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Preface

As small children, we have the drive to use our lives to become something miraculous–like the incredible urge to explore the stars as an astronaut. Satisfying the urge to help others might drive someone to the choice to become a doctor or nurse. A kid that enjoys history or arguing with a brother or sister might head to the courtroom to become a lawyer. Some of the greatest celebrities and personas–like Tom Hanks, Nolan Ryan, Steve Jobs, and George Lucas–were all community college graduates. They all, in one way or another, transformed the world with each movie, each pitch, each invention, and each universe they created or influenced.

After some digging, which all of us inevitably do, I concluded that higher education is a necessary part of the journey to achieve future success. But how does an ordinary student reach this goal of higher education? The only way is to balance good grades, pass standardized testing, participate in clubs, sports, activities, and still enjoy a social life. Then, it comes to choosing a college: one of the biggest and most challenging choices of a young person’s life. Community colleges provide a journey with hands-on guidance for a substantially reduced cost compared to the major universities. Community colleges allow lost souls, punk kids, and many others to beat out their own paths and find their own truths.

For most, community college is the first step outside the realm of childhood memories and pastimes and the beginning of adult life. College is a place where you can get the first breath of freedom and take the first step outside the shadow of parents or older siblings. Students embrace this new-found light and finally see themselves. For example, introverted young adults, forced to speak in front of the class for the first time, might break out of their shells and grow. Through an art class, they might find new love in the eyes of the Mona Lisa. Equations, jumbled to some, might open the mind of a young student to inspire her inner engineer. Community college provides an essential stepping stone from high school to the brave new world of modern society.

Proud professors and dubious doctors roam the luminescent halls and classrooms of these schools to sculpt students’ hearts and minds. The staff gently holds the hands of the new students–even though sometimes they slip. Dedicated professors wade through the intricate web of regulations and thesis statements to create lessons plans of substance. They deliver lectures that will stir the minds of future generations (or future dropouts). Administration tirelessly supports, guides, and advises students toward a future they may not even recognize yet.

Community college provides the growth needed to for anyone to develop a personalized education plan. Such colleges provide a safe place for self-exploration. All the while, students juggle sports, work, family, and other activities.

Dr. Ross’ collection of enlightened stories about the seldom-recognized ins-and-outs of the community college structure both amuse, delight, shock, and bewilder. Enhanced by the rugged beauty of the southwest, and through an eccentric and quirky set of characters, these stories maneuver the landscape of the sometime-stagnant world of community college administration, staff, and students. They demonstrate the folly of the human condition with humorous stories of the “typical” community college experience through the eyes of all parties involved. Using the extremes of the typical, and the elaborate mazes of the norm, Dr. Ross expresses the pitfalls and successes of the system he dedicated his life to.

 

Graham Jones, Community College Student.

Gilbert, Arizona

March 15, 2019


Foreword

Throughout our social evolutionary development, the concept of individual identity has been a vital part of the human experience: self, group, tribe, country, institution...whatever the social organization or construct. And as Dr. Ross so artfully demonstrates in the following collection of stories, education is one particular area of identity establishment that remains most troublingly prominent.

Certainly, since Medieval times, the University has been the bastion and repository of “education” and thus, over time, has become the method through which collected knowledge was made transcendent between one generation and the next. And given the old adage that “knowledge is power,” over time the educational process become an institutional process for wealth and power reification, while at the same time being a solid method of social exclusion. But let us take a moment to unpack that phenomena, as understanding this differentiation process is crucial to appreciating the richness of the writing contained within Dr. Ross’ collection of vignettes.

With its wealth of resources, as well as its democratic underpinnings, America is probably the best place to see the processes of wealth accumulation and social determinism, as well as the ensuing educational identity confusion, taking place. Afterall, consider the Jeffersonian notation that for a democracy to remain vital and transcendent, it must have an enlightened, well informed electorate. The university/four-year college system, which certainly meets Jefferson’s demand, was already entrenched in the American society. However, a majority of American citizenry fell far below the high bar of democratic participation and literacy. Eventually, a robust public education system was born to meet this need.

Grades 1 through 8, “primary education,” was the mainstay of the literacy efforts in the 18th and 19th centuries, until major economic changes of the times required an additional four years of “secondary education”: grades 9 through 12. The primary/secondary school arrangement fit well, and the majority of United States citizens were given basic and trade education, while the exclusivity of the university/four-year college system remained intact. The post-secondary structure of four, then six, then eight years of extended education allowed the time necessary for the preparation of the upper-class and aristocratic class students to acquire the abilities needed to handle and pass on the wealth bestowed on them by the nature and inheritance of their unique birth right and class identity...the mantle of power and privilege and leadership...the identity of the “best and the brightest.”

