idea: that higher education 
should be available to everyone. For 
centuries around the world, higher 
education was reserved for social elites. 
College was a means of reinforcing the 
social hierarchy and people’s roles in 
it. California’s Master Plan for Higher 
Education, in contrast, did something 
entirely different: make college fully 
accessible through the CCCs and 
provide advanced degrees through two 
public systems, the California State 
University (CSU) and the University of 
California (UC). 

UNIQUELY IMPORTANT TO 
CALIFORNIA’S FUTURE
Other states have community 
colleges, but California’s are unique 
in several ways. Compared to other 
states, California’s public higher 
education system relies more heavily 
on community colleges. Sixty percent 
of California undergraduates attend 
community colleges—14 percent more 
than the national average.1 Compared 
to other states, California ranks 5th in 
the proportion of recent high school 
graduates who enroll in community 
colleges, and 47th in the proportion 
who enroll in 4-year universities.2 Our 
system of public higher education was 
explicitly designed for most degree-
seeking students to get their start at 
a CCC, making the transfer process 
between CCCs and public universities 
critically important to the overall 
output of the broader California 
system. The CCCs are also important 
beyond California’s borders. One in five 
American community college students 

We are training the 
people who will do our 
jobs when we retire. 
Our future depends 
on these students 
having the skills 
they need for our 
workforce.
— Cecilia Estolano

President, California Community Colleges 
Board of Governors

“

”

As a statewide 
system, we need to 
be doing our part 
to educate and 
create responsible 
citizens.
— Dolores Davison

Professor, Foothill College 
and Academic Senate Leader

“

”

DE ANZ A COLLEGE
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attends a CCC, making the system a 
vital source of training and education 
for the nation’s future workforce.3

The CCCs are equally remarkable for 
their versatility. In addition to being 
the primary entry point into collegiate 
degree programs, the colleges are 
also the primary system for delivering 
career technical education and 
workforce training to Californians, 
preparing individuals for skilled jobs 
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HOW THIS DOCUMENT 
IS ORGANIZED
This document presents a vision 
for the future of the California 
Community Colleges. The first section 
begins with an accounting of current 
system performance, reviewing major 
achievements while also taking a hard 
look at the greatest challenges. The next 
section introduces specific goals for 
future improvement, focusing on the 
handful of outcomes that could drive 
needed change throughout the system. 
This section also discusses a number of 
important milestones that colleges can 
set and monitor at the local level.

The following section is a 
comprehensive vision for change, 
framed as a set of seven commitments 
that taken together can move the 
college system in the right direction to 
collectively reach our goals. The final 
section issues a call to action, asking the 
entire community of CCC stakeholders 
to join in this Vision for Success.

•	 Relevant research reports, 

policy analyses, and conceptual 

frameworks on community college 

reform and success, both from 

California and national sources;

•	 Approximately 50 interviews 

with stakeholders and 

experts inside and outside 

the CCC system, including:

»» College CEOs;

»» College faculty leaders, 

including members of 

the statewide Academic 

Senate for the CCCs;

»» Students;

»» Representatives of 

business and industry;

»» Representatives of 

the state workforce 

development system;

»» Representatives of social 

justice and advocacy groups;

»» State Legislators and 

policy and finance staff 

at the state level;

»» Higher education 

researchers; and

»» The CCC Chancellor, Vice 

Chancellors, and the CCC 

Board of Governors President;

Developing the Vision

•	 Previous surveys conducted 

by the Chancellor’s Office.

•	 A Virtual Town Hall, which 

offered all interested parties an 

opportunity to provide input online 

during the months of April and 

May 2017. To promote the Virtual 

Town Hall, the Foundation for 

California Community Colleges 

launched a social media campaign 

resulting in over 800,000 

impressions on Facebook and 

other networks, over 58,000 

views of the video soliciting Town 

Hall feedback, 12,000 unique 

clicks linking to the video and 

Town Hall submission page, and 

approximately 550 individuals 

submitting electronic comments 

to the Virtual Town Hall. Each of 

these submissions was read and 

coded by the research team. The 

key themes from these comments 

were included throughout this 

document, along with quotes from 

respondents’ written submissions.

To develop this document, the Foundation for California Community 

Colleges engaged two experienced community college policy experts 

as project leaders and charged them with crafting a strategic vision that 

incorporated extensive input from a wide variety of sources. 

These sources included:

Prior to publication, the document was reviewed by seven project 

advisors (listed on page 2) who provided valuable feedback and advice, 

as well as the Chancellor and Chancellor’s Office executive team and staff 

at the Foundation for California Community Colleges.
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Major Achievements, 
Major Challenges
This section strives to present 
a clear-eyed accounting of the 
current performance of the CCC 
system, first reviewing the system’s 
strengths and major achievements, 
then continuing with a hard look at its 
greatest challenges.

STRENGTHS 
AND ACHIEVEMENTS
The size and scope of the CCC system 
is nothing short of incredible. There are 
114 CCCs across California, which last 
year served approximately 2.1 million 
students.5 As points of comparison, 
the California State University (CSU) 
system served 465,686 students 
in 2015-16 and the University of 
California system (UC) served 251,714 
students that year.6 In the next most 
populous state, Texas, the public 
community college system served a 
little over 700,000 students during the 
same time period. By any comparative 
measure, the CCC system is massive.7 

The CCCs also have one of most 
diverse student bodies of any higher 

education system, roughly matching the 
demographics of the state. According 
to the CCC Chancellor’s Office, in 
2015-16:

•	 42.5 percent of students 
identified as Hispanic; 

•	 27.4 percent as White;

•	 6.4 percent as African American;

•	 11.6 percent as Asian;

•	 3.2 percent as Filipino or 
Pacific Islander; and

•	 3.7 percent as multi-ethnic.8

CCC students are diverse in many 
other ways too. They vary in age: about 
one-quarter of students are fresh out of 
high school and close to one-third are 
between the ages of 20 and 24 years old. 
Another one-quarter are between the 
ages of 25 to 39, and about 16 percent 
are over age 40.9 Roughly 25 percent 
of CCC students are first-time students 
to their college while about 11 percent 
are returning after one or more terms of 
being absent.10

