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Preface

Over the last 50 years, the community college has improved the lives of millions of Americans by offering an inexpensive and convenient pathway to good jobs and university study. Its long record of institutional growth and increasing enrollments has created an appearance of stability and permanence. But, now, in an era of austerity, the community college commitment to open access, the centerpiece of its traditional mission, is being challenged. Policymakers, legislators, and private foundations are calling upon community colleges to retain their commitment to access while also significantly improving their graduation rates. Privately, community college presidents admit that when their institutions are asked to emphasize completion, they must reallocate resources and compromise access.

What should community colleges do? Embrace a new mission of access and completion? Surrender their traditional commitment to access and emphasize credential completion? Should they stand firm and reject the new call for completion? This debate reveals a problem that has plagued community colleges and their institutional predecessors, the junior colleges, for more than a century. In a hierarchical, status-driven, and heavily subsidized industry, community colleges have been forced to prioritize the interests of institutional outsiders over the needs of their students. This problem will not be corrected overnight. But, if community colleges are to gain greater autonomy and better prepare their students for the future, they will need a new vision of what they might be in the decades ahead. I propose that they adopt a vision that prioritizes individual growth and the development of democratic communities. John Dewey, the American philosopher and educator, articulated such a vision 100 years ago. But the pieces of this vision were spread over 30 years of books, articles, and speeches. In this work, I revisit Dewey’s writings, describe the life experiences that helped shape them, and pull together the key points that might serve as the foundation for a new community college normative vision. This book explains, therefore, what John Dewey can do for the community college of the future.

This project is the outcome of conversations with community college students, university graduate students, community college faculty and staff, community college presidents, university professors, and policymakers. Many had a hand in influencing the direction of this book. They include former ­colleagues at Durham Technical Community College, Bill Ingram and Phail Wynn. My former professors at North Carolina State University and Duke ­University provided a foundation for the interpretation unpacked below and they were George Vaughan, George Baker, and Rick Roderick. ­Education ­faculty at ­Colorado State University and the University of Wyoming also offeredinsights about community colleges and John Dewey and these associates were ­Timothy Gray Davies, Bill Timpson, and Michael Day. David Hardy, Gert Biesta, Jennifer Wolgemuth, Ozan Jaquette, John Levin, Sue Kater, and Doug Smith are researchers and scholars at other institutions who have ­provided me with advice and inspiration. My former doctoral students, many of whom have now gone on to senior leadership positions at community colleges, also had a great influence on this project. Of course, none of these people is responsible for my errors.

This essay begins a conversation and passes it along to my principal audience—community college students, faculty, staff, and administrators. I invite them to consider how their college might use the work of John Dewey to truly become “Democracy’s College.” The book is dedicated to Suzanne who attended Casper College and later, as a researcher and educator, never lost sight of this simple fact: at its core, higher education should be about the students. They are the future.

Note on sources

The source for John Dewey’s books, articles, and speeches is the 38-volume Collected Works of John Dewey edited by Jo Ann Boydston and published by the Southern Illinois University Press (2008 edition). The source for John Dewey’s correspondence is The Correspondence of John Dewey, 1871–1952 (I–IV), Electronic Edition, edited by Larry Hickman and published by the InteLex Corporation.


Introduction

The President goes to Macomb Community College

On July 14, 2009, President Barack Obama visited Macomb Community College in Warren, Michigan. It was President Obama’s first trip to Michigan after his inauguration in January 2009. An enthusiastic crowd greeted him as he rolled up his shirtsleeves and stepped up to the podium under a sunny blue sky. After acknowledging state and local officials, the President reminded his audience that he was working hard to secure federal support for the ailing automobile industry. He assured them that he was well aware of their struggles, living in a state that had been hit very hard by the ongoing recession.

However, the main purpose of his visit was to introduce his American Graduation Initiative (Obama’s speech at Macomb Community College, July 14, 2009). The American Graduation Initiative (AGI) was the President’s plan to significantly increase the number of students graduating from American colleges and universities. At Macomb, the President called upon the nation’s community colleges to produce an additional 5 million certificate and degree recipients by 2020. To support this college completion initiative, the President proposed a $12 billion federal funding package. The President’s proposal to provide new federal funding for community colleges, in particular, was not surprising. During the presidential campaign of 2007–08, the young senator from Illinois repeatedly identified the nation’s community colleges, and their mission of expanding educational opportunity, as a vital resource for the nation.

The day after President Obama visited Macomb, Congressman George Miller (Democrat—California) introduced a bill in the United States House of Representatives incorporating the President’s educational priorities, including the AGI. This bill, the Student Aid and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 2009, proposed an overhaul of the federal student loan program. It also included plans to appropriate $12 billion, over a period of 10 years, to help community colleges graduate more students. On July 15, The Washington Post ran a story on the AGI and included a statement from George Boggs, President of the American Association of Community Colleges (AACC). Boggs said the $12 billion, if approved, would be “the largest federal investment in community college history” (Shear and de Vise, The Washington Post, July 15, 2009, p. A2).

President Obama’s bold new plan carried the potential to affect the lives of millions of college students. In 2009, community colleges enrolled more than 7.2 million students, approximately 40 percent of all undergraduates (Knapp, Kelly-Reid and Ginder 2011). And, they enrolled a larger share of low-income and underrepresented minority students than public 4-year institutions. But the President’s AGI was soon overshadowed by another bold new plan and that was his national health care initiative, the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, or as it became known, “Obamacare.”