But somehow, democratic social principles could not coexist with the illusion of “nobles oblige,” especially after the rape and pillaging of the plebian lower working classes in the ironic period called the Industrial Era. An innovative educational construct, called the “junior college,” was meant to somehow bridge the gap between mandatory, publicly paid-schooling, and privately sponsored college education. Later, the “junior college” was euphemistically call the “technical institution,” “trade college,” “technical trade college,” and finally “community college.”

Unfortunately, the appellations “junior” and “technical” and “institution,” as well as the folksier nominalizers of “city” and “community,” gradually attached a negative and subaltern association to the term “college.”

During the subsequent years, in order to maintain the mantle and image of the penultimate egalitarian institution, the purpose of the community college truncated into the following: Open access to postsecondary education; Preparation for transfer to four-year college or university; Workforce development and vocational skills training; A range of noncredit programs; and Community enrichment programs and cultural activities. In more recent years, these five basic goals have been reworded and reworked into various verbose and flowery mission and goals statements, but they still remain confusingly similar...an unattainable Desiderata that claims to be all things to all people.

And so, this emergent, contradictory, almost schizoid identity that the has entrapped the two-year community college lo these many decades...this perplexing dilemma... is the focus of the delightful fictional chapters contained in Dr. Ross’ collection.

The reader will enjoy this slice-of-life perspective of the most eclectic of American educational institutions. Characters representing the entire community college “Chain of Being” will entertain and enlighten you–and you will hear about the complex community college event from those not always given voice. Read this book to be entertained and to be informed. You won’t be disappointed.

P.S. Bye the bye...while the community college still struggles with its identity crisis, four-year institutions have been able to maintain their gatekeeping role by continually raising tuition and costs, while at the same time facilitating the student loan process by which non-privileged students accumulate massive debt in their educational pursuits. The more things change, the more they remain the same...

 

Dr. John Paddison

Gold Canyon, Arizona

May 1, 2019

The Stories for Smiles and Reflection

 


A Community College Professor’s Reflections

@Southern New Mexico Bright Wall Community College

Joey Archbishop, PhD, was at that time of life when a man begins to reflect on the significant events and themes of his life–and how those events and themes shaped him. He had never been a good student in high school, but persevered and graduated without too much trouble. He was never really an athlete, but as a kid, he enjoyed riding motocross bikes in the New Mexico desert–and working on two-stroke engines.

When he was sixteen or so, his career ambition was to work in a motorcycle shop–but his parents would hear nothing about such an idea. They wanted him to go to college and “make something” out of himself. So, through a strange pathway of junior college, college, and a couple of universities–and stopping out and dropping out a few times, he ended up with a career as a community college English professor. He held a PhD in American Lit (Whitman), but most of his work life had been spent teaching 100-level ENG composition courses. Dr. Joey had read so many essays, graded so many papers, attended so many division meetings.

His dad had given him some simple advice, all those years ago, which turned out to be invaluable: “Just get a degree in something. Anything. You will be better off with a degree.” So, Archbishop, after a few starts and stops, became an English major. Reading books and writing about them seemed easy, and interesting, to the young beer-drinking scholar. He ended up having forty-eight credit hours of English for his BA, thirty-six for his MA, and another forty-five for the doctorate. Not always as easy as he hoped, but he had it all done by the time he was thirty-one. He didn’t even have to borrow too much money back then.

Archbishop always enjoyed living “close to the bone.” Besides, as his academic life progressed, he found he enjoyed reading poems by Roethke or novels by Updike more than going to movies, football tailgate parties, or expensive restaurants. You might say he had different priorities–especially as the literature he studied began to impact his own thinking and values.

Both perseverance and chance landed him on the full-time faculty at SNMBWCC. After spending five unsteady years in college and five more in graduate school, school-weary Archbishop had been struggling as a daytime fertilizer salesman in Hamilton City and working evenings as a tutor for SNMBWCC. He began teaching part-time, a class or two a semester, and then obtained a full-time position when the college opened a store-front operation in Columbus. That was when his “academic” life began–back in 1987.

He wanted to teach at a place like Hamilton State University, but he enjoyed his paycheck and good benefits at SNMBWCC.