The most promising 
aspect of our California 
Community Colleges is 
the diversity—of thought, 
culture, experience, 
immigration story, sexual 
orientation, economic 
status, physical ability, 
and overall world 
view that our students 
bring with them to our 
institutions. The California 
Community College is a 
context that provides so 
many different types 
of opportunities: from a 
second chance for under-
educated students to the 
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In 2016, 42 percent of CCC students 
were the first in their family to 
attend college.11

CCC students also vary greatly in terms 
of their individual goals and reasons 
for stepping onto a CCC campus in 
the first place. Some are seeking just 
a few classes to build new specific 
skills and knowledge to qualify for a 
promotion, while others are starting 
over and looking to enter an entirely 
new profession. Some CCC students 
are returning from military service 
and starting their next chapter as 
civilians in the workforce. Some are 
newcomers to our country, seeking to 
learn English and civic competency. 
Still others are community members 
seeking everything from parenting 
classes, recreation and exercise, visual 
and performing arts, and enrichment. 
Not surprisingly, this broadly diverse 
student body arrives at the campus with 
varying levels of academic preparation 
for college. Some freshmen are just as 
prepared as their counterparts starting 
at a UC. Other CCC students are 
reading at an elementary-school level. 
While UC and CSU accept only the top 
performing students in the state, the 
CCCs accept all students, often proudly 
referring to their student body as the 
“top 100 percent.” 

Like their students, community 
colleges themselves are highly diverse. 
Colleges range dramatically in size 
and location, from urban colleges like 
Santa Ana College in Orange County 
with 62,000 students to small rural 
colleges like Feather River College in 
Quincy or Lassen College in Susanville, 
which serve fewer than 3,350 and 
4,400 students respectively.12 Each 
college in the system faces unique 
challenges. Small colleges sometimes 
struggle to implement new initiatives 

due to the size of their faculty, staff, 
and administrative teams. Colleges in 
large cities are often grappling with 
complicated community politics and 
tensions in addition to the normal work 
of teaching and learning. Churn in 
leadership and baby boomer retirements 
are a challenge in many community 
colleges and districts, with hiring in 
some areas further complicated by 
shallower pools of qualified applicants.

As a system, the CCCs historically 
have been successful at making higher 
education accessible and a�ordable. 
CCC tuition has always been among 
the lowest in the nation. At an annual 
rate of $1,380 for a full-time course 
load,13 California fees are currently the 
lowest in the nation, with New Mexico 
coming in second at $1,664.14 Even 
then, only about 52 percent of students 
pay fees;15 the remainder qualify for 
means-tested Board of Governors fee 
waivers. This has made CCCs the 
most popular choice for low-income 
Californians: those making less than 
$30,000 a year are more likely to start at 
CCCs than other institutions.16 The low 
tuition has also helped California’s more 
advantaged populations, by making 
college degrees and quality technical 
training affordable and widely available 
across the state.

Because of the affordability of the CCC 
system, California sends more young 
people to college than other states. At 
last count in 2013, 46 percent of 18– to 
24–year old Californians were enrolled 
in post-secondary education, more than 
the national average of 43 percent.17 

The CCCs have also provided a strong 
academic foundation for students 
who go on to earn 4-year degrees at a 
California public university. Over half 
of CSU graduates and close to a third of 

On the healthcare side, 
Community Colleges 
are instrumental in 
training our allied health 
professionals and for 
providing the career 
pipeline of professionals 
we represent. We really 
value the Community 
Colleges more than 
some of the private and 
for-profit institutions 
that are involved in 
this work. Community 
Colleges are a more 
trustworthy institution 
of higher learning 
because the profit 
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UC graduates started at a CCC.18 CCC 
students who transfer to a CSU or UC 
persist and graduate at rates similar to 
those students who start at our public 
universities as freshmen.29 

In addition to these core strengths, the 
CCCs have made significant strides in 
the last five years through sustained 
reform e�orts in the areas of student 
success, transfer, and career technical 
education. With the Student Success 
Task Force report in 2012, the CCCs 
embarked on a concerted, system-
wide shift toward prioritizing student 
outcomes. In 2010, the CCCs began 
a partnership with CSU to establish 
Associate Degrees for Transfer, which 
grant CCC students guaranteed 
admission to specific majors in the 
CSU system, with junior status, if 
they complete required coursework in 
defined majors and areas of emphasis. 
Also in 2012, the CCCs launched the 
Doing What Matters for Jobs and the 
Economy Framework to focus on core 
strategies for closing the job skills gap 
in California. This work was followed 
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We won’t close our 
degree attainment gap 
with 18-year olds alone, 
and one population we 
haven’t paid enough 
attention to is adults 
with some college and 
no degree. Many of 
today’s community 
college students are 
‘nontraditional,’ and 
we need to support 
older adults in 
completing degrees 
and credentials. 
Because that’s how 
you address inter-
generational poverty. 
Educated parents will 
support their children’s 
educational aspirations.
— Lande Ajose

Chair, California Student Aid Commission 

“

”

goal of a degree, certificate, or transfer. 
While some amount of academic 
exploration is part of the education 
process, excessive accumulation of units 
is frequently a sign of trouble: it can 
mean that students could not enroll in 
the classes they needed for their degree 
or transfer, or that they lacked sufficient 
guidance to enroll in the right courses 
or find a clear academic direction 
in the first place. Excess units create 
inefficiencies and drive up costs for both 
the student and California taxpayers, 
the latter of which heavily subsidize all 
CCC enrollment. The more students 
take courses that do not move them 
closer to their desired degree, certificate, 
or transfer, the more they crowd out 
and slow down other students who need 
those same courses for reaching their 
own educational goals. 

