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POLICY BRIEF

State Law Establishes “Open Access” 
Policy, Identifies Key CCC Missions. 
Under the state’s Master Plan for Higher 



may earn, and (3) restrict the number of times that 
a student may repeat physical education and other 
classes at taxpayers’ expense.

Statewide Registration Priorities

Campuses Have Wide Discretion Over 
Which Students May Register Early. Before each 
term begins, different groups of CCC students 
are permitted to register for classes at different 
times. Some students are given enrollment (regis-
tration) priority, which means that they have an 
opportunity to select their classes before “open 
registration” begins for the general student body. 
Students value priority enrollment because there 
is considerable competition for many classes, and 
these classes fill up quickly. 

While colleges have considerable discretion 
in how they assign priority, current law singles 
out two groups of students. Specifically, colleges 
must give registration priority to current or former 
members of the military. Statute also requires 
colleges to assign a “low” enrollment priority 
to high-school students who are concurrently 
enrolled at a community college to “ensure that 
these students do not displace regularly admitted 
students.” (We note that this statutory language 
is ambiguous, since, by definition, high-school 
students who are given priority are able to register 
before—and thus potentially displace—adult CCC 
students who do not have priority.)

Regulations adopted by the statewide Board 
of Governors give campuses wide discretion as to 
whether any other categories of students may be 
given priority registration. As a result, enrollment 
priorities vary across the state. In December 2010, 
the Chancellor’s Office surveyed the CCC system’s 
112 colleges about their priorities. Each of the 
76 colleges that responded to the survey indicated 
that they have a registration priority system. 
Virtually all colleges grant earliest registration 
to current and former members of the military, 

students with disabilities, and participants in 
Extended Opportunity Programs and Services (a 
program designed for low-income, underprepared 
students who are attending CCC full-time). Other 
groups granted early registration by some campuses 
include athletes and students in the state’s welfare 
program. Next, colleges usually assign relatively 
early priority to students who are continuing 
their studies at the particular college (that is, they 
enrolled in the preceding term). Typically, the more 
units that students have completed prior to the start 
of the term, the earlier their registration priority. 
(However, some colleges indicated they bump 
students who exceed a certain unit threshold—such 
as 90 or 100 units—to the lowest priority among 
continuing students.) In addition to units earned, a 
small number of colleges responding to the survey 
also take into account students’ academic perfor-



technical or language skills); rather, they may be 



what is typically required to earn an associate’s 
degree or credits for transfer. This threshold would 
allow students to earn some credit for coursework 
that is not applicable for a degree or transfer (such 
as precollegiate basic skills instruction in English 
or mathematics), as well as a “cushion” in case 
students need to take some additional classes as a 
result of changing their program or major.
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generating state savings of roughly $60 million. 
(This estimate takes into account students with 
more than 100 units who repeated an activity class 
in 2009-10.)

Conclusion

This brief has identified ways the Legislature 
can better target limited CCC funds toward the 
Master Plan’s key missions. Taken together, our 
recommendations would (1) help increase oppor-
tunities for high-priority students (such as recent 
high-school graduates) to enroll in courses they 

need to progress toward 
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