The priorities of the federal government

The new President’s domestic policy agenda was ambitious and it soon became clear that his health care initiative was the top priority. In March 2010, in a final rush of legislative activity, Congress passed Obamacare along with revisions to the federal student loan program. Also included in the legislation was $2 billion for the Department of Labor to pay community colleges for training dislocated workers. However, the $12 billion promised as part of the AGI at Macomb and initially included in the Student Aid and Fiscal Responsibility Act, was left out.

Over the next year, the Obama administration continued to spotlight community colleges as a vital component of the American higher education system. In October 2010, the President hosted a White House summit on community colleges, attended by community college leaders from across the nation. But the President’s first 2 years in office were a disappointment for community colleges. He continued to call upon these institutions to significantly increase their graduation rates. But he could not deliver the resources he believed were needed to get the job done (Marcus July 11, 2011).

In November 2010, the Democrats lost control of the House of Representatives and political gridlock halted progress on most domestic policy initiatives. Two years later, in November 2012, President Obama was reelected but prospects for greater funding for community colleges (and most other domestic policy priorities) were overshadowed by four serious problems that confronted the federal government and hobbled the nation. First, the political climate in Washington D.C. was highly polarized and this prevented the development of problem solving alliances that crossed party lines. For example, the Republican hardliners in the House of Representatives tried to block the implementation of Obamacare, the President’s signature legislative accomplishment, even after a conservative United States Supreme Court had upheld its constitutionality in June 2012. Second, the slow recovery from the Financial Crisis of 2007–08 and the Great Recession of 2007–09, led to an extended period of unusually low economic growth and high unemployment. Before the Financial Crisis began, in January 2007, national unemployment was 4.6 percent. But it rose for the next 2 and 1/2 years until it peaked at 10 percent in October 2009. It remained above 7 percent until December 2013. One consequence of these two economic problems was that state and federal governments were spending more on relief programs, taking in less in the form of tax receipts, and laying off their own public employees. Third, by 2012, the nation’s War against Terror was entering a second decade. For 10 years the battle had been fought in Iraq, Afghanistan, Yemen, Somalia, and Pakistan. In the summer of 2013, however, Americans learned that their e-mail and telephone communications were being secretly tracked by American security services in an effort to get ahead of the terrorists (Scahill 2013). The cost of the war to Americans had been substantial: 5,000 combat deaths, 50,000 wounded, a war debt estimated at $6 trillion, and the loss of privacy. Finally, the federal government’s bailout of banks and major industries during the Financial Crisis exacerbated an already difficult budget situation. When combined with Washington’s longstanding inability to manage and fund entitlements, the federal government’s debt ballooned from $9 trillion in September 2007 to $17 trillion in November 2013 (United States Treasury Department, TreasuryDirect, Monthly Statement of the Public Debt of the United States, November 30, 2013).

These problems effectively neutralized efforts to address many domestic problems and one of these was the college completion problem. Washington’s chronic inability to act, however, did not stop others from moving forward. Back in 2009, leaders from state government, the business community, policy think tanks, and higher education, came together and established Complete College America, a nonprofit organization, dedicated to improving the nation’s college completion numbers. Other nonprofits and major philanthropies were soon working alongside Complete College America. Together these groups articulated what has become known as “The Completion Agenda.”

The Completion Agenda

The Completion Agenda is best understood as a broad reform movement asserting, as its central claim, that American colleges and universities must produce substantially more graduates over the next 10 years. Two arguments have been offered to justify this claim. First, Completion Agenda advocates argue that the United States needs to produce more college graduates so employers can hire the talent needed to develop, produce, and sell new products and services in the global marketplace. If the nation does not produce these graduates, businesses will not be able to produce these new goods and services and many will lose out to foreign competition. Over the short term, a failure to produce more college graduates will curtail American economic growth and extend high unemployment. Over the long term, however, this failure will lead to national economic decline. Second, they claim that unless American colleges and universities graduate more students, the rise in income inequality, which began in the late 1970s, will continue to grow. The argument here is that students who do not earn a college credential will be unable to secure high-paying jobs. Their inability to significantly increase personal income, when compared to the extended and significant increase in earnings for people in the highest income bracket, means that income inequality will continue to grow. These two economic arguments—both national in scope—are the overriding justification for the Completion Agenda. The Completion Agenda and its supporting arguments are a prime example of the economic logic now framing many public higher education issues.

This logic is based on four broad assumptions that are the cornerstones of neoliberal political philosophy. The first is that in a complex twenty-first- century democracy, market forces (as opposed to government institutions) are the more efficient and effective mechanism to apportion all but the most basic social opportunities, benefits, and risks. Second, government regulation of markets should be limited in order to promote freer trade. The third is that, in general, public debt should be limited in order to reduce tax burdens and facilitate greater private investment. The fourth is that higher education is essentially a private good that should be managed and delivered in such a way to limit public expenditures while promoting students’ future financial success. These broad assumptions, although rejected by many social scientists, exercise a strong hold on many state and federal politicians and on much of the American public.

Reclaiming the American Dream

For community colleges, an important chapter in the emergence of the Completion Agenda was written in April 2012. Then, AACC, the nation’s
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