OLDER AND 
WORKING STUDENTS 
ARE OFTEN LEFT 
BEHIND

Although open to all Californians, the 
CCCs were initially designed primarily 
to serve young people just out of high 
school. Adults of other ages present 
unique challenges and today represent 
a significant portion of the community 
college student body: over 40 percent 
are age 25 or older. Working adults 
can typically attend college only part-
time. Many are bread-winners juggling 
the demands of work, childcare, and 
household, with limited time to get 
to school, attend class, and study at 
home—much less see a counselor or 
find a tutor. Some are transitioning 
back to civilian life after serving in the 
military (nearly 42 percent of California 
veterans receiving GI benefits attend 
a CCC).28 Others, nearly 8 percent of 
CCC students, are immigrants here as 
legal permanent residents.29 

Adult learners are a highly diverse group 
facing a wide range of challenges, from 
relatively common difficulties like 
finding child care or transportation, to 
much more daunting issues such as food 
and housing insecurity, mental health 
issues, and serious learning disabilities. 
This range of challenges requires an 
array of policy and programmatic 
responses. As a start in the right 
direction, many colleges have expanded 
access to working adults by offering 
courses throughout the day, week, and 
year, as well as offering student services 
and courses online. Moving forward, 
CCCs need systematic ways to identify 
the needs of adult learners and connect 
them with the right services on and 
off campus. 

Improved services for working adults are 
not just important for the population 
currently enrolled in CCCs. Across 
California, an estimated 15 percent of 
working age adults, about 4.5 million 
people, have participated in higher 
education at some point but stopped 
out before completing a program of 
study.30 In order for California to close 
its degree and certificate gap, this group 
must be recruited back into college. 
Likewise, adults who never entered 
college need multiple avenues back into 
education, as well as support to address 
the challenges that led them to leave 
and avoid returning to school in the 
first place.

One important group of adults in the 
CCCs are “skills builders”—adults who 
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Nowhere was the CCC found to be the 
least expensive option.32 
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Individually and together, these 
indicators are very troubling. Despite 
some modest gains in student outcomes, 
the CCC system is not performing at 
the level needed to reliably provide 
students with opportunities for 
mobility and to meet California’s future 
workforce needs. As described above, 
the success of California is intertwined 
with the success of the CCCs. For the 
fiscal health of our state and the well-
being of our society and democracy, we 
must collectively embrace aggressive 
goals for strengthening the CCCs.
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LOOKING AHEAD:

Goals for Meeting 
California’s Needs
The success of California’s broader 
system of higher education and 
workforce development stands or 
falls with the California Community 
Colleges (CCCs). While many other 
players are involved—K-12 schools, 
public and private colleges and 
universities, county offices of education, 
and workforce investment boards—the 
CCCs are the linchpin to meeting 
California’s civic and economic needs. 
For this reason it is vitally important 
that the CCC system regularly assess 
how its performance stacks up against 
those needs. 

Goals have other important purposes. 
They help establish a shared vision, 
which is particularly important at 
this moment when substantial state 
dollars are coming into the system, 
new initiatives are being launched, and 
a new Chancellor is at the helm. They 
serve as a goalpost, pointing all parties 
in the same direction and establishing a 
shared destination to reach.

Of course, setting goals is also a very 
challenging task for any system of 
education. For the CCCs, the task is 
more complicated given its multiple 
missions and vast array of offerings (see 
sidebar on page 15). Moreover, many 
of the results CCCs desire for their 
students are not entirely in the control 
of the colleges themselves. For instance, 
student outcomes in college are in part 
dependent on student’s preparation 
at the K-12 level. Successful transfers 
require available slots in universities. 
Employment and wage gains after 
graduation are subject to labor market 
conditions. The performance of all levels 
of public education is influenced by 
the availability of funding, which is too 
often volatile and scarce. 
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the highest-order outcomes. Colleges 
will also want to take a close look at 
finer-grain measures and indicators 
that show progress toward desired 
outcomes. For instance, colleges should 
regularly be looking for improvements 
in student persistence, completion of 
30 units, progress toward transfer-
level coursework in the �rst or second 
year, as indicators of progress toward 
degrees and transfers. Colleges should 
also monitor and aim to grow full-time 
enrollment (15 units per semester) 
and continuous enrollment. Of course, 
not all students can attend full-time and 
continuously, such as working adults 
who need to learn and earn at the same 
time. Still, colleges can and should 
encourage more students to attend 
full time than currently do, especially 
those who are young and not financially 
supporting others. 

Colleges should also monitor and set 
goals related to the employment and 
earnings of graduates such as wage 
gains or percent of graduates attaining 
a living wage. These measures are 
commonly used to monitor outcomes 
specifically among graduates of career 
technical education programs, but it is 
also appropriate to monitor them for 
all students, so that colleges have a clear 
picture of students’ lives after they leave 
a CCC.

USING GOALS TO 
DRIVE CHANGE
Just as important as setting goals is 
the way they are used. Presently, the 
CCC Board of Governors (BOG) 
is required by state law to identify 
performance measures and develop 
annual performance targets that are 
“challenging and quantifiable.”41 While 
the CCC system has identified these 
performance measures, in the past 
the Chancellor’s Office and Board 

of Governors have not used them 
consistently to drive change. Moving 
forward, the BOG should embrace the 
more aggressive goals outlined in this 
document and use them to update its 
strategies for improvement. Progress 
toward the goals should be reviewed at 
least annually, on a predictable schedule.

Additionally, the BOG should call on 
all college districts to do the same: focus 
on a set of clear, consistent goals and 
return to them at least annually to mark 
progress and correct course as needed. 
As discussed in greater detail below, this 
is an essential strategy for maintaining 
focus among all of the competing 
activities and initiatives that are part of 
normal operations.

If we don’t set 
accountability standards 
in terms of seeing an 
increase, or setting a 
minimum threshold, 
then there’s no way to 
know whether progress 
is being made.
— Hasun Khan

Student Member, California Community 
Colleges Board of Governors

“

”
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The needs are great, the resources are adet, t8 (eu-5.69, t)1.7 (h)12.7 (e)92 (e,e a)1 (d)ndrer 

”
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A Vision for Change
The goals set forth in this document are very ambitious and there is no easy path 
to reach them. Achieving these goals will require a combination of strategies 
and the coordinated efforts of tens-of-thousands of individuals both inside and 
outside the CCCs. Not only will California need the talent and perseverance of 
college presidents, administrators, faculty, staff, trustees, and students, it will also 
need the support and engagement of the Governor, Legislature, UC and CSU 
systems, workforce development system, K-12 education system, business and 
labor organizations, philanthropists, and community and civic groups. It will take 
a sustained effort by the CCC Chancellor, the Board of Governors, and the entire 
staff at the system level to lead the charge, support the hard work of the colleges, 
and help maintain focus and morale. There is no denying this is a tall order, but 
California and its students deserve no less.