Still, sometimes Archbishop wondered how his passion for Shelley and Wordsworth and Whitman got him involved in teaching ENG composition at a community college. He had always been interested in making spiritual sense of the natural world–and he had found, of all the literary work he had studied to date, Walt Whitman’s catalogs of animals and botanical forms in Song of Myself to be most relevant to his own world view. His dissertation study, “Hidden Angels in Whitman’s Leaves of Grass,” was mightily unrelated to teaching writing in comp classes. But he wasn’t complaining. Maybe just surprised his career morphed into writing instruction rather than literary analysis.

There were some attributes of the university life he did not miss. Not a bit. Archbishop would admit he had always promoted good writing skills (punctuation, spelling, paragraphs) rather than political empowerment. At SNMBWCC, he frequently told his students his job was to help them write clearly, not further his or their political agendas. He tried to be a technician of sorts. Sort of a words and grammar mechanic.

Increasingly, though, he really became fixated with trying to figure out how he ended up teaching at a community college. Where had he gone wrong? He appreciated the tenets of community college ideology, but the culture seemed foreign to him. What had happened? Why couldn’t he land a four-year school job despite hundreds of applications?

His dissertation committee had been composed of some stellar folks–national figures in their areas of expertise. He had published several articles about 19th century American romanticism and transcendentalism.

But there was always been something missing in his personality, in his presence, in his Weltanschauung, which had kept him in his place. When he looked at his life and habits, he could sense what went wrong.

He didn’t exude star power. He didn’t command the attention of the room. He wasn’t self-promoting. The blue-collar types on the Miller High Life commercials (flowers in a beer bottle, spit-shined janitor shoes) reminded him of him. Sort of. Such a man (or woman) knew the job at hand and worked hard. Like recently wealthy industrialists in a W.D. Howells’ novel, Joe was not comfortable with his station. He realized he didn’t dress well. Archbishop couldn’t talk about wine.

And almost sacrilegiously, Archbishop couldn’t imagine spending good money on a cruise or bus tour of Italy.

The world he lived and worked in seemed increasingly crazy to him. And this was the real issue. How can equality and diversity exist simultaneously? And be “celebrated” every half-minute? In the 4th dimension? Conflicted paradoxes, if he thought about such matters.

Truth of the matter was, he would rather be working on a motorcycle than sitting at a meeting discussing student success or feedback loops or faculty salaries. “Whitman–good. Motorcycles–good. Teaching at the community college? Well, I enjoy my students and colleagues. I’m not complaining,” mused Archbishop out loud to himself. “But what is it? What is my problem?”

“At least I didn’t go crazy like Jack Frost—or become a tyrant like Phil Dolly!”

 

(Something was not right with Dr. Archbishop. Or perhaps everything was right!)


Johnny Sparks, Welder

@ Vanguard Community College

Johnny Sparks heard about “going to college” almost daily during grades K-12. Young Johnny grew up in a family of lawyers. His mom and dad are a married “law team.” They hoped the boy would get good grades in high school, so he could (at least) get a scholarship to a Big Ten university and then go to a prestigious law school and become a barrister and future partner in their family firm.

Didn’t happen. Johnny saw and heard enough about attorneys on TV commercials, cable news, and the dinner table. Not for him.

But Johnny did go to college. And he loved it. He enrolled in the welding program at Copperfield Community, got his pipe welding certification, and now, at age twenty, makes 70K per annum in the fracking fields of North Dakota. He drives a new Dodge Hemi 4X4 truck and enjoys fishing and hunting. He no longer watches the crazy people on cable news, and he feels great pity for those ensnared by the artifice of opinions, victimization, and unrequited political analysis. He makes a living as a skilled tradesman and loves the open sky country of North Dakota. And his folks are very proud of him because he followed his dream.


Adam Bliss, Groundskeeper

@ Moonbucks Patio, Santa Rey, North New Mexico

Adam Bliss sat on a bar stool and watched the cold, dreary, late autumn rain drip pitifully off the corrugated patio cover. He noticed his Yamaha, a 1969 DT-1 Enduro, was staying dry under the tree where he’d parked it. The old but clean motorcycle looked oddly misplaced in time, almost baleful, in the mists. Tonight’s crowd was thin on this creaky Moonbucks porch here in Santa Rey

Most of the patrons sat, isolated, completely inside the building, eyes glued to laptop screens or smart phones. Bliss was here tonight, like the last three Friday nights, to provide background guitar music for the gathered coffee snobs. Moonbucks’ corporate policy forbade payment to musicians, but he would be given free coffee and cakes for the following week (as payment in kind.) But not even a gift card, he considered wryly.