Below are seven core commitments the CCC system as a whole can make 
to achieve these ambitious goals and realize its full potential to meet the future 
workforce needs of California: 

1 | 	Focus relentlessly on students’ end goals. 

2 | 	Always design and decide with the student in mind. 

3 | 	Pair high expectations with high support.

4 | 	Foster the use of data, inquiry, and evidence.

5 | 	Take ownership of goals and performance.

6 | 	Enable action and thoughtful innovation.

7 | 	Lead the work of partnering across systems.

Together these seven commitments reflect a fresh mindset that will be needed 
to carry the CCCs forward as a unified system. The pages that follow elaborate 
on these commitments: the problems they are intended to address, what must 
be done to fulfill the commitments, and how specifically the Chancellor and the 
Chancellor’s Office can lead the way.

The colleges need to 
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7

COMMITMENTS
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COMMITMENT 1:

Focus relentlessly on 
students’ end goals.
As a state, we have long prioritized open 
access to college as a core value—it’s 
one of the greatest strengths of the 
CCCs. But that priority, combined 
with multiple statutory missions and 
a problematic funding mechanism 
that drives rapid expansion in boom 
times and abrupt contractions during 
recessions, has led to sprawling catalogs 
of courses for students that do not 
necessarily match either California’s or 
students’ needs. For those new to the 
college environment, the number of 
choices can be more overwhelming than 
exciting. When students cannot see a 
clear path from start to finish, the task 
of completing college is daunting.

The challenges of today require that 
we focus much more intentionally 
on getting every student to his or her 
defined end goal, whether a credential, 
degree, certificate, transfer, or specific 
skill set. This focus on students’ end 
goals should be the “North Star” of 
all reform efforts at every level of the 
system. This will require both a shift in 

mindset and a shift in the way colleges 
and the system do business. More than 
just offering courses, colleges need 
to be offering pathways to specific 
outcomes—whether transfer or success 
in the workplace—and providing 
sufficient supports for students to stay 
on those paths until completion.

FULFILLING THE 
COMMITMENT
In navigating toward the North 
Star, the system needs a simple but 
comprehensive framework that can be 
easily communicated and evaluated 
across colleges. At the state level, 
the Chancellor’s Office plans to use 
the Guided Pathways initiative as an 
organizing framework to align and 
guide all initiatives aimed at improving 
student success. This $150 million one-
time state investment over five years will 
give colleges the means and motivation 
to spur large-scale change across the 
system and bring together other existing 
categorical funds and apportionment 
dollars in a coordinated fashion.

In and of itself, 
community college 
is not a destination. 
What matters is where 
students are going in life 
and how we are helping 
them get there.
— State-level 

higher education official

“

”

COLLEGE OF THE CANYONS



CALIFORNIA COMMUNITY COLLEGES VISION FOR SUCCESS22

The Guided Pathways model engages 
college administration, faculty, and staff 
to enact comprehensive changes across 
an entire college. In general, the model 
used across the country is organized 
around four key concepts, listed below. 
In California, Guided Pathways will be 
tailored to the unique environments of 
the CCCs.

•	 Clarifying the path for students. 
All courses are designed as part of 
a coherent pathway with a clear 
outcome, either transfer or a career 
outcome. Students understand what 
a given path will require of them, 
how the courses in a pathway are 
connected into a logical sequence that 
will prepare them for their end goal, 
what milestones they will meet along 
the way, and what outcomes they 
can expect at the end of the path. 

•	 Helping students get on a path. 
Students explore career and/or transfer 
options before they begin college and 
extensively in their first year. Multiple 
measures are used to assess student 
academic needs. Students receive 
contextualized, integrated academic 
support to pass gateway courses.

•	 Helping students stay on their path. 
Students can easily track their own 
progress and receive ongoing, intrusive 
advising. Data systems monitor student 
progress. Students are provided support 
or redirected if they fall off track.

•	 Ensuring students are learning. 
Learning outcomes for every course 
and program are clear to the student 
and tied to a specific transfer, 
completion, or workforce outcome. 
Systems are in place for the college 
and students to track mastery of 
outcomes. Students are engaged 
in active, collaborative learning 
experiences. Faculty are leading efforts 
to improve teaching practices.43 

Colleges can use the Guided 
Pathways framework to bring about 
transformational change, ultimately 
braiding various funding streams in 

service of a singular, coherent plan 
for improvement. Some colleges have 
already begun this transformation and 
the entire system is expected to adopt 
Guided Pathways over time.
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COMMITMENT 2:

Always design and decide 
with the student in mind.
Community colleges need to focus 
much more on the student experience 
when designing services, programs, and 
policies. Just as businesses make it easy 
to find and buy their products, colleges 
need to make it easy for students to 
identify the programs, courses, and 
services they need and to access them 
at the right time. Too often, this is not 
the case.

One place where the student experience 
frequently breaks down is when 
students are interfacing with multiple 
departments or offices on a campus, 
when they are attending more than 
one community college, or—most 
challenging to solve—when they are 
transition from one education system 
to another. For instance, recent high 
school graduates entering a community 
college for the first time can be 
surprised to learn that they may not 
be considered ready for entry into 
collegiate-level coursework, despite 
perhaps having passed A-G courses in 
high school or scoring “college ready” 

on their 11th grade assessment. Often, 
the problem leading to this situation 
is the failure of institutions to align 
their definitions and expectations; not a 
failure of the student. When unexpected 
requirements, hurdles, and delays 
are sprung on students, it harms the 
college-student relationship, and more 
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Finally, as a system the CCCs should 
expand efforts to meet the needs of 
working adults. To reach California’s 
future workforce demand, it is critical 
to attract more working adults into 
college. This will require changes in 
how, when, and where courses are 
offered and student services provided. 
Stackable credentials allow students 
to gain knowledge and skills that 
build toward a long-term workforce 
outcome while offering multiple exit 
points to employability along the way. 
Instructional designs that provide on-
ramps and off-ramps allow working 
students to hold down jobs or even 
stop out temporarily without derailing 
their forward progress. Recognizing 
prior learning and releasing students 
from seat-time in courses is another 
avenue to providing more flexible 
access to returning and working adults. 
Finally, CCCs can continue to foster 
and strengthen multiple points of 
entry, whether through bridges from 

are multiple student-facing portals and 
services, but they do not always line up 
seamlessly. Online coursework, though 
expanded in recent years, has yet to 
become a viable option for all students.

FULFILLING THIS 
COMMITMENT
To repair and maintain the student 
experience, colleges and system- and 
state-level policy makers must always 
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More ways to step up 
service to students

Community college stakeholders are 

brimming with ideas for how campuses 

can improve service to students. 

Many Virtual Town Hall respondents 

and interviewees offered examples 

of practices that are making it easier 

for students to enroll in classes, take 

advantage of campus services, and 

complete their programs of study, 

including:

•	 Physically locating services together 

and cross-training staff so that 

students experience a one-stop 

shop, not a bureaucratic maze.

•	 Greater sharing of data, so that 

students’ records can be easily 

accessed at the right time by the 

right person (similar to the strides 

healthcare has made in making 

medical records instantly available 

to every doctor a patient sees).

•	 Meeting the needs of students 

who attend multiple colleges, by 

consolidating course catalogs and 

schedules across multiple campuses 

in same district, and providing greater 

portability of credits across districts. 

•	 Holding more classes at times and 

in ways that work for students, 

including weekends, evenings, 

summer sessions, and online.

•	 Block-scheduling courses in a 

given pathway so that students 

have a convenient and predictable 

schedule they can plan around. 

•	 Exploring alternative calendars 

and course formats that are not 
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HOW THE CHANCELLOR’S OFFICE CAN LEAD THE WAY
The Chancellor’s leadership position and office should be used to raise awareness 
of how CCC students are harmed by misaligned policies across sectors. The 
Chancellor should actively advocate to resolve cross-sector and state-level policies 
that unintentionally penalize students as they move across systems. Additionally, 
the Chancellor should continue to strengthen partnerships with leaders in other 
education sectors and workforce development agencies to ensure that students are 
receiving consistent messages and support regardless of their point of entry (for 
more on the topic of cross-sector leadership, see Commitment #7).

The Chancellor’s Office should do its part to assist and support colleges in 
putting students �rst, focusing more on outcomes and less on monitoring 
inputs. At present, colleges have to meet endless requirements and produce myriad 
proposals, plans, and reports—for accreditation, categorical programs, grant 
funding, and other purposes. Moving forward, the Chancellor’s Office should 
work to streamline reporting and other requirements where possible to help 
cut through the “noise,” focus on outcomes, and support colleges in holding a 
singular vision for improvement. Along the same line, the Board of Governors 
should prioritize �exibility and results over front-end regulation when possible. 
In the past, Board of Governors regulations have occasionally exceeded the law in 
unhelpful ways. In the future, the Chancellor’s Office should help colleges see and 
utilize the full range of options for serving students best while meeting the law.

The Chancellor’s Office should strive to adopt a stronger customer service 
mindset to improve relationships and service to campuses. This should include 
clear communication from the Chancellor to all staff on system goals and 
priorities, and clarification that the role of Chancellor’s Office staff is to help 
colleges meet those goals. Like colleges, the Chancellor’s Office should strive 
to better integrate its own services across traditional siloes, to achieve more 
consistent communication with colleges and to align mutually reinforcing 
policies and programs. Feedback received from interviews and Virtual Town Hall 
respondents reinforced this as a top priority.

The Chancellor’s Office should review its entire education technology portfolio 
with the goals of enhancing students’ abilities to easily access services and 
information, and maximizing the ability of faculty and staff to use those systems 
to serve students effectively. Currently many of the CCC system’s technology 
platforms are managed separately, under different contracts, including the systems 
used for the college application process, education planning, student learning 
outcomes and assessments, curriculum inventory, student transcripts, course 
management and other purposes. The Chancellor’s Office should assert greater 
oversight of these various technologies to ensure they are functioning in alignment 
with one another and in service of students.

[The CCCs should] 
simplify the way we do 
things so the student can 
witness, first hand, an 
organization that wants to 
serve them.

“

”— College Health Services Assistant
via the Virtual Town Hall

There is tension among 
our many missions 
including workforce 
development, transfer, 
and serving adult learners. 
We need to serve all 
students in a holistic 
way. It feels disjointed 
now... and if we are asking 
colleges to break down 
siloes, the Chancellor’s 
Office should do it too.

“

”— Julie Bruno
President, Academic Senate for 
California Community Colleges
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COMMITMENT 3:

Pair high expectations 
with high support.
Many students come to the CCC 
system with significant academic and 
personal challenges. Those who are 
not academically ready to succeed in 
collegiate-level courses need assistance 
to strengthen their basic skills. 
Historically, the system’s approach has 
been to test incoming students for 
college readiness in English and math 
and place them into remedial courses if 
they fail to reach a specified threshold 
score. While the CCC system has been 
moving towards the use of “multiple 
measures” for some time—meaning the 
use of additional measures of academic 
readiness—some colleges continue 
to heavily emphasize test scores for 
placement. The intentions behind this 
approach are good: students need to 
be ready for the rigors of college-level 
coursework. At the same time, there 
is compelling evidence that these 
traditional assessment methods (even 
when paired with other measures) can 
sometimes lead educators to misplace 
students into remedial education who 
could, with proper supports, succeed in 

a collegiate-level course.44 This pattern 
of over-placing students into remedial 
education unnecessarily delays students’ 
progress and can be discouraging 
to those who are already at risk of 
dropping out entirely. 