He usually made six or seven dollars from tips–and he kept a nice clean gallon pickle jar nearby for that purpose.

Bliss had been working at the community college over in Hamilton City as a groundskeeper for a couple of years. Married (for now anyway), he and his wife had a difficult, stormy relationship. He was a minimum wage college employee, and part-time musician, and she worked as a part-time carry-out at the Slipway Grocery Store.

Lately they had been fighting because of her new tattoos.

When romance became displaced by snacks and cooking shows blaring away 24/7 in his bedroom, he expressed concern. When he caught her making out with a city water meter reader, he’d had enough.

So, about three weeks ago, he left her in their apartment in Hamilton City and hauled himself over here to Santa Rey. Adam Bliss was now living in a run-down forty-five-year-old travel trailer in an RV park on a low hill by the river, just off Edison Avenue. The trailer had heat, running water, and a shower. Sometimes the roof leaked during a rain storm. He had worked out a deal with management–he’d function as the on-site “go to guy” and do minor fixes and repairs for the other fifty-one residents of this five-bar resort. In return, his rent was a nominal one hundred dollars monthly. So, after his 180 mile commute to Hamilton City for his college job each day in his diesel 4 X 4, he did a few repairs around the RV Park. It wasn’t too bad. Sometimes he had quite a bit to do on the weekends, but he managed to keep Fridays open.

He was using this weekly Moonbucks gig as a way, he thought, to hopefully advertise himself as a musician. He knew something good was just ahead, just waiting to happen. He couldn’t sing worth a lick, but he could play guitar and bass pretty well.

So tonight, he was getting ready to play, eyeing the empty tip jar, and hoping for a good show.

Suddenly, his dream of dreams, his fantasy lady, forcefully walked in, wearing Capris pants, hair ribbons, pale lipstick, and hoop earnings. And knee-high boots. What a looker!

Her new pearl necklace and wedding ring sparkled first-class, and his feelings at this moment reminded old Bliss of those emotions he once endured when a beautiful girl caught his eye in a club or at the horse track.

Wow. She sat down with three other well-heeled gals and ordered a glass of water and a chocolate muffin. They launched into a discussion of vampire novels, Fixer Upper episodes, gossip, and the next church social. He thought she might be a recently-hired full-time Professor of Biology at the college, but he wasn’t sure. Wow.

Regaining his composure, Bliss busied himself tuning his guitar, which was rapidly going sharp in the damp air.

But his eyes were fixed on her curves, her presence, and her chattiness. And she was thin.

Now Bliss had been emotionally beaten, many times, under the roof of his former rent-by-the-week domicile. His manly wife had set him straight on most issues–especially on how couples should behave in public and in private. His wife had always been impressed by windbags, hard drinkers, and gnarly old dudes with white beards.

He wanted so badly to have romantic feelings, to write love songs, to bring flowers, to feel the throb and pulse of fulfilled love, and the gentle touch of a woman’s willing lips.

So–Adam Bliss, in an emotionally fragile state, nearly broke, sort of on the lam, tired, and psychologically beaten, had been smitten instantly by a beautiful, shapely, nicely-dressed, and clearly-married woman. What would he do?

Well.

He sat on the stool and caught snatches of their conversation. He was trying to glean some significance, some meaning, some clue, for why their paths were crossing.

Not much came through.

Finally, in the key of G (his best vocal slot), Adam Bliss broke into an original song, strumming his slightly amplified Rickenbacker 330 in the dim glow of the three LED stage lights. He knew this song had great power. Trembling, and synthetically powered by his semi-hollow body guitar, he began to sing carefully:

Are you waiting there for me–?

while the light breaks from my Rickenbacker?

Are you thinking bits of me–?

making my life tick a little faster?

Are you dreaming? Are you mine?

Can you help my places grow and nourish?

Did you drive those miles for me?

And never sleep a wink ‘cause

We were loving...

Did you wander to the sea–taking photos of the sunsets flooding?

Are you certain of your heart–and the life ahead you think of starting?

Tender moments come from always parting...

Can’t we be, just what we are?

Two fates a-pounding on this middle-class star

Can’t we be, just what we seem?

Afraid of nothing but the happiness dream?

 

While he was beginning the last chorus, the four women noisily got up and left without looking at him. They also ignored the tip jar on the way out. Bliss was still admiring her scientific curves as she walked off the patio into the misty night, pointing at his motorcycle, and laughing hysterically at any fool who would ride in the rain.

 

(Based on a storyline from Love in the RV Park, Rogue Phoenix Press, 2013 by Jeffrey Ross)
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