Students themselves are often unaware 
of the significance of assessment exams 
and do not realize how placement 
in remedial courses will impact their 
trajectory through college. One thing 
is clear: Lengthy, traditional remedial 
sequences are not effective for most 
students. By the most recent figures, 
only about 45 percent of students 
taking remedial English ultimately 
move up and pass a collegiate-level 
English class. In math, only about 
33 percent do so.
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Just as challenging for colleges is the 
daunting array of personal challenges 
that many students are facing. Many 
people of privilege remember college 
as a carefree, unburdened chapter in 
their lives, but this is not the reality 
for most CCC students. Many live 
below the poverty line and some 
struggle with exceptional challenges 
like homelessness, mental illness, food 
insecurity, recent emancipation from 
foster youth services, and challenges 
associated with returning from 
military service. Concern about the 
depth and breadth of students’ needs 
was a pervasive theme among those 
responding to the Virtual Town Hall, 
particularly among those who serve on 
CCC campuses.

Another issue that contributes to 
students’ slow progress through 
college is that many enter community 
college without enough guidance to 
establish a clear timeline or sense of 
direction. They may not be informed 
about the significant down sides of 
taking a prolonged time to earn a 
degree/certificate or transfer, both in 
opportunity cost of delaying entry into 
the job market, and the actual cost of 
supporting themselves for a lengthy 
period of study. As a result, students 
often do not think to advocate for 
higher placements, opportunities to 
retake placement exams, credit for prior 
learning, transfer of credits earned at 
other institutions, and so on. Even 



CALIFORNIA COMMUNITY COLLEGES VISION FOR SUCCESS 31

•	 For those students who truly require 
remediation before they can succeed 
in a collegiate-level course, the system 
should continue to re�ne and 
expand accelerated and innovative 
instructional models, to avoid the 
years-long remedial sequences that 
most students never exit, and bolster 
the use of contextualized basidmxl f
[(, tolione use os)]TJ
/T11 1 ensuation befor



CALIFORNIA COMMUNITY COLLEGES VISION FOR SUCCESS32

HOW THE CHANCELLOR’S OFFICE CAN LEAD THE WAY
The Chancellor should immediately upgrade the urgency of improving remedial 
education. At the leadership level, the Chancellor and system office can support, 
publicize, and direct resources to effective initiatives that move students through 
remedial education more efficiently and expeditiously. This may include innovative 
and accelerated basic skills programs, contextualized instruction, and expanded 
instructional supports both inside and outside the classroom. Additionally, the 
Chancellor’s Office should provide the needed tools and resources for colleges to 
revamp assessment and placement practices and policies. The key is to transform 
assessment, placement, and basic skills instruction in ways that propel students 
into collegiate level coursework and do not derail their progress. In short, this issue 
deserves the full attention of the systemwide office and must receive it.

The Chancellor should additionally use the high profile nature of the position to 
call attention to the immense personal and economic challenges faced by many 
students in the CCC system and advocate for additional resources to provide 
the support these students need to succeed academically. The Chancellor can also 
engage with state lawmakers and officials in health and social services to help better 
connect CCC students with other public resources that can support them. 

The Chancellor should also lead the charge in communicating with California 
students their own critical role in their success. The Chancellor should 
consistently communicate to K-12 students and families—both directly and 
through state level policy—that community college requires collegiate-level 
effort and preparation. The Chancellor should encourage prospective and currees tiTr 3d cfl0 -1- -1.4 Tdfl[(assessmen 1 l235ee2c, whial emphmenz(com poliand social ser)-10.4 (ectly and )]TJfl0othat can sup27thi)-10file nallegiat doabl commTdfl[(r.4 Tdfl[(y criticne. F)10 0 -ed acadonally)8ffl(. The Chancellsition to )]TJfl/T1_3 1 Tffl[(adv(ectly and )]TJfl0)36 (ocate for hr)6 (eparn(. lth aid addit3onal r)20.2 (eseeded tChanceeC)12.2 (mheir success)]TJfl/m poli4 Ty�od)6 (oland/lor should )Tjfl0ursecomte to K-12CCClegiate-l12CCction, anffice can supv
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The central office is also hindered by a 
time lag because it must rely on uploads 
of data from colleges at designated 
times, such as the end of the term 
or end of the year. As a result, the 
Chancellor and the CCC system office 
can never access a “real-time,” up-to-the 
minute snapshot of performance across 
the system. This limitation (common in 
most education sectors) unfortunately 
sets the stage for the data-reporting 
process to be more of a compliance 
activity for colleges and a retrospective 
activity for the Chancellor’s Office. 
Given the prohibitive cost and politics 
associated with establishing a new 
statewide system, the CCC system will 
likely need to find other ways to change 
the collective mindset around data 
collection and reporting. Far more than 
being a compliance activity, good data 
and analysis is needed to drive decision-
making, discussion, and change at 
all levels.

FULFILLING THIS 
COMMITMENT
To make substantive progress towards 
the goals outlined earlier in this 
document, the community college 
system needs a culture shift that puts 
data, inquiry, and evidence at the center 
of planning and decision-making. 

instituion l oe sarh acapacty co 
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COMMITMENT 5:

Take ownership of goals 
and performance.
The interviews and Virtual Town Hall 
responses analyzed for this project 
revealed frustration both inside and 
outside the colleges around the themes 
of accountability, capacity, and the pace 
of change.

Many stakeholders across the state 
are looking for California’s public 
system of higher education to step 
up and unambiguously commit to 
improvement in student success rates. 
Among this group, some are aware that 
the CCC system has goals, but do not 
find them ambitious enough. Others 
are frustrated by what they perceive as 
a victim mentality among the colleges. 
They do not want excuses for middling 
results, but rather a solution-oriented 
mindset that takes responsibility for 
improving those things that are in 
the colleges’ control. Perhaps more than 
anything else, they want a sense 
of urgency.

At the same time, other stakeholders—
mostly internal to the colleges—paint 
a very different picture. Many faculty 
and CEOs report having a sense of 
“initiative fatigue,” and no wonder: 
the last few years have seen an influx of 
$500 million for special programs and 
purposes—ranging from the Student 
Success and Support Program, to the 
Student Equity Program, to a new 
Online Education Initiative to the 
creation of the IEPI, all with their own 
sets of goals and performance indicators. 
All this change and incoming money, 
they argue, is a recipe for conflict. 
They want time for reflection and 
relationship-building before jumping 
into a new reform strategy. On the 
topic of accountability and goals, this 
group does not want to be criticized for 
outcomes they cannot control. They 
raise substantive grievances about the 
K-12 system failing to prepare students 
adequately, the State of California 
underfunding colleges and the 
Chancellor’s Office, and students not 
taking their education seriously enough. 

The community college 
system needs to change 
its culture to care about 
student outcomes 
without blaming the 
students themselves. 
The job of the community 
colleges is to figure 
out how to educate 
the students who walk 
through their doors.

“

”
— Julia Lopez

Retired President and CEO, 
College Futures Foundation 

BAKERSFIELD COLLEGE
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This disconnect among stakeholders 
divides people who otherwise 
share a similar desire and vision for 
improvement. In a system that relies 
heavily on shared governance, it can 
grind progress to a standstill.

FULFILLING THIS 
COMMITMENT
Moving forward, the CCC system must 
find a way to resolve this disconnect, get 
behind a shared set of goals, and make 
the most of available resources. 
At both the local and state levels, the 
CCCs need to take ownership of 
goals, and use them to motivate, not 
punish. Statewide K-12 education 
leaders have pursued this kind of 
supportive, non-punitive approach for 
the past several years and have found 
it a refreshing change from the “shame 
and blame” approach from earlier 
times. Colleges and local governing 
boards can similarly pursue a supportive 
approach by acknowledging the fatigue 
and anxiety that many faculty, staff, 
and administrators feel, by limiting and 
consolidating the burdens placed on 
faculty by burgeoning state and local 
initiatives, and by freeing up faculty 
from non-classroom obligations that 
are not productive towards helping 
students meet their end goals. At the 
same time, the CCC system should 
embrace ambitious performance goals 
that signal a real sense of urgency and 
commitment, and invite all parties to 
the table to develop robust solutions.

At both the system and college levels, 
there should be a clear vision for 
improvement, including clear goals 
for improved student outcomes. The 
CCC system needs to embrace a small 
number of high-level statewide goals 
(see page 13) while colleges need to 
develop and own a more detailed 
set of goals that are aligned with the 

statewide goals but appropriate to the 
local context. Likewise, the system’s 
leadership can establish a broad vision 
for change while local colleges can 
develop their own, more detailed plans 
of action. Leaders at both levels should 
strive to leverage all incoming funding 
streams to implement their vision for 
change, not distract from it. 

At the system and college level, leaders 
must take responsibility for college 
performance and student outcomes. 
Certainly, there are factors beyond the 
control of the college. At the same time, 
colleges enjoy significant latitude. Each 
community college district has its own 
locally elected board and local academic 
senate, which together have broad 
authority to control what happens on 
campuses. CCCs also have established 
processes for making decisions 
in consultation with all internal 
stakeholders. Compared to community 
college systems in other states (and the 
other public higher education sectors 
in California), the CCC system is 
largely decentralized, with relatively 
light oversight from the state or system 
level and greater oversight at the local 
level. CCCs also enjoy vastly more 
autonomy than California’s K-12 
system, where the State Board of 
Education sets curriculum standards, 
chooses assessments, and can identify 
and intervene in underperforming 
districts. Given these freedoms and the 
tradition of shared governance in the 
CCC system, CCCs have every reason 
to take ownership and full responsibility 
for their own goals and performance.
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HOW THE CHANCELLOR’S OFFICE CAN LEAD THE WAY
With a new Chancellor in place, the system office is well positioned to revisit 
existing goals. As proposed earlier (see page 13), adopting a handful of clear, 
ambitious goals at the system level can help orient the colleges toward a shared set 
of high priorities. The Chancellor’s Office and Board of Governors can reinforce 
these goals by routinely using them to evaluate system-wide progress and adjust 
course. The Board of Governors can also do more to recognize and celebrate 
colleges or programs that meet an objective threshold of success that aligns with 
the system-wide outcome goals. The Strong Workforce Stars and Rising Stars 
recognition for colleges reaching specified outcomes is a current example of this.

The Chancellor can also model the kind of behaviors and attitudes that would be 
helpful at the college level. For instance, the Chancellor should 



CALIFORNIA COMMUNITY COLLEGES VISION FOR SUCCESS 39

COMMITMENT 6:

Enable action and 
thoughtful innovation.
Moving the needle on student outcomes 
will require calculated risk, careful 
monitoring, and acceptance that failures 
will sometimes happen. Too often 
the system has adopted a risk-averse 
stance because it is afraid of criticism 
or penalties, but students deserve more. 
The CCC system as a whole needs a 
culture shift that values action over 
inaction, innovation over the status quo. 
This change will require creativity and 
openness among people who are more 
accustomed to rules and regulation. 
Rather than asking “why?” decision-
makers and gate-keepers at the college 
and state levels will need to start asking 
“why not?”

At the same time, policy makers at all 
levels need to sharpen and refine the 
way they think about innovation. Like 
any industry, it is easy to latch on to 
the latest “shiny new object,” but it is 
critical for colleges to avoid adopting a 
new technology or methodology merely 
because it is new. It needs to be part of a 
coherent overall plan.

FULFILLING THIS 
COMMITMENT
Moving forward, colleges should think 
carefully about which innovations 
will track closely with state and local 
goals. For instance, those innovations 
that help students learn better and reach 
their goals, help faculty assess learning 
outcomes, or help student services 
personnel monitor student behavior are 
all worthy of calculated risk.

Of course, the varying approaches to 
innovation must be both thoughtful 
and deliberate, with leaders first 
looking at the data to determine the 
underlying problems, then choosing 
among potential solutions. Results 
should be tracked early and often, 
with colleges adjusting course when 
necessary. If new strategies don’t work, 
they should be viewed as opportunities 
to learn and improve. As a system, it is 
crucial to reward action and thoughtful 
innovation, not point fingers when 
results are less than anticipated.

There is an opportunity 
in every moment, if you 
choose to seek the 
vision and act on it. 
The only thing restricting 
change is to not change.

“

”— Member of the public
via the Virtual Town Hall

COLLEGE OF THE S ISKIYOUS
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At the state level, it is critical for California to think beyond technological 
innovations for improving the CCC system, and additionally consider policy 
and funding innovations. Many individuals interviewed for this project or 
participating in the Virtual Town Hall pointed to the limitations of traditional 
models of enrollment accounting and “seat time” funding. They noted that these 
models often restrict colleges from implementing promising new practices, fail to 
target resources effectively, and create funding volatility that impedes long-term 
planning. Correcting these structural flaws is not a simple matter, nor one that 
the Chancellor’s Office can tackle alone. A systemwide conversation is needed to 
consider how current funding mechanisms interfere with CCC performance. Even 
long-standing policies must be reconsidered if it’s clear they are getting in the way 
of progress. 

Examples of 
Promising 
Innovations

Across California, colleges 

are pushing forward on many 

fronts, launching innovative 

programs and using new 

technologies to improve 
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HOW THE CHANCELLOR’S OFFICE CAN LEAD THE WAY
The Chancellor should make it clear that the system office should enable, not 
sti�e, innovation on the ground. The Chancellor can commit to fostering a 
culture of open-mindedness and creativity to support colleges that want to try a 
promising new idea. The Chancellor can also commit to providing political back-
up to thoughtful innovators, o�ering support, not blame, when experiments fall 
short despite good planning.

Additionally, the Chancellor should encourage the Board of Governors to seek 
ways to use �exibility as a tool for motivating change and best practices when 
possible. For instance, the Chancellor’s Office should explore ways to loosen or 
waive those categorical program requirements that are barriers to thoughtful 
innovation. The Chancellor should work with partners in state government to 
explore policy and funding innovations that would provide greater flexibility in 
exchange for demonstrated success, exemptions from rigid seat-time requirements 
in certain instances that stimulate improved student outcomes, and solutions to 
address the volatility and instability of enrollment-driven funding.

The Chancellor’s Office should continue its work to understand how to take 
innovations to scale e�ectively and rapidly. As an example, the Doing What 
Matters for Jobs and the Economy initiative has quickly scaled a program that 
addresses employer concerns over the lack of “soft skills” among graduates, starting 
with a network of 10 colleges at first, then expanding to 22 the following year 
and 35 the year after that. Lessons learned from this approach can benefit the 
Chancellor’s Office as it implements other reform strategies. 

Finally, the Chancellor’s Office should shine a spotlight on good ideas by creating 
peer-to-peer forums that foster sharing of best practices, including examining and 
highlighting successful regional models for practices that can potentially be scaled 
system-wide.

We could do a much 
better job if we could 
have more control over 
our colleges, how we 
spend our money, and 
how we meet the needs 
of our students. We have 
incredibly talented faculty, 
staff and administrators 
at our colleges, but they 
spend much of their time 
trying to work around 
regulations that get in 
the way, rather than 
focusing on the true 
issues that will move 
the needle on student 
success and completion.

“

”— Jane Harmon, Ph.D.
Interim Chancellor,
Yosemite Community College District,
via Virtual Town Hall
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COMMITMENT 7:

Lead the work of partnering 
across systems.
On the natural, education systems 
build toward self-sustenance and 
autonomy. This is good for systems 
and the institutions within them, 
but not always good for students. As 
documented by numerous studies, 
students experience significant barriers 
and disconnects when moving from one 
system to another.47 Without strong 
linkages between K-12 schools and 
community colleges, the state is limiting 
access and opportunity for students. 
Without strong linkages to UC, CSU, 
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FULFILLING THIS 
COMMITMENT
Moving forward, education leaders need 
to meet across education systems much 
more frequently, in more depth, and 
with more personnel dedicated to the 
task. This is true at both the state and 
regional levels.

There are at least three major cross-
system issue areas that need attention: 

•	 The first is continued work between 
the CCCs and partners at UC, 
CSU, and private universities to 
simplify transfer pathways for 
students. As an overarching design 
principle, all parties should strive 
to simplify the process rather than 
create elaborate communications and 
counseling systems to help students 
navigate an overly complicated path. 

•	 A second area is ongoing 
feedback between CCC technical 
education programs, workforce 
development programs, and 
employers. These activities should 
also be coordinated with K-12 
and the other post-secondary 
education systems, to provide 
consistent messaging to students 
and avoid a cacophony of requests 
to businesses and industry groups. 

•	 A third area for emphasis is forming 
an active partnership with the 
K-12 system to align messaging, 
expectations, and policy. Collectively, 
we need to enhance the way we 
communicate about community college 
readiness and the need for early career 
exploration to students, families, 
and educators. The state must seek 
productive ways for CCC and K-12 
faculty to work together across sectors 
to break down an “us versus them” 
mentality and make real progress on 
aligning expectations and curriculum. 
Each party must accept responsibility 
for building these linkages and also for 
fixing problems that arise from failures 
to communicate and partner effectively. 
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HOW THE CHANCELLOR’S OFFICE CAN LEAD THE WAY
The Chancellor’s Office should model the kind of cross-sector collaboration and 
leadership at the state level that needs to be seen at the local level. To this end, the 
Chancellor should initiate joint meetings with peers at the UC, CSU, workforce 
development, and K-12 systems to address priority issues.

The Chancellor should also call on the leaders of other education sectors to help 
address issues that a�ect students transferring from CCCs, such as impaction 
policies that limit the enrollment of transfer-ready CCC students or institutions 
not honoring Associate Degrees for Transfer as expected. The Chancellor should 
also encourage both UC and CSU to join in adopting the global principle of 
holding students harmless for poor alignment and communication across the 
sectors (see page 21). Additionally, the Chancellor should work with other 
education sector leaders to share student data safely and securely, allowing CCCs to 
better understand which students are moving into other systems and whether they 
are persisting and succeeding.

Finally, the Chancellor should lead a statewide conversation about the collective 
impact of our higher education system on social and economic mobility, taking 
the same, rigorously transparent approach proposed for the community college 
system. The Chancellor should work with partners in K-12, CSU, UC, and the 
workforce development system to set long-term goals for improvement. By setting 
and owning goals together, collectively, California’s education segments can skip 
the finger-pointing and move ahead with finding shared solutions.
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Join the Vision for Success
In interviews and the Virtual Town Hall, many stakeholders commented that this 
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